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The story of a muscle-obsessed gym rat who becomes a thick-headed magical girl and leads a double life.


Ch.0 - Prologue
I slowly opened my eyes.
My hazy consciousness became clear, and my blurry vision cleared up, allowing me to recognize the endless white space stretching out before me.

I couldn't tell if this was a dream or reality.
It felt too real to be a dream, with all the sensations my body was experiencing, yet too strange to be reality, given the scene unfolding before my eyes.

"You've regained consciousness."

As I was feeling confused, a being appeared before me.

"Let's cut to the chase and get straight to the point."

With an appearance that made it impossible to tell whether they were a boy or a girl. Yet their voice carried weathered experience and power.
A being whose years far exceeded their appearance. And this utterly alien existence said:

"Contract with me and become a magical girl."

That's what they said.

...What the hell is this nonsense?

Ch.1 - Change And Adaptation (1)
[This year, the Hero Academy is expected to attract an unprecedented number of talented individuals compared to last year. Naturally, top heroes and corporations are looking forward to these future talents—]
[The Hero Association has announced they are considering promoting B-rank hero Foriner to A-rank for resolving this incident, and many corporations including Daesung Group—]

I could faintly hear sounds. Though I could hear them, I didn't understand what they meant, so I blankly stared in the direction they were coming from.

[Hope of humanity! Supernova of The Front Line! That was our interview with A-rank hero Splatter!]

My foggy consciousness gradually cleared. Apparently, I had fallen asleep with the TV on. Looking at the clock next to the TV, it was 5 AM. The beginning of a new day.

I'd slept about five hours, so it was time to get up and move. That's how I'd avoid falling behind and get my work done.

I glanced around. The objects were familiar, but the place wasn't.
Well, that made sense—I'd only moved in three days ago.

"Nngh...! Damn!"

I stretched, pushing away the fatigue. Lately, I'd been spending all day wandering outside with my nerves on edge, so fatigue had built up considerably.

Trudging along, I left the mattress and headed to the desk. On it lay my C-rank hero license and a booklet that verified my identity.

[Academy Guidebook]

It wasn't something professionally printed. It was a handmade book with drawings and text written directly on A4 paper with a pen. Made by a friend who had suddenly disappeared one day.

"Where the hell did you go?"

I carefully stroked the book cover, lost in thought. The reason I came down from The Front Line, teeming with monsters, to stay here was all because of this guy.

Whew!

I let out a rough sigh, organizing my thoughts. If I started thinking about him first thing in the morning, there'd be no end to it.
I stretched thoroughly to push away the distracting thoughts, warming up my body. The muscles clinging to my body squirmed.

Creeak—

I put on the cap I'd carelessly tossed aside and stepped outside. It was cold enough that my breath formed white clouds. It was chilly, but I could tough it out.

"One good thing about the city is this. Monsters aren't just casually hanging around."

One step. Two steps. I gradually increased my pace. The sound of cutting through the air grew thicker and fiercer.

I quickly scanned my surroundings. Complete silence, without even a monster's cry.

Out of habit, I checked for monsters, but it would be difficult to find them in a place like this.
Well, it had been 30 years since the Great Invasion, and this wasn't The Front Line where monsters swarmed.

"I'll do it here today."

After jogging for a while, I found myself in a quiet park. The park was desolate and messy. Overgrown with vegetation, benches and other fixtures looked like they were just waiting to collapse.
This was a place far from people's attention.

"Inhale— Exhale..."

Standing in the middle of the park, I regulated my breathing. After a moment, my muscles twitched and strength filled my body. I was using my superpower, physical enhancement.

Bang!

My heavy fist struck the air, making the atmosphere vibrate.
Superpowers were forces manifested by mana supplied from the Core, also called the second heart. Among them, physical enhancement was the epitome of simplicity—just strengthening physical power.

Stronger.
Heavier.
To completely shatter monsters. I firmly anchored my body with my lower half, added rotational force using my waist, and thrust my fist.

"Haaah...!"

Moving vigorously, my whole body was drenched in sweat. I was just punching and kicking the air, but since I wasn't sponsored by any company, I had no choice. At the very least, I had to keep treading water.

Still, there was one thing I could proudly say I excelled at compared to most others.
Overwhelming experience. Thanks to desperately surviving in The Front Line where monsters swarmed, I could proudly say I had more experience than anyone in one-on-one, one-versus-many, and many-versus-many situations.

I roughly wiped my face with a towel I'd brought. When I stopped moving, my body temperature rapidly dropped again, but I could endure this much.
I absolutely refused to show I was cold, and instead put on a face suggesting I was cool and comfortable.

*I'm freezing to death...!*

Of course, being able to endure doesn't mean I wasn't cold.



* * *



Evening.

"Sigh... shit. Nothing's working out."

I grumbled alone in a quiet alley. Today was another day without results.

"Damn it!"

Bang! Clang!

Out of irritation, I kicked a can lying in the back alley with all my might. The can hit the alley floor and wall before weakly landing in a pile of garbage.

The back alley, devoid of artificial light, was full of all kinds of trash and filth, intertwined like a maze.
The inner part of the alley, where natural light barely penetrated, boasted an eerie feeling as if something might jump out at any moment.
If it weren't a shortcut, I probably wouldn't have passed through here either.

"Where should I look for clues...?"

I muttered to myself while pacing the alley.
Thoughts of Jung Soo-Hyun, my only friend for five years, filled my mind.
These five years were similar to the number of years I'd spent rolling around in The Front Line. My relationship with Jung Soo-Hyun had lasted a little over five years.

*Hey, kid. Why are you squatting here pathetically instead of going to school?*

Suddenly, I remembered when I first met Soo-Hyun. A laid-back person who quickly became close to me because we had many similarities, five years older than me.

I didn't roll around in The Front Line because I was crazy. It was possible because I had someone to be with—Jung Soo-Hyun.

*What? You don't go to school? Look, no matter what, you should at least attend the Academy. Even an idiot like me graduated. Wait, you didn't even go to the trainee school? You're hopeless, kid.*
*What? You want me to teach you how to study? Forget it. I'm a blockhead with no connection to studying. You want me to teach you because we have the same ability? Come on.*
*Seriously! I don't know how to get stronger either! It's no use asking me! Can't you tell I'm useless from how I'm unemployed at this age?*

Soo-Hyun had so many similarities with me that he never felt like a stranger. I'm sure he felt the same way.

Together, we pondered ways to become stronger. But no matter how much we trained and sparred every day, we couldn't feel any significant growth.

*Hey. Maybe we can't do it alone, but what if we try together? They say you get stronger after surviving near-death experiences, right?*

Then one day, a casual joke from Jung Soo-Hyun after seeing an advertisement on a large billboard on the street.
Although it started as a joke, it was like salvation for us who had hit a growth plateau.

I want to be stronger. Even without talent, I want to be recognized by people as a hero. The desire that had congealed in our hearts shouted this from within, and we immediately followed the procedures and threw ourselves into The Front Line.

That's how we spent five years.
But one day, he suddenly disappeared.

"There must be a reason."

I clenched my fist tightly.
He must have had something he couldn't tell me. During those five years when we sustained each other's lives, we were closer than anyone else.

I turned my head toward the Academy district beyond the buildings. The book that Soo-Hyun, who had erased all traces of himself, had left behind. He clearly wanted me to find him, even while not wanting to be found.

With that belief alone, I moved into a studio apartment on the outskirts of the Academy district and had been tracking his traces for the past few days. But despite searching everywhere I could on foot and asking around, it was all in vain. I couldn't find any trace of him.

I even went to the studio apartment where he had supposedly been living for a while, but the landlord said he was a quiet tenant with nothing special about him, and that he never came back.

All that remained was the inside of the Academy. The only place pointed to by the only trace he left behind. The place where he said he had hidden his secret.

"...Did I take a wrong turn?"

But while I was pondering how to get inside the Academy, I suddenly felt that the alley seemed different from the paths I'd been walking these past few days. Looking again, I hadn't taken a wrong turn.

The atmosphere was different.
Like the calm before a storm, the alley was unnaturally quiet. The sounds that had been faintly heard before—delinquents snickering, cats moving stealthily or fighting each other—typical alley sounds were completely absent.

I quickly scanned the surroundings. The fact that there was nothing unusual was even more suspicious. It felt like someone was hiding quietly, targeting me.

Thud!

I roughly tossed aside the convenience store bag I was holding, took a stance, and became even more vigilant of my surroundings.

Woong!

"?! No way...!"

There was a sound that made the space vibrate. Then, a ripping sound followed.

-Ki, kikikikikiki!
"!!"

Shortly after, a black-painted being appeared from the T-shaped passage.
A long, torn mouth, sharp claws, a hunched back, arms so long they touched the ground. And a long, thin tail with the shape of bones clearly visible.
It was a monster. The kind of monster I had been smashing with my two fists and legs until a few days ago in The Front Line. But it was also a monster I had never seen before.

It drooled as it slowly closed the distance between us. Leisurely. One step. One step.

"A mutant?"

The tension increased. I slightly raised my heels to be able to move at any moment.

Another step.

Unlike me, the monster wasn't cautious.
It was different from the low-level, unintelligent monsters. As if it had determined I was weaker than it, the monster didn't hide its composure as it slowly closed the distance between us.

This monster is a mutant. A mutant that has rarely been discovered in the 30 years since the Great Invasion.

Gulp!

Rather than wondering how such a monster could appear in a place like this, I first thought about how to survive.

Mutants generally boasted strong powers. For instance, individuals with abnormally strong muscle strength, individuals that grow endlessly by consuming other monsters, individuals born with abnormally high mana levels, and so on. Mutants were born specialized in one characteristic.

However, the tricky part is that being specialized doesn't mean their other abilities are inferior.

"?!"

Suddenly, the monster disappeared.
Not even the slightest sound was made.
I just blinked once, and the monster vanished as if it had never been there.

*Where did it go?*

I squeezed mana from my Core to strengthen my body and searched for where the monster had disappeared to. In such a narrow alley, there weren't many ways for the monster to vanish from my sight. Either it hid in the T-shaped alley or...

*Above?*

Or it jumped over my head.

"It's not there??"

I hurriedly looked up, but there was only the dark night sky.

*Then the only place left is—?!*

Then the only place left would be inside the alley.

*?!*

Suddenly, a chillingly cold sensation struck the back of my head. It was a kind of danger signal I had developed while fighting in The Front Line.

I threw my body forward without thinking. There was no time to think. The monster that had been right in front of me until just now must be targeting me.

Slash!

-Kik!

The monster's attack came with a mocking laugh it sent first. As I rolled on the ground, the monster's claws sharply cut through where I had been. If I had hesitated even for a moment, my neck would have been gone.

Slash!

"Kuh!?"

But the attack wasn't over yet. The monster's hand movements were merciless.
An attack with no pre-movement or process that could be recognized by the eye, only the result remained. Before I could regain my posture, my arm flew off with a sharp pain.

Dodging the monster's attack once was probably because it deliberately made a slow attack to let me dodge.

Thud!

My arm, covered with solid muscle, was helplessly thrown to the ground.

Slash!

"Aagh!"

Then my remaining arm was cut off too.
But the monster's attack had just begun.
Abdomen, thigh, chest, calf. Waist, shoulder blade, and so on. The monster randomly slashed at me, who had now lost any means of resistance.

The world slowed down, and my vision turned red as if a red flower had bloomed. The pain that came belatedly stimulated my brain.

The smell of blood permeated the alley. Every place where blood could splash was covered with blood, flesh, and pieces of internal organs.

Thud!

A dull pain followed. From my buttocks to my back and the back of my head. Every muscle in my body had already been mangled.
A series of flashbacks appeared in my vision, quickly passing by.

Is this how I die so futilely?

-...find...him

A faint sound was heard. A low voice with phlegm. A voice I had never heard before.

*I need to find that guy*

Yet it was also a voice that felt somehow familiar.
My eyelids grew heavy, and my eyes slowly closed. Eventually, my vision turned black, and consciousness drifted away.

Ch.2 - Change And Adaptation (2)
I slowly opened my eyes.
My hazy consciousness became clearer, and my blurry vision cleared, revealing an endless white space stretching before me.

I couldn't tell if this was a dream or reality. It felt too real to be a dream, with all the sensations in my body, yet too strange to be reality with the scene unfolding before my eyes.

"You've regained consciousness."

A being appeared before me as I was feeling confused.

"Let me get straight to the point."

An appearance that couldn't be distinguished as boy or girl. Yet their voice carried weathered experience and power. This strange being, whose wisdom clearly surpassed their appearance, said:

"Contract with me and become a magical girl."

Or so they said.

...What nonsense is this?


* * *


"So you're Foriner? The one who supposedly gave humans all sorts of things like they were suckers?"
"That's right."

His gentle smile pierced through Shin Eun-Ha. The strange pressure he emanated around him forced her to accept his words.

"And this place is the boundary between your consciousness and unconsciousness. A place where time passes infinitely slowly."

As he moved his head slightly, his hair—long enough to touch the ground—rippled gracefully. His hair, resembling the Milky Way in the night sky, added to his mystique.

"Before I explain further, let me ask you one thing. Do you want to live? Do you have something you must accomplish? Or would you rather end your life here?"

A faint smile appeared on his face. Despite the choice being obvious, he stood at the crossroads and offered Eun-Ha a choice.

"Of course I want to live."

Without a moment's hesitation, Eun-Ha nodded.

"Even if you must give up many things?"
"...Yes."

She nodded again, though this time with a slight pause.

"Also, once you make this contract, you can terminate it, but you cannot undo it?"
"Yes!"

Eun-Ha nodded her head one final time.

"But why make this contract with me? And what do I have to give up?"

Questions spilled from Eun-Ha's lips. What could a Transcendent want from her? Was she worth saving from death just to make a contract? What was this "giving up" that the Transcendent was warning her about?

"First, because I need someone like you. Someone who craves power and has unfulfilled goals."

Foriner nodded slightly. Such questions were natural. And Eun-Ha was currently in a situation where she could die at any moment.
Foriner had nothing to lose by revealing his purpose, so he readily explained.

"In exchange for the contract, I'll give you a new body, power, growth, and fame. You'll become my proxy, acting in my place. And in the process of obtaining this new body, you'll lose several things."

He wanted someone who desperately desired power, someone who needed to grow stronger. Also, someone whose actions he could somewhat restrict as his proxy.

"Power, growth, fame..."

Eun-Ha couldn't understand why an all-powerful Transcendent would need a proxy, or why it would be her, but she couldn't pass up this opportunity.

"Though a proxy may have restricted actions, you can build fame as a magical girl and as my representative, and you can grow stronger. You can also ride on my authority."

Power, fame, and the backing of a Transcendent. These three words tempted Eun-Ha. Just being saved was already a condition she couldn't miss, but everything else attached was equally attractive to her.

"When you say you'll give me power, do you mean your power?"
"Something like that. It's certainly the kind of power that even renowned heroes with great strength would never possess in their lifetime."

Greed flashed in Eun-Ha's eyes.
Not just simple physical enhancement, but a type of power others would never possess in their lifetime. This was an offer that would tempt any superhuman.
Whatever she had to lose had long been pushed from her mind, overshadowed by the alluring condition of power.

*But why me? There are plenty of others like me.*

"Wondering why I chose you?"

Though it was just a moment of doubt, Foriner pinpointed it and presented it to Eun-Ha. His sly smile approached her, showing no sign of leaving.

*Was it that obvious?*

Instead of nodding, Eun-Ha slightly averted her gaze, pretending to be lost in other thoughts. She immediately regretted not simply accepting his offer.

"No need to be so anxious. There's a reason for everything, and I don't choose my proxies carelessly."
"Really??"

As regret grew in her heart and began to show on her face, Foriner threw her a lifeline. Eun-Ha's face immediately brightened with relief, which amused Foriner, making him chuckle.

"Anyway, the power I'll give you is magic. However, magic originally requires understanding complex formulas and creating phenomena."

His slender finger danced in the air. Following its trajectory, black lines were engraved, and eventually, Foriner's finger created a magic circle.

"But magic requires years of research, contemplation, and understanding."
"Then it's useless to me."

Disappointment appeared on Eun-Ha's face. She knew her intellect wasn't great. She couldn't naturally befriend books. Just looking at text for too long gave her a headache—how could she ever learn such complicated magic?

*Is he just bragging about how smart he is? —Oh wait!*

"No, I mean, it would take years to learn that, right? And I'm not really good with text..."

After inwardly complaining, Eun-Ha remembered how he had just pinpointed her thoughts. She implied that she wanted something other than magic.

"I don't have the slightest expectation that you could learn magic. And as I said earlier, I said I'd give you power, not teach you how to use it."

As he finished speaking, the magic circle floating in the air disappeared. He never expected Eun-Ha to learn magic in the first place. It was well known that most physical enhancement ability users weren't fond of books.

"What? Then why talk about magic...?"

What was that all about?
Eun-Ha thought of a weapon called "Allah's Magic Wand." She wondered if what Foriner meant wasn't real magic but a scientific weapon.

"I meant I'd enable you to use magic. Throughout your life, you've used various programs—internet browsers, file-sharing programs, video and music players, image viewers, and such."

Thump, thump. As Foriner walked through the air, several windows began to appear behind him. Photos, videos, and internet sites that Eun-Ha had used to satisfy her desires lined up one after another.

"Things that, even if you don't know how they're made or how they work, you can use without any inconvenience as long as you know how to use them. The magic I'll give you is similar."

Eun-Ha's body trembled. What kind of stalker was he? What kind of pervert would know everything she had seen throughout her life?

*Is this what a Transcendent is??*

Fear took precedence.
Perhaps he had not only seen what she had seen but also watched what she had done while seeing those things. Due to this chilling anxiety, not a single word of Foriner's explanation reached her ears.

"—but the magic requires bodily changes. However, a superhuman's body strongly rejects and resists these changes. That's why in the current situation, only you—"

She stared at him with a blank expression. Foriner's voice was clearly audible, but it lost its meaning as it passed through her ears.

"—for that reason! In the current situation, only you can do it!"
"Yes! I heard you clearly! That's really fascinating!"

His slender index finger stopped at Eun-Ha's chest. Startled that he might have noticed she wasn't listening, Eun-Ha jumped.
Foriner liked how his every word caused her emotions and expressions to change rapidly.

"I know you didn't listen to a word. Anyway, ironically, if you weren't a superhuman, it would be difficult to fully accept and utilize this power. In fact, currently, only you are prepared to accept my power."

There are other reasons too. Foriner hid his final words and showed a satisfied smile.

"Yes. But what exactly is a magical girl?"

Eun-Ha nodded.
She thought she could do anything—contract or whatever—if it meant she could survive and fulfill her purpose. But then the word Foriner had mentioned earlier also entered her thoughts.

Magical girl.

Just hearing it gave her an ominous feeling.

"Let me ask you instead. What comes to mind when you think of a magical girl?"

Eun-Ha carefully recalled the magical girl animations she had watched on TV as a child.

A magical girl is:
A being who protects people from great evil.
A being who uses the mysterious power of magic.
A being who never breaks, carrying out justice and conviction no matter what happens. And so on.
A girl who shoulders a role not much different from the modern profession of a hero.

"You're right. Essentially, it's not much different from a hero. But!"

Suddenly, his voice grew louder. His eyes sparkled with enthusiasm.

"Above all, it's a being that embodies the word 'mysterious'! Also, a 'beautiful' girl who fights great evil while hiding her identity! Naturally, it's a being that can't help but attract people's attention!"
"You want me to do that?"

Eun-Ha imagined a frilly dress that seemed more like it was stuck to her body than worn. A dress bulging with muscles about to burst, a skirt fluttering so much it was cumbersome, fighting great evil in such an outfit.
She wanted to ask how anyone could call her a girl. Naturally, she felt repulsed.

"Die if you don't like it."
"..."

His words were firm.
Contract with him to become a ridiculous pervert in order to live, or disappear as is.

"I'll—!"

Do I have to achieve my goal so disgustingly, abandoning human dignity? Can I really handle this?
As Eun-Ha reluctantly tried to agree, she bit her lip and cut off her words.
The thought of "I'd rather die" tempted her.

"Ugh!"

A man wearing a pink dress over muscles about to burst and a man who had lost both arms with his body mutilated appeared in her mind.
Either choice was difficult.

*Kid, you have to live to do anything. Even if you're rolling in a maggot pit right now, you have to live to get out, and you have to live to get revenge on the one who put you there.*

Jung Soo-Hyun's bitter voice flashed through Eun-Ha's mind. You can only do anything if you're alive. Haven't we survived by engraving those words in our hearts?
Gritting her teeth, Eun-Ha raised her head that she had lowered while pondering. A living pervert was better than a dead fool.

"I'll do it. The contract."
"A wise choice. The dead have no voice, but the living do. So you must live, right?"

His black hair, like the night sky, floated up and spread out. Inside his hair was engraved the Milky Way, similar to what she had felt when she first saw him.

"Then let's begin the contract."

Pop!

"You, Shin Eun-Ha. Do you swear to work for humanity in my place?"
"Yes."

With no reason to hesitate anymore, Eun-Ha immediately nodded.

"Then that's good."

A small sphere of light that appeared at Foriner's fingertips hovered between them. After scattering light around like the sun, it soon seeped into Eun-Ha's body.

"...That's it?"

Enveloped in light, Eun-Ha felt neither itchiness nor pain. Looking around to see if any part of her body had changed, she found nothing different.

"But the power has definitely seeped into you. The contract has been successfully completed, and you are now my proxy. Also—"

Suddenly, Foriner's lips curled up as if about to tear.

"Remember that while the contract can be terminated, it cannot be undone. Now, let's meet in reality. When you wake up, my current proxy will greet you."

*Huh?*

Eun-Ha sensed a hint of unease in his expression. However, she couldn't respond due to the drowsiness that quickly overtook her. Soon, Foriner's figure, which had been right in front of her, rapidly receded as if being sucked somewhere.
Then, her vision went dark.

Ch.3 - Change And Adaptation (3)
On a bitterly cold day, my world—covered in pure white snow—collapsed under the sudden appearance of monsters.

A black door opened in the sky, and countless grotesque beings fell from it. Buildings toppled one after another, flames soaring with each collapse. Those flames devoured people on the ground.

As if determined not to give us time to escape, they moved swiftly. The world was drenched in terror and pain, filled with screams. Young and powerless, I could only hide and cover my ears as my parents instructed.

After some time, all that remained was silence and me. The monsters had vanished, dust had settled quietly, and snow began to fall again where flames had been.

I took one step, then another through the silence. Even at my young age, I understood that my mother, father, and friends had all burned away.

Standing alone in the middle of the street, I cried.

How long did I cry? Then footsteps approached, like someone treading on sand.

"Are you alone?"
"*Sniff*... Yes."

Her face was hidden in shadow, but her voice was warm enough to thaw my frozen body, making me nod instinctively.

"I see. You're in a similar situation to me."

She said she too had lost family and comrades, her eyes filled with sadness.

"So I'm alone too. Shall we go together?"

Her outstretched hand was covered in dried blood, dust, and wounds. When I grasped that fragile hand that seemed ready to break, my heart felt strangely warm despite the cold.
Perhaps because we were in similar situations.

We walked together through the broken streets.
In the silence, we shared many feelings.

The death of parents
The death of friends
The death of neighbors
People we would never meet again.

I told her how I couldn't understand why I suddenly missed a child I used to find annoying, and she responded with a bitter smile, saying she felt the same.

"..."

After finishing our stories about the people we'd lost, we fell silent as if by agreement.

Despite being strangers, she and I had many similarities. It didn't take long for us to open our hearts to each other.
Our silence didn't last long. Simply walking quietly only made the memories of lost ones linger in our minds.

So we talked about various things.
Trivial things.
When we were happy, when we felt bad.
Yet we avoided speaking of sad things.

"Hey, can I ask you something?"
"A request?"

She spoke with difficulty after talking with me for a while. The trembling she had hidden during our conversation returned.

"Let's live together. I'll give you everything I have, so..."

Be everything to me.

Her eyes trembled pitifully as she looked at me.

"Yes."

At that time, I wanted her—standing before me—not to disappear. Despite being an adult, she looked like she might cry or break at any moment.
So I quickly accepted her proposal. I too needed someone to be with.

"Thank you."

A tear rolled down her cheek.


* * *


"Why am I suddenly dreaming about this?"

As soon as I regained consciousness, I let out a deep sigh. It was a memory I didn't particularly want to recall.

No, this isn't the time. I need to check my condition first.

I opened my eyes to find myself indoors, not outside. Not in the alley where I last was, but inside someone's home. The room with trash scattered about looked very familiar.
Someone I knew lived like this.

I thought of that person whom I hadn't seen for five years. Strangely, they never seemed to age. From my childhood until five years ago. Probably still the same now.

*Rustle*

As I sat up, something covering my chest slipped down. I casually looked down, assuming it was a blanket.

"...???"

I saw white mounds.
Small but definitely existing curves sloping downward. Between them, something pink—

"What is this?!"

I hurriedly looked away.
This is strange.
Really strange.
Am I seeing things? Am I not fully awake?

"I must be seeing things."

I shook my head vigorously with my eyes tightly shut.

"This is a dream. It has to be a dream. Dream. Dream. Dream...!!"

I repeated the word "dream" countless times, eyes still shut tight. But the sensations were too vivid—the rustling sound when I shook my head and the feeling of my hair swaying.

I carefully opened my eyes again.

"This can't be happening. I worked on my upper body today!"

There were swollen breasts. Swollen, but not with muscle. Fat had replaced where my pectoral muscles should have been.

That's it! This must be Foriner's trick! That smile before I lost consciousness must have meant this!

This vivid sensation, the absence of muscles, my seemingly shortened body—it all makes sense if it's a Transcendent's prank. The boundary between consciousness and unconsciousness, he said. A being that can invade such a place could easily create such vivid hallucinations.

*Gulp*

It must be a hallucination.
Thinking that made me feel less burdened.
Just a little peek. Just a tiny peek wouldn't hurt. In reality, I'm probably looking at my muscular body with a strange expression, but what does it matter? No one is watching me now. So there's no problem if I do this.

Though this body looked young, I was still full of vigor. I'd been stuck in what was essentially a battlefield since I was 15. I still had plenty of sexual curiosity.
Slowly, I lowered my head. Something was about to come into view.

Just a bit more! Just a bit more!
Just a little lower and that pink protrusion I saw earlier would surely appear. Forcing my eyes to stay open, I lowered my head further, and just as I was about to reach my goal—

"...What are you doing?"
"..."

A very familiar voice I hadn't heard in five years reached my ears.
Long black hair reaching her buttocks. Slim waist but full chest, and quite pretty features that emphasized her maturity.
The person who looked exactly as she did five years ago was staring at me with an incredulous expression.

"You crazy bastard."

And immediately condemned me.

"Is that any way to greet someone..."

A welcome face scolded me. A situation I'd been familiar with since childhood.

I was about to respond naturally when I remembered something more important and cut myself off.

"No! More importantly! How do I look? Huh?"

It must be a hallucination. It must be. Consumed by that thought, I threw off the blanket covering me and approached her.

Please, please let it be a hallucination. I hoped that only my eyes saw this, that my actual body was fine.

"Haah."

But what I got in response was a deep sigh.
My adoptive mother, Hong Yoo-Jin, fixed her gaze on me.
Following her gaze, I saw various emotions spreading like a gradient across her face—disbelief, guilt, regret, sadness, joy.

"Come on, tell me. Please...!"

My voice trembled involuntarily. If this wasn't a joke, if what I was seeing was real...

No. That can't be.

"Accept reality. Why do you think they're called magical girls?"
"..."

Her subdued voice froze me in place.
Magical girl. Literally a "girl" who uses magic. One statement confirming this wasn't a dream or hallucination, but reality.

"You're not a man anymore. Shin Eun-Ha, the man, officially died. A few days ago."
"A few days ago...?"

My heart sank. Hearing the words "official death" from my mother's lips made me dizzy.

"Then... what about everything I've done? My muscles? My hero rank? What happens to all the time I spent on The Front Line?"

Indignation welled up. My voice trembled more intensely. From childhood until now, all my efforts to become stronger, to be recognized, flashed through my mind.

"..."

Mother said nothing.
She just looked at me silently, then approached and embraced me.

"Ah..."

I felt it clearly.
My reduced height. My lowered line of sight. When I lifted my head slightly, I saw my mother with an expression that looked ready to burst into tears.

"I know. Everything."

Mother said she could easily imagine all the effort I must have made. Having watched me for years, of course she knew.

Years. Counting, I'd been living with the name she gave me for 15 years.
And I'd spent 10 years with her.

"Still. You survived. By dying once, we survived."

I see.
Now I finally understood why mother gave me that name.

Before I lost consciousness, Foriner had told me something. That his agent would receive me.
In other words, mother too had made a contract with him when she was on the verge of death, becoming Foriner's agent.

It was a secret she had kept from me all this time.
She probably didn't want to tell me. A Transcendent wouldn't let their agent die of old age.
That's why she always avoided answering whenever I subtly asked why she never aged.

"And. You haven't completely lost everything. You know that. Look who's in front of you."
"..."

I see.
Mother and child had both become agents of a Transcendent. In a way, it was fortunate.
The person who recognized and welcomed me despite my changed appearance was right in front of me.

"...Sorry."
"What are you sorry for?"

I gently put my hands on mother's back and spoke. Though it was just saying "sorry," I felt embarrassed for some reason and hung my head low.

"No, just... I'm sorry."

I was sorry for disappearing without any contact. Sorry for insisting on going to The Front Line despite her warnings that it was dangerous, that it was the closest place to death.

"Just?"

But apparently, a simple apology wasn't enough for mother.

"Really. Very! I'm so fucking sorry! I'm sorry for running off without saying anything and not contacting you!"

Finally, with a face red from embarrassment, I blurted out apologies repeatedly.

"Okay."
"This is driving me crazy. Really."
"Though your appearance has changed. Thank you for coming back like this."

Only then did mother forgive me and patted my back.

"Come on, I'm how old now? Stop treating me like this."
"It's punishment. Punishment. And in my eyes, you still look like a little kid."

I felt my already red face grow even hotter. This person would probably feel the same way no matter how old I got.

"But you know what's annoying?"

*Squeeze*

"Ugh?!"

But the patting didn't last long.
Mother's arms began to squeeze me so tightly I could barely breathe.

"I can accept that you died. You were a mutant, right? But you said you were attacked by that monster bastard three days after coming here? And you didn't show your face at all during that time?"
"How did you know—Ah!"

Before I could ask how she knew, I remembered the smug face of the Transcendent.
The reason I woke up in mother's house, the reason mother knew about my whereabouts—it was because she was Foriner's agent. So it wasn't particularly strange.

"...Forget it. You didn't show your face for five years, so three days is nothing."

Mother said that as she released her grip. Though she couldn't hide her disappointment, her face looked strangely happy. Seeing that, guilt crept back into my heart.

"So. I'm glad to see you again like this."
"M-me too."

Something tickled my chest. This kind of honest conversation honestly doesn't suit me. It's nice, but so embarrassing I could die.

Forcing a smile while looking at mother, I noticed her expression was peculiar.

"Ahem! Hmm!"
"Uh, ahem!"

Mother seemed just as embarrassed. Anyway, our reunion after five years ended there. We cleared our throats unnecessarily and distanced ourselves.

An awkward silence fell. I don't know why it turned out like this, but having rarely had such embarrassing conversations in my life, I couldn't handle the rising shame.

I had to say something. My mind, heated with shame, began to spin rapidly, searching for words to escape this awkward, embarrassing situation.

Then suddenly, Foriner's words flashed through my mind.

'Contract with me and become a magical girl.'

"Um, didn't you call me a magical girl earlier?"
"Yeah. W-why?"
"Just wondering."

My slender fingers slowly pointed at mother. Her face twitched slightly, looking like someone whose fatal weakness had been exposed.

"Are you perhaps a magical girl too, Master?"

Master.
Though she was my mother, she was also my master. Our abilities differed, so I couldn't properly train in physical enhancement, but I learned much from her, hence "Master."

Anyway, it was embarrassing to directly call her mother, so I often addressed her this way.

"..."

No answer came. Mother froze with her gentle smile, then suddenly grabbed my wrist.

"...You know you've been asleep for three days? Are you hungry? Let's eat."

As she left the room heading for the kitchen, a drop of sweat rolled down her face.
My eyes didn't miss it. Having embraced for so long, the timing was too unnatural for it to be just sweat.

"Wait? Are you really a magical girl or not?"

Actually, I am hungry. My stomach could start demanding food any moment. If what mother said was true, I'd been starving for days.

But there was something more important—pushing this awkward atmosphere in one direction was more crucial to me right now.

"The son-like brat I raised for 10 years ran off without a word, but I wasn't just sitting around during that time. What do you want to eat? Tell me anything."

Meanwhile, mother desperately tried to change the subject. It was almost pitiful to watch. Though she didn't verbally confirm it, it was clearly an affirmation.

So mother too must have become a magical girl through Foriner.

*I should stop asking and just keep quiet.*

If I pressed further, all kinds of kitchen utensils, starting with the eggs she just picked up, would surely come flying.

"Ramen!"

Having abandoned the magical girl topic, I unhesitatingly mentioned ramen.

The reason was simple—this woman, Hong Yoo-Jin, was cursed at the genetic level from birth with terrible cooking skills.
Hence, ramen. It was relatively decent and edible.

"Great. Today I'll make everything I've learned!"
"Ramen! I really crave ramen after so long! Should I make it? Huh?"
"No need. I've spent the last five years paying good money to learn the basics one by one. Especially my kimchi stew—even my teacher praised it."

Mother and I were at an impasse.
For some reason, she was insistently determined to cook, while I, knowing her skills, desperately wanted something else.

"Ramen is so good though."
"I'll add lots of meat."
"Meat??"

But we didn't remain at an impasse forever. After about five minutes of this not-quite-argument, mother brought up the word "meat."

"On second thought, kimchi stew sounds good too."

Meat. Lots.
Those two words were enough to change my mind.

Ch.4 - Change And Adaptation (4)
In a deserted park, I sat on one of the few intact benches, gazing up at the sky.

"Haah..."

I let out a sigh that welled up from deep in my chest. I'd come outside for fresh air to clear my confused mind, but it wasn't helping.

It was good that I survived what should have been certain death. And gaining a new power, though I still didn't understand it, was also good. But I'd lost everything I'd built up over the years.

My strength, cultivated over fifteen years. My muscles. And finally, my achievements. Everything I'd accumulated over more than half my life disappeared overnight—how could I possibly feel good about that?

On top of that, my gender suddenly changed, and I shrunk in height. They say that as a magical girl, I can't even build muscles anymore. Something about my body being fixed in place or whatever.

"I'm not sure if this is really a good thing."

The feeling was still shit, but the sky, as if asking what I expected it to do about it, remained stubbornly blue. Annoyed, I buried my head down.

So will my abilities continue like this from now on?

I clenched and unclenched my small hand, sighing once more.
My palms and wrists exposed beyond my sleeves were so thin that they looked like they might snap if someone gripped them too hard.

Physical enhancement is a power that strengthens muscles and bodily functions. It includes things like eyesight and hearing, but it's mainly used to enhance performance by strengthening muscles.
Naturally, physical enhancement users train themselves to increase muscle mass to improve the efficiency of this power. After all, muscle mass amplifies the effectiveness of enhancement.

Of course, I can still use physical enhancement now. The problem is that without my former muscles, the efficiency is terrible—but I just need to pour in more magical power to compensate for the lost muscle.

"Will it be okay if I work a bit harder?"

Come to think of it, Mother mentioned that magical girls can gain magical power just by defeating monsters.

"If only this had happened five years ago!"

Frustrated, I pounded the ground. The number of monsters I killed at The Front Line over those five years was countless. If they had all been converted to magical power, the lower efficiency of physical enhancement wouldn't matter as much.

But now I'm no longer at The Front Line, and suddenly I have to enroll in an academy.
Yes, enroll. Not get a job—enroll.

"I want to die..."

Now I'm devastated about wasting those five years. And the thought of attending school, laughing and chatting with tiny kids, already drains my energy.
I'm not thick-skinned enough to lie about my age and act all friendly with kids younger than me.

Still, my contract with Foriner wasn't all loss. First, power. Some unknown, mysterious power sleeps within me.

Also, the magical power I've accumulated through years of training still coils inside my core. My proficiency with physical enhancement hasn't diminished either.

Finally, relationships. Those remained largely the same, partly because I didn't have much to lose, and I even restored my relationship with my mother, which I had cut off on my own. Except for one person, I hadn't lost anything.

Just one person. Jung Soo-Hyun.

"......"

The reason I brought up the academy to my mother, the reason I tried to get a job at the academy's affiliated institutions or other facilities—it was all to find Jung Soo-Hyun.
My only friend, like an older brother to me. And my support.

But suddenly, these thoughts came to mind.

If I meet him, what expression will he make? What will he say? Will he recognize me like this?

With my head bowed, half my vision was obscured by platinum blonde hair that seemed to absorb the sunlight. No trace remained of my former short black hair.

"No. If it's him, he'll recognize me."

I clenched my small fist.
After all the years we lived together, of course he would recognize me.

"...He'll recognize me."

He will surely recognize me.
Once my heart started wavering, I began to feel endlessly anxious. Afraid I might cry, I lifted my head again.
The sky was still deep blue.

"Where the hell did you go, you bastard."

Though I knew no answer would come, I threw my question at the sky.


* * *


[A-Class Hero Cha Jin-Ho! How Far Will His Rise Go!]

"Tsk."

Kim Se-Won clicked his tongue at the message on the electronic billboard.

"Mother is still suffering."

Though they had different surnames, Kim Se-Won was Cha Jin-Ho's son. He had seen Cha Jin-Ho in person only once, when he was about seven years old, just after awakening his supernatural abilities.

'Another failure, I see.'

That cold remark, like a winter wind, was the first thing Kim Se-Won ever heard from his father.
The young child who had grown up hearing about his father's achievements and developing respect for him couldn't understand or accept those words. He believed they weren't meant for him, that his father would welcome his son.

'I'll provide financial support. But keep your connection to me absolutely secret.'

But before his tiny hand could reach Cha Jin-Ho, the man coldly turned his back and left the house.
Afterward, his mother Kim Ha-Yoon fainted from betrayal and despair, and suffered for years. She cried every night, her face never dry of tears.

'I'm sorry. For being this kind of mother.'
'Our Se-Won is such a good boy. Mom's sorry. I'll get better soon and make you lots of delicious food.'

Kim Ha-Yoon couldn't blame Cha Jin-Ho.
A person with good looks, fragile, and unable to blame others—Cha Jin-Ho had carefully chosen someone who would only blame herself even when rejected.

Fortunately, Kim Ha-Yoon's condition improved after a few years. Now she could manage daily life without major difficulties. But she still frequently ended up bedridden, and growing up watching his mother foolishly blame herself, Kim Se-Won was different.

"I'll drag you down to rock bottom."

He deeply hated Cha Jin-Ho, who had used and betrayed his mother—who used people not out of affection but for his own purposes, ruining their lives.

He vowed to expose that man's true nature. To become a hero, rise to where Cha Jin-Ho stood, and forcibly drag him down by the hair.

"Was there a park here...?"

Lost in thought and walking aimlessly, Kim Se-Won found himself at the entrance of what appeared to be an abandoned park.

'There should still be benches inside, at least.'

Kim Se-Won stepped into the park. He didn't have much time, but he wanted to sit down briefly and organize his thoughts.

"Looks like no one's been here for ages."

The deserted park had only overgrown weeds swaying forlornly. Looking closely, he noticed the pavement in the central area was sunken.
But besides that, there were no signs of people, and the equipment that had been installed in the park was covered in rust and dust, falling apart.

The benches visible at the edge of his vision still maintained their shape. But they weren't the only things that caught Kim Se-Won's eye.

"!!"

He also spotted something that seemed completely out of place in this ruined setting.

A girl who contrasted so starkly with the dirty, broken surroundings that she seemed to glow.
Platinum blonde hair. A small frame with hunched shoulders and a worried face that instinctively triggered a desire to protect her.

Kim Se-Won moved. As if entranced, without even realizing it, he walked toward the bench.

"What are you doing?"

Even as he spoke, Kim Se-Won looked surprised at himself. The words had come out before he could think.

"Ah. Well..."

The girl, who had been looking down, quickly wiped away a tear that was rolling down her face.

Only then could Kim Se-Won see her full appearance. Despite the cold weather with winter not yet over, she wore only loose shorts, a tank top, and an oversized jacket.
As a result, her skin had turned red, emphasizing her pitiful state.

"Wait."

Quickly approaching the bench where the girl sat, Kim Se-Won took off the scarf around his neck and wrapped it around her.

"????"

The girl's eyes widened. Her small mouth slowly opened as if to say something, then closed again. She was bewildered by Kim Se-Won's sudden action.

"Sorry. You just looked so cold."

The feeling was mutual for Kim Se-Won. He couldn't understand why he had readily offered his scarf. He had simply acted instinctively upon seeing the girl shivering in the cold.

"...Thank you."

The girl's green eyes hesitated for a moment before meeting his and curving slightly. But her eyes still held anxiety.

"No, um, uh, right. Yeah. I didn't mean anything by it, just thought you looked cold. Don't, don't misunderstand."

Kim Se-Won was flustered and rambling. It was an action he himself couldn't understand. Yet his gaze couldn't leave the girl.

"......"

After Kim Se-Won's words, both were silent for a while. One was embarrassed and awkward about what he had done. The other couldn't understand the current situation.

"So, why were you here like this? I just came here while taking a walk."

Kim Se-Won finally managed to calm himself. He was curious why the girl was alone in a place that seemed so unsuited for her. Of course, he also intended to resolve the awkward atmosphere.

"Just feeling overwhelmed. Wondering if I can do well in the future, and even if things go well, what comes next. So I was just sitting here thinking."

The girl, Eun-Ha, surprisingly opened up about her feelings. Since they had met by chance and she would soon be confined to the academy anyway, she felt no hesitation.
In truth, her chest felt tight, and she wanted to share her worries with someone, even just a little.

"What kind of work do you do?"

Having already approached her, spoken to her, and even given her his scarf, Kim Se-Won couldn't ignore Eun-Ha's dejected voice.

"Looking for someone."

Though her answer was brief, Kim Se-Won could sense sadness in Eun-Ha's words and face, but no anger or hatred. Like his mother, this must be someone precious to her.

"And something very important that only I can do from now on."

Kim Se-Won could guess that a very heavy burden rested on Eun-Ha's small shoulders.
But there was nothing he could do to help. He didn't have much time left. He still hadn't finished preparing for his academy enrollment.

"Hang in there."

The only words he could manage were "hang in there." If he had a little more time, if he had arrived here earlier, he might have been able to listen to her a bit more, Kim Se-Won lamented inwardly.

"Yeah. Thanks."

Eun-Ha smiled brightly and genuinely expressed her gratitude. Though it was awkward and strange to hear such words from a stranger, she was still happy.

'Wait. Could this guy be...?'

Eun-Ha's eyes carefully studied Kim Se-Won's face. He looked about high school age, with a slender face gradually losing its childish features. And the band-like device on his wrist was a communication terminal for supernatural ability users.
The thought that they might meet at the academy crept into Eun-Ha's mind.

'No way.'

But she soon shook her head slightly.
Such coincidences don't happen easily. Even if they did, the academy admits about a thousand students each year. The probability of them meeting was very low.

"Well, I should go. I don't have much time."
"Ah... wait."

Eun-Ha's hand grabbed Kim Se-Won's collar. Her hand, trembling from the cold, looked so pitiful.

"Here. I'll give this back."
"No. It's okay."

Kim Se-Won stopped in his tracks and hurriedly blocked Eun-Ha. He personally rewrapped the half-removed scarf around her and deliberately stepped back to distance himself from her.

"Next time. If we happen to meet again, give it back then."

Kim Se-Won also thought the chances of meeting Eun-Ha again were slim. But he couldn't ignore the shivering girl before him. As a result, he justified his action as being for the cold girl's sake.

"Ah..."

Afraid Eun-Ha might try to stop him, Kim Se-Won quickly increased the distance between them and ran toward the entrance.
Watching him rapidly disappear, Eun-Ha:

"Sweet! Jackpot."

She clenched her fist in delight at the unexpected gain.

"Ugh, it's cold...! Shouldn't have come out dressed so lightly."

Grumbling that this level of cold used to be fine for her, Eun-Ha headed back toward Hong Yu-Jin's house.

Ch.5 - Change And Adaptation (5)
"Life really has its surprises."

My steps felt light with unexpected good fortune. The cold was biting into my body more because of it, but I was in such a good mood that I didn't mind.

The scarf wrapped around my neck had a faint pleasant smell. I wasn't sure what kind of scent it was, but it must have absorbed the smell of the man who gave it to me. Though the idea of a man's scent was a bit unsettling, I got it for free, and the smell wasn't bad, so I decided not to worry about it.

Whoosh—

"Ugh! So cold!"

I take back what I just thought.

The winter wind cut through my body. I wrapped my arms around myself and shivered. I quickly pulled up the scarf to block as much wind as possible. It was too cold to tough it out with just good spirits.

When I left, I thought I could brave the cold with grit and only minimal protection, but that was clearly a mistake.

Even if I asked for it back now, I couldn't return it. Sorry, but this is mine now.

I muttered these not-at-all-apologetic words to myself. Good deeds may be a hero's virtue, but you have to be selective about who receives them.

Splash splash. Splash splash. Splash thud. Thud thud.

"Huh?"

My eyes widened.
The sensation under my feet and the sound of footsteps in my ears had changed. Footsteps can change depending on what your feet touch, but this was too sudden.

Also, my surroundings had transformed in an instant. I frantically looked around. I had been walking down a street, but now I was somehow in a room I'd never seen before. It was clearly expensive, filled with luxurious furniture.

"Welcome, my contractor."

In the center of the room sat someone I'd seen once before. Though slouched into a black leather sofa, his intimidating presence and aura remained intact. Foriner.

"This must be sudden, but there's no need to be alarmed. Come, sit here."

He's quite skilled at kidnapping people. Honestly, I only realized I'd entered a completely different space after noticing the change in footsteps.

That's how natural and sudden it was.

Honestly, it was so abrupt that I didn't know what to do. All I could manage was to sit on the sofa with a dubious expression, as he suggested.

"This is incredibly comfortable."

I sat down as instructed, and the sofa seemed to swallow me at first but then supported me with just the right amount of firmness. I couldn't help but marvel at this sensation I'd never experienced before.

"There's a reason I summoned you so suddenly. I believe my explanation was insufficient."
"That's right! Explanation! Yes! Your explanation was lacking! What is this body? You fraud!"

I jumped up and confronted him as soon as he spoke. This small body had a frailty that denied everything I'd experienced in my life until now.
As far as I remembered, there wasn't a single mention that the contract would turn me into a woman.

"That was indeed my mistake. I apologize. I didn't expect you wouldn't anticipate what would happen after hearing about becoming a magical girl."
"What?"

Magical girl??
I recalled my memories from just before death. I definitely heard the term "magical girl" then.

I just thought I would become a magical girl while remaining a muscular "man." I never imagined it meant changing my gender.

Come to think of it, my mother said something similar.
"Accept reality. Why do you think they're called magical girls?"

"Anyway, a contract is a contract. It can't be undone."
"No. Even so, how could I possibly have imagined I'd become a woman?"

He pulled up the corners of his mouth into a smirk.
Foriner had no intention of canceling the contract, while I desperately wanted to return to my original state. Our positions were at an impasse.

"Even if you break the contract, you'll be the one who loses. I already told you, didn't I? It can't be undone. Even if you terminate the contract, your body will remain as it is."
"W-what...!"

My head felt numb, like I'd been hit with a hammer.
Breaking the contract was possible, but undoing the changes wasn't. From the moment I met him, I was forced to either die or become a woman.

"Is that all you wanted to achieve? What does gender matter? It doesn't cause any problems in living."
"Gender isn't completely irrelevant, but that's not the main issue here!"

Bang bang!

I slammed the table in front of me and showed my thin arms like wooden sticks. Arms with muscles, but far too thin. Arms that filled me with despair at the impossibility of rebuilding muscle.

Ow, my palms really sting...!

"I see what you mean. I understand. But that too will be resolved soon. When you grow, that is."
"Grow? Do you mean I might get taller in this state? Or is it magic?"

Foriner again dismissed my concerns as trivial. And there was that keyword: "growth." For a moment, I hoped it meant increasing in height.

But considering what my mother had told me, it probably wasn't that kind of growth. It must be referring to my magic, which I still didn't understand.

"It's a bit different. What I'm referring to is awakening."
"!!"

Awakening.
When someone with supernatural abilities reaches a higher level. I'd heard that when you train your powers to a certain level, your body changes to specialize in your ability, greatly increasing efficiency.

Does that mean my muscles will return then??

"Phew..."

I sighed with relief.
Even if it takes time, if my muscles can return, I can endure anything.
My chest, which had been filled with impatience and frustration, felt lighter, and I couldn't help but smile.

"Your awakening will require more steps than others, but when the time comes, you'll be able to regain your previous strength. Of course! Your muscles won't grow! Your strength will increase!"
"What?!"

I exclaimed in shock at this unexpected statement. How could strength increase without muscles? I had no idea what theory from which planet he was bringing.

"A magical girl can't develop muscles. No!"

Foriner nodded emphatically, arbitrarily concluding his own statement.

"Let's end this discussion now. There are more important matters."
"No, what's more important to a hero than strength? And what use is increased strength without muscles? The efficiency would be terrible."
"Efficiency?"

Common sense of common sense. As I explained that strength-enhancing ability users don't build muscles for nothing, Foriner chuckled instead.

"In a way, you're right. However, increased muscle mass merely increases strength. With that increased strength, you can exert more power with less magical energy."
"Yes, exactly. And you can't ignore the weight of muscles either."

Contrary to my thinking that this was obvious, Foriner crossed his legs and made an expression suggesting otherwise.

"Weight... I suppose you could think of it that way. But once you reach a certain level, that weight becomes meaningless."
"What??"
"Also, awakening is similar to your current situation in a way. Your body changes, increasing your potential, allowing you to use power more efficiently while maintaining the strength you've built up. That's awakening. In your case, I'm temporarily sealing your power."

He sealed my power?
Sealed?
A long rod appeared in my mind. Also called a barbell, used with weights. But this clearly wasn't it.
Then I wondered if he meant a phoenix, but that wasn't it either. It seemed better for me to just pretend I understood and move on.

"Sealing. It means I've temporarily restricted your power."
"O-of course I knew that! I was just thinking about what to say next."

Foriner looked at me in confusion for a moment, then sighed softly. It was too late to hide my thoughts, it seemed.

I frantically waved my hands in denial, but I knew it was meaningless.

"Anyway, the reason I sealed it is because your vessel might not withstand your power yet. However, I've arranged for the seal to be temporarily lifted when you transform into a magical girl."

Foriner then suggested we try transforming. But I don't know magic or how to transform. How could someone like me, who's only ever trained physically, possibly do such a thing?

"Power is useless if you don't know how to use it. That's another reason I called you. First, close your eyes."

I closed my eyes as he instructed. The luxurious room disappeared behind my eyelids.

"A switch, button, keyboard, mouse, any form will do. It doesn't have to be a form—it could be a specific action. Imagine something that could serve as a trigger, and activate it."

Trigger? What's a trigger?

Though I didn't understand the meaning, I roughly grasped that I needed to imagine something. It would be best to choose something familiar and easy to visualize.

"Hmm..."

Thinking about what to set as a trigger, I could only think of actions like lifting a barbell or dumbbell.
This was fine in its way, but something felt off.

"Ah!"

Just then, the scene of my contract with Foriner flashed through my mind. A round light emerging from Foriner and seeping into me. The contract itself was practically a scam, but the scene had left a strong impression on me.

'This is good!' I thought, and a large, white ball of light appeared in my mind. I grasped it with both hands and held it to my chest.

Flash!

Suddenly, my surroundings completely changed.



* * *



"This is..."

The pure white scenery shattered, returning me to the original room. Foriner had somehow placed a full-length mirror in front of me, his lips curled into a smirk.

In the mirror, a girl in a pure white dress stared back at me with a dazed expression.
No one else but me.
A magical girl.

"I feel power welling up inside me."
"That's because I've unleashed the power I sealed. That's the power you should have had originally."

Beyond welling up, the power was boiling, gushing forth. Even standing still, my core pulsed violently, sending magical energy throughout my body. I felt an urge to release the overflowing power immediately.

So I unconsciously drew up magical energy to enhance my body, and at that moment—

"Kuhak?!"

The mirror reflecting me turned red with blood.

"Kkeuk...!"

My body wouldn't calm down.
My chest felt burning hot.
Yet my core kept urging me to release more power.
Evidence that my body couldn't handle the overflowing power.
Eventually, the pain in my chest spread throughout my body as magical energy ran wild.

"Oh dear. This won't do."

I felt my transformation undoing. My violently pulsing core lost its power, and all strength left my body. I collapsed weakly to the floor.

"Haa...! Haa...! Haa...!"
"The power was too strong. I thought you were C-rank, but you're a much stronger hero than that."

"The plan has gone awry," Foriner muttered.
Whatever he was saying, I was too busy catching my breath on the floor.
The pain subsided quickly. Probably thanks to the magical girl's healing power my mother had mentioned.

"No choice then."

Foriner's hand tapped my crown once. Then the ball of light I had set as my trigger appeared in my mind on its own and split in two.

"I'll have to modify the plan significantly. But we won't have to go too far off course, so don't worry. Once you reach awakening, you'll be able to handle power beyond what you just experienced."
"...Seeing that you didn't anticipate this, I guess even you aren't omnipotent."

The pain coursing through my body turned to resentment directed at Foriner. I immediately regretted it, but once spoken, words can't be taken back.

"Being a Transcendent doesn't make one omnipotent. Nor omniscient. It's just that compared to mortals, there's so much more I can do."
"I see."

Whew.
The taste of blood filled my mouth.
I sighed once, swallowed with a gulp, and stood up.
The full-length mirror, now clean again, reflected me bleeding from various openings.

"So what was it that exceeded your expectations?"

I roughly wiped the blood from my mouth and sat back on the sofa. Like the mirror, the blood that had been splattered around had disappeared.

"Your power, your magic, was stronger than expected. It far exceeded what your body could handle. That's why what just happened occurred."

So I split it, he said. Into two.
Foriner created a ball of light in front of him and divided it in two. It was exactly the same as what I had just seen. He didn't seem to care about my resentful words.

"So for the time being, focus on controlling that power."

Clap!

As Foriner brought his palms together, the balls of light between them disappeared. Then he threw something to me.
A flat band rolled into a circle. It was the communication terminal that ability users were required to use.

Though I had never used one before, it was something I would have had to buy soon.

"I'll be contacting you frequently, so make sure to wear it. It's specially made for you."

I nodded silently.
Then I stared at Foriner, who was smiling leisurely.

"But why do I need to go to the academy?"

Is there a reason to bind his agent for three years? What scheme requires insisting on the academy?
I couldn't understand.

"You need to become a Saint."
"A S-Saint?"

Saint?
Saint???
My eyes widened and my head filled with question marks.

"You were at The Front Line, so you should know. Monsters are endlessly increasing, while the number of heroes is limited. And their mental strength is being chipped away day by day. They're constantly facing the fear of death. So we need a symbolic figure to support them from behind and give them hope."

I don't see what this has to do with the academy. It's not like I lack experience.

"But it's difficult to immediately trust someone who appears out of nowhere. So you need to build your reputation by staying with aspiring heroes who will become humanity's future hope."
"...I see."

I understood roughly.

Hero candidates who enter the academy will eventually join corporations, government agencies, the Hero Association, and so on. And since I'm going to the academy, I'll do the same.

So during my three years at the academy, I need to stand out among the hero candidates and build connections.
So that after they graduate, they'll spread my reputation. So that reputation reaches all the way to The Front Line.

But one question arises here.

"But why a Saint?"
"Because your magic is perfectly suited to bear the name of a Saint."

As if he'd been waiting for this, Foriner spoke.

"Healing magic. A miracle that can heal everything from small wounds to fractures to severed bodies, as long as life remains. That is your magic. You have other magics you can use, but healing magic is your primary one."

Is that why the outfit was a dress?
I briefly recalled the dress I had worn. It was quite modest for a magical girl. At least not an outfit that would require embarrassing catchphrases.

"It doesn't seem much like a magical girl."
"That was my concern, but it worked out well. That's why I split the concept in two."
"..."

Shit.

Foriner created another light sphere and divided it in two.

"From now on, during the day, you'll build your name to become a Saint"

The white ball of light in his right hand flickered. When I closed my eyes to check the divided light balls, somehow they matched exactly what he held in his hand.

"And at night, you'll fight evil as a magical girl. How about it? Doesn't that align quite well with what you want?"

With a smirk, Foriner made an unpleasant smile and flickered the ball of light in his left hand.

"...Yes."

I nodded reluctantly. As he said, if I fulfill both roles, I might achieve what I want.
In other words, I've suddenly been saddled with two roles that couldn't be less suited to me: Saint and magical girl.

Ch.6 - Change And Adaptation (6)
The next day.

Eun-Ha had insisted on returning to her studio apartment, but Hong Yu-Jin had adamantly prevented it.

"Wake up. Hurry."

Hong Yu-Jin woke Eun-Ha, who was sleeping on the living room sofa. Her eyes were wide awake, making Eun-Ha wonder if this was the same person who had stubbornly refused to get up yesterday while dawdling around.

"Now that you're up, let's get ready to go."
"Hmm? Where...?"

Eun-Ha responded in a half-asleep, dreamy voice. She was confused about where they were suddenly going.

"Shopping for clothes."

A grin.

Regardless of Eun-Ha's confusion, Hong Yu-Jin's mind was filled with thoughts of taking her out right away.

Eun-Ha stared blankly at Hong Yu-Jin with half-open eyes. Her brain slowly began to process thoughts.

She knew she didn't have clothes to wear. Even what she had on now was Hong Yu-Jin's clothing, which hung loosely on her.

So going shopping for comfortable, wearable clothes wouldn't be a bad thing. Rubbing her eyes, Eun-Ha thought she would firmly refuse anything like skirts.

"Let's do that. Yaaawn..."

Eun-Ha nodded while letting out a long yawn.


* * *


"Did we really need to leave this early? Even if drying my hair takes a while, still. Was it necessary to wake someone up at 6 AM to leave this early?"

The two walked down the street. They breathed in the cold morning air, exhaling white puffs with each breath.

They had left the house at 7:30 AM. Time had been delayed teaching Eun-Ha everything from start to finish, as she wasn't yet accustomed to being female.

"I wanted to talk with you about some things, so that's why. Let's chat at a café before we go."

Hong Yu-Jin looked at Eun-Ha with a contented smile she'd never shown before. She was simply happy about this situation. Even though Eun-Ha's appearance had changed, they were going out together after five years.

"We could have just left around 10 AM, quickly bought what we needed, and gone back."

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha pouted her lips and complained. She belatedly realized there was no need to leave so early just to go clothes shopping. She wanted to warm up in her cozy blanket a little longer.

"I wanted to take a walk with you after so long. With you."
"Nnngh."

The complaints didn't last long. Finding Hong Yu-Jin's direct words and warm smile too embarrassing to face, Eun-Ha slightly turned her head away.

"Why are you being shy?"
"Who's shy! My face is red from the cold, that's all!"

Hong Yu-Jin herself was awkward with conversations that revealed her true feelings, but Eun-Ha, who had been a man, was even more so. That made Eun-Ha the only person Hong Yu-Jin could speak embarrassing truths to without reservation.

*How embarrassing. So embarrassing.*

While Eun-Ha had her head turned, Hong Yu-Jin mumbled to herself. She had done it because she enjoyed seeing Eun-Ha more embarrassed than herself, but embarrassing things were still embarrassing.

Nevertheless, it felt good. After meeting again after five years, what couldn't she do?

A smile bloomed on Hong Yu-Jin's face once more.


* * *


"I didn't know cafés opened this early in the morning."

The two arrived at a cozy café. The interior was slightly elongated from side to side, so it couldn't accommodate many people, but its smallness made it feel intimate and quiet.

Eun-Ha, who had suffered in the cold outside air, welcomed the warmly heated air.

But that didn't last long. After looking around in wonder at the café, she soon stared blankly at the menu, lost in thought.

*It's all unfamiliar menus.*

All she knew were things like Americano and latte. In contrast, the café's menu was full of unfamiliar options like Brazil, Tanzania, and Colombia.
They did have Americano and latte, but Eun-Ha's unnecessary pride rejected those options.

"Really? Have you never been to a place like this before?"
"Of-of course I have. I've come occasionally with friends, so I know everything."
"Ah~ Jung Soo-Hyun."

At Hong Yu-Jin's words, Eun-Ha's voice trembled precariously. Hong Yu-Jin had repeatedly told Eun-Ha not to just exercise but to visit various places.

Eun-Ha, who had no interest in such places, had ignored her advice completely while claiming she had gone out, and that situation had continued until now.

In other words, she knew nothing except for the Americano and latte she'd heard about somewhere!

"Really? Then what are you going to drink?"

With a slight chuckle, Hong Yu-Jin laughed softly. Her eyes saw right through Eun-Ha's psychology.

Eun-Ha's words were just bravado. Hong Yu-Jin had known all along that she hadn't listened to anything she'd said over the years.

"Um...? Well, that is..."

Eun-Ha's gaze frantically swam across the menu. The few items she knew were common knowledge, and somehow choosing them now seemed likely to invite ridicule.
If that was the case, she needed to pick something that sounded impressive, even if by random choice.

"B-Brazil! This is really delicious. The b-body is pretty good too. Um..."

It felt like her lie would be discovered. Here, she needed to show evidence that she knew something about coffee.
Eun-Ha rambled on about acidity, body, and how the beans were ground—information that ordinary people wouldn't care about.

"Is that so?"
"Anyone who's been to cafés a few times would know this much!"

The café manager and Hong Yu-Jin looked at Eun-Ha with subtle smiles.

"Then Brazil and..."

Hong Yu-Jin didn't care about the information Eun-Ha was spouting. It was obvious she had just chosen whatever caught her eye first. All she had to do was wait for Eun-Ha's reaction when she drank the coffee.
Those details were probably just things she'd picked up somewhere and was randomly sharing.

*This should be interesting.*

Hong Yu-Jin knew well that Eun-Ha hated bitter coffee. She was secretly looking forward to seeing what expression Eun-Ha would make when she drank the coffee she had ordered.

"I'll go grab a seat first!"

Eun-Ha hurriedly left, showing her nervousness. It was an unnecessary action since there were no customers at this early hour.

"Excuse me, manager."
"Yes."

After watching Eun-Ha with a look of exasperation, Hong Yu-Jin quietly spoke to the manager.

"This coffee has a bitter taste, right?"
"Yes, it does."
"That's what I thought."

Truly, she was looking forward to Eun-Ha's reaction. Hong Yu-Jin slightly raised the corners of her mouth.

"Phew!"

Eun-Ha, who had moved to secure a seat first, took a spot in a corner.

*That was nerve-wracking.*

With a sigh of relief, Eun-Ha unwrapped the red scarf around her neck and placed it on the empty seat beside her. It was the scarf she had received from Kim Se-Won yesterday.

"You must like that scarf, bringing it all the way here."
"No, it's just that I received it as a gift, so it seemed wrong to discard it after wearing it just once."
"I don't know who gave it to you, but I can already see the signs. I see them."

Hong Yu-Jin, who sat across from Eun-Ha, didn't specifically ask who had given it to her, but she guessed that some man had seen Eun-Ha shivering in the cold and given her the scarf.

"So, when are we going clothes shopping?"

Eun-Ha wanted to change the subject quickly. She had a general idea of why Kim Se-Won had given her the scarf.

It was because Eun-Ha was a "woman." If she had been the same man, a man with developed muscles, he would never have given it to her—a fact that didn't sit well with her.
Eun-Ha disliked feeling the absence of the muscles she had worked so hard to build.

"Let's take our time. We're going to have breakfast here anyway."
"...That's fine too."

She glanced at her loose-fitting clothes and nodded. Eun-Ha preferred staying here longer rather than facing the cold that pierced through the gaps in her clothing.

"Eun-Ha. Let me ask you again. How did you end up trying to enter the Academy?"

The reason Hong Yu-Jin had woken Eun-Ha up early in the morning and brought her outside wasn't just because she wanted to take a walk with her. She had a story she wanted to hear in detail.

"Well..."

Hong Yu-Jin gazed steadily at Eun-Ha. Platinum hair that seemed to hold sunlight and innocent green eyes. Her appearance, which seemed to have received God's favoritism, didn't fade even in shabby clothing.

If she entered the Academy, she would surely attract attention even without trying. For better or worse, she would be enough to become a topic of conversation.

"Obviously because of Jung Soo-Hyun. It's because of him."

Eun-Ha's eyes held firm resolve. She believed that without Jung Soo-Hyun, her skills wouldn't have grown so rapidly.

"So, with no other way to find him, you just wandered around here aimlessly?"
"...I had nothing else I could do. Even asking around, nothing came up."

Haah. Hong Yu-Jin's small sigh spread throughout the café. Despite everything, it was her son—no, daughter—who was doing such inefficient actions as searching for someone without a plan.

"Then, why the Academy? I know Jung Soo-Hyun is an Academy graduate. But what does that have to do with the Academy?"
"Well..."

Inside the handmade book that Jung Soo-Hyun had created were not only various pieces of information about the Academy but also traces he had secretly left behind. There were places only he knew about.
And now, the Academy was the only place left to find information about Jung Soo-Hyun.

Eun-Ha then shared the story about the Academy guidebook she possessed.

"Stupid girl."
"No, you should at least call me 'stupid boy.' What's with 'girl'?"

This time, Hong Yu-Jin let out a deeper sigh than before. She gave Eun-Ha a look of pity.

"Even if you don't go as a student, if you go to the Academy district, you'll have to stay there for at least a few years. Are you saying you're going there blindly, not even knowing if your friend's information will be there? Does that make sense? Are you in your right mind?"

*It's my fault.*

Although it was already decided that she would enter the Academy, hearing the purpose made it seem absurd. Meanwhile, Hong Yu-Jin blamed herself internally.
After all, Eun-Ha had grown up watching her.

"...I thought so too. That it was too reckless."

Eun-Ha nodded once, then looked at Hong Yu-Jin with eyes full of strong determination. Her words suggested that she now thought differently.

"So I changed my plan. I still want to find Jung Soo-Hyun. But he's not someone who would die easily. Even if he fell into a monster's nest, he'd survive on his own for about three years."

It wasn't for nothing that he had survived on the Front Line for five years.
Eun-Ha looked down at her small hands. She too could survive against fairly strong enemies, but she had undergone a change when she contracted with Foriner.

"So I'm not going to rush until I become stronger."

She had strength, but her body couldn't handle it. She couldn't show herself to her friend in this state. It was a matter of pride.

"It would be embarrassing if I met him and I was the only one who was weak."

The experience of going berserk because she couldn't handle her own power was not at all pleasant. At least, that's how Eun-Ha felt. But because it was her own power, she could easily recognize the problem.

Eun-Ha's body had become that of a delicate girl, but her supernatural abilities remained intact. Additionally, with the addition of magic as another power, her strength had grown enormous, beyond even Foriner's expectations.

That's why she needed time to stabilize her power and for her body to adapt.

"So I think three years will be enough."

She clenched her small hand tightly, reaffirming her resolve. Three years is a long time. There's much that can be done during that period.

"In three years, I'll build connections to find him."

Eun-Ha unfolded her index finger from her tightly clenched fist.

It's difficult for Eun-Ha alone to find Jung Soo-Hyun, who disappeared leaving only one book. So first, she would stand out at the Academy and build connections.

"And I'll find the places mentioned in the book he left behind."

This time, her middle finger.
Neither Eun-Ha nor Hong Yu-Jin expected to find clues to Jung Soo-Hyun's whereabouts in the book.

However, Eun-Ha was curious. Where exactly was this Academy that he had boasted about at every opportunity? What were these places that only he knew about, and what traces had he left behind? She wanted to know.

"And I'll become strong enough to beat the mutant that killed me once."

Finally, her ring finger.
And then she would appear before him. Eun-Ha smiled broadly as she stated her goals.
She had shared all her plans for the next three years. She felt relieved. If it had been anyone else, she might not have, but telling Hong Yu-Jin made her feel somewhat unburdened of her guilt toward her.

"Three years... mutant..."

Hong Yu-Jin thought of the mutant monster that had created the conditions for Eun-Ha to contract with Foriner. She had never seen it, but mutant specimens generally grow quickly. And they are powerful.

The monster faction would cherish it, so there was little chance the mutant would be subjugated within three years, and as time passed, the mutant would naturally become a target that would require multiple A-rank heroes to subjugate at once.

"So, you're planning to become incredibly strong. To beat and kill a mutant alone, you need to aim higher than an A-rank hero."

Eun-Ha raised her hand with her middle and ring fingers folded. Higher than A-rank. S-rank hero, of which there are fewer than five in the world. Eun-Ha boldly presented a goal that could not possibly be achieved within three years.

"Do you think you can do it?"
"I have to."

Yes.
Hong Yu-Jin nodded slightly. She wasn't particularly concerned about how high Eun-Ha's goal was.
No matter how high the place she wanted to reach, no matter how long it would take. She just wanted to help.

"Then I'll help you. Anyway, since that good-for-nothing disappeared, I'm the only one who can help you. No, if it weren't for him, we wouldn't have been separated for five years in the first place."

Hong Yu-Jin grumbled and swallowed what she was about to say next. She wasn't very fond of Jung Soo-Hyun's existence.

The biggest reason was that he had dragged Eun-Ha into danger, separating mother and child for five years. But there was another reason that was no less significant.

It was that Eun-Ha mistakenly believed her skills had improved significantly because she had been with Jung Soo-Hyun.
After tilling the soil, planting seeds, adding fertilizer, and doing all sorts of hard work, just when it was time to wait for the harvest, Jung Soo-Hyun had taken it all away. It was enough to make Hong Yu-Jin's blood boil.

"Yes. I'm counting on you, Master."

Unaware of Hong Yu-Jin's inner thoughts, Eun-Ha just grinned.

"Your coffee and sandwiches are ready."
"Ah, thank you."

As if timed perfectly, the manager arrived with a tray just as their conversation ended.
Freshly made sandwiches and the coffees they had ordered. A simple but satisfying composition. Hong Yu-Jin slightly bowed her head toward the manager with a sweet voice.

Gulp.
Eun-Ha's stomach clamored for her to put the sandwich in front of her into her mouth. However, she had no time to pay attention to that.
The black liquid in front of her.
She was afraid of what taste this coffee, which she had chosen without knowing anything, would have.

"..."

Slightly, her gaze shifted toward the sugar stick and syrup that came with the coffee.

*No, this is a matter of pride. Adding them first won't do me any good. And I can handle most bitter tastes.*

She stopped herself from reaching out instinctively and closed her eyes tightly. Eventually, her hand grasped the cup's handle. She wasn't just trying to endure blindly. She had trained in the past to withstand this bitter taste, which is why she could make this decision.

"Ugh...!!"

But the past is the past. Eun-Ha had momentarily forgotten that her body had changed. As a result, even though she had only taken a small sip, Eun-Ha grimaced and began to writhe.

"That's what I thought. Here, take a bite of this."

With a chuckle, Hong Yu-Jin fed Eun-Ha a sandwich. Although she didn't like being treated like a child, Eun-Ha was in no position to be picky, so she took a bite of the sandwich.

"..."

Only after the taste of the ingredients inside the sandwich neutralized the bitter taste filling her mouth did Eun-Ha's furrowed eyebrows return to normal.

"Instead of showing off unnecessarily, you should have ordered something suitable. If you add syrup and sugar to coffee, it becomes more drinkable."
"Mmm..."

As Hong Yu-Jin had thought earlier, Eun-Ha had a childish palate that seriously disliked bitter tastes.

"Now it's finally drinkable."

Eun-Ha poured in syrup and sugar sticks, turning the coffee into a lump of sweetness, and as she sipped it, she regretted her actions today.

Ch.7 - Change And Adaptation (7)
"Wow. It's already 3 o'clock."

I grumble in an exhausted voice.
After finishing shopping and arriving at our front door, I check the time—3:20.
I'm completely drained after rushing through lunch and spending hours wandering through stores.

"We only got what we immediately needed. Later we'll go once—no, twice more, so keep that in mind."
"What??"

Just when all I want is to rest, this bombshell drops. I look at my mother in shock, but she has a face that says "what's the problem?"

Between us, we're carrying six shopping bags. Just buying workout clothes, everyday outfits, and underwear was exhausting enough, and now she says we need to do more.

I'd rather be banned from exercising for a week.

"You picked nothing but plain sportswear. Anyway, how was it?"
"...How was what?"

That's the first thing she says after entering the house. She's skipped so many words that I can't understand what she means.
Nevertheless, she smiles brightly and demands an answer.

"What else? Your first impression of wearing women's underwear."

Her finger pokes my chest. The muscle that once was there is gone, replaced by fat that offers no resistance to her finger.

"It's really fucking awful!"

It's so goddamn awful that I smile back at her.

"Is it? Well, what can you do? You'll have to get used to it. But really..."

My mother looks me up and down and sighs. She seems quite displeased with something.

"What's the big deal? Honestly, I don't think I need any more clothes."

I take off my coat to show her what I'm wearing—a training top and dolphin pants, those short shorts I put on right after buying them. I can't express how comfortable they are.

"I know. I didn't expect you to change overnight."
"It would be weird if I did change."

I turn around abruptly and sit on the sofa. My thighs, red from the cold outside, get compressed, making them look even larger.

"But if we were going to come back this late, why did we leave so early in the morning?"

I voice the question that just popped into my head. Thinking about it now, her excuse about wanting to talk one-on-one doesn't make sense.
With all this time, we could have talked at home, or even had a leisurely lunch conversation.

I stare at my mother intently as she takes a seat beside me.

SLAP!

"Ow!"

Out of nowhere, she slaps my thigh.

"What else? We don't have many days off left, so I wanted to rest properly."

My thighs, which had just returned to their normal color, turn red again. Since they were still cold, the pain was doubled.

Well, pain aside, what my mother said makes sense. It's not bad to finish chores early and spend the rest of the day relaxing.

"Then train me a bit. Since my body changed, things feel awkward."

But I had no intention of resting. This seemed like a good opportunity to involve my mother as well.

I flex my hands, remembering how it felt right after my body changed. There's no major problem moving, but something feels subtly distorted.
This distortion means I'm losing power in my movements.

In situations like this, it's better to have someone correct you rather than trying to fix it alone.

"Let me take a look at you after all this time."

The corners of my mother's eyes curve slightly upward.
Surprisingly, she accepts my request willingly—even eagerly—as if she'd been waiting for me to ask, despite saying she wanted to rest.


* * *


I stare blankly at the vast space.
The place my mother and I moved to was an unknown location. More precisely, a place we came to under Foriner's guidance. With one snap of his fingers, we were instantly transported here.
In other words, we have no idea exactly where we are.

"Well then, do your best."

As soon as we started wondering where to train, Foriner appeared, and as soon as his guidance was complete, he vanished. He's truly elusive.

Honestly, his timing was so ghostly that even though he's gone, I get goosebumps thinking he might be watching us from somewhere.

"Tsk, I never had anything like this in my day."

Complaining about the unfairness, my mother slowly looks around to see what's available.

From the center of the vast training space, doors in all four directions lead to a shower room, changing room, rest area, and exit. Though it shows no signs of use, it looks much better than the training facilities of heroes supported by top-tier companies.

"No one else is here. Perfect timing. Here, put this on."
"...Where did that come from?"
"I don't know. It was in the changing room. That pervert must have figured out your size and bought it."

Saying we'd only tire ourselves trying to understand a Transcendent's thinking, she led me to the changing room.

Inside, there was a subtle fragrance as if someone had sprayed perfume. Breathing it in made my mind feel clearer—a strange scent with the power to empty my mind of distractions.

"Let's review what I've taught you so far."

My mother's gaze sharpens. Her eyes say she'll beat me if I've forgotten anything.

I nod quickly. She shows no mercy at times like this.
The first thing my mother taught me was to observe my core. Following her, I close my eyes and look at the core inside my heart.

"Holy shit."

The core, which used to be a transparent, faint blue heart shape, now emits a light incomparably more intense than before.
In other words, the purity of my magical power has increased tremendously.

"No wonder your magic is going wild."

The higher the purity of magical power, the greater the output—the force released. And the harder it is to control. If handled incorrectly, the magic can go berserk and damage the body.

When superhumans reach awakening through training and real combat, they take a rest period—from one month to a year—to stabilize their power. This is to stabilize the higher-purity core magic that comes with awakening.

If you show off claiming you can control your magic well, you'll end up like I did right after transformation—bleeding from every orifice.

"Try releasing some magic power. Like this."

My mother, who had been watching me quietly, created several threads of magic in her palm. The threads seemed to have a will of their own, constantly changing shape.

"Don't rush. Slowly draw a very thin thread from your core."
"That's exactly what you told me when you first taught me."
"It's necessary now."

Her gaze was sharp and serious.
This advice probably came from her own similar experience.
What she demonstrated was something I'd been doing since childhood, so I should be able to do it easily without instruction.

"...This is difficult."

Contrary to expectations, even drawing out magic evenly became difficult. The magic that escaped from my core and traveled through my shoulder and arm to my palm was uneven and lumpy.

"...No wonder you're surprised. And no wonder Foriner changed his plans."

After carefully examining the magic flowing from my palm, my mother's eyes widened, then she let out a small sigh. She seemed quite displeased.

I felt a strange elation.
The fact that something once as easy as breathing had become difficult meant my potential had increased beyond measure.

Of course, the mountain I had to climb had also grown taller. Nevertheless, I couldn't contain my overflowing joy and my lips twitched into a smile.

"Let's forget everything else and focus on basic correction and stabilizing this magic."
"Yeah."

I thought if I could correct the subtle distortion in my body's sensation and stabilize this magic, I could probably reach about 70% of my previous combat ability.

"But seriously, can't I build muscle?"
"It's easier if you just give up."
"Fuck."


* * *


When dusk had passed and complete darkness filled the sky,
Hong Yoo-Jin, Eun-Ha's mentor and adoptive mother, was staring at Eun-Ha sleeping soundly on the sofa.

Her mind was filled with thoughts of the magic power Eun-Ha had shown today. In over fifteen years of life, she had never seen anyone with such high-purity magic.

'I suppose it's for the best.'

Hong Yoo-Jin had a duty to train Eun-Ha more intensely. As her mentor, as her mother, and as the previous proxy.

She didn't like that the person she had to train as a proxy happened to be Eun-Ha, but what could she do? Without that contract, Eun-Ha would be dead by now.

So it was better this way. Thinking it fortunate that Eun-Ha could live, Hong Yoo-Jin brushed her bangs aside as she slept.

"I'm sorry."

Hong Yoo-Jin knew why Eun-Ha wanted to become stronger. She also knew why she went to The Front Line, where a moment's carelessness could be life-threatening.

She knew there was more to it than what Eun-Ha had said out loud.

As Foriner's proxy, Hong Yoo-Jin had been incredibly busy and didn't have much time to care for young Eun-Ha.

Tears began to flow from Hong Yoo-Jin's eyes. Not just a single stream, but an endless flow.

"Many difficult things will happen from now on."

Her tearful voice trembled, but there was also firm resolve in it.

"More than you can imagine. Perhaps more than you could handle alone, no matter how strong you become."

Eun-Ha's enemies won't just be monsters. Many hardships will come, and situations will arise that she cannot handle alone.

"So it's actually for the best."

If great trials come as the price for survival, then make her strong enough to overcome those trials. Teach her things that couldn't be taught before due to her limitations, and raise her with strict discipline.

"Is it really for the best? I think not."
"Who made her like this in the first place?"

An uninvited guest arrived in the quiet house.
Space split open as a being settled behind Hong Yoo-Jin. Foriner.
Hong Yoo-Jin, accustomed to such sudden appearances, greeted him coldly.

"I jest. But you know this is for humanity's sake, don't you? My contractor."
"...Tsk."

They don't need to be strong immediately.
But their potential after the contract must be incomparable to others.
And they must have talent for "special magic."
These are the conditions for a proxy.

Hong Yoo-Jin didn't know how Foriner measured this talent, but she knew the reason well.

"In that regard, this generation's proxy has potential exceeding my expectations. I didn't expect we'd need to divide her power in two."

Foriner's eyes turned to Hong Yoo-Jin. She too had struggled to control her increased power, but not to the extent of Eun-Ha. Hers was within an acceptable margin of error.

"Don't worry too much. I know humanity has developed this far thanks to your efforts, so I think the new contractor won't have much difficulty growing."
"How very reassuring."

Sarcasm flowed naturally from Hong Yoo-Jin's mouth. A Transcendent's perception operates on a different scale than humans.

Nevertheless, Hong Yoo-Jin could be reassured. The meaning of "not much difficulty" was that humanity's extinction wouldn't come, at least.

"In that spirit, I've prepared a small gift. I should give such gifts to my contractors to save face."

Foriner handed something to Hong Yoo-Jin with a faint smile. The item she quietly received was a card.
She looked at Foriner with confusion. She had plenty of money herself, so she wondered why he was giving this to her.

"It's a card containing part of my assets. As much as you want—enough to buy a department store if you wish."
"Ha."

Truly, the scale is different. Almost ridiculously so.

"I'll use it well. For Eun-Ha."

But Hong Yoo-Jin soon accepted that this is what Transcendents are like. Creating a training facility and providing nearly unlimited funds for one contractor meant he had high expectations.

"Good. Use your strength for my new contractor. Especially, as you can see from this list, I'm very interested in her appearance."
"...You perverted bastard."

Rarely, desire filled Foriner's eyes. Not the lewd kind leading to sexual desire, but a kind of desire sufficient to label him a pervert. His eyes gleamed as if oiled.

Hong Yoo-Jin shuddered at the sight. Between this and her own magical girl outfit, Foriner's tastes had some perverse aspects.

"Enough, now go away. Shoo, shoo."

Feeling he shouldn't stay any longer, Hong Yoo-Jin told Foriner to leave immediately since his business was done.

She didn't just say it—she pushed him toward the entrance and kindly opened the door for him.

"How harsh. I merely wanted to see my new contractor beautifully dressed up. I thought you'd understand, having experienced it yourself."
"Understand what!"

SLAM!

Remembering her magical girl outfit, Hong Yoo-Jin roughly closed the door.

Ch.8 - Healing Power (1)
At the medical facility located in the Academy District, Baekyang Hospital. While not comparable to The Front Line, it was equipped with various medical devices and staff, making it a place frequented by all kinds of people, including those with superpowers in the Academy District.

"Your wounds haven't even healed yet! Where on earth are you trying to go?"
"I told you I'm fine. If I was going to collapse from something like this, I would've quit being a hero long ago. Haha! Look!"

The muscular giant, Choi Cheol-jin, gently pushed away the woman trying to stop him.
Then with a loud thump, he beat his chest, insisting his body was perfectly fine.

In reality, though, it was just bravado as he endured the pain through gritted teeth.
Cheol-jin left the hospital room with his unhealed body. Even as the attending nurse hurriedly followed and tried to dissuade him, the bronze-skinned muscular giant wouldn't budge.

*Tsk, of all times.*

With each step he took, Cheol-jin moved nonchalantly, not showing the needle-like pain shooting through his entire body. Because of the important exam scheduled for this afternoon, he had to keep moving.


* * *


"Hmm..."

Before dawn.
As soon as I opened my eyes, I started pondering what had come to mind.

There wasn't any particular reason for these thoughts. It's just that now that I was going to train with my mother again, I had some free time.

If I were alone, I would have been busy struggling to adapt to my changed body and getting used to the increased purity of my magical power.

Anyway, it had been several days since the contract, but I was still ignorant about the existence of my magic. I only knew one thing—that it was healing magic—so I needed to learn more.

"She said it was divided into two, right?"

I had no idea what it meant to divide the concept into two, but since it was split, I needed to check it twice.

The reason for dividing the concept was because my body couldn't handle my power. If my guess was correct, the magic I could use might also be divided into two forms.
I should experiment right away.

Closing my eyes and concentrating, two orbs of light appeared in my vision. Instead of the brilliant light orb I had seen before, there were now two—one pure white light and one dark, viscous light.

*Which one should I choose first?*

My heart raced at the thought of being able to use magic. My lips curled up slightly. At first glance, the shining one seemed to be the one for healing magic.

Healing magic or unknown magic?
After contemplating for a while about which one to choose, I grabbed the shining light orb on the left and held it to my chest.

Whoosh!

When I opened my eyes, I found myself standing in a pure white space, though I had been lying on the sofa.

The clothes I was wearing peeled off layer by layer, revealing my naked body. Soon, light gathered around me, creating underwear first and then the rest of my outfit piece by piece.
It wasn't the dress I had seen during my first transformation. If anything, it was closer to priestly attire.

"Wow..."

My surprise was momentary. When I came to my senses, I was lying down, holding a staff high in the air.

Getting up from the sofa, I approached the mirror. There stood a girl in plain blue and white clothes, with a surprised expression on her face.

I was quite satisfied with the outfit. It's relative, but this was less embarrassing than the flowing dress I had seen the first time.

"Magic."

Foriner had said that the magic I used could be activated as long as I had the method and magical power as fuel.
I concentrated and thought of the keyword "magic." Then, an indescribable sensation informed me of the magic I could use.
The foremost, as expected, was healing magic.

As I thought about using magic, the method was immediately engraved in my mind. It was simple. Detach magical power from the core, move it to the hand, and engrave a spell formula on the magical power.
I didn't know anything about spell formulas, but somehow my mind contained detailed information on what formula to engrave.

"Oh!"

I couldn't help but exclaim when the magic manifested as I thought. My heart pounded, and I felt like I was returning to my childhood. A smile involuntarily spread across my face.

It was a pure white light. Though I couldn't feel anything, the light felt warm and faded away when I cut off the magical power.

"Hmm."

It was good that I had used it. My heart was still pounding, screaming to use it more.
But something important remained.
It was good that it manifested, but I didn't know how powerful it was.
What's the use if it's just flashy on the outside but empty inside? I needed to know how much magical power I should put in for proper healing.

"Where can I find a good test subject?"

I needed someone injured to determine its effectiveness, as I couldn't harm myself for the experiment. If I were at The Front Line, they would have come to me without me having to look, but going there in this state would be suicidal.
I'd self-destruct from my power going berserk before a monster could kill me.

"...I'll think about it while cleaning up this mess."

Looking at the reflection in the mirror, I could see beer cans and soju bottles scattered around. Turning around, I saw the place was a mess.

All kinds of trash were rolling around the living room. On top of that, the washed clothes were piled up without being properly folded.
To make matters worse, when I looked at the laundry room, I could see clothes still stuffed in the basket, not even washed yet.

I couldn't believe she still hadn't fixed this habit.

Then I'll do it.
When I lived with my mother, this was my job. I didn't do it because she told me to, but because I couldn't stand seeing it.

"Yaaawn..."
"Are you up?"
"Yeah... But what's with that outfit?"

While I was cleaning and thinking hard about how to find a test subject, my mother came out of the bedroom, scratching her belly.
She stared at me with sleepy eyes, then pointed at my clothes.

"I transformed! Oh, by the way, do you know any place where injured people might be hanging around?"

I flickered the pure white healing light in my hand as I stated my purpose. My mind was filled with the desire to try it out in practice.

"Oh my."

*Click*

"Having her around brings out my old habits."

My mother looked at the trash bag filled with garbage from the living room and her underwear that I was folding, then muttered something and tapped her forehead.

"Let's eat and wash up first. Release the transformation."
"Should I?"

*Crash!*

"?!"

As soon as I released the transformation, a loud noise echoed from the balcony.

"Oh, right."

Belatedly realizing the cause of the noise, I hurriedly headed to the balcony. It was filled with laundry that hadn't fully dried yet, now scattered on the floor.

"What was that all of a sudden??"
"Well... I was short on drying space, so I used the staff as a makeshift clothesline."

I quickly picked up the laundry. The floor didn't look too dirty, but it would be unsettling to leave it like this, so I had no choice but to wash it again.

"Let's start the washing machine and eat first. We need to hurry."
"Why?"
"Didn't you want to see injured people?"

Then we should go to the hospital.
My mother scratched her head and easily provided the answer I had been thinking about but couldn't come up with.

"Right. There's a hospital..."

Why didn't I think of that?


* * *


"Is this really okay?"

This was one of the checkpoints for entering the Academy District. Usually, there were many checks when entering, and each checkpoint had a B-rank hero stationed, making it difficult to pass through by force.

Or at least, that's how it used to be.
I had a blank expression while riding in my mother's car. I couldn't believe we could pass through the checkpoint by just filling out some basic personal information.

"Stop gaping like an idiot."
"W-who's doing that?"

I quickly closed my mouth and pretended to look at the scenery outside. After passing the checkpoint, a view both similar to and different from outside the Academy District came into sight.

First, I noticed cylindrical robots moving along the roads. Then, there were hoverboard-like objects with people riding them low to the ground, drones floating in the sky, and more.
I had heard that the Academy District was the first place where technology provided by Foriner was commercialized, and it seemed to be true.

"But how could we enter so easily?"
"What do you think? It's because of Foriner. And also because I'm about to take up a position here."

I was about to ask why I was allowed in, but I closed my mouth. Thinking about it, since Foriner's name was mentioned, he must have given some kind of assurance.

My mother's car moved smoothly, showing the surrounding scenery. There were familiar franchises from outside, as well as stores I had never seen before, which seemed to be unique to the Academy District.

[Estimated arrival time: 13 minutes]

*So we're gradually getting closer?*

Reading the text on the navigation system between the driver's seat and the passenger seat, my heart started racing again.

The car moved for about 10 minutes, as indicated on the navigation, and then stopped.

"Let's get out. I know someone here, so just say hello."
"Got it!"

I've been waiting for this moment!

I felt my lips curling up involuntarily. I might feel like a child, but who cares? How many people in the world get to use magic?

I bet anyone else who could use magic would feel the same way.

"Mr. Choi Cheol-jin! You really can't!"
"I'm fine, I'm fine! Haha!"

My eyes widened. I never expected to see this person in real life.

Choi Cheol-jin. B-rank 38th hero. A physical enhancement ability user known for his overflowing confidence and leadership, who had achieved remarkable feats.

Bandages wrapped around his entire body, faint traces of blood seeping through, an unstable gait. Cheol-jin was clearly trying to go somewhere with his unhealed body. Despite the nurse's desperate attempts to stop him, it was futile.

"Oh, Mr. Choi Cheol-jin?"
"Huh? Ms. Hong Yu-jin! What brings you here?"
"Ah! I said no..."

Surprisingly, it seemed that Cheol-jin and my mother knew each other, as they greeted each other. Cheol-jin looked at my mother with a desperate expression, as if this was a stroke of luck.

At that moment, I had a good idea and approached him, looking up.
I thought this person might bring some light to my mother's long-standing single life. Being a hero is a profession where one's life could be lost at any moment. Naturally, there would be a strong desire to leave behind offspring.

So if I played my cards right, it might be possible.

"Hello!"
"Hi! But who is this child...?"

Cheol-jin asked my mother with a puzzled expression. Well, given my mother's personality, she would never reveal her actual age, so she probably claimed to be in her early twenties.

"Ah, that's... my d... no. My y... no. Sister! My cousin! Isn't she cute? She's mixed-race."
"Ah, I see. Nice to meet you."
"Yes!"

I smiled outwardly but inwardly clicked my tongue in disappointment. For a brief moment, I saw my mother giving me a murderous look, suggesting that Cheol-jin wasn't her type.

If that's the case, I had to fulfill my original purpose. And fortunately, Cheol-jin seemed to be a teacher at the Academy, so scoring points with him now might help me later.

"Are you okay, though?"

I looked up at him with a voice full of concern.
His height exceeded 190cm, taller than I was as a man, and despite being wrapped in bandages all over, his impressive muscles hadn't lost their vigor.
Aside from his height, I could imagine how much effort he had put into building those muscles.

"Ah..."

Cheol-jin stared at me blankly for a moment.

"It's nothing! Don't worry about it! I just fell down some stairs! This much will heal quickly!"
"R-really, are you sure you're okay?"
"Of course!"

*Were those stairs about 300 floors high?*
I barely swallowed the words that almost slipped out and continued to pretend to be concerned.
The word "saint" flashed through my mind. I was filled with discontent at having to act like a saint when it wasn't in my nature, but what could I do? The contract demanded it.

"Mr. Choi Cheol-jin, just a moment."
"Ah, yes."

I thought he might speak more freely if a child asked, but it was clearly futile.

Seeing me like this, my mother briefly glanced at the nurse, then began whispering something to Cheol-jin.

"Do you know how badly he's injured?"

With nothing else to do, I asked the nurse. Physical enhancement ability users, full of what's commonly called "gao" or something similar to pretentiousness, tend not to easily reveal such things to others.

If that was the case, asking the nurse who seemed to know Cheol-jin's condition was actually the quickest solution.

"He was clawed all over by a monster while on a mission for the association."
"Oh my."

My voice was filled with concern. The nurse genuinely cared for him.

"I'll get in trouble if I don't bring him back."

Or perhaps she was worried about her own well-being. She looked quite cute, stomping her feet as if about to cry.

"Then this is perfect timing. Eun-Ha, let's go somewhere with this gentleman for a moment."
"A-a gentleman...?"

The word "gentleman" implied that he wasn't just anyone. Honestly, I didn't understand. With muscles like that, he would be reliable.

Cheol-jin, with an aggrieved expression, carefully gauged my reaction.

"Yes! Um..."

Honestly, I wanted to call him "mister" like my mother did. But what Cheol-jin wanted probably wasn't that.

My voice cut off momentarily as I was at a loss for words. I debated whether to just blurt out "mister" or use a different term, and ended up giving my mother a look asking for help.

In response, she pursed her lips and then opened them, forming the dreadful word "oppa."

I wanted to protest that there was no way I could do that. But the thought that followed forced me to suppress my emotions and accept it.

"O... Oppa!"

*Fuck.*

It felt like my entire body was going to twist. My clenched fists trembled. Nevertheless, I looked up at Cheol-jin with a bright smile.

The thought that crossed my mind was something Soo-Hyun had told me.

It was quite some time ago, but Soo-Hyun had said that no matter how impartial the exams or evaluations at the Academy were supposed to be, ultimately it was people who graded them, so it was good to butter up the teachers.

I couldn't be considered a good student by any stretch of the imagination. So here, I had no choice but to endure.
If I endured, it might have a positive impact on my grades, even if just a little.

"Right? Right? I'm still in my prime, Ms. Hong Yu-jin!"

He beamed just from a simple form of address. Disgusting.

"Ah. Yes. Let's say that."
"Come on, what do you mean 'let's say that'? Anyway, you were suggesting we go back inside, right? Let's go right now!"
"Haaa..."

A deep sigh was heard. The nurse looked at Cheol-jin, who had a silly grin on his face, with a desolate expression.

*Sorry.*
*Men are simple creatures.*

Ch.9 - Healing Power (2)
"Are you staying at Teacher Hong Yu-jin's house right now?"
"Ah, yes."

I walked through the hospital, conversing with Choi Cheol-jin. Thanks to the bandages wrapped around his entire body except his face, people's gazes were drawn to me.

Choi Cheol-jin's muscles are pretty impressive.

"By the way, entering the academy, huh? Haha! If things go well, I might even be your instructor!"

Choi Cheol-jin flexed his arm, making his bicep bulge. He showed off his impressive muscles to me, trying to demonstrate how reliable he was. It's a typical gesture among physical enhancement ability users like us.

He's definitely trustworthy with muscles like that.
I nodded repeatedly. If we're the same type, we'd understand each other's way of thinking, which would make things easier.

We continued walking, following my mother and the nurse's guidance. After about 5 more minutes, we arrived at a private room with Choi Cheol-jin's name on it.

"There's blood everywhere..."

My mother and the nurse who entered first frowned. Wondering how bad it could be to cause such a reaction, I peeked between them and was shocked by what I saw.

The bed was dark red. When I turned to look at Choi Cheol-jin, I noticed his back area was particularly stained with blood.

"Haha. It's pretty bad, right? But I'm fine! I'm already healed! Look at this!"

Thump! Thump!

It was a heavy sound. Choi Cheol-jin pounded his chest with his fist and flashed his white teeth. But each time he hit his chest, the blood seeping through his bandages darkened.

"What part of you is fine?!"
"Ugh!"

Hearing this, the infuriated nurse immediately approached Choi Cheol-jin and slapped his back.
The sound of her hand sticking to his back with a "smack!" was impressive.
But the nurse didn't stop there. Seemingly having dealt with Choi Cheol-jin's antics before, she continued hitting his back while angrily asking what exactly was "fine" about his condition.

Smack! Smack!

"Ow! Owww!"

I subtly hid behind my mother. I'd pulled similar stunts more than once myself. The difference between Choi Cheol-jin and me was that I rarely had the opportunity to be treated at medical facilities.

"Mr. Choi Cheol-jin, you're a patient right now! Stay still until your body heals completely!"
"Oww..."

Having lost his bravado, Choi Cheol-jin grimaced while rubbing his beaten back. I felt sympathetic pain and subtly rubbed my own back too.

"So, we're using him as the first test subject?"
"Don't call it a test subject."

Even without any explanation for why Choi Cheol-jin was brought in, I could figure it out.
The reason I came here in the first place was to experiment with healing magic. In other words, Choi Cheol-jin would be my first test subject.

My mother scolded me for openly calling him a test subject, but she didn't deny it. That was the decisive evidence.

"Just try doing something foolish like that again."
"I won't, I promise."

The nurse roughly grabbed his thick arm and dragged him into the private room. She earnestly asked us to make sure Choi Cheol-jin didn't leave on his own, then left the room.

"But is this really possible? Teacher Hong Yu-jin, you're not tricking me, are you?"
"It's not a lie, so please don't worry."

After the nurse left and the door closed, Choi Cheol-jin began unwrapping his bandages while grimacing.

"Wow..."

What was gradually revealed wasn't his muscular physique, but raw, red flesh. The wounds inflicted by the monster showed no signs of healing.

"Um, are you really okay?"

Seeing his pectoral and abdominal muscles in such terrible condition made my heart ache. His back must be in similar shape.

"Ah, hahaha. I'm fine! This doesn't hurt much at all!"

Flinch-

"No. Actually, it does hurt! Haha! So, Teacher Hong Yu-jin, would you mind putting your hand back down?"

The nurse's slaps must have really hurt, as Choi Cheol-jin tried to act tough again but quickly backed down.

After removing all the bandages and piling them in one place, it was truly a sight to behold. Choi Cheol-jin pulled up his hospital pants to make them look like underwear, revealing his wounded body.
His normally tan skin was nowhere to be seen—everything was red.

"I've never seen someone with so many injuries still alive."
"Haha! I think it's because it was me. The creature was so fast that I could barely track its movements with my enhanced vision. Even then, it was just a blurry afterimage."
"How strong was this monster? Was it just fast?"

Gulp.
I swallowed involuntarily. A monster whose movements could barely be tracked by someone ranked in the upper middle of B-class.
I know this monster. At least among the monsters I know, there's only one like that.

"It was a mutant. A creature with no previous sighting reports. It seemed to view me as nothing more than a punching bag, leaving me in this state before vanishing without a trace."

Choi Cheol-jin clenched his fist and bit his lip in frustration.
He then described the mutant he had encountered.

Arms long enough to touch the ground, a long tail with visible bone structure, and more. Choi Cheol-jin's description matched exactly the monster I had seen.
There couldn't be multiple creatures like that. It must be the same mutant that killed me.

"Anyway, I'm counting on you. Your name was... Eun-Ha, right?"
"Yes! Mr. Choi Cheol-jin. I heard about your great achievements during the last monster outbreak! I saw the videos too!"

When Choi Cheol-jin extended his hand, I immediately flattered him and grabbed it. His palm was one of the few parts of him that was relatively unharmed, including his face.

"Ah, I'm embarrassed. Hahaha."

Choi Cheol-jin scratched the back of his head, looking shy. Most heroes are pleased when their accomplishments are praised.

Since the response was quite good, I might use this tactic again in the future. But the flattery ends here. Too much flattery can become counterproductive.

I carefully pushed him back onto the bed, then pulled up a nearby chair and sat down.
My heart was racing and the corners of my mouth kept trying to curl up. I couldn't contain my excitement about using magic in practice.

"Ahem! I'll begin now."

I deliberately cleared my throat to focus myself. In my current state of heightened purity, using magic on someone while feeling excited could be dangerous.

I closed my eyes and observed my core again, thinking about the magic I would use—

"Huh?"

This is strange.
The magic formula that came to mind so easily at home was now full of holes, a shoddy formula.

I tilted my head and tried to recall the healing magic again, but the formula remained incomplete.

This is bad.

I could predict the result without even trying. It would be an inefficient mess.

The problem was that I couldn't pinpoint what had gone wrong. This shouldn't have happened in the first place. The power given by Foriner couldn't be this flimsy and unstable.

"J-just a moment?"

My voice trembled with confusion.
What was different between when I did this at home and now? The time? The place? My emotions? Nothing stood out no matter how much I thought about it.

Tap tap

"Transform. Transform."

As I stood frozen without any solution in mind, my mother approached and whispered to me.
Right.
Come to think of it, I was transformed when I used magic at home.

Whoosh!

Once I had the answer, there was no reason to delay any further.

"Y-yes, I guess I can't really focus without this outfit. Haha..."

As I transformed with a suitable excuse, Choi Cheol-jin in front of me opened his eyes wide. Well, I can guess the reason.

"You already have a corporate sponsor at your age??"

This form looked less like a transformation and more like I had simply changed clothes. Choi Cheol-jin thought my transformed appearance was a custom outfit provided by some corporate sponsor.

"W-well, it just happened that way."
"As I mentioned earlier, this child has some unique powers, so a sponsor approached us."

Choi Cheol-jin nodded, saying "I see." When my mother whispered to Choi Cheol-jin earlier, she must have given him a general explanation about the healing magic.

The reason he didn't probe deeper about the sponsor is because of an implicit rule among superhumans.
Unless someone openly reveals it themselves, you don't pry.

It will inevitably be revealed later anyway, and usually people want to show off and reveal it themselves, so there's rarely any need to ask.

"Well then, I'll begin."

When I closed my eyes again, this time the healing magic formula appeared clearly. The reason the formula looked sloppy before transformation was probably due to my lack of proficiency.

At the very least, Foriner must have arranged it so that there would be no issues using magic while transformed.

"Oh... Ohhhh...!"

The magical power flowing from my core passed through the formula and transformed into magic. Even without opening my eyes, I could feel the magic emanating from my hands enveloping Choi Cheol-jin's body.

When I gently opened my eyes, I could see his body gradually healing. Fair new skin without any scars was covering his previously red body.

The healing process took about a minute. Much shorter than the time it would take to recover in a medical facility.

"Do you feel any discomfort anywhere?"

I cautiously asked Choi Cheol-jin. Since this was my first time using the magic, I wasn't confident if he had fully recovered.

"I feel fine! No lie, I'm completely healed!"

Bang!

Choi Cheol-jin threw a light jab into the air, creating a sound like air bursting. Then he jumped up, bouncing on the spot and stretching.
His movements were clearly different from earlier when he was pretending to be fine while showing off.

"Phew."

I let out a sigh of relief. At the same time, I calmed my startled heart. The reason was that healing magic didn't consume a large amount of magical power.

If I assume that the magical power used on Choi Cheol-jin was the minimum, I could probably heal about 70 more people. It's partly because healing doesn't consume much magical power to begin with, and partly because the purity of my magical power has increased tremendously.

"Thank you! Thank you so much!"

Choi Cheol-jin grabbed my hand with a beaming smile and shook it vigorously. To him, it was just an expression of gratitude, but with his overwhelming muscles, it felt almost violent.

"Ha, hahaha. I'm glad you've recovered safely."

My arm was already creaking. Realizing this was because of my smaller, weaker body, I quickly became depressed.

I used to have muscles like that too.

But I didn't show it and just focused on the fact that Choi Cheol-jin's wounds were completely healed. Otherwise, my depression might have spilled out.

"Now, let's go see the director. We can't just go around healing people as we please."
"The person you know is the hospital director?"
"We got acquainted somehow."

I was surprised that the person she knew was the hospital director.
It was surprising, but thinking about it, not that surprising. My mother must have built quite a network during her time as an agent.

My mother gently took my hand and tried to help me up.

"Teacher Hong Yu-jin. Wait a moment."

However, Choi Cheol-jin grabbed my mother's wrist. He said he had a good idea and flashed his white teeth.

Ch.10 - Healing Power (3)
"Oh my goodness, thank you. Thank you so much."
"Thanks to you, I'll be able to compete in tomorrow's competition! Thank you!"

It was like a celebrity fan signing—people were lined up in front of me.

This was all Choi Cheol-jin's fault.

"I'm glad my small effort could help."

I responded to someone who bowed repeatedly while saying words they didn't really mean. Honestly, I didn't like saying insincere things like this, but what could I do? I couldn't just tell them to get lost.

Anyway, Choi Cheol-jin was terrible.

He had such a wide network that he'd gathered not only people he knew before, but also everyone he'd met at this hospital.

Fifty people in total.
Considering only five were from outside, it was truly remarkable. In other words, he was such a super-social person that he'd been making friends even while walking around bleeding.

"Not only did you treat us for free, but you're so humble too!"

A muscular man whose arms had been like rags bowed deeply. When he exclaimed in admiration, it spread to those around him, creating a cringeworthy scene of people expressing their amazement one after another.

"Doctor, this is just a small token of my appreciation."
"No, really, you don't need to. And I'm younger than you, so you don't need to be so formal..."

To make matters worse, a critical patient whose face had been caved in earlier reappeared and showed impeccable manners. Even when I waved my hands saying it was fine, he wouldn't listen. I wondered if I'd damaged his ears during treatment.

"No, I must show proper respect. And this is just a small token of my gratitude. If it weren't for you, I would have been bedridden for months."

He placed what was clearly an expensive item beside me and disappeared.

"Sigh."

I glanced at the pile of gifts accumulating beside me.
This wasn't the first time I'd experienced such forceful gift-giving.

After bringing in all these people, Choi Cheol-jin had disappeared somewhere, and starting with the first gift, everyone began bringing their "tokens of appreciation" after receiving treatment.

I understood their feelings.
Unless you were at The Front Line where the latest medical technology was immediately applied, even superpowered individuals with faster-than-normal recovery would need to spend a long time bedridden after serious injuries.
I had reduced that time from months to mere minutes, so of course they were grateful. Some even had important appointments today or soon, and they shed tears of gratitude.

But when the gifts piled up like a mountain, it became burdensome just to take them home.

"Thank you. Thank you so much, doctor!"

A stout middle-aged man's thick hands wrapped around mine. He was the last person in line.

"Are you feeling any discomfort?"
"Not at all! My back has been giving me trouble lately, but not only did you heal my injured leg, my back feels better too! Hahaha!"

The middle-aged man's laughter boomed throughout the room. It was so loud I wanted to cover my ears, but he wouldn't let go of my hand.

"Ah! On such a wonderful day, we can't forget to take a photo! Don't you agree, everyone? We've all become healthy thanks to the doctor, so we should document it!"
"That's a great idea!"
"Absolutely!"

Everyone who had received my treatment and remained in the room nodded in agreement with the middle-aged man.

"No, that's really not necessary... is it?"

I was suddenly confused about what photo he meant.
But this middle-aged man seemed born to command others, and while I was still flustered, he persuaded everyone with his eloquent speech.

"Such good fortune doesn't come easily! Ma'am! May I ask for your help?"
"I'm not this child's mother..."
"Come now! This isn't the time for such details! Everyone, gather behind the doctor! By height!"

What in the world.
People who had been on death's door before treatment were now overflowing with energy as if they'd found the fountain of youth. Taking a photo after being healed seemed ridiculous, but I could understand it somewhat. Some of these people had been on the brink of death.

"Come on, everyone! To show your health, you should take off your shirts!"

Whoosh!

The men answered not with words but with action. Perhaps because Choi Cheol-jin had brought them, they all boasted solid muscles.

"I-I'll take the picture...?"

My mother seemed to find this situation as absurd as I did, her lips twitching.

And so I ended up taking a group photo with more than ten people who had remained in the hospital room.

* * *

"Ah. I'm exhausted."

After three hours of providing treatment.
Choi Cheol-jin's hospital room finally regained its peace. The very person who had caused this situation had been discharged long ago, claiming he had urgent business.

"Good job. You were quite popular, weren't you?"

I flopped down on the bed in the empty private room. Even though my body wasn't physically tired, I felt languid all over. It was mental fatigue, not physical.

I was too tired to respond to my mother's teasing. This was all Choi Cheol-jin's fault.

"That damn social butterfly Choi Cheol-jin."
"Actually, it worked out well, didn't it? Since he knew so many people, you didn't have to go looking for patients. Right?"
"That's true, but..."

I glanced at the pile of gifts stacked right next to me. Things given in lieu of treatment fees, as tokens of appreciation. Some looked quite expensive.

"It's going to be a hassle just to take these home."

Even if I only took the valuable ones, I'd barely be able to fit them in the car. I might even have to make multiple trips between here and home.

"Wait a minute."

Suddenly, my gaze fixed on the band-type communication device wrapped around my wrist.

'Make sure to wear it at all times. I had it specially made for you.'

Since he had specifically told me to wear it, and if Foriner could contact me through it, perhaps I could contact him as well.

"Let's use a Transcendent as a delivery service."
"What?"

I figured having powerful backing was meant for times like this.

The day was fading. The sun was slowly hiding behind the horizon, dyeing the sky orange.

The sky had already been like that after we took the photo. The reason the sky was still painted with sunset colors even after we returned home was simple.

"Thank you!"
"Well, this is something to see."

It was all thanks to Foriner. My exclusive communication device had Foriner's contact information, so I borrowed his power to transport myself and all the gifts home.

Snap!

With a snap of my fingers, the gifts scattered across the living room were neatly stacked and organized.

"Hah."

My mother, who had been transported to the parking lot alone with the car, gave me an incredulous look. Ignoring her, I smiled brightly at Foriner. It's best to be agreeable. And here, I needed to know how to smile even insincerely to stay on Foriner's good side.
Soo-Hyun had taught me that, so it should be about right.

"I was actually about to call for you anyway."
"For me?"

Foriner, who seemed bemused that I had used him, a Transcendent, as a transportation method, smiled slightly.

"Try manipulating the band on your wrist to bring up the menu. There should be an icon there that other communication devices don't have."
"...I don't know what you mean?"

Even following Foriner's instructions exactly, I couldn't understand what he wanted. The communication device I was wearing had been distributed about four years ago.

In other words, I had no idea what was what because I'd been holed up at The Front Line! Honestly, I was only able to contact Foriner because my mother showed me how, not because I figured it out myself.

"Ah."

Even Foriner seemed not to have expected this. Of course, being holed up at The Front Line didn't necessarily mean I wouldn't have had opportunities to use such communication devices.

"Good grief. I can't believe this."
"No, no! It happens. Why are you trying to make me feel bad?"

Once again, my mother's deep sigh reached my ears. I felt needlessly defensive.
I had a phone I was using, so I claimed I didn't see the need to change it, but the truth was I just couldn't be bothered.

"It's alright. These things happen. You weren't completely cut off from civilization, so I believe you'll adapt quickly."
"He deliberately kept his distance from civilization."

His attempt to defend me only made it worse. With nothing to say, I closed my mouth tightly and glared at my mother. Of course, it was ineffective, and she just snickered.

Anyway, thanks to Foriner's kind explanation, I was able to quickly find the function he was talking about.

The feature unique to my exclusive communication device was something like a GPS that detected monsters.

"...Are you saying I should eliminate them as soon as they appear?"
"No. That would prevent other heroes from doing their part. Your role is to handle particularly powerful monsters, C-class and above."

I nodded in agreement with his words. While C-class might sound insignificant, they were actually quite powerful.

Currently, there are fewer than five S-class heroes in the world who operate beyond human limits. The next tier, A-class, has about 100 members, and B-class about 1,000. Most of them are stationed at The Front Line where monsters swarm.

"Taking out C-class monsters before they gather in hordes... Yes, I can do that."

I nodded as I recalled my past battles with C-class monsters.

I had been a C-class hero myself, but that was because I hadn't updated my status for nearly five years. Even so, I could defeat C-class monsters even with a body unaccustomed to battle.

Beeeep----

"Then let's observe your skills right away."

Everyone in the house focused on my wrist. As if it had been waiting for this moment, the communication device was emitting a piercing alarm.

Ch.11 - Magical Girl (1)
The sun had completely hidden itself, and artificial lights now illuminated the surroundings in place of sunlight.

"That looks delicious..."

*Grumble-*

A girl with a backpack slung over her shoulders walked down the street. Han Chae-Eun. She ignored the hungry sounds coming from her stomach as she looked around at the nearby shops, drooling.

"No. I have to resist."

*Gulp.* Chae-Eun swallowed her overflowing saliva and shook her head vigorously as she stared straight ahead. She desperately prevented herself from turning toward the restaurants lining the street.

*I studied hard today, so wouldn't it be okay to reward myself?* The devil's whisper crept into Chae-Eun's mind.

*No, if I eat now, I'll definitely binge.*

But the thought that immediately followed made the devil's whisper lose its power. If she entered a restaurant right now, she'd eat at least three portions.

Chae-Eun continued walking, swallowing the saliva that kept welling up. Hamburgers, blood sausage, pizza, bread, chicken, tteokbokki, and all sorts of food swirled in her mind.

*Can't I just close my eyes and eat? Superhumans don't gain weight easily when they use their abilities anyway.*

The devil created by her gluttony whispered to her again. It was true. Heroes who used superpowers burned extreme amounts of calories.

But Chae-Eun didn't give in. She gritted her teeth and kept her gaze fixed straight ahead. Still, it was almost painful to endure the fragrant smells that made her swallow her saliva once more.

With her stomach periodically crying out and her head filled with thoughts of food and the devil's voice, Chae-Eun decided to take drastic measures.

"Hah!"

She squeezed her eyes shut and threw herself into an alley. The alley was short, and unlike this place, the street beyond it had no restaurants to tempt her.

"Phew...!"

As she emerged from the alley, she finally escaped the temptation of food. Now she just needed to get home while clutching her hungry stomach.

*Woooong!*

Suddenly.
The surroundings vibrated.

"?!"

Chae-Eun's eyes widened. She knew what this phenomenon was.

A Gate.
The transportation method used by humanity's enemies. It was a sign that monsters would appear, unpredictable in time and place.

*Weeeeeeee!*

[Medium-sized Gate appearing in the city center! Citizens, please evacuate promptly to the nearest shelter!]

Soon after, along with a loud siren, a notification message appeared on Chae-Eun's wrist.

The space right in front of her rippled and then turned gray.
She needed to evacuate to a shelter immediately. But she couldn't. The direction to the shelter was right in front of her.

*Crackle-*

The space tinted gray tore vertically, forming a large hole.

-*Grrrrrr*

A low growling sound like metal being scratched came from beyond the hole. One, two... the growls indicated there were at least ten beings on the other side.

*Thud! Thud!*

Soon, the beings making the growling sounds revealed themselves, shaking the ground.
Chae-Eun's purple eyes scanned them. Twelve E-class monsters resembling large lizards called Arm Lizards, one D-class monster resembling a sloth called Rise Sloth, and—

-*Kruk! Grrruk!*

One C-class Sura Gorilla.
The Sura Gorilla, with its gorilla-like appearance, turned its wrinkled face toward Chae-Eun. How lucky to spot delicious prey as soon as the invasion began. The Sura Gorilla drooled as it ordered its subordinate monsters.

Catch that woman.

*There's a shelter on the other side too...!*

Chae-Eun moved her legs in the opposite direction from them. It was much farther than the shelter straight ahead, but there was a shelter on the other side too.
While she could handle E-class entities as a graduate of a hero training middle school, D-class was another matter. And there was even a C-class present.

So she had no choice but to go the other way. Once inside a shelter, most monsters couldn't invade.

-*Grrruk!!*
-*Kieeeeeeek!!*

*Faster! Even faster!*

She could hear the monsters chasing her in real-time. Feeling a chill down her spine, Chae-Eun urged herself on. She couldn't stop. She couldn't slow down. She had to move her legs faster to escape the monsters.

Thirty minutes.

The chase continued for what felt both long and short.
She ran with all her might, but the monsters were still pursuing her. And very gradually, the distance between them was narrowing.

"Hah! Hah!"

Her rough breathing reflected her condition. Her lungs kept demanding oxygen, and her legs were screaming with pain.

*Slip!*

"?! Ah...!"

Suddenly, her feet tangled, and she twisted her ankle, losing balance. It happened because her mind was still anxious, but her body had already reached its limit.

Chae-Eun's body tilted. The monsters were getting closer, and the ground was approaching.
Was this the end?
Chae-Eun bit her lip.

*Whoosh!*

But soon, Chae-Eun's eyes widened.
Her body started being pulled sideways. It wasn't her will. An invisible force was pulling her to one side.

Dragged along, Chae-Eun was eventually moved to a narrow alley. The person who saved her was a boy who looked about high school age.

"Who are you...?"
"No time to answer! Focus! Those creatures are too big to come here right away. Can you walk?"

-*Kieeek!*
-*Grrrrrr!*

While Chae-Eun stared blankly at the boy who had saved her, the boy—Kim Se-Won—grabbed her wrist as she stood awkwardly.

"I'm fine. I can walk."

She didn't know who the boy in front of her was. Though grateful for his help, she stubbornly insisted she could still walk, ignoring the pain in her ankle.

"Heroes will come soon to deal with them anyway, so don't worry! We just need to escape!"
"Okay."

*Crash! Rumble!*

-*Grrrrruk! Kruk!*

"They're breaking through the walls??"

Just as they were about to feel relieved that they only needed to escape, the monsters led by the Sura Gorilla began advancing, demolishing the alley walls that stood in their way. No, the Sura Gorilla was leading the charge, tearing through walls to clear a path.

"Move! Quickly!"

The monsters were approaching with overwhelming force, breaking through walls. Chae-Eun was the first to regain her senses. After catching her breath briefly, she gritted her teeth and endured the pain in her ankle.

And she moved. She could bear the immediate pain if it meant staying alive, if it meant achieving her dream.

-*Kieeeeek!!*

The Rise Sloth, watching the two, let out a shriek. It was declaring its intention to catch them.

The Rise Sloth flattened its body and climbed the wall. It drove its sharp claws into the wall as it climbed to the rooftop, getting ahead of Chae-Eun and Se-Won.

-*Kruaaaa!!!*

Meanwhile, the Sura Gorilla found the walls blocking its path extremely cumbersome. It was also irritated that its prey was scurrying away like mice.

*Crash! Whoosh!*

With tremendous strength from its thick arms, the Sura Gorilla tore off a piece of the alley wall and threw it toward Kim Se-Won and Chae-Eun.

"?! Hey! Watch out!"
"What?"

The timing was good.
Chae-Eun, who was looking back to check on the pursuing monsters, spotted the Sura Gorilla's action and alerted Se-Won.

"Tch!"
"Hey! Why are you stopping?!"
"I have no choice! Go ahead if you want!"

Chae-Eun momentarily stopped running and stretched her hand toward the flying wall.

*Crackle!*

Blue lightning erupted from Chae-Eun's hand, shattering the wall. She too was a superhuman, about to graduate from a hero training school.

"Run again! Run!!"

After confirming the thrown wall was completely destroyed, the two resumed running forward.

*Boom!*

But the Rise Sloth, which had climbed the wall earlier, jumped down from the rooftop and blocked their path. A sinister smile was visible through its shaggy fur, resembling a sloth.

However, there was still a way to escape.

"Let's go this way!"

Though the Rise Sloth blocked their path ahead, the sides were open in a T-shape. Chae-Eun pulled Se-Won and turned left.

"Do you know this area?"
"No! But we need to run to survive, right?"
"Ha."

Se-Won couldn't hide his dismay. But it was true that they'd be caught if they hesitated, so Se-Won just kept moving his legs.

"Why are they so fast?!"

A voice filled with shock escaped Chae-Eun's lips.
Not long after the two changed direction, the Rise Sloth was already following them. Not only that, but the Sura Gorilla and Arm Lizards that had been tearing through the alley walls also soon appeared and stared at them.

The monsters showed no signs of stopping their pursuit.

Chae-Eun watched the monsters' chase while running frantically. She didn't know where they were or where the exit was, but she had to keep running.

"Ugh!"
"Are you okay?"
"No, I'm not! Just keep running!"

The pain in her ankle was getting worse. Without even looking, she could feel it was badly swollen. Nevertheless, Chae-Eun kept running, gritting her teeth and just looking at the ground.

"Hey! Look ahead! Ahead! Ahead!"
"Ah...!"

But soon an invisible force forcibly stopped her. It was the telekinesis she had experienced once before.

A dead end.

Right in front of her, after she barely managed to stop, was a large wall.

"Oh no...!"

She couldn't hide her dismay. Chae-Eun bit her lip, regretting too late that she should have turned right at the fork they had seen earlier.

The place they had arrived at was a wide open space surrounded on all sides by large buildings, with only one entrance and exit.

-*Kruk! Grrrrruk! Kruk!*

The monsters' pace gradually slowed. Having cornered their prey in a dead end, all that remained was to enjoy it slowly.

As the monsters approached with slow steps, Se-Won roughly estimated the height of the wall. The mana remaining in his core was sufficient. With telekinesis, he could climb the wall and reach the rooftop.

*If I can just deal with that Rise Sloth.*

His gaze briefly rested on Chae-Eun. The lightning she had shown earlier couldn't have been her full power. If so, she should be able to stun it momentarily.

"Haah!"
"Huh?!"

With a shout, the two bodies rose into the air. Lifting people with telekinesis was still challenging for Se-Won, as his mana rapidly depleted.

*Just a little more. Just a little more...!*

Se-Won reached his hand toward the rooftop. If they could rise just a bit more, they would reach the edge of the roof.

-*Kieeeeek!*

"Waaah?!"
"Aaaah!"

*Grab!*

But soon a heavy weight pulled on their ankles. The Rise Sloth, which had somehow climbed the wall, was now hanging onto their ankles.

Chae-Eun grimaced. Of all places, the Rise Sloth had grabbed her swollen, twisted ankle.

The result of unexpected weight. The two could no longer rise or hover, and they slid back down.
Just as they were about to reach the bottom, the Rise Sloth detached from them and moved to the Sura Gorilla's side.

"Urrrgh...!"

Back on the ground, Chae-Eun wrapped her hands around her ankle that had been grabbed by the Rise Sloth, letting out a pain-filled groan. Her ankle, which had been bright red and swollen, was now turning blue with bruises.

*Can she walk?*

No.
Chae-Eun shook her head, immediately retracting her thought. Even if she could move, it would be hard to maintain the same speed as before.

-*Grrrr*

Now it really was the end. The Sura Gorilla snickered and gave orders to the Arm Lizards.

Tear off their limbs. Eat the male. The female is mine.

*Thud! Thud!*

The Arm Lizards that had received the Sura Gorilla's orders gradually approached.

Ch.12 - Magical Girl (2)
The sticky black mass that had fallen from my head completely detached. Unlike when I transformed earlier in the day, this was the result of choosing the right one of the two light masses.

"I get it now."

I nodded, clenching my fist. Among the magic I discovered while transforming, the most notable was Corruption.

Let's try using magic. An ominous black energy enveloped my hand. I could wrap it around my body, directly strike enemies with it, or shoot it out.

It had no effect on me, but if someone else touched it, the affected area would become corrupted.

I wasn't sure exactly how the corruption worked, but now that I roughly understood how to use it, I couldn't afford to stay idle. I shook off the black energy and looked around.

"Over there."

The location indicated by my communication terminal was deep inside an alley. I almost caught myself complaining about it being another alley.

Carefully drawing mana from my core, I let it flow throughout my body. Then I activated my supernatural ability and kicked off the ground. This body was so light that I could easily reach the rooftop of a building.

The location pointed out by the communication terminal was about 500 meters away from here. The monsters were clustered together, continuing to wander through the alley.

"What are they up to at night?"

As I got closer to where the monsters were, loud noises reached my ears. It seemed to be because the alley was narrow, but I couldn't understand why they'd gone in there.

No.
They wouldn't have entered without reason. It's right to assume they're targeting someone.

"Kieeeeeek!"

"Waaah?!"
"Aaaah!"

My prediction was spot on. Disturbing shrieks and screams followed one after another. Judging by the voices, there were at least two people. I couldn't waste any time.

Tap!

When I arrived at the location, jumping across buildings, there were more than ten monsters and a young man and woman who appeared to be around my age.

Both looked quite exhausted from the chase. And the woman—even from above, I could see she had a prominent chest—was clutching her wrist with her hand.

No matter how I looked at it, they wouldn't be able to resolve this on their own.

"...What a coincidence."

I muttered to myself, looking at the man. I didn't know his name, but he was the one who had given me a scarf before.

I thought for a moment. Would he recognize me? He wouldn't ask for the scarf back now, would he? Such petty thoughts crossed my mind.

No. This wasn't the time for that.

The C-rank monster, Sura Gorilla, seemed to be the commanding entity. When it let out a cry, the Arm Lizards moved forward.

In response, I scattered my Corruption magic at them.

Pung!

The magic bullet targeted the Arm Lizards. Soon, thick dust rose, obscuring their figures.

But something was strange. There was no sound. Not even a scream.

"Krrruk?"

The monster group, caught off guard by the unexpected attack, tilted their heads in confusion. As the dust cleared, the Arm Lizards came into view.

"..."

They were fine. There seemed to have been some impact given how dramatically the dust had risen, but that was it. Not a single one had suffered a fatal wound.

As expected, I shouldn't have done something so unlike me. Direct physical combat suited my style better than these sneaky ranged attacks.

All eyes below turned to me. It was embarrassing how ineffective my grand surprise attack had been.

Tadak!

Unable to hide my embarrassment, I jumped down from the rooftop. As I leaped, I scattered Corruption magic below, resulting in a light footstep sound despite falling from such a height.

The surroundings were quiet.
Sharp gazes focused on me, who had appeared suddenly. At least I'd successfully drawn their aggro.

"You are...?"

The man spoke. His voice sounded bewildered. But I didn't answer. I was so embarrassed that if I opened my mouth, I was sure my voice would tremble.

"Kieek?"

I had to do something.
If I just stood still, the atmosphere would only grow more awkward. So, pretending not to hear, I threw myself at the Arm Lizards.

Kwang!

A sound that seemed unbelievable for a fist hitting leather echoed. The fragile lizard burst apart.

One, two, three... ten.

Working off my embarrassment with intensity, the E-rank monsters were quickly dealt with. As I'd heard before, each time I killed a monster, their mana was absorbed into me.

I could become stronger. While others merely defeated monsters, I grew stronger by defeating them. A strange sense of exhilaration swept over me.

The Sura Gorilla and the Rising Serpent were stupidly watching their subordinates being quickly dispatched. If that was the case, I might as well clean up the remaining subordinates too.

"Could it be that the urban legend is true?"
"Urban legend...? Ah...! The Magical Girl!"

I froze.

Just as I was about to move toward the remaining Arm Lizards, the keywords "urban legend" and "magical girl" stopped me in my tracks.

Was there such an urban legend?

I turned to look at the two, who were engrossed in their conversation. They were incredibly carefree despite being in a situation where they could lose their heads at any moment.

Setting aside the urban legend, "magical girl"? I couldn't help but wonder if my mother had caused some major incident. Given that I hadn't heard about it until now, something must have happened in the past five years.

"Kruk! Krururuk!"

While I was momentarily lost in thought, the Sura Gorilla regained its senses. However, being just a C-rank, it was no match for me, who had been C-rank since five years ago.

Using its large build, the Sura Gorilla quickly approached me, raised both hands high, and brought them down.

Kwaang!

But by the time it struck, I had already moved inside its embrace. Instead of evading outward, I dove inward, confusing it. The monster probably had no idea where I'd gone.

"Kruk?!"

The triangular space created by its arms and torso—the spot I'd dived into was a kind of blind spot created due to its large build.

While it was confused, I lightly punched its solar plexus. The space was too cramped to put proper force into it.

Kung!

"Kru?! Kruik!"

The Sura Gorilla's muscles were so firm that a light punch didn't even make it flinch. However, since I'd hit a vital point, the impact made its large body twitch. I could even hear it drooling behind me.

Wait.

For a moment, the conversation between the two people flashed through my mind. Since I was also a magical girl, I should show something befitting of one.

I don't know what my mother had been up to, but since I'd be active as a magical girl from now on, I didn't want to be called a cheap imitation of the urban legend.

The Sura Gorilla remained frozen after striking the ground. It was still drooling, unable to recover from the shock to its solar plexus.

Even after racking my brain during that time, I couldn't find an answer. The question "What action is befitting of a magical girl?" wasn't one that someone like me, who had only been hammering and punching for over a decade, could answer.

Then there was only one thing left to do.
Quickly dispatch the monsters and vanish without a trace.

I climbed up the frozen monster's arm. Then, raising my leg high, I kicked its chin.

Kwang!
"Kruk?!"

The strength from my enhanced body was still brutish. There was pain following the recoil since my trained body was gone, but it wasn't at a level I couldn't handle.

"Kieek! Kieeeeek!!"

I glanced at the remaining Rising Serpent. As expected, it was leading the two remaining Arm Lizards, charging toward the defenseless duo. It seemed intent on taking them if it couldn't defeat me.

"Seriously."

I was dumbfounded.

Whether their brains had shattered from shock or what, those worthless creatures seemed to have forgotten my speed.

As the Sura Gorilla, whose jaw I had kicked, perished, its mana flowed into me. Observing my core briefly, I saw dark mana writhing amidst the clear blue mana.

However, I didn't sense any particular danger. The dark mana gradually lost its vigor and transformed into blue mana.

Shifting my gaze from observation, I looked at the monsters. At their speed, they'd reach the defenseless duo in about 4 seconds.

In that case, it seemed better to restrain them momentarily with a check rather than rushing in immediately.

Insect-like creatures. Turn to dust.

Drawing up mana, I scattered Corruption magic toward them. Since I couldn't deliver a proper hit earlier, I filled it with mana to enhance its restraining power.

Kwaang!

"Kieeeeek!"
"Krurururu!!"

Just as I was about to move toward them after the check, a different kind of scream echoed.

"Kieek! Kieeee!!"

I thought they might be acting unlike monsters, but that wasn't it. As the dust that had risen thickly settled, I saw the creatures rolling on the ground, expressing their agony.

"..."

I watched the scene blankly. The two people beyond the rolling monsters were also bewildered like me, not understanding what had just happened.

The monsters' skin was hardening in real-time. It hardened like stone and crumbled like dust.

Yes, like dust.

My gaze turned to the palm of my hand that had just cast the magic.
So this was Corruption. It was a magic that could become incredibly vicious depending on how it was used.

In the end, I didn't need to move directly. The writhing monsters had half of their bodies turned to gray dust.

I've dealt with the monsters, and there's no other reaction, so I should head back now.

There was nothing more to see here. The monster response had disappeared from the communication terminal, and although one of them was injured, they'd manage to get back on their own.

"Wait!"

As I was about to leave, the man called out to me again. He jumped over the now-corpse monsters, running toward me.

"Thank you. I really wanted to convey that."

As I'd felt before, he was indeed taller than me. The face I saw when I raised my head was incredibly serious.

"Sure."

I should leave coolly here. There was nothing good about prolonging the conversation.

"So I wanted to ask one more favor, could you help move her..."

I don't know. Didn't hear it. Didn't listen. Anyway, I can't hear.

Before he could finish his sentence, I enhanced my body and flew back up to the rooftop.

"...Maybe I should have at least helped support her?"

Peeking down gently, the situation was a mess. The woman was trying hard to stand up, but her body wasn't listening to her, making her posture unstable.

The man was trying to support her somehow, but it looked awkward.

"Can't be helped."

Yes, it can't be helped.

* * *

"Is anyone there?"

After undoing my transformation, I deliberately wandered through the alley, shouting. The reason I was shouting while untransformed was simple.

Having gone all the way to the rooftop, going back down seemed uncool.

So I undid the transformation, pretending not to be associated with the magical girl.

"Over here!"

After shouting for about 2 minutes, I heard the man's voice from a distance. It was from the direction of the open space where the battle had taken place earlier.

It seemed the two were still unable to leave the open space.

"Ah...!!"

As if rehearsed, they both exclaimed simultaneously. When I ran toward the open space, it seemed they had somehow managed to support the woman and reach the entrance.

Pretending to see them for the first time, I looked at the woman's swollen ankle. Despite wearing long pants, the swelling was visible. It was quite serious.

"Hold on."

Since the man and I had met before, there was no need to continue using formal speech. Changing my tone, I bent my knee and placed my hand on her ankle.

"It's okay. I won't touch it."

I caught her as she flinched and tried to pull her leg back. Of course, I didn't grab the injured area.

Closing my eyes, I grasped the brightly shining one of the two light masses that appeared in my mind.

"?!"

Soon, my attire changed, illuminating the surroundings. Given Choi Chul-jin's example, it wouldn't be too strange. It was strange, but they'd probably think it was just a special case.

After transforming, I carefully drew mana from my core. The mana that escaped from the core and reached my hand transformed into pure white mana due to the healing magic formula.

"What is this...?"
"The ankle is healing..."

As the pure white light from my hand touched the ankle, the swelling quickly disappeared. Though hidden by the pants, with such swelling, the skin color must have been concerning too.

But that should be fine now.

After finishing the treatment and standing up, I saw the two staring at me blankly. With their mouths wide open, they looked a bit foolish.

"Let's go now."

Tuk tuk

I tapped the arms of the two with their foolish expressions, urging them to head outside.

Ch.13 - Academy (1)
"Phew...!"

I carefully placed the bar on the rack and stood up. I withdrew the magical power circulating through my body back into my core, deactivating my supernatural ability.

"I used to be happy just looking at it."

I suppressed a sigh and deliberately tore my eyes away from the bench press.

The weight training I did to consistently hone my supernatural abilities was less satisfying than before. Without the process of muscles being stimulated, torn, and healing again, I didn't feel like I was growing.

Still, without a steady sparring partner or monsters to defeat, this was as good a training method as any. Besides, it was nice to have an excuse to continue the weight training I'd been doing almost my entire life.

Anyway.
A lot had changed in the two months since my body transformed. My appearance remained the same, but my movements had been properly corrected, and the magical power in my core had stabilized considerably. I'd also moved out of my mother's house and back into my own place.

The biggest change among these was the stabilization of my magical power. Unlike before when I had to carefully squeeze out magic, I could now use it boldly without showing any instability. This was thanks to my mother, who devoted as much time as possible to help me.

And being able to use magic boldly naturally meant I had become stronger in combat.

"Hup-"

I circulated magic from my core. The simplest form of physical enhancement manifested, with power true to its name.

Bang!

A heavy blow struck the air. Its destructive power was different from two months ago when I had to carefully extract just a little strength.

"Ouch..."

I grimaced and shook my hand. Using a lot of magic for enhancement was fine, but this was the problem. When I infused more than a certain amount of magic, my body complained with pain.

It felt like my muscles were actually tearing.

"Huff-"

After standing still for about a minute enduring the pain, my body restored the damaged muscles to their original state with rapid recovery. This happened without even using healing magic.

A magical girl's recovery ability is remarkable.

Anyway, there was a way to solve this ridiculous situation. It was my other magic—enhancement magic.

If physical enhancement strengthened pure physical power, this enhancement magic felt like layering armor over the body.

"Nngh..."

I drew magic from my core and split it into two streams. One circulated inside my body, while the other passed through a crude magical formula, left my hands, and covered my entire body.

Both increased strength, but this enhancement magic—basically a buff—didn't strain my body even when I increased the output.

However, using only the buff was extremely inefficient. No matter how much magic I poured in, it couldn't match just using physical enhancement alone.

'Even with a strong weapon, if the wielder is weak, it's difficult to exert its full power.'

It was about a month ago.
While I was pondering how to use the buff, Foriner suddenly appeared and said this out of nowhere.

"Ha!"

Bang!

A heavy sound, different from before, echoed around. Despite containing stronger power than before, my arm didn't complain with the same pain.

Foriner's casual remark had been a roundabout hint at the answer.

"So it feels like it's correcting the enhanced physical abilities from physical enhancement."

If my current physical ability is assumed to be 10, physical enhancement adds n to that 10, while the buff multiplies it by m.

If my interpretation of Foriner's words is correct, it explains why the buff only shows proper efficiency after physical enhancement.

Additionally, this buff can be applied not only to myself but also to any target I choose.

In other words, I don't need to stand in the background like a wallflower.

"Time to shower."

No one would be watching anyway. I stripped off my sweat-soaked clothes on the way and headed to the changing room.

However, removing clothes stuck to my body with sweat was no easy task. By the time I managed to take off my top with some struggle, I had reached the changing room.

"Phew!"

I carelessly tossed it into the laundry basket provided in the changing room.

"I wonder who does the laundry?"

I muttered to myself unconsciously. The changing room always had underwear and training clothes ready for me. And when I threw used clothes into the laundry basket like this, they would return clean the next day.

It was puzzling, but I didn't dig deeper. This facility belonged to Foriner, so they must have assigned someone in advance.

Pushing away the persistent questions in my mind, I moved through the passage at the back of the changing room to the shower.

Shaaaaa-

"Aaaaah-"

A strange sound escaped my mouth, like what a young zombie might make in a zombie game or movie. The warm water made my body feel like it was melting.

After standing under the warm water for quite some time, I finally turned off the shower. This is the danger of showering. There's an addictive quality that makes you feel like you could stand under the water forever.

"Eek...!"

I lowered my head without thinking, then quickly raised it. Even after almost two months, I still hadn't adapted to this body.

How should I put it? Whenever I try to look, feelings of sin and guilt creep up on me.

"Uh... um... so..."

With my eyes tightly shut, I racked my brain for something to distract me from the glimpse of pale white skin I'd caught.

"R-right. The entrance ceremony!"

I finally found something.
In just a few days, it would be the Academy entrance ceremony. My time of freedom would soon be over. The thought of having to study, something I'd avoided my entire life, was already giving me a headache.

I've never been good with studying.

After redirecting my thoughts, I ended up with another uncomfortable topic. Clearly, the best approach is to empty my mind.

Grab!

I grabbed the soap provided in the shower and rubbed it on my hair. Using just soap for showering was much more convenient and familiar than shampoo or body wash.

My mother knows this and deliberately hides the soap whenever I visit.

"Mmm."

I let out several groans while lathering up and washing every corner. The sensation was far removed from the skin I'd touched for 20 years—it was too soft.

Anyway, all that remained was to rinse off.
I hurriedly turned on the shower to shake off the lingering soft sensation that seemed to remain on my hands.

"Ah, it's cold!"

Right. I had turned it to cold water when I shut it off earlier.


* * *


[Hero Academy Special High School Special Admission Enrollment Procedure Guide]

"Why is there so much written here?"

This is what I saw as soon as I returned home after my morning exercise. Either my mother came to my place and left it, or Foriner did.

I stared at the cover blankly. Hero Academy. Officially it's Hero Academy Special High School, but no one uses the full name. Everyone calls it the Academy or Hero Academy.

After staring at the cover briefly, I figured it wasn't anything important, so I skimmed through it and tossed it onto the desk.

Flop!

I sprawled out on the bed and started practicing magic. To be able to use magic properly without transforming, I needed to practice like this whenever I could.

I raised both hands to chest level and looked at the magic fluctuating between my palms.
The magic I was using now was enhancement magic, the buff. This magic could enhance not only myself but also people or magical power itself, making it useful in many situations.

"Nngh..."

One problem was that despite consistent practice, the magical formula that came to mind was still full of holes.
A lack of proficiency.

"It manifests, but still..."

Muttering to myself, I practiced again and again. Aiming for the complete formula that remained faintly in my memory, I filled in the holes in the incomplete formula.

♪-♬~

"Huh?"

While practicing for so long that I'd forgotten to eat, the communication device on my wrist rang.

[Person Who's Been Single As Long As My Age]

It was my mother.

"H-hello?"
[Come over for dinner tonight.]

Click.

"..."

My mother stated her business and hung up abruptly. It wasn't surprising since this always happened, but it was still absurd every time.

"If you're going to do that, just use messenger."

I pushed out my lips and voiced a complaint that wouldn't reach her. Well, my mother would be getting busy soon. The entrance ceremony was approaching, and she had to move to the Academy district tomorrow.

"Can't be helped."

Growl-

"Let's go mooch lunch instead of dinner."

I had nothing else to do anyway. It wouldn't be bad to go a little early and save on food costs.

I jumped up from the bed and threw on some clothes. Just as I was about to head out, I turned back.

"..."

I also put on the scarf and large coat I'd received before.
Honestly, since becoming this body, I didn't have confidence in enduring the biting cold.


* * *


"No. Shit."

After arriving at my mother's house about 10 minutes ago.
I stared at the clothes displaying their splendid appearance with a grimace.

A red-based uniform. The clothes worn by students enrolled in the Academy.

It was thrust at me as soon as I arrived with light steps, thinking about getting a free lunch.

"This is perfect timing. I was going to have you try this on when you came for dinner."
"No. Why do I have to wear this?"

I showed reluctance on purpose, even though I knew I would have to wear it eventually. A truly meaningless and futile act.

I shifted my gaze from my mother to look at the uniform. Blouse and jacket. These were fine. But that vividly red skirt—I couldn't imagine wearing it.

"H-how am I supposed to wear that! I mean, I could wear it if you insist, but not just like that!"

I imagined this short stature wearing the uniform. It would probably suit me annoyingly well.

Honestly, it was a statement worth asking "what are you saying at this point?" Both forms of my magical girl transformation wore skirts.

"Eun-Ha."

Tap!

My mother placed her hand on my shoulder and gently raised the corners of her mouth.

"Give up."

Along with the words "you'll have to wear skirts for the rest of your life," my mother's persuasion continued.

Starting with "there's no choice since magical girl outfits have skirts anyway," she went on about how men used to wear skirts in the old days and other such talk.

"...Sigh."

In the middle of listening, I hugged the uniform and moved to an empty room. I already knew and understood that I had to do this.

I needed to make a name for myself as a saint and build connections. And skirts were truly one of the garments that suited this appearance well.

Nevertheless, the reason I refused the skirt was because of a small hope that I might be able to wear pants for the uniform at least, and a meager pride that I had been a man until now.

So in the end, I was going to wear it anyway.
Even though I cursed and threw a tantrum.

"H-how is it?"

After changing clothes completely, I came out to the living room where my mother was waiting. Even though there was no wind, I pressed down on the skirt while looking at my mother.

"Hehe!"

Instead of an answer, only a sly expression returned.
My mother looked me up and down and nodded with a small laugh.

"No. S-say something with words."

It probably suited me well.
Even though I knew, I unnecessarily urged her response.


* * *


Slurp!

I picked up a strand of steaming udon and sucked it in. Then I carefully drank some of the broth.

I shivered slightly as the hot broth went down my throat. The warmth of the broth seemed to spread throughout my body through my esophagus.

Something warm like this is indeed best in winter.

"Ahh~"
"What did you do with that?"
"Hm? With what?"

As I was about to let out a contented sigh, my mother spoke. Judging by her quite serious and stern expression, it was clearly not a pleasant topic.

"What I left at your house."
"...Ah."

So that was from my mother after all.

"I just skimmed through it."

Nom nom nom. I answered casually and ate my udon. It tasted like ordinary udon, but not bad.

"Hah... I thought so. You absolutely MUST read that! Got it? It's important. Absolutely!"
"Yesh."

My mother emphasized repeatedly. However, from the beginning, I had no intention of reading such a text compilation.

Slurp, slurrrp-

And so our lunch time passed with only the sound of noodles being sucked in.

Ch.14 - Academy (2)
Eun-Ha was sitting in a luxurious car that glided smoothly along the road. The interior was simple yet elegant—a silent driver, comfortable seats supporting her back, and a black-painted interior frame. The silence and luxury made her uncomfortable, as it was far from her usual lifestyle.

*How did I end up here?* she wondered, feeling confused.

About ten minutes after entering the academy grounds for the entrance ceremony, while she was lost despite checking her device's map, this car had appeared before her. The passenger was the middle-aged man she had healed with her magic two months ago.

"Haha! What a coincidence!" he exclaimed.

"Y-yes, what a coincidence indeed. Hahaha..." she replied awkwardly.

"Today is the academy entrance ceremony, right? I should have prepared a gift for my teacher. I must be forgetting things as I age."

Eun-Ha forced an uncomfortable smile while the well-built middle-aged man beside her laughed heartily.

"Oh, no, there's no need for that..."

She thought to herself that this man could certainly afford to give more. In such situations, politeness dictated refusing once. Eun-Ha tried to suppress her materialistic desires and waved her hands dismissively.

"I'm still using the gift you gave me last time," she said, showing him the silver bracelet on her right wrist and stroking it as if it were precious.

It was a deliberate act to gain his favor.

"Haha! It's a product from our company, but I'm glad you're using it well! It has quite useful functions, doesn't it? Oh, I even made that photo we took my phone background!"

His response made her materialistic desires vanish, replaced by discomfort and embarrassment. Eun-Ha maintained a stiff smile, fighting the urge to tilt her head in confusion.

*Useful functions? Wasn't it just a bracelet?*

With her mindset of not needing manuals and learning through use, Eun-Ha had simply worn it because it looked expensive, without properly checking what kind of item it was. It was vanity born from not wanting to appear shabby.

The middle-aged man, Incheon-Yong, watched with satisfaction as she seemed to appreciate his gift. Whether she had intended it while healing him or not, he had his reasons for treating her with such respect.

*I should make time to get closer to her. Yes, I should contact him too.*

He was thinking of building not just a personal relationship but a different kind of cooperative relationship, his eyes gleaming slightly.

"Thank you, sir! But aren't you busy this morning? Is it okay to spend time like this?"

"Haha! I was just passing by. And a little delay doesn't matter! I can be here thanks to you, teacher!"

"Ahahahaha..."

When they arrived at the academy gate, Eun-Ha quickly got out of the limousine, uncomfortable with the situation. Incheon-Yong followed with a hearty laugh.

"Isn't that the CEO of Cheonil Group?"
"It really is! What's he doing at the academy?"

As the two got out of the car, the students who were arriving for school turned their attention to them.

On one side was a pitiful girl who naturally drew people's attention, and on the other was the CEO of a global corporation renowned worldwide, not just in Korea. The students naturally assumed there was some relationship between the two.

"Teacher! Do your best going forward! Hahaha! And thank you again for healing me to have such a healthy body. Teacher!"

"Oh, no...!"

Incheon-Yong, who had been laughing boisterously, suddenly adopted a serious expression and bowed deeply—behavior unbecoming of an elder. Flustered, Eun-Ha waved her hands, not knowing what to do.

She noticed the attention they were drawing and blushed. She didn't know how to handle Incheon-Yong suddenly bowing at a 90-degree angle, especially with other students watching. What frustrated and embarrassed her was that she couldn't think of a way to resolve the situation and was just acting foolishly.

"You'll get used to this kind of attention soon! Yes, you will! And if you ever have any trouble, feel free to contact me anytime!"

"I'll just accept your kind thoughts. I should overcome difficulties on my own...!"

Trying to somehow handle the situation, Eun-Ha spoke words she didn't mean.

"Haah."

Eun-Ha sighed deeply, looking at her communication device. Incheon-Yong had finally left the gate after giving her his contact information.

She wasn't sure if this was good luck or bad. Hoping nothing like this would happen again, Eun-Ha headed inside the gate.

Zap!

"Huh?"

As she was heading toward the auditorium for the entrance ceremony, a sharp gaze fixed on her.

It wasn't the killing intent she often felt at The Front Line, but there was hostility. With strange incidents happening one after another, she felt confused and uneasy.

Eun-Ha turned her head toward the source of the gaze, but she could only see numerous students looking at her. Whoever had directed that hostile gaze at her was nowhere to be seen.

*They could have just glared at me directly.*

Her frustration grew.

"Oh? Could it be?"

Tap tap tap tap!

As she was about to continue on her way, unable to find the source of the gaze, a familiar voice came from behind her.

*What a coincidence.*

Though skeptical, Eun-Ha turned around with an awkward smile.

"Oof!"

Instead of the friendly face-to-face greeting she expected, she was attacked by a violent mass of fat.

The girl's chest, appropriately described as violent, struck Eun-Ha's face hard. Had Eun-Ha not slightly turned her face, her nose might have been broken.

"It really is you! Oh, sorry. I was so excited I couldn't control my speed."

The owner of the high-pitched squealing voice was Han Chae-Eun, the girl whom Eun-Ha had helped and healed in a moment of crisis.

She was also one of the people Eun-Ha thought she might encounter at the academy.

*This is different from what I expected!*

Eun-Ha inwardly screamed after being ambushed by the violent mass of fat. She had thought it would be infinitely soft and fluffy, but she couldn't properly appreciate it as she could barely breathe.

It was a moment when one of her male fantasies was shattered.

* * *

"Ahem."

Tap tap. A middle-aged man in a suit tapped the microphone on the stage that occupied one side of the auditorium.

"Your name is Eun-Ha? That's a pretty name. I'm Han Chae-Eun!"

"Ah, y-yes."

Regardless, Han Chae-Eun had stuck to Eun-Ha from the moment they met and was busy talking.

The auditorium was crowded with students, including Eun-Ha and Han Chae-Eun. One peculiar thing was that each seat had a number starting from 1.

This number was the ranking of each applicant. Though unrelated to actual hero rankings, it was a ranking based on the scores from the entrance exam.

In other words, it was the internal academy ranking that would bind the students for three years. The seats were arranged according to this ranking, with higher numbers toward the back.

"Eun-Ha, what's your number?"

"Mine?"

Han Chae-Eun, who had been notified about the seating in advance, brought up the topic, hoping they would be seated close to each other.

"Um, well..."

Eun-Ha's lips trembled. She realized she hadn't received any notification. Or rather, she had a hunch but had only skimmed through it.

Eun-Ha was a special admission student. While the admission category existed, its conditions were so strict that no such student had ever appeared in the academy's history. Being close to an irregular existence, she naturally had no assigned ranking.

Her gaze wandered around the auditorium. She had nothing to say. It seemed too stupid to just say she didn't know.

"Oh my, Eun-Ha."

"Ah...!"

During this moment, a welcome voice reached her ears. It was Hong Yu-Jin. Dressed in a suit, she was drawing attention, though not as much as Eun-Ha.

With long navy-blue hair, distinctive golden eyes, a tight figure, and quite ample chest and hips—Hong Yu-Jin was a beauty who wouldn't lose anywhere, though Eun-Ha was too used to seeing her to feel impressed.

"You shouldn't be standing here. There's a separate seat for special admission students."

"Ah, hahaha... I just met a friend. Oh, this is... well..."

Eun-Ha glanced at Hong Yu-Jin, wondering whether to call her mother as her heart desired, or to use the term "cousin" that Hong Yu-Jin occasionally used when introducing her to others. A small curve formed on Eun-Ha's lips.

"You're a new student, right? I'm Hong Yu-Jin, newly appointed here. This tiny kid is my cousin."

"Oh, really? Wow... you're so young yet so capable..."

However, Hong Yu-Jin spoke before Eun-Ha could decide. Judging from Eun-Ha's personality that she wouldn't say anything good about her, Hong Yu-Jin had spoken first.

Eyes full of admiration were directed at Hong Yu-Jin.

Basically, to hold a teaching position at the academy, one needed expert-level knowledge or strong combat ability along with teaching skills. Additionally, as the academy was Korea's only high-level hero training school, the threshold was naturally high.

Hong Yu-Jin, regardless of her actual content, appeared very young. At best, she looked like she was in her early twenties, or at most her late twenties if one insisted, making her youth a testament to her competence.

Grind!

Eun-Ha forced a smile while gritting her teeth. She wasn't bothered by the title issue, but she didn't like how Hong Yu-Jin emphasized her short stature by deliberately tapping her crown.

She needed some form of revenge, however small.

"No, actually, despite appearances, she's quite ol—mmph!"

"Come on, let's go. You've exchanged contacts, right? It's disruptive to stay here, so meet later."

But her revenge was cut off before it could properly begin. Proving she wasn't just a stand-in for Foriner, Hong Yu-Jin firmly covered Eun-Ha's mouth before she could finish speaking.

"Oh, yes! Eun-Ha, see you later...?"

Something seemed off. Han Chae-Eun could tell the two were quite close. Their actions showed no restraint. Feeling both curious and strangely disappointed, Han Chae-Eun waved at them.

* * *

"This is crazy."

The place Hong Yu-Jin had dragged Eun-Ha to was behind the stage in the auditorium. Upon arrival, she was handed a script over five pages long.

"Shh. Someone might hear."

"...Did anyone hear?"

Exclaiming "Oops!" and hastily looking around, Eun-Ha made Hong Yu-Jin worry whether she could properly function as a stand-in.

"But when am I supposed to memorize this script...?"

It was a daunting array of text that made her breathless just looking at it. Eun-Ha sighed deeply, flipping through the script. It contained what she was supposed to say as a special admission student.

"Sigh. I knew this would happen. You didn't read anything I left for you, did you? I even included a script!"

"I... I didn't know it was a script."

Eun-Ha avoided Hong Yu-Jin's sharp gaze. Come to think of it, Hong Yu-Jin had been nagging her since they had lunch together. Being unfamiliar with text, Eun-Ha had let it go in one ear and out the other, leading to the current situation.

"I even went through the embarrassment of having Foriner check it..."

"Huh? What did you say?"

"Never mind. Just try to cram the script into your head as much as possible. You never listen when I tell you to read something, whether it's for study or anything else. —Ah, I'll be going now. I can't stay long."

Hong Yu-Jin left, saying she needed to watch over the other students. She emphasized once more that Eun-Ha should read the script.

"Ah... come to think of it."

But Eun-Ha got a headache just looking at text. It couldn't be helped since she didn't like it in the first place. As she skimmed through the script, a thought suddenly flashed in her mind, and she looked at the wall behind the stage.

Getting up from the folding chair provided, she approached the wall. After feeling around the wall for a while, she pressed it firmly, and it smoothly pushed inward.

"...It's real?"

Her eyes widened despite being the one who did it. The information in the academy guidebook left by Jung Soo-Hyun had proven accurate.

The wall Eun-Ha pushed opened inward, revealing a space large enough for one person to enter. It was too dark to see anything, but it seemed like a passage leading somewhere.

Eun-Ha remembered skimming through the academy guidebook and recalling this part. Curiosity grew within her, urging her to go inside.

The traces left by a missing friend. Perhaps there might be something he left behind here, a thought that merged with her curiosity.

[We will now begin the 20th Hero Gate Special High School entrance ceremony.]

The voice of the man who had been testing the microphone earlier flowed through the speakers. Hearing this, Eun-Ha hesitated momentarily, but couldn't resist her curiosity.

Eventually, she entered and walked along the dark passage, feeling her way along the wall. The sounds from outside could be faintly heard, but Eun-Ha paid no attention.

One step. Another step.
Slowly feeling the wall, turning left, climbing a slope, turning right, Eun-Ha carefully advanced. The path ahead was simply bleak.

"Did I come for nothing...?"

The entrance ceremony had already started, and if she didn't appear properly for her turn, it would be problematic. At the very least, her academy life wouldn't be smooth. Eun-Ha felt anxiety creeping up in her chest.

"Ah!"

Yet it felt too late to turn back. Finally, as she persisted, light appeared before Eun-Ha's eyes.

[And this year, we have a few words from our special admission student! Shin Eun-Ha! Please come forward!]

It was a small light bulb, the only one embedded in the top of the dark passage. Eun-Ha quickened her pace toward it.

There must be something there. It was likely something left by her friend. Excitement replaced curiosity on Eun-Ha's face.

"!!!"

And she opened her eyes wide.

[This is a dud, you idiot lol]

Familiar handwriting. A note with playful, mocking words. In short, a dud.

Clunk!

"?!"

The moment she saw it, Eun-Ha felt her body rapidly falling. It happened so suddenly that she couldn't even scream as she fell.

The surroundings, which had been dimly lit by a small light bulb, suddenly brightened. Eun-Ha quickly adjusted her posture in mid-air and landed on the floor.

Thud!

"..."

The place where she landed was bright. And quiet. Over a thousand gazes were focused on Eun-Ha.

"Oh my."

Hong Yu-Jin, who had been waiting for Eun-Ha's appearance from afar, tapped her forehead and sighed.

Both Eun-Ha and the students remained frozen for about a minute. Finally, the host, who had regained his composure, handed her the microphone.

"Now, Shin Eun-Ha. Say a few words as our special admission student."

"Ah, ahem! Yes."

Though bewildered, she had appeared right on cue. Eun-Ha inwardly felt relieved as she took the microphone.

"Hello. I am Shin Eun-Ha, the 20th Hero Gate Special High School special admission student."

*But what should I say?*

It was good that she had the microphone. But her mind went blank. She had received and read the script, but she had only skimmed through it.

Even the text she tried to recall from her memory disintegrated and fled.

This wouldn't do. She had to say something.
With all eyes on her, Eun-Ha sweated as she tried her best to think.

Gulp, she swallowed, thinking about what to say next.

*No. The atmosphere is important here. I should also make a convincing expression.*

But soon Eun-Ha gave up trying to think of what to say. Speaking plainly wouldn't work. It would be obvious she wasn't properly prepared.

*Let's just push through with spirit!*

She wasn't properly prepared for what to say. If so, the remaining option was to package plausible words with expressions and gestures.

"Fellow classmates who have come to this hero academy after much effort. You might feel like your efforts are being denied when you see a special admission student like me."

Smoothly and softly, Eun-Ha's mouth and tongue formed words. Placing one hand on her chest, she added a pleading gesture. Her words seemed to carry a strange magic, penetrating the hearts of the students.

"That's right. I am merely a special case. Unlike you, I didn't study hard or hone myself to come here. I will have many shortcomings compared to you. ...That's why! I need your help."

Eun-Ha closed her eyes as if making a resolution. The hand on her chest clenched tightly.
Each of her actions penetrated the minds of the students. It was as if they were forced to just watch without any room for thought to intervene.

Yet the students in this place couldn't resist. They just watched, as if entranced.

*Somehow, plausible words are coming out.*

In reality, Eun-Ha was just blurting out words without any mental filtering.

"Please watch over me. So that I don't tarnish the name of the Transcendent who made it possible for me to enter this academy as a special admission student."

Thinking this should be enough, Eun-Ha smiled gently with inner relief. The students, too, were about to unconsciously smile—but they returned to their senses at Eun-Ha's last words.

Transcendent.

The last thing Eun-Ha said was an utterly preposterous statement.

Ch.15 - A Corporate Lady (1)
As soon as the entrance ceremony ended, the students, including myself, headed toward our assigned classrooms.

But the way the other students were looking at me wasn't normal. Everyone was staring at me like I was some strange creature. There was a subtle distance between them and me. I was naturally isolated.

I recalled when I first appeared in the auditorium. This reaction was unavoidable, I suppose. Who would expect someone to drop from the ceiling rather than coming from backstage?

"Eun-Ha!"

As I was nodding to myself while leaving the auditorium, I heard Han Chae-eun's voice. Following the sound, I saw her smiling and waving enthusiastically. Since people were exiting in numerical order and she was still there, she must have been waiting for me.

I was honestly happy. Han Chae-eun was genuinely pretty, and with her impressively voluptuous chest, she was quite close to my type. What guy wouldn't be happy to have a girl like that smiling and waving at him?

"Were you waiting for me?"
"Yes! Let's hurry!"
"Sure."

Come to think of it, what was his name again? Kim Se-Won? I wonder if I'll meet that guy again. Meeting twice by chance makes a third meeting seem likely.

A guy I'd exchanged names with after bumping into him twice by chance. Well, the scarf he gave me came in handy.

"By the way, Eun-Ha, did you mean what you said earlier?"
"Huh? What? Oh, yes, I did."

Han Chae-eun asked me a question as soon as I approached her. I was momentarily confused about what she meant, but quickly realized her intention and nodded.

I suppose it makes sense—I did bluntly ask her to keep an eye on me.

Telling people to watch me if they don't believe me was honestly like digging my own grave, but on the other hand, it was a statement that naturally drew people's attention. Considering my goal, it might have been both good and bad. So I think it was the most plausible thing I could have said.

"You really meant it..."

Han Chae-eun hesitated for a moment, then seemed to make some kind of decision and came to walk beside me.

We were both silent. We just left the auditorium and headed toward the school building as instructed. Strangely, it felt quite awkward. Is it because she's a girl? It feels completely different from being with Soo-Hyun.

"Wh-what class are you in?"

I tried to start a conversation to break the awkwardness. Honestly, I hoped we'd be in the same class. Even though it's awkward now, it's less awkward than being with someone else.

Also, she and Kim Se-Won are the only ones who've approached me so naturally.

I glanced around. There was still that subtle distance between the other students and me. I definitely felt isolated. Yet they kept stealing glances at me, treating me like some kind of spectacle.

"...Me? I'm in Class A."
"Really?!"

The words that came from Han Chae-eun's mouth indicated she was heading to the same place as me.

I couldn't hide my surprise even as I spoke. I wondered why I made such a high-pitched sound, questioning myself.

But the answer didn't come easily. I just tried to control my involuntarily rising smile.

No, thinking about it a bit more, the answer came quickly.
It was simply the hope that she might be a ray of light in my gloomy life, where I'd had no friends except for Jung Soo-Hyun.

It was a bit ridiculous how I struggled to find an answer that was so obvious.

"Ahem...! I-I'm in Class A too. We're in the same class? L-let's get along well."

What a fool I made of myself in front of someone three years younger than me. I turned my head away in embarrassment. Touching my face, I could feel it burning hot.

"Hehe...! Really?"
"!"

What should I do? Just as I was wondering if I should try to show some dignity as her senior, a gentle touch reached me.

When I turned my head back, I saw Han Chae-eun smiling and holding my hand. The hesitation from earlier had disappeared from her face.

And her gaze had completely changed from before. It was much friendlier.

Perhaps I'd made my first female friend ever.


* * *


We entered the school building and arrived at the designated location.
Looking up, I could see a green nameplate indicating the class.

[1-A]

It was still such a simple naming system. But I definitely preferred simplicity over something unusual. Maybe my way of thinking was following my superpower.

Because my superpower is simple.

"Let's go in quickly!"
"Oh, okay. No need to push...!"

Han Chae-eun hadn't let go of my hand since she grabbed it. She kept smiling brightly, clearly pleased about something. Her voice had become higher and more energetic.

That overflowing energy must have reached its limit, as she even started pushing my back.

"Oh..."
"It's spacious. So different from middle school. Right, Eun-Ha?"
"Y-yeah."

The classroom we entered was indeed spacious. It was probably about 1.5 or 2 times the size of the middle school classroom I had dropped out of.

Han Chae-eun seemed to have similar thoughts as she brought up middle school, and I just nodded appropriately.

Speaking of middle school, there was a time when I caused a commotion by dropping out. My mother was very upset then—no, let's not think about that now.

"Are the seats not assigned?"
"No, it doesn't seem like it."

I was just muttering to myself, but Han Chae-eun beside me answered.

So where should I sit?

The first thing I noticed was this: about half of the total students were already in the classroom. Half of them were gathered at the back, chatting among themselves, while the rest were either sitting alone or in pairs.

Zing!

Once again, someone sent hostility my way. It was a piercing gaze that felt like it was stabbing me.

The owner of that gaze was sitting at the very back.
She looked neat and cold. She was staring only at me with fierce eyes, not hiding her hostility. And she seemed to have a group of followers.

Though she didn't seem to care much, the people around her were trying hard to please her.

[In Ha-ram]

To get a better look at her, I enhanced my vision and could see the name written on the badge on her chest.

She might be the one who had been staring at me when I arrived at school. But I didn't understand why she was suddenly acting this way. I hadn't done anything special when I arrived.

In Ha-ram and I just stared at each other. Honestly, I wasn't scared of a child giving me such a look. I just thought she must have misunderstood something.

But there was something I couldn't understand. There wasn't even anything to misunderstand, so why was she acting like this? Without time to understand, I just stared blankly.

With the impression that she was pretty.

"Oh?? You!"
"Huh?"

The staring contest with In Ha-ram didn't last long. Han Chae-eun's voice and another voice interrupted, drawing attention in the classroom.

"Huh...?"

What a coincidence.

My eyes widened. They say if coincidences keep happening, it becomes fate. This was exactly that situation.

Following Han Chae-eun's arm, I saw the man I had met twice by chance, now for the third time.

"How strange."

Are there really such things as coincidences? I stared blankly at Kim Se-Won.

"What did you say? Let's go over there!"

Han Chae-eun, still holding my hand, moved toward Kim Se-Won. Her eyes were full of delight.

"You're both here too?"
"That's why we came in. What, did you think we came looking for you?"

Kim Se-Won also seemed pleased, his face brightening. It might have been better than sitting alone.
Anyway, the two seemed quite happy to see each other, even though they had only met once before.

"And... your speech, I guess? I saw it well."
"You'll have to keep an eye on me properly, right?"
"Ah, yes..."

As I quietly watched them, the topic shifted to me. Hahaha. I gave an awkward smile. Asking people to watch me at the end was indeed like digging my own grave.

"Huh? They're all coming in at once. Why?"

Just as we were about to continue our pleasant conversation, suddenly the rest of the students entered the classroom in a group.

"Let's sit down now."
"Then I'll sit next to Eun-Ha!"

Han Chae-eun sat down next to me. Poor Kim Se-Won had no one beside him. Also, as the classroom was spacious, the desks were quite far apart.

Because of this, Kim Se-Won seemed to give off a lonely island vibe.

"Alright! Everyone take your seats!"

As students rushed in, another familiar face caught my eye.

The person who entered while letting all the students in was my mother. Our eyes met. She gave me a look that seemed to convey something.

After briefly meeting her eyes, I looked away.

I knew what she meant.
It was a declaration that she'd beat me up if I revealed anything. Rather than asking why she was trying to hide things now, I just nodded slightly.

That's how it is. Mother is human too, after all. She wants someone to lean on.
I was there for about 10 years, but for 5 years I was at the Front Line, so she was alone. That thought must have grown stronger.

And I cautiously guess that's also why she particularly wants to call me her "cousin's younger brother."
If our relationship is revealed, there will be complications. But she can't coldly cut me out of her life either—that ambivalent mindset.

"I want to live a new life."

About a month ago, during dinner, mother said that. Many thoughts crossed my mind, but I just nodded as if I understood.

I had no intention of stopping her. In fact, I encouraged it. Although my body had shrunk, I was still an adult and had already become independent.

Whatever the cause, mother raised me alone for over a decade. And now that I'm old enough to be independent, it's time for her to step back.

Probably when I'm able to properly function as Foriner's agent, she'll end her contract with Foriner and no longer be an agent. Mother's time will become the same as a normal human's.

And she'll live a new life and build an ordinary family.

"It's lonely."

An inexplicable loneliness crept into my heart. Even though it was still a distant story, I felt that way.

"Why are you suddenly like that?"
"Huh? Oh, it's nothing."

I must have spoken to myself without realizing. I feel like I've been talking to myself a lot lately.

No way.

While trying to reassure Han Chae-eun, who was giving me a worried look, a thought crossed my mind.

Perhaps the meaning of the look she gave me was something else. Maybe it was a declaration that she'd heard about what I did in the auditorium and wanted to talk about it.

To be honest, the latter is quite uncomfortable. The former is already decided, but the latter feels like getting hit one more time on top of that.

[Hong Yu-jin]

"Hello! You probably already know, but I'm your homeroom teacher."

My mother, who had long since taken her eyes off me, wrote her name on the blackboard and introduced herself, then explained what was to come.

The academy's grades become the year's rankings, which serve as an indicator of which companies you can work for in the future.

All academy students live in dormitories.

The academy not only focuses on studying but also has frequent practical training, so you need to take care of your body.

And so on.

For about 30 minutes, mother listed precautions without a break. And she ended by telling everyone their dormitory room numbers.

So we all headed to our respective dormitories.

"Eun-Ha. Stay behind for a moment and talk with the teacher."

Except for me.


* * *


The reason my mother singled me out was as I expected.
Where was the script she gave me?
Why and how did I drop from the ceiling?

These were the two main questions.

I tried to brush it off by saying it all worked out well in the end, but that didn't work at all. When she asked why I mentioned "Transcendent" there, my head was spinning.

My mouth was too loose. Certainly, that's what a Transcendent was.
Like a god, Foriner rarely showed himself. Though he clearly exists, many doubt the existence of Transcendents.

No matter how plausible my story was, the mention of Transcendent at the end ruined everything.

"Ugh. This mouth! This mouth!"

No, it's all because of this stupid brain.

My hand, which was tapping my mouth, changed its target and started knocking on my head.

"You."

While I was busy blaming myself and heading to the dormitory, someone blocked my path.

It was In Ha-ram.

In Ha-ram looked down at me with cold eyes. Then her gaze shifted to the bracelet on my wrist.

Her eyes were shining with burning anger.

Still, it's a relief. This direct confrontation is reassuring. It's much better than sneaky actions behind my back.

"Hello...?"

It was awkward to just stand there, so I greeted her first.
Gently, giving the impression that I'd never harmed anyone and would break if squeezed too hard. To be honest, if I spoke normally, I felt like I might stutter.

Because I had no immunity to the female gender.

"......"

Instead of answering, In Ha-ram approached me with big steps. Still full of hostility, she reached for my wrist—

I caught her hand from below, pulled her forward to disrupt her balance, placed my other hand on her stomach, and slammed her down.

"Kyaa-?!"

Thud!

"Ack!"
"Ah, sorry...!"

I'm in trouble.
I did it without thinking.

No. This isn't my fault. It's because I was trained to react when someone with hostility approaches me, to survive at the Front Line.

So it's definitely not my fault. It's her fault for approaching me with hostility and reaching out her hand.

"I-I didn't see anything! You didn't see anything either! A-anyway, that's it!"

I'm really screwed.

I was too busy running away from her to try to fix the situation.

Ch.16 - A Corporate Lady (2)
After slamming In Ha-ram down, I arrived at the dormitory, which could be described in one word: luxurious.

The building was split into two cylindrical structures, divided into men's and women's dormitories. And there wasn't just one of these buildings but several, so naturally, the dormitories were located outside the school grounds.

"Let's see..."

I passed through a lobby that put luxury hotels to shame and headed up to the seventh floor. Honestly, I wondered if they needed to spend this much money on a dormitory, but it was already built, so what could I do?

Anyway, I looked around searching for my room number that I had memorized. Room 703, I think. That should be right.

Ding-

As I opened the door with the key I'd received earlier, my communication device made a sound. There weren't many people who would contact me. Foriner, my mother, Han Chae-eun, Kim Se-Won. My social circle was painfully small.

Since it was just a notification sound, I figured I could reply later and entered the room.

The inside was filled with items provided by the academy and belongings moved from my studio apartment. Honestly, the reason we finished early today might have been so we could organize all this stuff.

There's no helping it.

After staring at the luggage for a while, I decided to just roughly put things away and lie down. I should rest a bit before going to Foriner's training room to work up a sweat.

"Let's see."

I raised my wrist to check the communication device. I was secretly excited about who the message might be from. I'd just made two new acquaintances, so maybe it was from one of them.

If possible, I hoped it was from Han Chae-eun.

[Come eat dinner.]

But it was from my mother.

"Tch."

Well, it's not like we became super close, so of course they wouldn't contact me right away. Maybe I should reach out first.

"Should I do it...?"

My hand stopped as I was about to type a message to Han Chae-eun. Throughout my life, hardly anyone had ever been warm toward me. When I was younger, I tried approaching others many times, but I always failed.

"...I'll try later."

I lowered my hand and flopped down on the bed. This is why I hate being a socially awkward loner who's never really had friends.

Ding-

As I was sighing deeply and staring at the ceiling, another notification sound rang out.

Thinking it would be my mother or Foriner again, I checked the communication device without much expectation—

[Eun-Ha, did you get to the dormitory? Which building and room number? I just finished organizing my stuff.]

"Huh?!"

I sat up abruptly and scanned the message again. It wasn't Foriner or my mother, but Han Chae-eun. The girl who seemed to carry balloons around with her.

Wondering if I'd seen wrong, if it was just my mother or Foriner playing a prank that I'd misinterpreted, I checked the sender—and it really was Han Chae-eun.
I rubbed my eyes and looked again, and it was still Han Chae-eun.

"This is no time to be sitting around!"

She'd left an hour before me, so if she'd been diligent, it made sense that she'd already finished organizing her things.

I hurriedly sent a reply and bounced off the bed, landing on the floor.

"Hurry! Hurry!"

Bang! Crash!

I couldn't let a girl see my room in this state.


* * *


"Haaah..."

Perhaps because spring was approaching, my long sigh no longer created visible breath in the air.

Sitting on the rooftop of a building in the academy district, I looked around. Below, artificial lights were blazing everywhere.

On my lap sat a black cat—Foriner's avatar. Despite being as cunning as a snake inside, he'd chosen quite a cute form.

"This isn't as cold as I expected."

"The magical girl outfit isn't just for show. The appearance might be decorative, but that's about it."

Now that I think about it, this outfit was quite revealing. Even with the full-body tights, it seemed vulnerable to cold, especially with my bare shoulders exposed.

Yet I didn't feel cold at all. As Foriner said, the appearance was merely decorative.

"So my job now is to protect this academy district?"

"No. All of Korea."

"What?? Are you asking me to run around the Korean peninsula on two legs?"

That can't be right.
Foriner chuckled at my response. Even I knew what I'd said was nonsensical.

The area I could reasonably cover was at most this academy district. And even the district itself was so large that it would take time to respond to incidents.
Just covering the academy alone would probably take 1-2 minutes even with physical enhancement. The academy grounds were so vast they needed shuttle buses.

"Well, let's say that was a joke. But even this academy district is huge. What if someone dies before I can get there?"

"What I just said wasn't a joke... Well, this might be easier to understand if I show you."

Foriner jumped off my thigh and swished his tail once.

Woong-

A black portal formed.

"Come, follow me."

Despite its dark color, the portal didn't give off an ominous feeling. It was a bit unsettling that I couldn't see inside, but that was all.

Foriner threw himself toward the portal, which rippled slightly as his body was sucked in and disappeared.

"Can I really go in?"

I hesitated for a moment.
I'd never seen anything like this before. I only called it a portal because it resembled the transportation portals I'd seen in games I'd played before.

Whatever it was, I could say with certainty that it wasn't created by superpowers.

So—it must be magic.
Foriner was probably the only being who could properly use real magic.

Gulp, I swallowed and jumped into the portal.

Whoosh!

It felt like passing through a very thin membrane. Instantly, I noticed the air around me had changed. The scenery before my eyes had also transformed.

"...Holy shit."

A pure white snowfield stretched out before me.
Every time the wind blew, it swept away the white snow, showing the wind's trajectory. No transportation method could have brought me to a place like this in such a short time.

"Oh dear."

Foriner, who had arrived before me, jumped up into my arms.

"I do this sometimes too. My avatar is fragile, you see. Let me borrow your body heat."

I instinctively embraced him when he jumped in, and it seemed he wasn't joking. Foriner was actually trembling. It was as if he'd transferred his consciousness to a real cat rather than transforming his body.

"Anyway, what do you think? With this, you can be effective, right?"

"Y-yes, I suppose so."

His androgynous voice was trembling slightly.
While Foriner was crying out from the cold, I didn't feel it at all. I only felt a slight coolness.

Even my former self would have struggled to walk around in such revealing clothing in a place like this, so I could be certain of the outfit's performance.

"Let's go back then. I feel like I'm freezing to death."

Foriner urgently swished his tail again and created another black portal. Seeing him trembling in real-time made it clear he wasn't joking, so I quickly threw myself into the portal.

"Phew!"

Upon returning to our original location, Foriner jumped out of my arms. Then he shook his body again as if trying to restore his body temperature.

"Anyway, if a magical girl's activities were limited to the academy district, wouldn't that be like advertising your presence here? Since you've already used my name once, it would be troublesome if you came under suspicion."

"Ah."

Come to think of it, that's true.
I had mentioned "Transcendent." In front of a thousand people, I'd essentially claimed that the Transcendent was my backer.

Most people dismiss it as nonsense now, but if they saw my healing magic disguised as a superpower, that thinking could easily change. My magic is quite different from typical superpowers and has no precedent.

And the magical girl is also a being who uses power beyond existing superpowers. This has been stated by researchers who were interested in the urban legend of magical girls.

In other words, even if they can't immediately establish a connection between me and the magical girl, if the magical girl only operates in the academy district, someone might eventually try to find a link.

"Don't worry too much about it. It's not wrong, and there's nothing to hide. It's actually strange that the previous agent kept it hidden until the end."

Foriner jumped up again, this time onto my shoulder, and tapped my cheek with his tail. The soft touch felt quite nice. It was his way of comforting me, I suppose.

"Besides, I was planning to make the whole country your stage anyway. A girl who appears throughout Korea, not just in one city, defeating monsters! Don't you think your fame will grow faster the more active you are?"

"...So you're saying you're going to work me to the bone?"

"That's exactly it!"

Seeing a cat wink was quite a rare sight. Not that it looked bad, just that it was something I'd never seen before in my life.

Anyway, building fame as a magical girl would clearly be a difficult journey. But that's not bad. Actually, it's good.
Because it will lead to my growth.

"Conveniently, magical girls are far from physical fatigue. Isn't a body that quickly recovers from any wound quite convenient?"

"Ha! As if!"

Just as I was trying to steel my resolve again, my mood sank because of what came out of Foriner's mouth.

"Is there a problem?"

"Of course there is! Because of what this body goes through every month!"

What Foriner said sounds convenient on the surface. It's true that any wound heals quickly, but for some reason, menstruation remains intact.
I'm talking about the monthly event known as periods, menstruation, etc.

"What a fuss I made when it first happened."

I sighed deeply, and my face heated up at the memory. My mother will probably bring it up as a joke from time to time.

"In the first place!"

Uncharacteristically, my mind sparked with clarity. I hadn't thought of it until now, but as I started complaining, my mind began working well.

"If a magical girl were to get pregnant, she couldn't be used at full capacity, right? So why does this function remain?"

"If a magical girl suffers misfortune and conceives an unwanted child, that's also a kind of— I'm joking. Don't glare at me like that."

At the mention of unwanted misfortune, I almost threw the cat, but Foriner very lightly avoided my hand.

"Agent, or magical girl, is an ambiguous existence. The form is human, but essentially neither monster nor human—an in-between existence. In other words, she can become either, depending on which species she functions as a mother for."

"...What?"

"I am neither a god nor do I possess a noble will. I'm merely an observer with the power to intervene in the stage depending on circumstances."

Foriner continued speaking.

He explained that those who create passages between two worlds to initiate invasion usually start with overwhelming advantages. That's the current situation between monsters and humanity.

As the invasion progresses, the two worlds influence each other. This is also why humans awaken to superpowers. It's due to the laws of the invaders' world, not this one.

But newly awakened superpower users are no match for hordes of monsters. They're few in number and lack skill. So Foriner, who had been observing the world, sided with humanity and developed human technology to provide means of resistance.

"Originally, the role of an agent is to receive the power of a Transcendent to protect the species. For that, a strong potential and a body capable of receiving the Transcendent's power are necessary."

That's why someone with strong potential who can reconstruct their body is needed.

"In that transformation process, one transcends the framework of species. Neither human nor monster, but a third species. An artificial species created by the Transcendent. Living to protect the species they've chosen and eventually becoming that species. If you—"

Beeeeeep!

"Oh my, it seems there are those who need your power. You should go."

The timing was terrible.
There was more I needed to hear, but my communication device signaled that a monster had appeared.

Foriner swished his tail again, and another portal opened. It was disappointing, but I'd probably have another chance. If I was really curious, I could ask directly then.

That thought calmed me down.

"I hope you'll be active this time too, Magical Girl Optima."

My magical girl name is Optima. A name different from my other self, specialized in healing.

I don't know its origin, but I quite like that my real name isn't used and that I look different from my usual self.

"Yes."

Throwing myself into the portal that I'd already seen twice before felt natural now.

Ch.17 - A Corporate Lady (3)
The Academy District is vast. Combining the old Songpa-gu, Gangdong-gu, and parts of Hanam City, it spans about 100 square kilometers. It was essentially an entire city built for a single academy—excessively large by any standard.

And with such excessive size came the inevitable dark, secluded places within the Academy District.

"Why would Father give someone like him...!"

In a corner of the Academy District—commonly called the outskirts or slums—In Ha-Ram appeared.

Instead of her usual composed demeanor, she walked briskly with anger written across her face. Due to her heightened emotions, uncontrolled magical energy leaked from her body.

"I need to find out who that girl is."

*Grind*

"Absolutely!"

She continued walking with gritted teeth. The reason she deliberately came to such a place was simple: to uncover Eun-Ha's identity and information.

Where was this uncut gem found? What exceptional abilities does she have? How are her grades? What's her background? Why did he give that bracelet to Eun-Ha?

She couldn't simply use company personnel—that would obviously reach her father In Cheon-Yong's ears. Ha-Ram thought of information brokers instead.

They were an illegal organization formed by people with supernatural abilities not suited for combat but perfect for digging up personal information or stealthily gathering intelligence.

"What do I lack compared to her...!"

Ha-Ram ground her teeth in frustration.
She had grown up watching her strict father. She knew she would inherit the company he shouldered and vaguely understood the weight of that responsibility.

That's why she spared no effort. She reduced her sleep to follow a tight schedule, acquiring knowledge necessary to run the company. Additionally, she diligently trained her supernatural abilities to prove her worth and strengthen her position. Taking care of her appearance was a given.
She worked hard to eliminate all her weaknesses and avoid being looked down upon.

All of this was to gain her father's approval.

"What am I missing?"

She had done everything within her power. Was it still not enough? Ha-Ram felt so wronged that tears threatened to fall.

"There must be something I'm still lacking. I just need to prove I'm more valuable."

She muttered to herself.
A gloomy aura spread around Ha-Ram. Yet surprisingly, her thinking remained relatively sound.

"Why did he give that bracelet to her? I need to find that out too."

Regardless of the attention she was drawing in the dark street, Ha-Ram shot a resentful glare at the bracelet on her wrist.

On her wrist was a bracelet identical to the one Eun-Ha wore.

This wasn't just any bracelet. It symbolized qualification to join Cheonil Group in the future. As In Cheon-Yong had told Eun-Ha, it did have various functions, but Ha-Ram placed more importance on what the bracelet symbolized.

Weeeeeeee-!!

Suddenly, a siren blared. The loud noise echoing around meant monsters had appeared through a gate.

People in the outskirts began leaving hurriedly one by one. However, Ha-Ram continued walking, unbothered.

Though called the outskirts, this was still the Academy District. Heroes stationed here would surely appear soon to handle the situation. Besides, if it was just small fry, she could deal with them herself.

"Father has other colors, so why—Ugh!!"

As she was thinking this while glaring at her bracelet, someone blocked her path. Distracted, she bumped into him.

"What are you doing? Can't you watch where you're going?"

Already irritated because of Eun-Ha, Ha-Ram snapped when someone suddenly blocked her way.

"Hey, miss. You should be careful walking at night."
"?!"

The man who collided with Ha-Ram didn't seem bothered by the collision at all.

"You never know when you might meet someone like me."

*Clink*

From his jaw down to his ankles, the man wore a black coat covering his entire body and gave her a sinister look. Like a predator spotting prey. He reached out to trace her smooth jawline, then lifted her chin.

"W-What do you think you're doing!"
"What do you mean?"

Goosebumps spread across her body. Despite the man not making any threatening movements, she felt an overwhelming pressure.
She realized the man before her was someone she couldn't handle. She couldn't even resist his unpleasant gaze that seemed to be appraising her value.
A bead of sweat rolled down Ha-Ram's cheek.

"You. You'd make a good product."
"Product... You can't mean!"

The man's appearance was too distinctive.
A black coat covering his entire body, snake-like eyes. The clinking sound with every movement, indicating something hidden inside the coat. And a prosthetic right arm.

The hand that traced her jaw was exactly that.

And this appearance closely resembled one of the villains belonging to the Villain Association—a group that terrorized humanity as much as monsters did.
The Villain Association was known for committing inhumane acts without hesitation, with rumors of human trafficking among them. Along with monsters, they were entities the Hero Association hunted relentlessly.

"!!!!"

Ha-Ram's eyes widened.
As the coated man pulled down the collar covering his mouth, his hidden lips were revealed.

A torn mouth with teeth clearly visible even when closed.


* * *


"As expected of the Academy District."

It took only about a minute for the monster to appear, be detected, and reported. Optima listened admiringly to the blaring siren.

In a non-academy urban area, it would have taken at least 5 minutes, possibly up to 15. That's excluding reports from citizens, of course.

Around Optima lay the bodies of two C-class and six D-class monsters. As soon as the gate appeared and monsters emerged, she had appeared and swept them away.

"Impressive. Clearing everything in less than a minute."
"These ones weren't much of a challenge!"

Optima casually accepted Foriner's praise.
However, she wasn't used to receiving such compliments. As a result, while outwardly acting nonchalant as if it were natural, she couldn't stop the corners of her mouth from twitching.

"With your strength, couldn't you handle even B-class monsters?"
"You're quite the joker."

B-class was a different dimension altogether. Optima knew this very well. Assuming Foriner was also joking, she brushed off the comment.

"How could a C-class nobody like me handle a B-class? Be realistic."

Though Optima made this self-deprecating statement, inwardly she was considering the "what if" possibility. The five years she spent at The Front Line after stagnating at C-class weren't wasted.

*Maybe I really could crack a B-class monster's skull?*

Additionally, after becoming a magical girl, she had undergone correction and training. She could now use magic to some extent. If she could defeat a B-class monster single-handedly, she would meet the minimum requirement for promotion to B-class hero.

That's why Optima harbored a hopeful expectation. With Foriner slightly boosting her confidence, her self-assurance began to swell. As a result, the thought that she might be able to defeat a B-class monster blossomed in her mind.

"Is that so? I look forward to it."
"If I happen to encounter one, I'll have no choice but to fight. No choice at all."

Optima imagined B-class monsters kneeling, rubbing their hands together, begging for their lives. Just imagining it made her feel good, and her twitching mouth corners finally curved upward.

"Well! In any case, it's unfortunate there were no witnesses this time."
"Waiting around for someone to show up would look pathetic, so I'll just accept it."

Foriner couldn't help but smile at her simple reaction and changed the subject.

Surprisingly, Optima was ready to withdraw. She needed visibility to achieve her goal, but she didn't seem too disappointed about not achieving it.

"Still, the evidence of your presence is clear, so it should be fine."
"Absolutely. No need to wait for the cleanup crew either."

Foriner's eyes scanned the surroundings. The pile of monster corpses was gruesome. Some had their necks or limbs blown off, others had holes in their chests, and some were even torn in half.

However, looking closely at the monster corpses revealed something unusual. Parts of the monsters' bodies were rotting or transformed into completely different substances.

The ability to transform biological bodies—this too was unprecedented power that could serve as evidence of Optima's actions. Foriner shifted his gaze from the monster corpses to Optima's slender body.

Optima was squatting, waiting for Foriner's return order. More precisely, she was looking at him, waiting for him to open a portal.

"Let's go back now."
"Yes, let's head back."

Like a puppy, Foriner thought, imagining dog ears on Optima's head and a tail on her behind.
It suited her very well. However, Foriner's preference suggested a cat would suit her better.

"KYAAAAAAAH!"

Just as Foriner was about to open a portal back to the dormitory, a woman's scream was heard.

"Let's handle that before we go."
"Not a bad idea."

Foriner had no reason to refuse. It was good that his agent was taking initiative.

With a hop, Foriner climbed onto Optima's palm and settled on her shoulder.

"Are you going to fly off again?"
"This time I'll hold on tight, so don't worry."
"Sure you will."

With a curt voice, Optima forcibly took Foriner from her shoulder into her hand. Foriner already had a record of clinging to her shoulder but being unable to withstand the speed and flying off.

Ch.18 - A Corporate Lady (4)
In the Villain Association, there are villains called "Hunters" who kidnap people with marketable value, regardless of age or gender.

The Hunter's job is quite important within the Association as it serves as a source of funding and a way to build connections with certain individuals.

Due to the good treatment they receive based on their performance, Hunters are constantly on the lookout for opportunities to capture their prey.

The man standing before In Ha-Ram, Yeon Jun-Wan, was no different. A former B-rank hero who ranked 93rd before becoming a villain, he immediately recognized In Ha-Ram's carefully cultivated beauty despite being shrouded in darkness.

"Very good. This should fetch quite a nice price."

Yeon Jun-Wan estimated her market value would be quite high. Of course, her actual value would depend on examining her without clothes to check for blemishes, her proportions, and what kind of woman she was, but just from her appearance alone, she was clearly top-grade merchandise.

"There's no need to be so afraid. You're just going to a place that's slightly different from where you've been living."

Apart from her market value, he quite enjoyed the screams she let out while looking at his appearance. The sight of a woman trembling in fear just because of his looks was quite amusing to Yeon Jun-Wan.

"As long as I keep her mind intact and don't damage her body, I can play with her a bit more."

The thrill beginning to burn in his chest escaped and settled in his eyes.

"Well, whether your skin gets flayed, your limbs get cut off, or your owner cherishes you will depend on how you behave."

Clank. Clank.

The sound of chains rattled with each step he took toward his prey. For every step he took forward, In Ha-Ram took one step back. This was the moment when he gradually cornered his prey. This was when he felt alive.

"You heard the siren earlier, right? No one's coming here. Even if you scream, it won't make any difference."

"Damn it...!"

It was just as Yeon Jun-Wan said. The area had been evacuated due to a monster alert, and no one was around. He used this situation to his advantage, revealing his flayed face without hesitation to intimidate her.

Be more afraid. Be terrified. Show me your face contorted with fear. Even without saying it out loud, In Ha-Ram could easily read his intentions.

"And you know my face, don't you?"

Once again, a sinister smile was directed at her. Yeon Jun-Wan was a former hero and already a Hunter with considerable achievements. Naturally, his personal information was on the Hero Association's blacklist, and Yeon Jun-Wan knew this.

He had transformed this fact into an advantage. His record of kidnapping dozens of people and his hideous appearance could be more intimidating to those who knew him.

"Do you... do you think I'll go quietly?!"

In Ha-Ram glared at Yeon Jun-Wan while clutching her trembling hands. The man before her was much stronger than she was. There was no one around to ask for help, and even if there were, they would only die in vain.
If that was the case, she had to find a way out on her own.

Crack! Crack!

The temperature around them began to drop rapidly. The ground beneath In Ha-Ram's feet started to freeze. She had no intention whatsoever of being captured quietly. Her pride wouldn't allow it.

She didn't want to let all her efforts go to waste in an instant. She was afraid, that was true. But she was still determined to resist.

"Your pathetic resistance is useless. Just come with me quietly. I'll prepare a new home for you...!"

Yeon Jun-Wan's gaze shifted to her feet. The ability to manipulate ice among elemental powers was quite rare. He liked it. His sinister gaze intensified.

Whoosh!

Eventually, steel chains extended from the wide sleeves of his coat.
Fifteen in number. Each chain, enhanced by magical power, moved like a living snake, targeting In Ha-Ram.

"Like I'd ever go with you!"

In Ha-Ram, who had been trembling in fear momentarily, gritted her teeth and drew magical power from her core. If the information she knew was correct, this resistance was meaningless.

But if she was going to be captured without a fight, she wouldn't have desperately tried to gain her father's recognition.

In Ha-Ram created a large ice barrier in front of her. Hastily made, it lacked refinement and wasn't as solid as it should have been for the amount of magical power used.
However, blocking the incoming chains and creating an escape route was the priority.

"Good, good. I like it."

Crash!

Yeon Jun-Wan deflected the additional ice spikes In Ha-Ram created without losing his composure. Instead, he was analyzing her capabilities.
For someone so young, her ability activation was fast and the quality wasn't bad. He mentally increased In Ha-Ram's value slightly.

Boom!

The ice chunks and steel chains collided, creating a loud noise. With each collision, the ice chunks were dented, and after all fifteen thunderous impacts, not a single piece remained.

"Tch!"

In Ha-Ram couldn't hide her anxiety. The barrier and ice spikes she had created using considerable magical power, albeit hastily, had been shattered so easily.

"An esper with elemental powers. Ice, at that. And you're a new Academy student? Whew! What a catch! A real catch! People who like your kind are everywhere. Even big shots really like you. You're popular as collectibles. Later, practice making round ice too, okay? There are many gentlemen who enjoy drinking whiskey!"

His overall assessment was very good. His share would be quite substantial, and his standing within the Association would improve. Yeon Jun-Wan was in a good mood, flashing his pearly white teeth.

From then on, it was just a one-sided game. Yeon Jun-Wan wielded or shot his magically enhanced chains, while In Ha-Ram was desperately trying to block his attacks. This game continued until he grew tired of it.

"Eek?!"

Suddenly, Yeon Jun-Wan made a gesture as if pulling his arm. Caught by the unexpected force, In Ha-Ram's body lurched forward.

"When did he...!"

As her body fell backward and was dragged forward, two chains were wrapped around her ankles.

"Young lady, you should have watched the ground from the beginning. This is what happens when you don't properly observe your surroundings—you fall for such crude tricks."

From the beginning.
From the moment he brought out his fifteen chains, he was already prepared to ensnare her.

Whoosh!

"Oops, we can't damage the precious merchandise. Our delivery service carefully stores the products and delivers them right to the customer's doorstep."

Next, the chains bound her hands and waist. The chains Yeon Jun-Wan had released began to carefully drag her toward him, just as he had said.

In Ha-Ram, with a grimace on her face, searched for a way out. Although slowly, the distance between her and Yeon Jun-Wan was steadily decreasing.

"Hmm..."

Meanwhile, Optima, who had arrived at the scene after hearing In Ha-Ram's screams, was watching Yeon Jun-Wan gleefully capturing In Ha-Ram.

"When did he become a villain?"

It was a mixed feeling of both pleasure and bitterness. Optima had seen Yeon Jun-Wan defeating monsters with his telekinetically controlled chains when she first entered The Front Line.

Although it was just a chance encounter she had witnessed in passing, his artistry in protecting allies and tearing apart enemies with over a hundred chains was something to be admired.

"You seem to have mixed feelings. Do you know him?"

"Hmm... I just know him one-sidedly."

Optima slowly shook her head at Foriner's words. It was true that she felt both pleased and bitter. But soon, as she watched him handling his power, those feelings all disappeared.

Now, all that remained in her heart was sadness.

"I wonder what happened to him in the past five years to make him like this."

Yeon Jun-Wan had undergone many changes in five years. His once intact limbs and face were now distorted or torn off, and he seemed to struggle with his psychic abilities, no longer displaying the brilliance of before.

"I don't know if he became like this because he turned into a villain, or if he became a villain because he turned out like this."

But that's not something to worry about right now.
She threw herself from the rooftop toward the ground. As she fell, she stretched out her hand toward the two people who were gradually closing the distance between them.

Boom!

Finally, a magic bullet from Optima's hand severed the chains.

"Eek?!"

"?! Who's there!"

In Ha-Ram, who had been resisting the chains pulling her, landed on her bottom.

Meanwhile, Yeon Jun-Wan couldn't hide his surprise. He was shocked by two facts: that he hadn't noticed the girl who appeared to be only about fifteen until just before she appeared, and that she had easily cut through his magically enhanced chains.

"You seem to have lost a lot of skill since I last saw you, Snake Mister."

"What?!"

Snake Mister?
Snake Mister was his nickname often used at The Front Line. Yeon Jun-Wan hastily searched through his memories. But he soon realized it was in vain. There was no one in his memories who matched the girl standing before him.

Step. Step.

Optima approached him with her long black hair tied to the side swaying gently. Her expression was completely relaxed.

"W-who are you! How do you know that nickname?!"

Yeon Jun-Wan's face contorted. His voice was tinged with panic. The composure that had been on his face until just a moment ago had long since disappeared.

Knowing his nickname meant knowing his past self. And it meant seeing his ugly present self, which was covered in the glory of the past.

He couldn't let her go.

Grind!

"Tell me now!"

Whoosh! Whoosh!

From Yeon Jun-Wan's sleeve, twice as many chains as before emerged. Thirty, no, it was just over fifty.

"..."

"I don't even need to deal with this."

Optima, who had detected all the extending chains, silently advanced. It was annoying, but not an unmanageable number. No, there wasn't even a need to deal with it.

Instead of showing any special movement, Optima began to channel magical power throughout her body. The blue magical power turned black, gently covering her entire body.

"You've declined."

Optima couldn't hide her bitter feelings as she saw Yeon Jun-Wan's power, which had clearly diminished compared to five years ago. That was exactly the fate of espers who couldn't overcome the wall.

The frustration of just entering B-rank, seemingly about to make a breakthrough, but then growth stagnates and enlightenment remains out of reach.
When that state persists for years, people either give up or take the wrong path.

"If you won't speak, I'll force that mouth open!!"

The chains surrounding Optima were all shot toward her at once. The chains carried a vicious force that seemed impossible for her slender body to withstand even for a moment.

Hissss-

"?!"

However, a different result than what Yeon Jun-Wan expected unfolded before his eyes.
The sound of something melting, corroding, twisting, breaking, and crumbling. Various sounds combined to echo around them. A thick smoke surrounded the area, obscuring visibility.

"My chains...?"

Yeon Jun-Wan was shocked. In an instant, all the chains under his control had disappeared. Even though his power had weakened, he never thought his magically enhanced chains would break so easily.

He was the one who attacked, yet he was the one who was confused.

Whoosh!
Thud!

"Ugh?!"

While Yeon Jun-Wan was confused and dismayed, a slender arm shot out from the thick smoke and struck his solar plexus.

At the same time, the smoke cleared. Optima, who had thrown the punch, was completely unharmed without even a scratch.
And she still wore that bitter expression.

"..."

Perhaps she would have ended up the same way. If she hadn't become a magical girl, would a fate of decline, blocked by the wall, have awaited her?

Because of that thought, Optima couldn't say anything. She just watched as he collapsed forward.

* * *

"...Thank you."

Optima silently nodded after rescuing In Ha-Ram.

"If she recognizes my voice, it would be troublesome."

It wasn't that she had nothing to say, but rather that she shouldn't say what she wanted to.

Optima looked at In Ha-Ram, who was awkwardly thanking her.

Of all places, a villain had appeared in the Academy district, and of all people, In Ha-Ram was the target. Optima wasn't sure how to react.

"In this situation, it's best to just leave."

Acknowledging that she wasn't particularly clever, she turned around to leave.

"Hey. You."

However, her action was stopped by In Ha-Ram, who grabbed the hem of her robe. Gulp, In Ha-Ram swallowed as she chose her words.

"What's your name?"

In Ha-Ram's gaze was serious. Despite being younger or the same age as herself, the girl was incomparably stronger. She wanted to know the secret.

Was it just exceptional talent?
Or was it the result of some effort? Had she been taught by someone?

In Ha-Ram had only one desire: to be recognized by her father, In Cheon-Yong.

Someone must know about a person that strong. By tracing her footsteps through that someone, she might discover the secret to such strength.

"...Optima. Magical Girl Optima."

After a long deliberation, Optima revealed her magical girl name. Her voice was lowered, resulting in a tone different from her usual one.

The name "Optima" wasn't her real name, nor had she ever disclosed it to anyone. It was perfect for a situation like this.

"Optima... Wait, magical girl?! No...! Where did she go...?"

In Ha-Ram, who was slowly mulling over Optima's name, suddenly came to her senses when she heard the term "magical girl." She had initially thought Optima was a hero name, but it wasn't.

In Ha-Ram wanted to question what she meant by "magical girl," but Optima had already disappeared.

Ch.19 - A Corporate Lady (5)
"Alright."

I sensed no presence around me. Quickly climbing up the wall, I forced open the window and threw myself inside with the same momentum.

"Ugh?!"

Crash!

But I must have lacked strength, because my body, which seemed to be going in smoothly, awkwardly slipped through the window and tumbled to the floor.

"..."

I looked around nervously, wondering if anyone had heard the noise.

"Phew."

Fortunately, as I'd been told beforehand, no one seemed to be around. I exhaled my held breath and rubbed my chest in relief.

The place I had infiltrated through the window was a locker room filled with lockers. The window itself was small, making it difficult to break in, which was probably why this place was left accessible.

"Geez. My butt hurts like hell."

Creak—

Relieved that no one was around, I muttered to myself while opening an empty locker. I changed into the training clothes I'd brought and stuffed my regular clothes inside.

After changing and grabbing the key, my next task was to move carefully while sensing my surroundings. This was the training room where Academy students practiced independently. I'd heard it was usually closed and off-limits on weekday mornings, which is why I had snuck in through the window.

Cautiously opening the locker room door, I peeked out. My ears perked up as I surveyed the area. The corridor was quiet with no signs of anyone around.

With no one in sight, I slipped out of the locker room and walked with light, cat-like steps.

"Wow..."

The training room I entered after passing through the long corridor was immaculate. It was filled with equipment I'd never seen before. Not just for PT, but also things designed for students to train their supernatural abilities.

Though most of it was irrelevant to me, I couldn't help being fascinated, so I spent quite a while operating various machines.

"Oh no!"

I suddenly felt my heart sink. I came to exercise but wasted too much time playing around. Looking at the clock on the wall, I saw that 30 minutes had already passed. I only had about an hour and a half left.

Hurriedly putting down the non-combat ability user's pistol I was holding, I moved toward the bench press. I planned to work on my upper body today, so I needed to at least do this.

"Nnnnngh!"

It's disgustingly heavy. My arms and legs trembled pathetically. I wanted to see how weak I was without using physical enhancement, but I could barely lift even a 20kg weight, let alone 100kg.

Honestly, realizing I couldn't lift 20kg with both hands was both deflating and shocking. I was acutely aware of my lack of muscle.

"Pfft...! Eun-Ha!"
"...Huh?"

After sighing deeply and finishing a set of bench presses using physical enhancement, somehow Han Chae-eun, who had told me about the training room, appeared before me.

Han Chae-eun approached me with a friendly expression. I thought I heard laughter at first, but seeing her friendly face, it must have been my imagination.

"Whew...!"
"Amazing... You look so delicate. Didn't you say you never attended a training school? So you've been doing this by yourself every day?"
"Ah, y-yes. As a h-hobby...?"

She sat down next to me on the bench press I was using. Of course, I made sure to wipe it down with my towel before she sat.

Though I acted normally, this situation could only be described as unlucky. I really didn't want anyone to see me exercising like this.

"Do you usually train this early in the morning?"

I tried to break the awkward atmosphere by continuing the conversation. Han Chae-eun explained that she hadn't planned to come today, but after telling me about this place yesterday, she wanted to set a good example or something like that.

In other words, the small window I had broken into was shown to me by Han Chae-eun, who was now sitting beside me showing off her large chest.

Wait a minute.

Suddenly, a question popped into my mind.

"Um... Ch-Chae-eun."

It felt awkward calling a woman—especially a female friend—by name. First, I had no immunity to female creatures, and second, I had few friends. It might seem silly to get nervous just calling someone's name, but that's how I am.

After fumbling with my words, I finally managed to say her name, and Han Chae-eun's eyes curved slightly in a smile.

Her face was beautiful. Truly beautiful. That's all I could say. Having distanced myself from studying, my vocabulary was limited to such simple expressions.

"What is it?"
"How did you get in?"

I forced myself to look directly at Han Chae-eun's face, fighting the urge to let my gaze drop. Han Chae-eun was too large to use the entrance she had shown me.
I didn't explicitly mention it or look in that direction. This probably wouldn't count as sexual harassment.

"Ah. Ah~ So you really came in that way. Someone like you could fit through."

Han Chae-eun giggled. She looked me up and down and nodded.

"What do you mean?"
"Well, it's true that the training room is off-limits in the morning. But if you get permission in advance, there's no problem using it before school hours."

In other words, she walked right in through the main entrance! she said proudly, puffing out her chest.

Damn. She could have told me earlier. I crawled in like a rat.

If what Han Chae-eun said was true, I didn't need to go through the trouble of squeezing through that tiny window while checking my surroundings. I probably would have snuck in anyway, but I still blamed her internally.

"Anyway, when did you start working out, Eun-Ha? A few years ago? You seem experienced, but you don't look like you have any muscle..."
"No, wait...!"

Her curious hands began to touch me without hesitation. Her slender, soft fingers with calluses in places moved from my arms to my chest, waist, thighs, and finally caressed my face.

"W-wait a minute! The face has nothing to do with muscles! Except maybe the trapezius."

I couldn't understand the situation. Han Chae-eun's actions were so uninhibited that I, on the receiving end, was bewildered.

"Ah. I touched you unconsciously because you're cute. Haha."

Han Chae-eun apologized with a bright smile. Her face was so pretty that I had no choice but to let it slide, even though her intention to laugh it off was obvious.

Despite my appearance, I was still a virile man inside, so what could I do?

Anyway, it wasn't strange for her to have such questions. In this world, even non-physical enhancement ability users are encouraged to exercise regularly in training rooms like this.

The reason being that even without physical enhancement abilities, one can strengthen physical abilities using magical power. This is why physical enhancement ability users are often criticized for having simplistic powers.

Of course, the magical efficiency and physical growth rate can't match those of physical enhancement ability users. Still, since they're just slightly better at what everyone else can do, pure physical enhancement ability users have limited standing.

"Anyway. You didn't attend a training school, right? Why? Sometimes students who become aware of their abilities in middle school transfer."

Her face was full of curiosity. She even leaned her body toward me. Her deep purple eyes were so intimidating that I unconsciously leaned back.

"W-well. I became aware of my supernatural ability around middle school. But as you've seen, my ability is a bit unusual, right? So I hesitated, and by the time I decided, I'd missed the window to transfer to a training school. And then I ended up learning self-defense and training on my own..."

I recited the prepared speech I'd been waiting to use. I'm not completely stupid, so I had anticipated this question and prepared an answer. It might have sounded a bit rambling.

I wasn't just talking, either. I acted somewhat awkwardly, pretending to be intimidated while lowering my head.
As I lowered my head, I made sure to mentally register the voluptuous hills that came into view.

"Cute."
"Huh? What did you say?"
"Ah- nothing. I just thought it was impressive that someone around my age could enhance physical abilities with magical power."

Han Chae-eun's gaze shifted diagonally upward before looking back at me. She seemed to think she had given a proper answer, but it clearly wasn't her true thoughts.

"So, how did you end up connecting with the Transcendent?"
"Y-yeah? No, anyway, the reason I exercise like this is—"

From what I've experienced so far, my supernatural ability increases in proficiency when used on injured people.
But since finding such people isn't easy, I practice martial arts and train to develop my magical power as a substitute, and so on.

Her unwillingness to reveal her true thoughts might mean she suspects me. I laid out all the excuses I had prepared in advance.
By explaining everything in detail, I was reducing the possibility of her becoming suspicious.

"I see... Well, there are supernatural ability users with very unusual powers and constitutions."

After watching me make excuses for a while with a bright smile, Han Chae-eun seemed to accept it and nodded with her arms crossed.

But as I stared at Han Chae-eun, I noticed something strange. Her lips were twitching as if she was desperately trying to hold something back.

This means something. Something must have been lacking in my explanation.

"Anyway, what I wanted to say was—mmph!"
"No, that's enough! You don't need to say any more! TMI! TMI! OK?"

However, as soon as I opened my mouth, Han Chae-eun's eyes widened slightly, and she hurriedly covered my mouth. I don't know what TMI means, but it must mean I should stop talking.

"Ahem...! That's enough then."

I felt embarrassed, thinking my explanation might have been excessive.

"So I ended up only doing what I knew how to do. You know my ability is unusual, right? So I couldn't ask anyone about it."

This time I hunched my shoulders to appear even more intimidated. Honestly, I don't like acting this way because it makes it easy for others to look down on me. Yet I had a specific reason for going this far.

It was to leech off her.
When Han Chae-eun visited my dormitory room yesterday, she mentioned that she had scored almost perfect marks on the written portion of the entrance exam, but regretted her poor performance in the practical test—a subtle form of boasting.

Whether she was boasting or not didn't matter to me. I had learned about it by chance, and she seemed eager to befriend me, plus she was good at studying? I had to latch onto her immediately.

"It's okay—"
"You two seem to have a lot of free time?"

As Han Chae-eun was about to speak, a cold voice cut her off. When we both turned our heads, In Ha-ram was standing there with her arms crossed, giving us a disdainful look.

Seriously. Just yesterday she was trembling with fear. Now she's all high and mighty.

"I was just about to continue my workout."
"Really? You two looked so cozy chatting that I thought you came here for a secret rendezvous."

She responded but didn't seem to care much. In Ha-ram appeared to view Han Chae-eun as merely an annoyance. Her hostility was directed solely at me—and it was dedicated hostility, ready to bite at the first sign of weakness.

"Hah..."

I wondered how to respond, trying to get my sluggish brain to work.

If I had known this would happen, I should have just let myself be kidnapped yesterday... No, that's not right. No matter what, as a hero, I couldn't do that.

So what should I say or do? The most straightforward approach would be to confront In Ha-ram and growl back at her. After all, I was receiving one-sided hostility without knowing why, which was unfair.

But I didn't act that way.

"In Ha-ram, right?"

Suddenly, I remembered something my mother had said when I was very young—so young I couldn't even remember when. I got up from the bench press and approached her. Standing face to face, I realized just how short I was.

In Ha-ram looked down at me coldly, yet with hostility so visible it was almost hot. But I smiled.

'Responding to hostility with hostility doesn't solve everything. Sometimes you need to turn someone who shows hostility into an ally.'

That's what my mother had said.
Whether you like or dislike the other person, you should know how to set those feelings aside and persuade them. It fit my current situation perfectly.

I needed to build connections. And In Ha-ram, who clearly came from a good family, might become my ally if I could persuade her properly.

Honestly, with my poor interpersonal skills and communication abilities, I wasn't confident in persuading her with words.

"Since you're here, want to work out together? I'm actually pretty good at teaching others."

In the end, what came out of my mouth was completely unexpected. Both of them widened their eyes, tilting their heads as if wondering if they had misheard.

"What?"

In Ha-ram immediately frowned. Of course, it would be absurd for someone openly showing hostility to say such a thing.

"Your pelvis seems a bit misaligned. Do you usually cross your legs when sitting? Come here."

That's your problem, not mine.

I pushed my assertion as if to say "so what?" And I didn't stop there—I forcibly dragged In Ha-ram and, while I was at it, Han Chae-eun too.

"W-wait. What are you trying to do?"
"Eun-Ha, why me...?"
"Don't worry, it's nothing bad."

They probably never expected me to be so forceful. It showed in their attitudes.



* * *



"Huff... huff...!"
"Gasp... I'm... I'm dying..."

About an hour later.
Han Chae-eun and In Ha-ram were drenched in sweat, gasping for breath. Naturally, they were on their knees.

No point hiding it. They were both my handiwork.
At first, I was just going to correct their postures and muddle through the situation, but as I went along, my thinking changed.

Neither of them was good at exercising. No, they showed signs of effort, but only at an ordinary person's level.

"Y-you...! Just because... your father... acknowledged you!"

In Ha-ram gasped out words that seemed directed at no one in particular. With her head buried in the floor, there was no trace of hostility.

"Don't... don't even... think about continuing... at the Academy! Even if everyone else forgets what you said in the main hall... I'll be watching you until the end!"

Huff, huff. Was it pride driving her actions? Or something else? In Ha-ram kept mentioning her father. This wasn't the first time she had said such things.

"By the way. There's something I want to ask."

Anyway, with her panting like that, I didn't feel like listening properly. She would speak up later. My question was more important.

"Why did you come here so early?"
"..."

Instead of answering, In Ha-ram maintained her silence. Meanwhile, her breathing gradually stabilized.

"...I'm leaving."

After resting like that, In Ha-ram returned to her cold, sharp voice. Her gaze wasn't directed at me. Since I hadn't answered her, she wouldn't answer me either. Moreover, she got up and headed outside.

But then.

"Ugh?!"

Thud!

I didn't go easy enough for her to recover so quickly.

Ch.20 - A Corporate Lady (6)
"As you all know, this year marks exactly 30 years since the Great Invasion. In other words, it's been 30 years since the establishment of the conflict between monsters and superhumans—or more broadly speaking, between the Gresorion and humanity."

I'm dying here.
Regret washed over me. As a middle school dropout, maybe I'd underestimated the Academy's classes too much. The thick book open before me was just a blur of black and white, and I couldn't make sense of what knowledge it contained. My head was spinning.

"And the reason we've been able to survive these 30 years is—yes, Shin Eun-Ha. Would you like to share? Why has humanity been able to endure and survive these 30 years?"

The history teacher adjusted his glasses and pointed at me. He must have heard what my big mouth had said earlier. As soon as the topic of Transcendents came up, he immediately called on me.

"Yes. It's because the Transcendent appeared and helped humanity, who had been one-sidedly suffering, and created a foundation for superhumans to grow."

Once called upon, I couldn't just sit there looking stupid. I already had few allies in the Academy. If I appeared foolish, I'd lose what little respect I had. So I immediately stood up and let the information in my head flow out as words.

Of course, the reason I could stand up so promptly was because the teacher's question was common knowledge. It was something you'd hear at least once if you lived as a hero. I was lucky, in a way.

Living on the Front Line where you never knew when you might die, most people liked to share stories, and that's how I learned about it.

Conversely, if you weren't interested in history or didn't know any former heroes, you'd probably only know that the Great Invasion happened 30 years ago.

"That's right. Well said. As Shin Eun-Ha mentioned, the reason we were able to reclaim some of the territory taken by the monster collective, the Gresorion, and establish a foundation for our current way of life wasn't solely due to the power of the first heroes. It was thanks to the assistance of the Transcendent who appeared to save humanity and the technology they shared with us. To show you a fragment of that technology, look at what you're all using—"

As soon as I sat down, boredom washed over me. I felt isolated from the rest of the classroom. Partly because I already knew what the history teacher was saying, but mostly because sitting at a desk studying just felt unfamiliar.

Zing!

Just as my posture was about to slump from boredom, a piercing gaze fell upon me from the side.

Pretending not to notice, I straightened my back and listened attentively to the lesson. I didn't need to look to know who was staring at me.

"Hmph."

It was In Ha-Ram.
Since this morning when she'd said something to me in that dying voice of hers, her glares had intensified.

But Ha-Ram's sharp gaze was more beneficial than detrimental. It left me no room for distraction, producing the remarkable effect of only missing about half the lesson instead of most of it, as I would have done alone.

"Eun-Ha, are you really okay?"
"I'm fine. Shouldn't you be more worried about Kim Se-Won?"

Han Chae-Eun spoke to me quietly, her voice filled with concern. I didn't really mind, so it didn't bother me. Actually, I was better off since I could focus more on the lesson.

The only issue was that ever since In Ha-Ram had claimed the seat next to Kim Se-Won yesterday, he'd been visibly uncomfortable.

"True. I seriously don't get what her problem is. Just listen to the lesson."
"You there, Han Chae-Eun?"
"Ah, yes, sir!"

Perhaps she wanted to complain on my behalf. Chae-Eun was busy listing her grievances about Ha-Ram when the history teacher called on her.

This teacher is something else.
We were only chatting briefly, and quietly enough that only I could hear, but he caught us with uncanny precision.

Not expecting to be called on, Chae-Eun stiffened and jumped to her feet.

Crash!

She rose with such force that her chair toppled backward.

"Pfft!"
"Hehe."

Kim Se-Won and I couldn't help but laugh as we watched. We'd definitely tease her about this during break time.

* * *

After morning classes ended in the afternoon.

I struggled to wipe the smile off my face as Chae-Eun and I headed toward the field. Unlike regular schools without PE classes, going to the field at the Academy meant practical training.

I'd heard that the Academy combined regular classes with various practical assessments, but I didn't expect it on the first day.

That worked out well for me.

"What did you see?"
"Huh? Oh, nothing. Just thinking how everyone's taller than me."

I accidentally spoke my thoughts aloud.
I hurriedly made an excuse while recalling the locker room scene from earlier.

Girls showing their bodies without hesitation, sometimes revealing intimate undergarments.

The locker room scene was so provocative it put porn to shame. The difference between watching on a monitor and seeing with your own eyes was enormous. Honestly, if I had my precious thing down there, it would have definitely stood at attention.

Everyone being hero aspirants, they had no qualms about showing skin. After all, one of the cards female heroes played to stand out was flaunting their figures and showing some skin.
This wasn't much different for men either.

Blatant exposure could easily create backlash, so the strategy was subtle exposure to attract fans of the opposite sex.

"Ah~ Well, you are... a bit like that? Don't worry! I believe you're still growing!"

She looked at me with pity in her eyes. Chae-Eun pressed herself against me, subtly showing off her abundant fullness, which I quite enjoyed.

What Chae-Eun did was only possible because she didn't know there was a dark pepper hiding beneath this weak-looking exterior. As a man, shouldn't I gratefully accept such offerings when given?

Suppressing the corners of my mouth that threatened to curl up, I savored the massive chest pressing against my cheek.

"Finally, you're here. Shin Eun... Wait, you...!"

As expected, when we reached the field, In Ha-Ram was waiting with her arms crossed. But something was off about her. She spotted me, started to speak, then stopped and stormed toward me with an angry expression.

"You. What did you do with the bracelet?"
"Bracelet?"
"Yes! This bracelet!"

In Ha-Ram showed me the silver bracelet on her wrist. Only now did I realize that she always wore a bracelet identical to the one I'd received.

"Oh, I left it at home since it's expensive."

I didn't want to risk damaging something valuable. I was planning to sell it later if possible.

Honestly, I still didn't know what function that bracelet served—it was merely decoration to inflate my dust-like vanity. I thought wearing something expensive might reduce the chances of being disrespected.

When I was rolling around on the Front Line, there was no point in buying expensive items, so I didn't wear any. According to my original plan, I would have at least bought and worn expensive shoes.

But contrary to my expectations, In Ha-Ram looked at me in disbelief.

"Do you know what that bracelet means to the Cheonil Group?"
"...??"

This came out of nowhere. I had no idea what she was talking about.
In Ha-Ram's eyes held a different kind of emotion than the hostility she'd shown before—something closer to anger mixed with indignation.

Honestly, I didn't understand why she was making such a fuss about the bracelet.

"No—"
"Wait, In Ha-Ram. Who are you to keep picking on Eun-Ha like this? What's the big deal about some bracelet?"

Just as I was about to say something out of exasperation, Chae-Eun stepped in front of me, unable to bear In Ha-Ram's hostile behavior any longer.
Though it was only our second day at the Academy, In Ha-Ram had been openly showing hostility toward me to the point where Chae-Eun felt the need to intervene.

"That bracelet is only given to people my father acknowledges. Do you know what this means? Even if you have a difficult-to-develop superpower like a doppelganger, just having this bracelet—even the lowest bronze one—means you can receive support from our company. And if it's the highest grade silver like this...!"
"Eek!"

Doppelganger. It's certainly a difficult and demanding superpower to develop. But as soon as that word was mentioned, a girl passing by shuddered.

The girl was small.
And puppy-like. Not my type, but definitely cute enough.
She glanced nervously at the shouting In Ha-Ram before quietly slipping away.

"By father, do you mean Cheonil...? Then..."
"Yes! In Cheon-Yong!"
"In Cheon-Yong...?"

While I was distracted, the two continued their conversation. The name In Cheon-Yong sounded familiar, and quite recent too. Chae-Eun seemed to know who he was, but I didn't. That's what happens when you spend five years on the Front Line thinking only about killing monsters.

"Ah...!"

Still, I could quickly recall where I'd heard the name In Cheon-Yong. Sure enough, it was the name of the middle-aged man I had treated.

"This bracelet..."

He had given me a bracelet identical to the one on In Ha-Ram's wrist. Come to think of it, they shared the same surname. Though they looked nothing alike.
Anyway, that man was apparently the CEO of the Cheonil Group. Now that I think about it, his clothes, his demeanor, and the fact that he had a chauffeur all suggested he was someone important.

I shifted my gaze from the bracelet to In Ha-Ram's face.
There was no resemblance to the jovially laughing In Cheon-Yong. Could she be an adopted daughter? No, that's too hasty a judgment.

I stepped out from behind Chae-Eun to face In Ha-Ram directly. I couldn't leave this to her anymore.

"So, you're upset that I left the bracelet at home? Because that bracelet was proof of your acknowledgment."
"Yes."

So what am I supposed to do about it?

Even after learning the reason, I was still baffled. Was she proud of her father's company? Or was there some other reason?
Even if there was another reason, it seemed too random and incomprehensible to me.

"Then I'll give you the bracelet after this class."

One thing was certain—judging by how she'd rushed at me from the start, we were bound to keep clashing as long as we were in the same class.

That would be troublesome.

I needed to build connections and earn people's trust to prove my worth. In Ha-Ram could be the biggest obstacle to building those connections, or conversely, a valuable ally if I could win her over.

After all, she was the CEO's daughter. And not just any company, but a well-known one. That could only be beneficial.

So I simply offered to give her the bracelet. I didn't want to part with something expensive for nothing, but asking for money didn't seem right.

"What?"

But what came back was a voice that had cooled beyond excitement.

Seems like I've stepped on a landmine.
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Inhalram was furious.

He didn't throw a tantrum or explode with rage. Instead, he glared at me coldly before turning away and heading to the field. His tightly clenched fists began to tremble, quickly turning pale white.

I stood there dumbfounded, watching him walk away, when Han Chae-eun shook her head and told me that I was in the wrong this time.

According to Chae-eun, Inhalram couldn't understand why I had the silver bracelet. And when I offered to return it, he probably felt that Cheonil Group was being undervalued and insulted. Chae-eun explained this to me carefully.

I honestly didn't know what to do. I just happened to receive and wear the bracelet, but now he was glaring at me. Even when I offered to return it, he reacted like this. It was frustrating.

But after hearing Chae-eun's explanation, I realized my actions might have been a bit rash. I wondered how I should apologize while also making Inhalram understand.

Come to think of it, In Cheon-yong's number was definitely in the contact list on my wrist communicator. Perhaps there was only one solution.

I could return the bracelet to Cheon-yong while Inhalram watched. If Cheon-yong accepted it, that would be the end of it. Essentially, my actions wouldn't change, but the difference would be asking Cheon-yong directly about the meaning behind giving me the bracelet.

Based on what Inhalram said, it seemed like Cheon-yong giving me the bracelet was meant as an attempt to scout me for Cheonil Group.

However, what bothered me was that even Chae-eun, an aspiring hero, didn't know the bracelet's meaning, and Cheon-yong never directly made a recruitment offer to me. He simply called it a gift and asked me to accept it.

Yet Cheon-yong didn't seem like the type to insist that accepting the bracelet was equivalent to accepting a recruitment offer.

Without him saying it directly, there would be no answer. So I planned to ask Cheon-yong about his true intentions in front of Inhalram. Then I would probably return the bracelet.

All the students had gathered on the field, facing their respective opponents.

"Eun-Ha."
"Yes."

When my mother gave the signal, I transformed into Virginia—another form besides Optima—and cast buffs on my classmates.

"Whoa! What is this? So cool!"
"I feel power surging through me."
"Wow..."

It was a buff spell cast with minimal magic, considering my high magic purity. But the students who received it felt their powers amplify and activated their superpowers with wide eyes. Everyone was making a fuss about how their powers had strengthened.

Soon all eyes turned to me with disbelief.

To be fair, among support-type abilities, there are those that can enhance others' superpowers like mine. However, those abilities can only be used on one person at a time, not scattered indiscriminately like mine.

"She certainly deserves her special admission."
"Doesn't she?"

Two teachers watching from the side exchanged comments. My mother, who publicly wanted to maintain our relationship as merely relatives, somehow stood proudly with her chest puffed out at times like this.

"And I heard it was thanks to Shin Eun-Ha that Teacher Choi Cheol-jin recovered safely."
"That's right~ Our Eun-Ha is quite remarkable."

I seriously wondered if she was even trying to hide our relationship. Reactions like that weren't something you'd show for a mere relative—if she kept this up, it would only be a matter of time before people found out.

The one thing I didn't like, though, was how that teacher was eyeing my mother's puffed-out chest with gleaming eyes.

"Ahem! Anyway, Eun-Ha will—"
"Teacher Hong Yu-jin."
"Ah, Haram. Sorry, but could you sit this one out? I'll pair you with someone else next time."

At least her parental pride quickly disappeared. And with it, Teacher Hwang Jae-yong's gaze also vanished. Instead, Inhalram appeared, openly directing his cold anger toward me.

Inhalram was currently without a sparring partner, so he was stuck waiting at the edge of the field like me. It was a bit awkward that the only person left was Inhalram, but there was nothing I could do about how things turned out.

Anyway, there was only one reason Inhalram was left out.
There weren't enough people.

The academy normally arranges all classes with an even number of students to prevent this situation, but since I was classified as non-combat, I was excluded, making the count odd.

Other classes also had non-combat students, but they were all arranged in even numbers, so it wasn't an issue. Only our class had me as the sole non-combat student.

"No. I want to spar with this one."
"What?"
"Wait. Inhalram, as you know, Shin Eun-Ha is a non-combat—"
"No."

He was resolute. Inhalram cut off Teacher Hwang Jae-yong's words and sent me a cold, fiery glare.

"She seems to have her own means of self-defense, doesn't she? Even non-combat types should develop at least one or two ways to protect themselves. I'll go easy on her, so she should get this experience."

Despite clearly having no intention of holding back, he pushed his argument forcefully.

While the two were talking, I glanced at my mother. She caught my eye and silently asked what was going on.

"Teacher Hwang Jae-yong. I'll do it. Inhalram is right. I do know some self-defense techniques."

After giving her a quick signal that I'd explain later, I accepted Inhalram's proposal. I felt like he needed to cool his head before he could think rationally.

Or was he already cool enough? Either way, I needed to create an opportunity to talk properly, and I felt restless—I needed to move my body a bit. I'd figure out how to resolve this after we could have a conversation.

"No. Inhalram is one of the top students from the entrance exam. He's no match for Shin Eun-Ha, who has non-combat abilities."
"It's fine. Surely he won't use his abilities? I'll just be on the receiving end."

Yes, someone would be on the receiving end.
Not me, but him.

I relayed my words to Teacher Hwang Jae-yong with a bright smile. Judging by his attitude, he would clearly use his abilities to defeat me if necessary. His determination to beat me somehow was obvious.

The will to avenge his perceived humiliation through force. It was so childish and simple, which I found refreshing.

But first, I needed to convince this teacher.

* * *

"Are you really okay with this?"
"I'm fine!"

Eun-Ha stood in the middle of the field, still wearing her magical girl outfit. After a 30-minute argument, they had finally taken their positions.

"Remember? This is just a pure sparring match! Inhalram, you must not use your abilities!"
"Yes," they both replied.

Of course, neither had any intention of following that rule. Eun-Ha didn't care whether Inhalram used his abilities or not, and Inhalram, having been rejected by her before, was prepared to use his elemental manipulation if necessary.

The other students formed a circle around the two girls. Both teachers were focused on Eun-Ha and Inhalram, ready to start the match and stop it if needed.

"Still, since Shin Eun-Ha is non-combat, this should end quickly, right, Teacher Hong Yu-jin?"
"Ha, haha. Yes, it should end quickly."

*It depends on how quickly Eun-Ha decides to end it—it could be over in an instant or take some time.*

Teacher Hwang Jae-yong assumed that Eun-Ha, being non-combat, wouldn't be very strong. This was a natural assumption since he didn't know who Eun-Ha really was or what experiences she'd had.

On the other hand, Hong Yu-jin roughly knew both students' capabilities. Unless Eun-Ha deliberately lost, Inhalram wouldn't be able to defeat her no matter what he tried.

"Then! Begin!"

At Hwang Jae-yong's signal, Inhalram took his stance and channeled magic throughout his body. It wasn't just about channeling—he needed to activate his senses and muscles, which he was still somewhat unskilled at.

However, few students could use this physical enhancement. It was evidence of Inhalram's relative excellence.

*That time he threw me—that wasn't amateur skill. He's different from what he appears to be.*

Inhalram had no intention of approaching Eun-Ha carelessly. He planned to carefully strike at her weak points. Although he had been caught off guard before, he had learned his lesson. In contrast, Eun-Ha just stood there, staring blankly at Inhalram.

"How did they end up fighting?"
"Don't know. But Inhalram has been giving Shin Eun-Ha the stink eye lately. Something must have happened."
"Could it be over a guy? You know, there was someone between them."

The students who had become spectators shared their thoughts while watching the two girls. However, most comments were thoughtless remarks to alleviate boredom rather than genuine attempts to understand the truth.

"Why are you so cautious?"

After observing the students briefly, Eun-Ha spoke. She had no intention of approaching first. She had a feeling that revealing her strength would lead to troublesome situations, so thinking things through was her priority.

*What should I do? Should I put him in his place right away? Or should I just counter appropriately?*

Eun-Ha's original goal was to have a conversation with Inhalram. For that, Inhalram needed to cool down and be able to think rationally.

"What are you doing? She's just someone who got in through connections."
"Yeah. Maybe she's also here through connections? I heard there was someone who bribed the examiners to get good scores."
"So disappointing. Look at her. She's too scared of Inhalram to do anything. It's not even a real fight against someone like her."

"Tsk!"

After observing for about three minutes, Inhalram realized that continuing with his current approach would only harm himself. The spectators had already started making jeering comments.

*Fine. I'll knock her down with all my strength first, then think. I can never forgive someone who so easily discards what my father acknowledged.*

In truth, Inhalram didn't care about the spectators' reactions. His purpose for entering the academy wasn't to care about others' opinions.

It was solely for his father, In Cheon-yong.

*I should apologize first when she comes to her senses, right?*

Reconsidering Inhalram's reaction, Eun-Ha thought that her actions might have been rash, just as Chae-eun had said. She watched as Inhalram, who had been cautious, suddenly kicked off the ground.

"Ah! Teacher Hwang Jae-yong! Come over here for a moment! Quickly! Quickly!"
"No, Teacher Hong Yu-jin. We need to watch the students. What if something happens?"
"Ah! Hurry!"

Hong Yu-jin, who had been watching the two, suddenly began dragging Hwang Jae-yong away. She also didn't believe Inhalram would refrain from using his abilities.

"Uh, ahem! Then let's go quickly. Quickly."

Hwang Jae-yong tried to resist at first, but when Hong Yu-jin's ample bosom pressed against him, he couldn't control his impure thoughts and pretended to reluctantly follow her.

*Mother has removed the interference... but that guy is better than I expected.*

After calmly watching Hong Yu-jin drag Hwang Jae-yong away, Eun-Ha turned her attention back to Inhalram. By then, Inhalram had already reached right in front of her.

Some spectators noticed faint magic emanating from Inhalram's body. It was an unskilled use where magic leaked outside due to improper activation, but it was clearly physical enhancement through magic.

"So confident! Think you can win?"

Thud! Crack!

As Inhalram quickly closed the distance and planted his foot on the ground, the ground began to freeze from the magic flowing from him. Simultaneously, his extended fist was also imbued with cold energy.

"Yes. Of course."

There was nothing particularly wrong with his technique.

That was Eun-Ha's impression as she watched Inhalram's fist coming toward her. She softly answered his voice while slightly twisting her body.

"But you know what? Everything's fine except one thing."

Eun-Ha spoke as she watched his fist pass by her with just a paper-thin margin. Knowing the situation, she felt this was sufficient.

However, there was indeed something lacking. Children who grew up watching low-level monsters occasionally appearing through gates generally lacked a sense of crisis. Even when monsters appeared, heroes quickly took care of them, so they underestimated the monsters themselves.

This absence of crisis awareness resulted in slower growth for aspiring heroes with ample potential. It was completely different from The Front Line, where bloody battles occurred daily. And this slow growth was gradually eroding the strength of The Front Line. New recruits were all inexperienced, while injuries and casualties kept increasing.

"What did you—?!"

Inhalram couldn't finish his sentence and widened his eyes. He tried to retract his extended fist, but it wouldn't move. It was as if it was fixed to something solid.

Turning his gaze, he saw a delicate hand on his arm. It was the hand of the girl who had easily dodged his attack.

"Actually, there's quite a lot lacking!"

Physical enhancement imbued Eun-Ha's body with strength. Combined with her buff, she reached a level far surpassing Inhalram's physical abilities.

Inhalram found it hard to accept that he was completely immobilized by Eun-Ha's grip. Being non-combat doesn't mean one doesn't train.

However, for someone who had trained, for someone of her age, the strength coming from those delicate hands was far too powerful.

"Above all, muscles! You lack muscles!"

Thwack!

"Ugh—?!"

Inhalram's body bent. Eun-Ha's fist had struck precisely at his lower abdomen. Then came a cracking sound, as if something had broken. Clearly. Everyone watching heard it distinctly.

It was an unimaginable pain. Inhalram didn't have time to gather his thoughts. In fact, he couldn't even properly understand what had happened to him as saliva dripped from his mouth.

"Uh, ugh..."
"Did I hit too hard?"

Even Eun-Ha felt she should have held back more. Gradually, Inhalram's body began to lean forward.

"Oops."

She decided to accept it for now. Though she wasn't pleased about it, she had knocked him out with one blow, but he was someone she wanted to reconcile with. Eun-Ha regretted using too much force but soon changed her mind, thinking it didn't matter.

After all, she had healing magic.

"Haram!!!"
"Huh?"

Just as Eun-Ha caught the falling Inhalram and carefully laid him on the ground, a voice that drew everyone's attention echoed across the field.

The voice was deep and resonant. It was a familiar voice that anyone living in Korea would have heard at least once. In Cheon-yong, the cause of this incident, had appeared at the academy.
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The top floor of the Cheonil Group headquarters was decorated with luxury items everywhere.

Though the owner of the top floor found these extravagant items distasteful, such displays were necessary for someone in a high position. As a result, he had no choice but to bring in at least a minimal amount of luxury goods.

Only two people were present on this top floor—In Cheon-Yong and Foriner.

"I see. So that teacher was the Transcendent's agent."
"That's right."

In Cheon-Yong's face showed none of the jovial expression he usually displayed. He merely pressed his forehead, barely suppressing a deep sigh that threatened to burst from his throat.

To think that Eun-Ha, the pitiful girl who had saved his life and healed his wounds, was none other than the Transcendent's agent.

*But if she's an agent, it makes sense that she would have such extraordinary power.*

Not just the ability to heal small wounds, but power that could easily treat injuries that would normally take months to heal and might leave lasting effects.

Thanks to that power, wounds that might have forced him to retire from the front lines were quickly healed. And that wasn't all. Even the terminal illness that his doctor had said left him with little time to live, requiring his successor to take his place immediately, had been completely erased.

In Cheon-Yong touched his chest. No matter how many times he checked, the pain that had tormented him for over ten years had long since disappeared. All of this was thanks to Eun-Ha's power—the person he called "teacher" and praised highly—just two months ago.

"Then saving my life was..."
"No. There's no need to attribute what my agent accomplished to me. However—"

In Cheon-Yong carefully shifted his gaze to Foriner, who was deliberately pausing without finishing his sentence. Sweat trickled down his face, anxious about what words might come from the other's mouth.

Foriner was a being whom even the mighty In Cheon-Yong felt he had to be careful not to offend even with a mere glance.

Though appearing like a child at first glance, his presence alone could easily overwhelm even S-rank heroes. Foriner, a being to whom the term "absolute authority" was most fitting, raised his index finger with a meaningful smile.

"One thing. There's something you must know. A wise man like yourself would understand without being told, but just in case..."

*He's warning me not to set my sights on her.*

In Cheon-Yong could already guess what kind of words—no, what kind of warning—Foriner was about to give him, even though he hadn't finished speaking. Nevertheless, he gulped audibly and waited to hear what Foriner would say.

Countless people had fallen in an instant because of careless words.

"It would be troublesome if you laid hands on what's mine. This applies not only to you. She exists solely for me and must fulfill her role. Yes, to put it simply... you know what happens if you touch what belongs to me, don't you?"

As he spoke, Foriner wagged his raised index finger. Though it might have seemed like a casual gesture, In Cheon-Yong took his words more seriously than anything else. He didn't even notice that his neatly pressed suit pants were now thoroughly wrinkled by his own hands.

"Y-Yes, I understand..."

In Cheon-Yong trembled and lowered his head. His breath caught in his throat. And he was afraid. He knew well that any thought of bringing Eun-Ha into the Cheonil Group for the many benefits it would bring, or even the idea of repaying her kindness for curing the incurable disease that had eaten away at his body for over a decade, would only lead to his destruction.

That was the kind of being a Transcendent was. A being before whom mortals like himself could only bow in submission. Just as Foriner was the reason In Cheon-Yong's Cheonil Group had been able to grow until now, there was also a way it could collapse in an instant.

If it were just In Cheon-Yong alone, perhaps he might have pushed forward. But the number of people he carried on his shoulders, including his daughter, was far too many.

"Good. I'm glad you understand. Ah! I forgot to mention this. Congratulations. Thanks to 'my' agent, you've been freed from the disease that has tormented you all this time. It's not much of a congratulatory gift, but how about visiting your daughter? I'll personally give you a tip."

With a grin, Foriner smiled at In Cheon-Yong once and then vanished. As if he had never been there in the first place, not a single trace remained where he had stood.

"Ugh! Huh... Huh..."

Only after confirming that he had disappeared, and even then after a full minute had passed, could In Cheon-Yong finally exhale the breath he had been holding in. A pressure that seemed to bind his entire body and constrict even his heart had been crushing him.

"Hah... hah... No matter how many times I experience it, I can't get used to it...!"

In Cheon-Yong organized his thoughts without attempting to rise from his seat. There was a question that needed an answer first.

"Why did the Transcendent suddenly come to me? It couldn't have been just to warn me not to interfere."

Foriner never acted without reason or purpose. His involvement with humanity had been limited to just a few years after the Great Invasion. Since then, he had merely observed humanity, occasionally providing some of his technology.

The time that felt like ten years had been just under ten minutes. In Cheon-Yong, feeling as if he had aged dramatically in that short time, pondered the reason for Foriner's visit, ignoring his sweat-soaked clothes.

"Could it be...!"

The answer revealed itself quickly.
It wasn't just about not touching what belonged to him. In Foriner's final words, he had mentioned In Cheon-Yong's daughter.

"Yes. That must be it. If there's a reason the Transcendent would specifically mention Haram...!"

In other words, his daughter and Eun-Ha must be involved in some kind of conflict. Though only a select few knew this information, Foriner was extremely fond of his agent, so it made sense.

If the relationship between his beloved daughter and the person who had saved his life were to sour even slightly, it would be In Cheon-Yong who would have a headache.

"Quickly! Prepare the car! We're going to the academy!"

There was no time to hesitate.
In Cheon-Yong's mind was filled only with the near-obsessive thought that he had to go.

* * *

In the reception room located inside the academy building, a girl who inspired protective instincts just by looking at her and a large middle-aged man were exchanging awkward glances.

"........."

Eun-Ha, who had forgotten her initial intention to deal with In Haram appropriately within just three seconds and had knocked her down, was inwardly stomping her feet, trying to figure out how to resolve this situation.

Meanwhile, In Cheon-Yong, who had only witnessed the scene of In Haram collapsing, was filled with anxiety, not knowing how the situation had unfolded. The joviality and dignity he usually displayed were nowhere to be found.

"For now, let's talk when my daughter arrives."
"Y-Yes!"

Beaming widely, Eun-Ha put on an excessive act. Though it wasn't her intention and she really didn't want to do it, she had no choice.

*One wrong word and I'm screwed...!*

After all, right in front of her was the head of Cheonil Group, a global corporation. Although they weren't closely tied to the Hero Association, as a global company, In Cheon-Yong had the power to turn her future upside down. So she could only think about being careful with her words.

"Ah. It seems she's almost here."

Perhaps due to her nervousness, Eun-Ha had unconsciously perked up her ears, enhancing her hearing, and caught the sound of footsteps approaching the reception room, which she reported to In Cheon-Yong.

"...Is that so? But for someone of your age to have physical enhancement, Teacher, you must have put a lot of effort into training."
"Ah, hahaha... I-I'm in a non-combat field, so I worked hard just in case."
"As expected, Teacher, you are modest."

With her hands clasped in front of her chest as she answered, Eun-Ha looked nothing short of pitiful. In Cheon-Yong couldn't help but stare at her with a blank expression.

His gaze began to take on a mysterious light—reverence, regret, apology. He speculated that if this pitiful girl was strong enough to knock down his daughter, she must have endured hardships that couldn't simply be described as "working hard." As none other than the Transcendent's agent, it would be beyond what he could even imagine.

*But that doesn't mean my Haram is someone who would lose easily elsewhere!*

In Cheon-Yong soon recalled the face of his lovely and proud daughter. His proud daughter who would never embarrass him anywhere. As soon as he thought of her, In Cheon-Yong's face broke into a silly grin.

"......"

The term "doting parent" fit him perfectly. Eun-Ha was shocked and dumbfounded by In Cheon-Yong's sudden change to a goofy expression. Although she hadn't seen him many times, she never imagined that In Cheon-Yong, the head of a global corporation, would make such an expression.

"Ahem! Secretary Kim!"
"Yes!"

This wasn't the time. His beloved daughter would soon arrive here. With this thought, In Cheon-Yong cleared his throat and composed himself.

"Recite the victory chant for me."
"...Understood."

The secretary standing behind him quietly brought his mouth close to In Cheon-Yong's ear. Curious about what was happening now, Eun-Ha perked up her ears and focused her consciousness on the two.

"This month, the number of rascals who tried to flirt with Miss..."

With each word that came from Secretary Kim's mouth, In Cheon-Yong's goofy expression began to change. The words coming from his mouth were solely about In Haram.

Strict, dignified, serious.

His gaze sharpened, and his authority came alive.

*This is crazy. How can someone be such a doting parent? It's a complete culture shock.*

A culture shock indeed.

Eun-Ha carefully brought her hand to her mouth, being cautious not to make any verbal slip-ups. The preconceptions in her mind were completely shattered from the shock.

Although they weren't related by blood, the relationship between In Cheon-Yong and In Haram was vastly different from the relationship between Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin.

Knock knock.

"Come in."

As Secretary Kim distanced himself from In Cheon-Yong again, In Haram entered the reception room. In Cheon-Yong's voice had already taken on a dignified tone.

Glare!

A sharp gaze was directed at Eun-Ha's wrist. There was still nothing on her wrist.

*Is she going to snort again?*

Step, step.

Though it had only been about two days, Eun-Ha could see In Haram's behavioral patterns. However, In Haram merely withdrew her sharp gaze and sat down demurely next to In Cheon-Yong.

"......"

Shift.

Then, after briefly gauging the distance between herself and In Cheon-Yong, she gently moved closer to him.

*This is insane.*

Eun-Ha felt as if a giant hammer had struck the back of her head.

Ch.23 - A Corporate Lady (9)
"Huh. So that's what happened."
"So this is the teacher you were talking about."

The father and daughter nodded at each other.
Why were Eun-Ha and In Ha-Ram in conflict? How did In Cheon-Yong and Eun-Ha meet? Eun-Ha, In Cheon-Yong, and In Ha-Ram explained to each other what had happened so far.

"Ha-Ram. The truth is..."

A solemn, deep voice resonated. In Cheon-Yong gave In Ha-Ram a serious look.

"This person saved my life."

His thick hand covered the back of In Ha-Ram's hand.

"What... what are you saying, Father? That she's the one who treated all the injuries you got in the accident...?"
"That's right."

In Ha-Ram pointed at Eun-Ha in disbelief. She remembered how two months ago, her father had suddenly returned completely healed after an accident caused by a villain.

The injuries had been so severe that even The Front Line's medical equipment would have taken days to heal, yet he returned perfectly fine after just one day—so much so that she had suspected it might be someone in disguise. And In Cheon-Yong had just confirmed this himself.

Not understanding why In Cheon-Yong was repeating what he had already mentioned, In Ha-Ram could only tilt her head in confusion.

"But that's a minor matter. Ha-Ram, without this person, I might have died before long. Probably within three years at most."

Eun-Ha's healing magic had done more than just treat wounds. In Cheon-Yong closed his eyes briefly in contemplation, then began to share with In Ha-Ram the story he had intended to keep hidden forever.

Given the circumstances, Eun-Ha ended up hearing it too, but the father and daughter were too absorbed in their own world to care.

*I've been completely sidelined.*

Eun-Ha was dissatisfied that the conversation had shifted to a topic that seemed far from her original purpose. But she wasn't entirely displeased. She too found In Cheon-Yong's story somewhat interesting.

Despite having treated his serious injuries, she was curious why he addressed her so respectfully as "teacher" given their age difference and different positions.

And so In Cheon-Yong's story began.

In Cheon-Yong explained that he had deliberately raised In Ha-Ram strictly. It started when In Ha-Ram was around two years old—an unidentified illness that began around the same time as the death of his wife, Song Ji-Yeon.

It was a mysterious disease that, while appearing normal on the outside, caused instability in his organs, especially his heart, gradually weakening him.

Despite these setbacks, In Cheon-Yong couldn't afford to despair. He had to lead Cheonil Group. And Cheonil Group was already massive, requiring a capable leader.

So he made a decision.
To raise his beloved daughter strictly so she could stand on her own. To ensure she wouldn't be looked down upon by anyone and could lead Cheonil Group in the future. He thought this was all he could do for her.

His family was inseparably tied to Cheonil Group. In Ha-Ram was naturally in a position where she had to shoulder the company.

*What an idealistic father-daughter relationship, like something out of a cheap novel.*

A father working for his daughter's future, and a daughter working hard for her father and the company. Eun-Ha recalled In Cheon-Yong's undignified appearance from earlier. A goofy face that shouldn't be shown even to those close to him, considering his position.

*They're clearly crazy about each other.*

In other words, In Cheon-Yong was seriously devoted to his daughter, barely restraining his love with Secretary Kim's help. And as Eun-Ha had just seen, In Ha-Ram was also unusually close to her father for a typical father-daughter relationship, openly closing the distance with In Cheon-Yong even in front of Eun-Ha.

In Ha-Ram looked at In Cheon-Yong with her lips tightly sealed. By now, her hand was covering In Cheon-Yong's hand that had been covering hers.

"I understand."

Having heard the whole story, Eun-Ha nodded and pulled out a bracelet from her pocket.

She had heard In Cheon-Yong's story. She didn't fully understand In Ha-Ram's feelings, but she had a general idea. So what was left? Shouldn't she just tell them to get along well without worrying about her? She just needed to add appropriate words to ensure neither In Ha-Ram nor In Cheon-Yong felt disrespected.

"This silver bracelet seems too much for me. I'm still lacking in many ways."

Eun-Ha finished speaking and placed the box containing the bracelet in front of In Cheon-Yong. In Ha-Ram watched the action with a subtle reaction. At first, she had considered it an insult to her father and Cheonil Group, but after hearing the circumstances, she realized it was merely humility from someone who had saved her father's life.

"Please wait a moment, Teacher. That bracelet..."

In Cheon-Yong tried to stop Eun-Ha's action but cut himself off. Since the reason he came to the academy was because of the Foriner contracted with Eun-Ha, he couldn't ask her to keep the bracelet. He carefully withdrew his hand that had reflexively reached out, trying to compose himself.

"Ahem. I see."

But he couldn't hide the disappointment that appeared on his face. However, the disappointment wasn't as great as expected. He could repay the debt of saving his life in other ways. And since she couldn't be scouted by Cheonil Group, nor could other companies approach her, there was no worry about losing her to another company.

"Is this enough?"
"..."

Eun-Ha's gaze shifted to In Ha-Ram. Perhaps due to having been thoroughly defeated by Eun-Ha twice, In Ha-Ram couldn't properly meet her eyes.

In Ha-Ram suddenly recalled the circumstances In Cheon-Yong had shared. That he had raised her strictly from childhood so she wouldn't be looked down upon by anyone and could shoulder Cheonil Group. His words sounded as if there was no one else he could consider as a successor.

"Father, did I misunderstand the meaning of this silver bracelet?"

Then why?
Instead of answering Eun-Ha's question, In Ha-Ram voiced the doubt that had risen in her mind.

She remembered hearing that the bracelet, which only those recognized by In Cheon-Yong could receive, with the silver one specifically symbolizing the successor.

"Ha-Ram, that's not it. There seems to have been a misunderstanding. It's not about the silver color, but 'that' bracelet."

Having finished his story, In Cheon-Yong spoke in a more affectionate voice.

The father and daughter looked at each other.

But In Cheon-Yong's remaining left arm was desperately clutching his suit pants, as if trying to suppress something.

*Geez, what a doting father.*

While In Ha-Ram was just looking at In Cheon-Yong, Eun-Ha, who had become a third wheel, could observe this side of In Cheon-Yong. He was probably desperately trying to control his facial muscles from relaxing too much.

"Now, take off that bracelet and look at the inside. It will be very different from this one."

In Cheon-Yong opened the box Eun-Ha had brought and showed the inside of the bracelet. It was cleanly finished in silver.
In contrast, there was some writing engraved on the inside of In Ha-Ram's bracelet.

*'To my beloved daughter.'*

"And look at this."

Click, creak—

When he twisted In Ha-Ram's bracelet, it opened up, revealing a distinct gold band.

"This is the true symbol of the successor. It's clearly different from what I gave to the teacher. See, this is proof that it won't open no matter how much you twist it."
"...! No, I just..."

In Ha-Ram's eyes widened. She felt embarrassed for not having noticed the true nature of the bracelet she had been wearing so proudly all this time.

In Ha-Ram's face instantly turned red. She lowered her head, not knowing what to do, and briefly glanced in Eun-Ha's direction.

Regret. Embarrassment. Shame.
A gaze mixed with various emotions briefly looked at Eun-Ha before turning away.

She couldn't help but feel embarrassed no matter where she looked.

"Haha! I remember when I first gave you the bracelet! You were so happy you didn't know what to do. That must be why. I explained this feature then, but you were probably too busy looking at the bracelet to listen properly."
"D-Dad...!"
"It's been years since I heard you call me 'Dad.' Teacher, I can only apologize. And thank you."
"No, it's fine."

Eun-Ha waved her hand dismissively, but her lips were twitching with amusement. She found it quite entertaining to see In Ha-Ram's childhood behavior exposed so thoroughly.

In the end, this whole incident stemmed from In Ha-Ram not properly listening to the explanation about the bracelet when she received it—similar to Eun-Ha, who also hadn't listened to the explanation about the bracelet.

"Um..."

With her face completely red, In Ha-Ram turned to face Eun-Ha. A girl simply embarrassed, without her usual confidence.
It was an expression Eun-Ha couldn't have imagined, having only seen her usual self-assured, haughty demeanor.

"I'm sorry. I'm really sorry."

After taking a deep breath, In Ha-Ram slowly bowed her head and apologized to Eun-Ha. And belatedly, just now, she remembered the explanation In Cheon-Yong had given when she first received the bracelet.

*Father knew even back then.*

Her desperate attempt to maintain composure, while in reality she was beside herself with joy at being recognized by her father—In Cheon-Yong had known this. Although it was something she had done when she was younger, she couldn't control her embarrassment, and her body trembled.

"Well, I'm glad everything worked out."

Eun-Ha forced a smile. The outcome was good.

"Ha-Ram, are you feeling better now?"

The problem was just the irritating process.

Eun-Ha smiled brightly and pointed at In Ha-Ram's lower abdomen. She had properly healed it, so there shouldn't be any issues. She deliberately changed the topic to remind her of the pain from before, as a small act of revenge.

"...I'm fine."

In Ha-Ram flinched as if recalling the pain. When she gently touched her lower abdomen, there was no pain. In fact, it felt better than before.

In Cheon-Yong, watching the two, thought about the compensation he should rightfully provide. If Eun-Ha found the bracelet burdensome, he should at least offer a different form of compensation of similar value.

"Teacher, then instead—"
"No, you don't have to return it."

Swish—

"W-Who are you?!"

In Cheon-Yong's hand, which was about to take the box with the bracelet back, was suddenly stopped by someone who appeared out of nowhere. In Ha-Ram's eyes widened once again. Though startled, she quickly regained her composure, in contrast to Eun-Ha and In Cheon-Yong's reactions.

"So you were watching all along. Ha-Ram, calm down. This is the Transcendent, the teacher's contractor."
"T-Transcendent...!"

In Ha-Ram couldn't hide her shock. A being she had heard about many times but never seen. And to think that the entity Eun-Ha had mentioned during the entrance ceremony actually existed. No, she couldn't believe that Eun-Ha's words were actually true.

*There was a reason she was so strong. She really didn't need to rely on our Cheonil Group.*

In Ha-Ram began to see the vulnerable-looking girl in a much larger light. If she could contract with that Transcendent, she must have had the effort and talent to match.

"I didn't mean to eavesdrop on your family matters. But I've had a good idea."

Gulp. In Cheon-Yong swallowed and tried to calm the startled In Ha-Ram. It was none other than the Foriner who had guided him to the academy. He had already anticipated that he might appear here.

"Huh...?"

The one surprised by their reactions was none other than Eun-Ha. It wasn't unusual for the Foriner to suddenly appear. However, that only happened when Eun-Ha was alone or with Hong Yu-Jin.
This was the first time he had appeared when she was with someone closer to an ordinary person.

"I'll explain later. Anyway, what I'm saying is a request. I want to make it clear upfront that there is absolutely no compulsion."

The Foriner spoke before Eun-Ha could ask, preemptively cutting off her question. The reason was that he found it bothersome to explain right away.

Hearing the Foriner's words, In Cheon-Yong tightly closed his mouth and just nodded slightly. A Transcendent's request was like a "command." At least, that's how companies that had received their favor viewed it. As it was an absolute order that should not be refused or even considered for refusal, he couldn't help but be tense about what would be said.

"I want my contractor to be affiliated with your company for the time being."
"Understood."

His request was less significant than expected. In Cheon-Yong felt his tight chest ease a bit as he nodded once more.

The Foriner's intention was obvious. Cheonil Group was a globally recognized conglomerate, not just in Korea. In other words, making Eun-Ha affiliated with Cheonil Group would prevent annoying pests from bothering her.

"And one more thing. This time, I have a request for you."

The Foriner raised his index finger and slowly, along with his eyes, turned toward In Ha-Ram.

Ch.24 - Secret Base (1)
It had been a week since the Incheon Dragon suddenly visited the academy.
During this week, the atmosphere in the class had changed quite a bit—actually, a lot.

"Whew!"

Inha-ram, who had been sparring while receiving my buff, exhaled briefly and dragged her sparring partner over to me.

I'd been relegated to the back since our last sparring session a week ago. In other words, I was being treated like a machine that just cast buffs and healing magic.

Still, it wasn't bad. Over the past week, rumors had quickly spread about Inha-ram getting beaten by a non-combat ability user, but at the same time, rumors also spread that she hadn't lost because she lacked skill.

In other words, word got around that I was pretty good at close combat.

"Wow. Why are you so strong?"

The sparring partner quietly received my healing magic and moved away from us. Inha-ram's opponent glanced at her briefly, grumbled softly, and distanced himself from us. The reason for his complaint was that the match had lasted only one minute from start to finish.

Simply put, he'd been completely destroyed.

Usually, sparring sessions last anywhere from 10 minutes if they're quick to 30 minutes if they're long, but Inha-ram's match ended in an instant.

The sparring was absolutely overwhelming. Her opponent couldn't even put up a fight and couldn't even get close before the match ended.

Of course, she was able to perform like this because of my buff, but since her opponent had the same advantage, the conditions were similar. In other words, the difference in pure skill was enormous.

"You're getting stronger every day."
"Thanks to someone's daily efforts."

Inha-ram's voice sounded cold at first glance, but there was a familiarity in it.

With a faint smile, Inha-ram shook her head once with satisfaction, making her hair flutter.

Anyway, as Inha-ram said, I had been personally teaching her for the past week. Though "teaching" just meant putting her through the training I received from my mother since childhood, Inha-ram, who already had potential, was growing rapidly through this training.

Somehow, it wasn't just Inha-ram but others who had been added as well.

Anyway, this was all because of the "favor" Foriner had asked of Inha-ram a week ago. The favor was for her to support me from behind. In other words, it meant cutting off most issues at Inha-ram's level.

I guess Foriner didn't trust me much. Damn it.

"So. You seemed to be in a good mood today, what happened? Daddy's girl."
"Well..."

Having demolished the first sparring match, we had free time until the other students finished their matches. In other words, Inha-ram and her sparring partner could relax for a while.

Inha-ram sat next to me, gave me a serious look, glanced around, and finally opened her mouth.

"I went on a date with my dad yesterday. Hehe!"

After confirming the area was safe, Inha-ram dropped her serious demeanor, clasped her hands together, and giggled. As expected of a conglomerate's daughter, it suited her quite well.

This was why Inha-ram had looked around. She needed to hide her severe father complex. Contrary to how desperately she hid it from others, she opened up freely to me since I knew about her relationship with her father. And naturally, the distance between us had decreased.

As we talked, I could feel the other students' gazes gathering on us. They seemed curious since I was the only person Inha-ram was so friendly with. I heard she hadn't been close with anyone during her coed school days either, which drew even more attention.

I smiled gently and nodded along appropriately. To those watching, we probably looked like we were having a pleasant conversation. Maybe it was because Inha-ram was usually so cold, but even a small smile from her had incredible impact.

This wasn't a bad thing, because not only was Inha-ram pretty enough to improve one's mood just by looking at her, but these conversations were evidence that after our big fight, no resentment remained, and our relationship had actually improved.

As a result, my reputation improved, and Inha-ram's reputation didn't suffer. I was gradually moving toward my goal.

"Are you listening? You're listening, right?"
"I'm listening. I'm listening."
"So anyway, Dad—"

Yeah, it's all good.
I understand how severe her father complex is.
It's just that I'm the only one who can handle it. It's amazing how she's managed to suppress it all this time.



* * *



"Hmm..."

I was lying on my bed, looking at a book.
If my mother saw me, she might be shocked to see me looking at a book for once.

Well, she'd quickly change her expression and say "I should have known" once she saw the book's contents.

"Oh. I might be able to go here now."

I giggled happily while focusing intently on the book.
The book, titled "Academy Guidebook" on its cover, contained drawings of all sorts of places and secret passages in the academy.

Should I go now? Or later? Before deciding how to act, I rolled over and turned on the TV. Since I only left the academy when acting as Optima, I needed to regularly access information through media like the news.

[This time, in Yongin City, a mysterious girl calling herself Optima—]

Click!

But I turned off the TV I had just turned on and buried my face in my pillow again.

"Heehee! Hehehehe!"

With my face buried, I flailed my arms and legs wildly. I didn't care that the mattress was shaking violently.
Yes. To be completely honest, I love this situation. I feel like I could die from happiness.

People are curious about my identity. And they're grateful for my existence. Not just for the past week, but for my entire period of activity since I contracted with Foriner two months ago. During that time, I've saved quite a few people. People who would have certainly lost their lives if they had waited for heroes to arrive. Those achievements are gradually becoming known.

Isn't it great? A hero shrouded in mystery, with an unknown identity. That hero, the magical girl Optima, is mentioned at least once in the news these days.

"Nnnggghhh!"

It felt like I was the protagonist of a movie. The joy spreading from my chest throughout my body made my limbs move uncontrollably.
Then I hugged my pillow and rolled to the left, then to the right. It was childish behavior, but I couldn't contain my joy.

"Oh!"

After flailing around for a while, I finally came to my senses. I jumped up from the bed and put the pillow I had been hugging back on the bed.
Looking at the clock on my communication terminal, it was just past 7 o'clock. Time to get moving. I needed to be diligent to find time to complete the tasks my mother had assigned.

Actually, completing my mother's tasks would be better, but they were secondary to me right now.

I quickly fixed my hair and left the room. I already had today's destination imprinted in my mind.

My target was the basement of the dormitory. The floor where the dormitory cafeteria was located.

"Shin Eun-Ha? Eun-Ha, right? Where are you going?"
"?!"

My body, which had been moving stealthily, momentarily flinched and froze. I had come down to the first floor and was heading toward the stairs to the basement when someone spotted me. I had let my guard down because there were few students in the lobby at this hour.

A low voice that still sounded young. The voice was quite familiar. No, it was a voice I heard every day.

"Huh? Uh- well-"

The owner of the voice was Kim Se-Won. After briefly looking at him, my gaze began wandering aimlessly. I was showing obvious signs of being flustered.

No, there's no point in acting flustered and stammering here. I'll just look foolish.

"What about you...?"
"Me? I was on my way to the store."

Kim Se-Won showed me the wallet he was holding. Then he immediately pointed at me with his index finger. His expression was indifferent, but his eyes held curiosity. I tried to brush it off, but I was blocked before I could even try.

What should I do?
That thought didn't last long.

Tap!

"?!"
"Anyway. Let's go somewhere interesting together."

Acting with my body is better than thinking. Also, I've heard that shared pain is halved, so making him an accomplice would reduce the risk if someone caught us.

With that thought, I grinned and grabbed Kim Se-Won's wrist, heading toward the basement.

Before turning my head, I saw that Kim Se-Won's face was full of surprise. Also, I thought I heard him gulp.



* * *



"Where on earth is this??"

Kim Se-Won's voice echoed in the dark passage. The place where Kim Se-Won and I were walking was a large passage wide enough for about four people to move side by side. The light from the ceiling fixtures was dim, making it difficult to see what the passage looked like or how it was structured.

The answer to Kim Se-Won's question was "I don't know either." All I knew was that this was a secret passage leading somewhere.

To be honest, I remembered five minutes ago, but after being startled by Kim Se-Won, I forgot everything.

"Just follow me. It's a good place!"

I had confidently brought him here, so I couldn't admit I didn't know. I just claimed it was a good place. Honestly, I felt embarrassed. My gaze wandered aimlessly through the air. If the passage hadn't been dark, my lie would have been exposed immediately.

"R-really? If you say so...?"

A voice filled with strange expectation came from beside me. Well, he probably never dreamed there would be such a passage in the academy. So of course he'd be excited.

By the way, I wonder how Soo-Hyun found out about this place. Between creating the Academy Guidebook and this, I suspect he spent his entire school life looking for things like this instead of studying or training.

"Huh?"

Wait. Come to think of it...

A thought flashed through my mind.
Did Soo-Hyun really go to the city from The Front Line? What if, just maybe, he went to the monster camp?

The question that suddenly popped into my head began to spread. I came down from The Front Line and searched everywhere, asking around for Soo-Hyun, but couldn't find him.

Of course, Soo-Hyun wouldn't have walked into the monster camp of his own accord. Perhaps he had to go due to some circumstances, or was kidnapped by monsters. Or maybe he was being chased by monsters.

The thought that he might have erased all traces to prevent me from finding him.

It wasn't entirely impossible. He was that kind of person. He was as sentimental as I am. If so, I might need to ask Foriner about this. I need to find a way to get information from the monster side.

"Is, is something wrong?"
"Huh? Oh. No, I was just thinking about something else. It's nothing."

His voice was filled with tension. Even though I couldn't see him, I knew his body would be stiff with tension. He was probably worried since he didn't know where we were going.

We walked through the passage in silence. The passage was straightforward from the entrance, so nothing special happened.

"There's the exit!"

After walking for about five minutes, we climbed up some stairs that suddenly appeared and found a large door. It wasn't a hinged door or a sliding door, but a revolving door.

"Nngh...! This won't budge...!"
"Wait. Eun-Ha, step back. I'll do it."

I thought it would move if I pushed it lightly, but it wouldn't budge. Even when I applied more force, it didn't move at all. Just as I was about to use physical enhancement, Kim Se-Won gently pulled me back.

"Hup!"

Kim Se-Won moved me far from the door and let out a brief battle cry.

Creeak
Creeaak—

Then the door began to creak and move slowly. It was Kim Se-Won's superpower, telekinesis.

After the initial creaking sound, the door began to open quite smoothly, revealing a place we hadn't expected at all.

"Wow..."
"I can't believe it leads to a place like this."

Really.
It was truly unexpected, but a surprising find.
Kim Se-Won and I looked at each other and smiled.

Ch.25 - Secret Base (2)
The place was filled with a musty smell, dust settled everywhere. It was still dark, but the faint moonlight seeping through the window ahead made it feel much brighter than the secret passage.

Whooosh—

A light breeze slipped through the slightly open window. The musty smell probably lingered because the window was barely open, preventing proper ventilation.

"Where are we anyway?"

Kim Se-Won looked around curiously. Though brighter than the passage, it was still quite dark as he moved about examining the structure.

While he explored, I pressed myself against the window to look outside. I was immediately curious about our location.

"Oh? Se-Won. Isn't this the storage shed?"
"What?! Wait. Really? Seriously?"

My eyes widened as I looked outside. We had started from the dormitory outside the school grounds, but we'd arrived at a storage shed inside the school.

It was a place I saw every day, located near the school fence. But since nobody really used the storage shed, most people paid little attention to it.

After hearing me, Se-Won rushed over and pressed himself against the window just like I had. After staring blankly for a while, he muttered quietly, "You're right."

"I can't believe there's a passage connecting the dorm to here."

Even I, who had suggested coming here, couldn't believe it and mumbled with my mouth hanging open. If there was a passage that led from outside the school to inside like this, what might be in the other passages?

The Academy guidebook that Soo-Hyun had given me.
This was getting more and more interesting. Just thinking about the guidebook made me smile.
Like the passage we'd first discovered in the auditorium, there would be many dead ends, but also amazing discoveries like this one—a treasure hunt with countless experiences still waiting.

Three years left. I'll have to find them all within that time.

"Yeah. But how did you know about this place? Seems like your first time here too."

Here it comes.
My smiling lips returned to normal, replaced by panic.

I couldn't possibly say, "A friend told me, of course!" The questions would keep coming until I'd have to admit I was a 17-year-old kid looking for a missing 25-year-old man.

Well, that's technically true.

"W-well, our dormitory is huge, right? With multiple buildings. So I was just, you know, exploring? And I found it."

I hesitated before speaking. Honestly, I wasn't used to making up excuses like this. As a result, my words came out rushed and jumbled.

"But I found it without actually going through it before."

Did he buy it?
I grinned, trying to hide my nervousness. Then I casually raised my right arm, pointing my index finger at Se-Won.

"So, you're the first."

I pretended to be shy as I said it, then looked up at him. I was trying to convey the impression that I didn't know anything and had just discovered it by chance, hoping he wouldn't ask too many questions.

"R-really? The first... first, huh..."

Se-Won gave an awkward smile and avoided my gaze. I looked at him briefly before turning my head slightly away too, though for different reasons than his.

I secretly sighed in relief that he somehow believed me.

But thinking about it, sharing this experience with Se-Won felt pretty nice.

While I'm actually 20 years old, officially I'm 17. That means Se-Won is technically a friend my own age.

A different kind of close friend than Soo-Hyun. That's what Se-Won was to me.

Unlike before, I'd become a magical girl, and he was the first friend I'd made in this new life, which made me quite fond of him. How should I put it—he was openly kind, which drew my attention.

Of course, there were other reasons too. Even though I wanted to make friends, guys didn't approach me much because of how I looked. And whenever I tried to approach them, Han Chae-Eun or In Ha-Ram would start talking to me, cutting off my chances.

That meant I probably wouldn't be making new friends anytime soon.

"...But it really seems like no one's been here before? L-look at this."

A brief silence. An awkwardness settled between us as we both averted our gazes.

But soon Se-Won started gesturing excitedly, pointing around the room. However, the faint moonlight coming through the window wasn't enough to see clearly. Obviously, he couldn't see much either.

What if we just broke the window to let more moonlight in?

It was a simple thought. But even I wouldn't actually do it.

This was a special place we'd just discovered, and if we broke the wall, someone might find this place and the passage connecting to the dormitory. Honestly, I didn't want anyone else to know about this place.

So what other options did we have?

After thinking briefly, I came up with a good solution. Magic is meant for times like this, right?

"Hold on. Could you step back? I've got a good idea."

I grinned, then closed my eyes. Of the two lights that appeared in my mind, I grasped the brighter one with both hands.

Whoosh!

After confirming I'd transformed into Virginia, I used healing magic. A bit differently than usual—I brought my hands together and focused on creating a ball of light.

What a waste of magic. More magic flowed out than usual, and the ball of light hovered in the middle of the ceiling, scattering light around the room.

Clatter—
Swish!

"Wow..."
"I saw the curtains and thought I'd give it a try!"

I quickly closed the slightly open window and covered it with curtains to prevent the light from leaking outside. I thought it was quite a clever solution, so I proudly spoke with my chest puffed out.

Though I'd wasted some magic, it wasn't too much. Thanks to my high-purity magic. And since I could use magic as intended, I couldn't help but grin. This was the result of two months of training.

Se-Won stared blankly at me. After looking at him briefly, I surveyed the room now brightly lit, and just as he'd said, it was covered in dust with no sign anyone had been here. Like footprints in snow, our tracks were visible in the dust on the floor.

"Hey. Kim Se-Won. No, Se-Won."

I looked up at him as I called his name. His previously excited behavior had quieted down. Se-Won was staring at me blankly with his mouth slightly open.

"Should we make this our secret base?"

I said this with a grin.
A secret base. Sounds good.

A secret place that others couldn't easily access. My—no, our secret base. It's the kind of place every guy dreams of having at least once.

"It would be even better if that works. Even if it doesn't, it's still good. What do you think?"

I pointed to an electrical outlet in the corner of the storage shed. I could only see it because the light I created illuminated every corner of the shed.

We'd have to check if the electricity worked, but even without that, it was still valuable. It was much more spacious than our dorm rooms.

Plus, it was a place people rarely visited, and since it connected to the dormitory, we could get food from the store. If necessary, we could even stay up all night and rush to class in the morning.

"I'm actually pretty rich, you know? I could bring in all sorts of things."

TV, refrigerator, and various other appliances. Sofas or beds. Just listing the things that came to mind wouldn't make much of a dent in my bank account.

I had money I'd saved while working at The Front Line, but more importantly, I'd accumulated quite a bit during the two months I'd been doing healing work as Virginia.

I'd planned to do it for free as training, but unexpectedly, some important people had gotten involved.

"What do you think?"

I smiled brightly. I was tempting Se-Won by suggesting it was quite a good deal.

Gulp.

His Adam's apple bobbed.

"It... it sounds good?"

A somewhat awkward response.
Nevertheless, his words clearly carried a positive meaning.

"Great!"

As long as the answer was positive, the process didn't matter. It might have been presumptuous, but I felt closer to Se-Won.



* * *



I close my eyes and concentrate.
From observing my core, I gradually expand my awareness until I'm conscious of my entire body.

"Inhale— exhale."

I take a deep breath and release it.
Using the magic drawn from my core, I enhance all my bodily functions. Not just in broad categories like arms, legs, and torso, but in much finer detail—strengthening each muscle, joint, and nerve individually.

As I open my eyes, I continue enhancing my body while simultaneously drawing threads of magic from my hands.

More than ten threads emerge from both hands, floating in the air. The threads intertwine to become one, then spread out again, this time into thirty or more strands.

After floating around for a while, the magic threads finally take shape, transforming into various forms.

Protein containers, barbells, dumbbells, and more.

Since I was creating whatever came to mind, some very characteristic items appeared. Anyone watching might think I was just a know-it-all who'd seen too much but knew little, especially since my body still maintained its fragile appearance even after two months.

"Phew!"

Time for a break.

After training for quite a while, I let out a short sigh.

I retrieved the magic threads and returned them to my core. Since they had remained connected to the core the whole time, the loss was almost zero.

When I came to my senses, I realized my entire body was drenched in sweat. It was only natural, having done both detailed physical enhancement and magic manipulation.

Ignoring my body's complaints about needing a shower, I looked around.

"Shit. Why did they bring that here?"

My eyes fell on a photo I'd taken before, now hanging on the wall as a bromide. A pitiful girl with an awkward smile making V-signs with both hands, surrounded by burly men showing their white teeth.

That was me.

"Shit."

My face instinctively wrinkled. It showed an innocent-looking face with no trace of my former self. Everything about me looked weak, making me appear more like a heroine who needed protection than a hero who protected others.

Just looking at it put me in a bad mood, but it seemed too precious to throw away. I unconsciously pulled in my lips, which had been jutting out. Despite appearances, the photo meant quite a lot to me.

Starting with Incheon Yong, I'd gotten to know all sorts of people. In other words, I'd unexpectedly made connections with important people quite easily.

That bromide was a monument to that.

Nevertheless, looking at it kept reminding me of how small I'd become, so I quickly averted my gaze.

Today especially, I missed my lost partner. The partner I used to comfort with my right hand.

"Hmm..."

I turned my gaze behind me. I picked up the phone lying there and accessed an auction site.

After leaving the secret passage with Se-Won, I'd snuck back in alone and confirmed the electricity worked, making this possible.

The auction site was full of all kinds of appliances. Even narrowing it down to just TVs, there were dozens of options.

I shouldn't choose right away.
I needed to carefully consider which would be better, which would suit our secret base.

Just looking at the options made me happy, and I spent a long time engrossed in selecting furniture, grinning all the while.



* * *



"Good evening, my contractor."

About three hours after returning from the secret base.
Just as I finished my training in my room, Foriner appeared. Considering the times he'd shown up before, he must have been waiting for this exact moment.

"Perfect timing."
"Perfect? You must have business with me."
"Yes. Perfect timing."

When Foriner appeared, it usually meant something was happening. We weren't friends but rather bound by contract.

Foriner smiled and gestured for me to speak first. Well, it wasn't common for me to bring up business first. He must have been curious.

I nodded and spoke.

"I want information about the Gresorion."

Gresorion. The collective name for the monsters. Humanity had been fighting them for decades, but we knew very little about them. Their power was so overwhelming that we couldn't gather much information.

But what about me?

Suddenly, I had this thought.
Could I infiltrate to find out about Soo-Hyun's situation?

I won't deny it's arrogance. But I definitely had the power to match it.

"With my power. I want to dive into enemy territory myself and extract some information."

The monsters operate on survival of the fittest. But since they've easily torn humans apart, they must have a leadership that allows them to function as a group, and channels for sharing information.

Then why not target that? Foriner would find a way. Based on his method, I could extract the information.

Perhaps.

I might even get information about Soo-Hyun.
That's what I thought.

"What do you think?"

When I finished speaking, his eyes widened slightly. Then his mouth corners pulled up into a wide grin.

"Good. That's my contractor. Very good!"

Foriner began to cackle with a low laugh.

"I'll return in a few days."

After laughing for a while, he said only this before disappearing.

"Wait. You should at least explain why you showed up in the first place."

He vanished so suddenly that I felt I should have heard what he had to say before telling him my request.

Ch.26 - The Worries Of A Giant Girl (1)
In the dim surroundings, large cylindrical tanks emitting blue light illuminated the area.

Though the place seemed quiet, a subtle pulsing sound echoed from all directions.

In the center of the room was a large tank. Something curled up like a baby slept quietly inside, and a girl was gazing at it lovingly.

The girl was completely white. Her hair, skin, and eyebrows—everything except her red eyes and light pink lips had a pure white hue.

"So this is where you were."
"Ah. Welcome."

After the girl silently stared at the tank for about five minutes, another girl who looked like a high school student appeared in the room.

"Nabi. How was your day?"
"...Nothing special. What about you, Mother?"

She said I could call her Mom.
Despite this, the girl called "Mother" seemed pleased, smiling softly as she approached Nabi.

Moving with weak steps, she finally reached Nabi and looked her over to check if she was hurt anywhere.

"Or you could call me Hye-ji. What do you think?"
"I'm fine. Why would I call my mother anything else?"

A slender hand caressed Nabi's face. Though her words were curt, Nabi couldn't completely hide her embarrassment as she quietly accepted the touch. Her mother's touch was embarrassing but not unpleasant.

A mother and daughter who didn't look related at all. In reality, they were actually blood relatives.

Hye-ji chuckled with smiling eyes. Her face showed she was simply happy to look at her daughter. She could only reflect on how much her daughter had changed since entering puberty.

Suddenly becoming conscious of her surroundings, it had been nearly two months since she changed from calling her "Mom" to "Mother."

"Hehe. Let's leave it at that then. Oh, right. It's been about a week now—have you made any friends?"
"..."

Nabi's lips pressed tightly shut.
It was a mischievous question, knowing her situation.

Conversely, Hye-ji knew that making friends would only cause trouble for Nabi, yet she still wished her daughter could make some.

Nabi vaguely understood this intention.

"Not yet. Though there is someone who catches my attention."
"Oh my. What kind of person?"

Nabi bowed her head deeply and began to hesitate. Someone who caught her attention—in other words, someone she wanted to get close to.
After briefly considering whether she should really say it, Nabi raised her head.

"She's... a bit small..."

Nabi thought of the girl she wanted to befriend. Slightly shorter than average height. A lovely appearance that made you want to protect her.
Also, a girl with some power to draw people's hearts.
The hope that maybe she could become friends with someone like her.

"Um..."

I shouldn't get close to people. But I want to. Nabi had been harboring these conflicting feelings for a week now.

"Ah! By the way, how's my sibling? I heard their condition suddenly worsened."

Nabi ultimately swallowed her words and hastily changed the subject. It was still difficult to talk about. She reminded herself that her position meant she shouldn't get entangled with others.

So Nabi forcibly changed the topic by pointing at the tank behind Hye-ji's back.

"Hm? Ah~ It's fine now."

Still shy, I see. Hye-ji could see right through Nabi. Thinking she'd probe a bit more later, she obediently turned around to look at the tank.

"It's entered a stable phase now."

As she spoke, Hye-ji stroked her lower abdomen. It was an unconscious gesture. And Nabi watched this action clearly with her own eyes.

*How many more times will she have to suffer?*

Hye-ji's pain. It wasn't something that happened just once or twice. Even after Nabi was born, screams periodically came from beyond the thick iron door.

And Nabi had grown up hearing those screams.

The result was the haggard appearance that was clearly visible despite the dark room. Although she had erased that look when she discovered Nabi, Nabi knew well why Hye-ji had appeared that way.

Nabi's mother, Hye-ji, had lost her vitality long ago.

*I need to do better.*

She couldn't let her mother suffer anymore. She had to prove her worth to prevent such terrible things from happening again.
Nabi held this thought in her heart.

"...Is that so? That's good then. I'll be going now."

Nabi quickly threw out the words to hide her tightening throat and turned away.


* * *


5 AM. Before sunrise.
As soon as the alarm went off, I opened my eyes and hurriedly began preparing to leave.

"Mmm..."

Looking in the mirror, I fixed my hair that had gotten slightly messy while sleeping. Last time when I went without fixing it, those two teamed up to scold me, so I don't know what they'll say if I go without fixing it again.

"Why do I have to worry about so many things?"

Unlike when I was a man and could just wear a hat pulled down and go about casually, now there are countless things to be concerned about.

I want to complain about not being able to just do things roughly, but I'm afraid of what reaction that might bring. At least if I fix my hair a bit before going, they won't say much, so I should at least do that.

"Hup...!"

After washing my face and roughly fixing my hair, I gathered the items I'd brought from my studio apartment. They were quite heavy without physical enhancement, so I had to infuse my entire body with magical power.

"Phew!"

Having obtained permission in advance, I entered the training room through the main entrance, and it was completely empty. Either everyone was lazy, or truly no one was around at this hour.

Arriving at the center of the training room, I put down what I had brought.

Three round containers.
Protein powder.

In the past, I couldn't have imagined giving away protein that would have become my blood and muscle, but this current body just gets full no matter how much protein I consume—it's useless.

"Isn't it better if someone else uses it?"

I couldn't just throw it away, so I brought it, but I never expected it would be used like this.

Muttering to myself, I looked at the unopened protein containers. I sincerely hoped this protein would become part of their muscles.

Looking at the clock on the training room wall, it was 5:10 AM. Thanks to my quick preparations, I had some time to spare—about 20 minutes.


"..."

I quietly shifted my gaze to a corner of the training room.
Wondering if someone might already be there without me noticing, I looked around carefully and then tiptoed over.

"Ahem! Ahem!"

I cleared my throat unnecessarily for a final check.
Fortunately, my cough only echoed with no response.

I carefully walked to where guns for non-combat ability users were placed. Self-defense weapons that could fire one's magical power as bullets.

"These are only used by cowards though."

I quickly grabbed one gun in each hand. For some reason, I could feel my lips curving into a smile.

Then I went to the wall that was entirely a mirror and tried various poses.

"Oh? Ohh?"

My heart was pounding.

How should I put it—I felt like I should be wearing a coat and sunglasses. In this situation where my heart wouldn't stop racing, I felt like a protagonist in a movie.

If someone caught me like this, I'd have to physically erase their memory. But it's dawn now! Nobody! Absolutely nobody would come here!

Yes! This place is mine alone right now!

"If I don't get caught, it's all good!"

Like this!
Like this!!
Like this!!!

I was busy striking cool-looking poses with gleaming eyes.

Once as if I were in a real gunfight, and another time as if performing gun kata at close range. I was recreating scenes from movies playing in my head.

"What won't you get caught doing?"
"?!"

After striking poses for who knows how long, Han Chae-eun appeared from behind me with those words. She had emerged from a spot perfectly hidden from the mirror in front of me.

And my body froze in the exact pose I was holding when I discovered her.

"..."

Her expression in the mirror showed disbelief, as if wondering what I was doing. When I quickly hid the guns behind my back, her expression grew increasingly bizarre.

"Seriously, what are you doing?"
"No. No, it's. I wasn't doing anything. Nothing."
"What's that behind your back? Trying to show me better?"
"N-no?!"

I quickly turned around to hide the guns from her sight.

"I can still see them, you know? Those."

Han Chae-eun pointed past me with the same incredulous expression. Turning my head slightly, sure enough, the mirror on the wall was reflecting my back.

"No... it's not... well... actually it is...."

My face turned completely red.
So red I wondered if it was possible to blush this much.


* * *


"Huff... huff..."
"Haah...! Haah...!"

Labored breathing sounds came from below. The number was three, not two.

"Phew..."

Two people were gasping as if about to leave this world. But In Ha-ram seemed determined not to make panting sounds, desperately suppressing them while exhaling softly.

"Everyone seems to be doing better than yesterday. If you keep this up consistently, you'll surpass me in no time."

I spoke to the three people sprawled on the floor. I pushed them hard with something simple but difficult, and they all seemed too exhausted to even respond.

"So let's do it one more time!"

I smiled brightly and used healing magic on them. Since I was already transformed, the healing magic manifested in its complete form and seeped into them.

"This is truly hell."
"I'm dying..."
"..."

Kim Se-won, Han Chae-eun, and In Ha-ram.
The three showed different reactions as they barely got up from the floor. Now that the pain throughout their bodies had disappeared, they probably felt they could handle one more round.

"Let me explain again just in case. Physical enhancement through magical power is the most basic of basics in controlling magical power. You need to be able to move magical power according to your will before you can move on to the next level."

I told them the theory I had drilled into my body and mind since childhood.

My growth was delayed, so I've only just reached the point of being able to release and control magical power externally, but I feel like these kids might be different.

However, after teaching them for a week, I've had one question.

Why can't they perform basic physical enhancement that even those rolling around at The Front Line can do?

Of course, not all heroes at The Front Line are good at controlling magical power, including physical enhancement, but the students at the academy were particularly bad.

A select few students from hero training schools nationwide. In other words, they're elites, yet they're like this. I can't understand it.

But soon this question disappeared. Thinking back carefully, heroes from the academy who proudly entered The Front Line five years ago either died showing off, hid behind other heroes, or somehow found their own way to survive.

Perhaps their growth is slow due to the absence of proper field experience.

"Hmm..."

Tap tap. I tapped the floor with my foot, lost in thought. Though their bodies were fine, the kids didn't look good. It was as if they hadn't noticed their bodies had returned to normal.

How can I resolve this situation?
Not only making them realize their bodies have returned to normal, but also finding a way to improve their skills faster.

"Ah! Guys! I just had a great idea!"

The answer came surprisingly quickly, thanks to my thoughts about The Front Line just moments ago.

Yes. If there's one thing I realized at The Front Line, it's that...

"Let's have one-on-one sparring without using abilities! Just enhance yourselves with magical power!"

When you're fighting to survive, your body somehow moves.

I couldn't think of anything better than this.
If they don't listen, I'll beat them up, and if I keep beating them until they listen, they'll learn to control their magical power just to survive.

Even if an arm or leg breaks, I can heal them, so it's fine!

I don't know whose idea this was originally, but I can confidently say there's no more efficient method.

"With who? You? Really? No, don't joke. Please. Seriously."

Kim Se-won was the first to react.
He stepped back a couple of steps with a look of disgust, just like a terrified little mouse.

"Great! Kim Se-won! You're up first!"

Then I should let him experience it first.

Ch.27 - The Worries Of A Giant Girl (2)
"Let's end it for today."

Hehehe. I let out an unusual laugh that I don't normally make. It was the sense of accomplishment welling up from my chest that made me do this.

In front of me lay several people, sprawled out and unable to move a finger. All of them knocked out by me. And they had definitely grown compared to before.

Why hide it? I gave each one a thorough massage. I even cornered them repeatedly to create a sense of crisis.

I didn't go as far as breaking their limbs like I initially thought, but I hit them hard enough to leave bruises, which seemed to give them a proper sense of danger. In-Ha-Ram especially showed a lot of growth.

"Phew!"

It was only a tiny bit of growth, but seeing it made me so happy that I might have gone a bit overboard.

As a result, even In-Ha-Ram, who was always obsessively concerned about appearances due to pride, completely let go of that pride. To the point where he couldn't even control his breathing properly.

Come to think of it, my mother taught me the same way. She would say the easiest method was to beat lessons into the body until it remembered, pushing me just to the point where I could still move the next day.

Maybe it's thanks to this brutal teaching method that someone like me, who had absolutely no talent, barely managed to reach C-rank and survive on The Front Line.

"She's completely different from how she looks. Seriously."
"Huh? What did you say?"
"..."

I heard Kim Se-Won muttering something while catching his breath. When I responded, he immediately went silent as if surprised I'd heard him.

It's pointless to try hiding it when he's the only one here with a deep voice past puberty.

"Whatever. Come on, let's go wash up."

No need to pay attention to every little thing. Whatever he had to say was probably just whining about being sore or in pain anyway.

"Everyone's bodies are fine now, so let's go! Otherwise we'll miss breakfast."

We're really running out of time now. If we hurry and wash up, we'll have just enough time for breakfast.

I don't tolerate skipping meals. The body needs nutrients to grow. In other words, proper nutrition leads to muscle development.

I cast healing magic on the kids who still weren't moving and urged them to get up. I even went over to In-Ha-Ram, who I'd been particularly rough with, and shook him.

"Can't move..."

But they still wouldn't budge. They seemed to be under the illusion that their bodies still couldn't move. Han Chae-Eun's whining voice crawled up from below as evidence.

The kids didn't seem to remember how desperately they had moved earlier, and were now just lazing around on the floor.

Despite our time constraints, they weren't moving a finger, just flapping their mouths—as if trying to become one with the floor.

"Hmm..."

What should I do with them?
I fell into thought for a moment.

Right. People are happiest where they're most comfortable. If they love the floor that much, the answer is to bury them in it.

"If you like the floor so much, I could just bury you in it. Just wait. I'll bury you all myself."

There wasn't anything around to dig with. But I could just dig with my hands, so it wasn't really a problem.

"Come to think of it, I'm actually starving!"

Thump!

Apparently, they didn't love the floor that much after all.
At my words, they all jumped up at once. Especially Chae-Eun, who had quite the appetite—she even rubbed her stomach as if she was really hungry.

"That's good then. Let's hurry."

I can see their mouths twitching as they smile. Wondering if the cold floor had somehow affected their faces, I cast healing magic on them once more before leading the two girls to the shower room.

Today, my skill of showering with my eyes closed proved useful once again.


* * *


Time passed, and it was now lunchtime.
Chae-Eun, In-Ha-Ram, and I were eating in the cafeteria. Kim Se-Won, the only male in our group, went to eat with two other guys at the table in front, leaving just the three of us.

I tried to join them, but they refused, saying they didn't know what might happen if I approached them.

Anyway, today's lunch is meat. Delicious meat. Meat is good. Actually, we eat only meat for both lunch and dinner. Thanks to my convenient body, I don't even need to worry about nutritional imbalance.

"I should be sore all over, but I don't understand why I feel fine. I still can't believe it. Look at this. It was covered in bruises this morning, but it doesn't even itch now."
"Hey! Don't talk while eating. It's crude. Learn from Eun-Ha, will you? Look how gracefully she eats."

Chae-Eun rolled up her sleeve, revealing smooth, fair skin without a single mark or injury.
But In-Ha-Ram didn't seem to like that and scolded her, dragging me into it as well.

I just don't talk much normally, and I don't talk much while eating either.

To be fair, Chae-Eun does have that tendency. She's the type to chat while eating—the complete opposite of In-Ha-Ram and me.

But it's not strange. It's just that our group of three including me is unusual; most people talk while eating.

"...But healing magic is truly amazing every time I see it. Really. The name 'Transcendent' isn't just for show."
"What? 'For show'? In-Ha-Ram, you're using crude language too~"
"T-that's because I've been hanging around you two...!"

Nom nom nom.
I watch the two of them bicker while chewing a mouthful of meat. It seems like In-Ha-Ram is gradually being influenced by Chae-Eun, as her psychological barriers are slowly crumbling.

How should I put it? It feels like Chae-Eun is actively working to influence us.

I cautiously wonder if the day will come when she'll be hurling ice spears at monsters while cursing them out.

"By the way, Chae-Eun, aren't you eating less than usual today?"

When their bickering momentarily subsided, I pointed my chopsticks at Chae-Eun's plate. The meat in my mouth had just settled comfortably in my stomach.

Chae-Eun's plate had much less food than I'd ever seen her with before. She normally eats about three times what others do, but today it's only about twice as much.

Also, even her eating style—which had sparked the earlier bickering—seemed forced, as if she was deliberately trying to appear energetic.

To be blunt, it was overdone.

"Huh? Ah~ Well, you know."

Caught off guard, Chae-Eun's gaze wandered through the air. She seemed to be desperately searching for something to say.

"These things happen. Yeah."

Unable to find the right words, she tried to brush it off. The smile on her face couldn't have been more awkward.

Something's up. She clearly has some uncomfortable worry that's difficult to bring up. I shifted my gaze to In-Ha-Ram and our eyes met perfectly.

"Is that so?"

Both In-Ha-Ram and Chae-Eun are quite beautiful girls. Naturally thinking that she might be carrying some worries made me concerned.

Although my manhood went to America, my male instincts apparently remained.

I quickly lowered my wrist under the table to send In-Ha-Ram a message. If it had been Soo-Hyun, we could have communicated just by exchanging glances, but unfortunately, the girl in front of me wasn't Soo-Hyun.

In-Ha-Ram lowered her wrist at the exact same time I did. She probably anticipated what I was going to do.

[Let's pry later. Not now.]
[Got it.]

As expected. We looked at each other and nodded slightly.

I'll probably be the one taking direct action, but since this is my first time being so close to girls in my life, I'll need to put in some effort.


* * *


Time passed, and after school.
I came to the secret base through the hidden passage in the dormitory.

In the end, I couldn't find either the cause or a solution by the time school ended, so I came to the secret base to clear my head.

"Oh?"

But something surprising happened.
The secret base, which had been covered in dust until yesterday, was now clean.

"You're here?"

Tap tap.

And in the center of the base was Kim Se-Won, dusting off his hands. That wasn't all. There were several pieces of furniture in the secret base that hadn't been there yesterday.

I looked around the secret base in a daze. Not only had it been cleaned and furnished, but lighting had been installed as well.

"W-what is this? And where are the cleaning supplies?"

Don't tell me he cleaned the dust with his bare hands?!

Whoosh—

Wind blew in from the window that had been left open for cleaning. The breeze hit me square in the face, making my hair flutter.

"I came right after school ended! For cleaning, I just used telekinesis to gather all the dust. I secretly moved these things in last night."

Kim Se-Won answered my question with a satisfied smile. Right. If he had any sense, he wouldn't have scooped dust with his hands. I was foolish to even consider it.

Anyway, it had been about an hour since school ended when I arrived at the dormitory and then came here.

In that one hour, Kim Se-Won had cleaned, installed lighting, and set up furniture that he must have procured from somewhere—quite the heavy labor.

"Amazing. So cool!"

An exclamation of admiration welled up from my chest. I rushed over to him, grabbed his hand, and shook it vigorously.

Kim Se-Won had completely taken care of everything I had planned to handle myself. Just a glance revealed a sofa, bed, folding desk, and even a refrigerator.

It was only possible because Kim Se-Won could use telekinesis to move these things.

"Ah! Money! What about money??"

Belatedly, I thought about the money that would have been needed to buy all these things. It looked expensive just at a glance.

"It's fine. These were all going to be thrown away anyway. I got them from the recycling center in the Academy District yesterday. They're all usable, and I repaired anything that was broken. I only spent money on parts for repairs."

"..."

What is this guy?

My mouth hung open, refusing to close. So what he's saying is that from the moment we discovered the secret base yesterday, he had already planned all this.

"Actually, I enjoy working with machines more than being a hero."
"Still, it's amazing. Really. Really."

I kept nodding and didn't hold back on the praise. What does it matter if they're not new? No, this is actually better.

Since we're creating this space with our own power, it's better to repurpose things others have discarded than to spend a lot of money buying new stuff.

"Then let's go to the school store! The store!"
"The store? Why?"
"We have a refrigerator now, so we need to stock it with something!"

But this means I haven't contributed anything to the secret base. And although we're the same age on paper, he's still younger than me.

I didn't like the idea of making someone who's practically my younger brother do all the work.

So what should I do? The conclusion I came to was securing food supplies for the secret base.

While the dormitory cafeteria is full of delicious food, there's a certain charm to eating in a place like this. If that's the case, we should stock up in advance so we can eat whenever we want.

Completely forgetting my original purpose for coming to the secret base, I dragged Kim Se-Won toward the school store.

Ch.28 - The Worries Of A Giant Girl (3)
"Hehe!"

I let out a quiet laugh.
In my hands was alcohol—stuff I'd bought when I lived in a studio apartment.

"A secret base needs things like this, right?"

Though I said it to myself, I wasn't actually sure if this was the right thing to do. After all, this was my first time having a secret base. I was just following my heart's command to bring alcohol here.

My actions must have been satisfying because my excited heart was pounding. My lips had unconsciously curled into a smile.

I wondered how the others would react when they saw this. One of the small wishes of a loner who only had one friend was to gather with others and share drinks together.

While I was feeling satisfied after stuffing all the secretly brought alcohol into the refrigerator, a thought crossed my mind.

"Is this okay?"

I stroked my chin, deep in thought. At the same time, anxiety bloomed in my chest.
My hand moved from my chin to my lips. I was approaching my third month as a woman. And during the first two months, I had received rigorous training from my mother.

Not just training to increase my own power, but training to ensure that people around me wouldn't suspect I used to be a man.

If I just wanted to attend school, I could have shown my true self. Or more precisely, if I had followed the proper procedures like other students at the co-ed school.

But I was a special admission student who appeared out of nowhere, and I had entered the academy with a purpose.

In other words, I was in a position where I needed to minimize anything that could make people dislike me, which meant hiding the fact that I was originally a man.

If people found out that someone who was already irritating for getting special admission was originally a man, I would become easy prey.

Additionally—

'A saint should appear pitiful, pure, and docile!'

—as Foriner, my sponsor and source of power, had said, I needed to act in a way that would make people like me.

In other words, there was nothing good about being exposed!
Even if it was awkward and annoying, I had to hide my original speech patterns and the fact that I was a man!

"This is fucking annoying."

I slipped between the curtains and looked out the window. The quiet, dark school landscape came into view. I sighed against the window, causing it to fog up.

To express my sullen mood, I drew a middle finger shape with my finger.

Actually, the latter is more dangerous now. If I had revealed that I was originally a man from the beginning, that would be one thing, but if it came out now?

I don't even want to imagine it.

It would mean I had been keeping quiet while using the same changing room as girls and even showering with them. My already unstable position would definitely become more precarious.

If such a situation arose, it might be better to just destroy everything and run away.

"Ah, as if I'd get caught?"

I probably wouldn't get caught under normal circumstances. I had received training that was almost like brainwashing, anticipating that I might slip up. Honestly, my mother put more effort into this aspect.

I admit that I can be careless and stupid at times.

But still, there's always that possibility.
What if my past is revealed? What if those three I've finally become friends with find out? What if everyone turns against me all at once, like what happened in elementary school?

My clenched fist trembled. Memories I didn't want to think about freely roamed my mind.

Anxiety that arose this way didn't easily disappear. Instead, it began to swell even more.

I suppressed a weak moan by gritting my teeth. Even now, I don't want to remember those old days.

It means there were others besides Gresorions and villains who disliked heroes who protected citizens.

"Sigh."

I started to dislike myself for still not being able to shake off childhood memories. But since I couldn't immediately dismiss them, I found my mother's contact on my communication terminal and called her.

[Hello?]
"Oh. Master. What are you doing?"
[What would I be doing? Like any office worker who's off duty, I'm resting at home.]
"...I see?"

It was completely different from the atmosphere she showed in the classroom. That's why it was reassuring. It was a voice that was all too familiar to me.

[Ahh! That's refreshing! So. Did something happen? I think it's been about two weeks since you called me first.]

My mother was probably drinking beer, as she spoke in a comfortable voice, having shed the mask of the kind teacher she showed at the academy.
Indeed, this was the appearance I saw every day, so it felt familiar.

"Nothing happened. I just wanted to hear your sloppy voice after a while."
[What?]

Her response indicated disbelief. Yes. How long has it been since we had such pointless conversations? Living while hiding our relationship, this kind of dialogue was quite welcome.

[Anyway. What's the real reason you called?]
"What reason would there be? I just wanted to call, that's all. It's not like I've only been deceived all my life."

Chewing sounds. She was probably eating dried squid from a convenience store. It's her favorite snack.
Setting aside the snack, my mother seemed to see through my intention to say something.

[Alright.]
"...Just. You know."

Despite her seemingly annoyed tone, her voice was serious. The chewing sounds had disappeared. She was pretending not to care but was ready to listen.

But when I tried to open up, the words wouldn't come out. Even though my mother wasn't in front of me, my gaze kept darting around nervously.

"Phew! I was just curious about something."

I finally managed to speak. Since it was my mother and no one else, I had faith that even if she teased me about whatever I said, she wouldn't spread it to others.

Vague stories, future concerns, current anxieties, and so on.

Walking slowly through the secret passage, I talked with my mother for a long time. By the end, the anxiety that had been knotted in my chest had disappeared.

* * *

After finishing the call with my mother, on my way back to my room.

While being cautious of my surroundings, as I came up from the basement to the first floor lobby of the dormitory, a familiar face entered my view.
Smooth black hair, mysterious purple eyes, and a voluptuous chest that no clothing could conceal.

"Han Chae-Eun...?"

It was none other than Han Chae-Eun.
What was she doing at this hour? She was also checking her surroundings and sneaking towards the outside, similar to what I had been doing.

Where is she going at this hour?

I quickly checked the time on my communication terminal. I had spent quite some time in the secret passage, but this time of night generally had fewer people passing by.

11 PM. Those who sleep early are asleep, and others are hanging out in their rooms or friends' rooms. It was suspicious that she was sneaking out at this hour, carefully watching her surroundings.

She must be going to eat something delicious in secret!

My intuition in these situations was quite accurate. Han Chae-Eun was known as a big eater, even to those who weren't close to her. My guess was probably right.

So I started following her, suppressing my presence. I planned to appear in front of her when she was about to enjoy her secretly prepared food.

However, contrary to my expectations, Han Chae-Eun wasn't heading outside the academy. She was going to the training room, a place far from food and one that the four of us, including me, frequently visited.

She must have hidden it in an unexpected place where others wouldn't think to look!

The training room was quiet at this hour. It was evidence that no one wanted to push their bodies late into the night. Honestly, it's a shame. They should be holed up in the training room if they want to suffer less at The Front Line.

Anyway, maintaining a suitable distance, I followed Han Chae-Eun. She seemed to have prepared a key in advance, as she opened the door to the training room and immediately locked it.

I couldn't follow her anymore in this situation.
But there was a way.

I recalled a small window that Han Chae-Eun had once shown me to tease me. A place too small for someone as big as Han Chae-Eun to attempt to enter. But for someone with a lean body like mine, it was possible to get in somehow.

It was a bit of a detour, but the only way to get inside right now was through that window.

"Ugh...! Ha!"

I threw myself towards the window, climbing over the wall, and entered the changing room. It was pitch dark, but since it was a place I used frequently, landing wasn't a problem.

"Slurp."

Maybe it was because I had been talking with my mother about various things, but I was hungry too. Considering Han Chae-Eun's appetite, she probably wouldn't eat everything at once.

Quickly but stealthily, I left the changing room and moved towards the center of the training room.

"Huff! Huff! Hnnnnnnng!!!"

As I got closer to the training room, Han Chae-Eun's voice grew louder. It was the voice of someone exerting all their strength to do something.

Is she trying to eat snacks? Sometimes snack bags can be hard to open.

Guessing that the food she was trying to eat secretly was probably snacks, I nodded slightly. Snack bags are troublesome things—if you apply too much force, they burst, and if you apply too little, they don't open.

I stuck to the corridor wall and peeked out just enough to see inside the training room.

Crack! Crackle!

The scene in the training room was quite different from what I had expected. Contrary to my expectation of seeing food scattered around, Han Chae-Eun was striking various poses in front of a mirrored wall, her face turning bright red.

"Hah! Huff! Hup! Hnnng!"

What on earth is she doing?
More than disappointment at the absence of food, I was curious.

Striking various poses could be considered a hobby. But what concerned me was that she was emitting magical power unstably, causing her superpower to manifest as static electricity.

"Why! Why isn't it working...!"

A voice full of impatience. Her face was bright red from exerting all her strength, and she was making a tearful expression. She looked frustrated that something that should be working wasn't.

"Other kids did it so well...!"

Other kids?
Was Han Chae-Eun compared to someone?
Could this be because of what she showed at lunch?

I pondered deeply. At least from what I remember, there was no such incident. There is something I can guess, but I'm not sure if it's correct.

"Kim Se-Won and In Ha-Ram do it so well...!"

Really?

I observed Han Chae-Eun's actions as she strained with wide eyes. I finally realized that it was similar to what I had seen in the mornings over the past few days.

I closed my eyes briefly while looking at Han Chae-Eun and thought.
Should I go out and help Han Chae-Eun? Would giving more help hurt her?

No.

My deliberation wasn't long. I opened my eyes again and nodded. Overthinking doesn't suit my personality.

So let's just push forward.

Discarding all the concerns I had been pondering, I stepped into the training room.

Han Chae-Eun's worry is this:
Her growth rate is too slow compared to others. I actually thought Han Chae-Eun's growth rate was fast, but she didn't feel that way because the others were growing too quickly.

She was feeling anxious about her relatively slow growth rate. It might seem like a trivial concern, but it was genuinely serious to her, which made me want to help. Indeed, Han Chae-Eun had less talent compared to the others.

Despite the mirror in front of her, Han Chae-Eun didn't notice my arrival. She was just straining and groaning.

"Oh?!"

It was only when I approached her and gently placed my hand between her shoulder blades that she realized I was behind her.

"Uh, uhhhhhh...!"
"Hi."

Surprised and frozen, she repeated the same sound like a broken computer.

Regardless, I corrected her posture. I made her sit on the floor slowly, pulling her lower abdomen back while keeping her arms and legs together.

"Straining won't mean anything. You need to contemplate the core inside."
"C-contemplate...?"
"Close your eyes and listen to your heartbeat. Slowly. Slowly focus your consciousness on the core inside your heart, and you'll begin to see its form."
"Umm...."

She looked bewildered. But she seemed to realize that I was trying to help her, as she soon closed her eyes according to my instructions.

"Breathe naturally. Just focus your mind on the core inside."
"I-it tickles...."
"What?"
"No. C-continue."

I don't know what she found ticklish, but I continued with the explanation while sticking close to her. I placed my hand between her shoulder blades again and examined her core.

Just in case something went wrong, I wanted to be ready to respond immediately. This was how my mother taught me to contemplate my core for the first time.

30 minutes passed like that.

"Nnng...!"
"Keep focusing."
"My ear tickles...."
"Focus."
"Mmm."

Han Chae-Eun groaned.
After 30 minutes with no results, she must be feeling frustrated. But I kept telling her to focus. If one lacks talent, one needs perseverance and the will to continue steadily.

"Ah!"

After about 20 more minutes.
Just as I felt the pulsation of the core through my hand on Han Chae-Eun's back, her eyes finally opened.

"I saw it! I saw it! This is my core, right? Right? Huh?"
"That's right. Other kids would probably struggle with this, you know?"

I took three days for this.
I couldn't bring myself to say that. I didn't want to pour cold water on her joy.

"Then let's move on to the next step."

The road ahead was still long.
If it couldn't be solved with innate sense, the only way was to move forward steadily, one step at a time.

* * *

And so, we immersed ourselves in training, losing track of time.

Though she lacked technique, Han Chae-Eun wasn't without absorption ability, and she slowly walked the same path I had learned.

"...Eun-Ha. What time is it now?"
"Huh?"

After some time, when I came to my senses, the clock was pointing not to 1 or 2, but to 5. It meant we had stayed up all night.

"We're fu—ahem! This is bad. Somehow we've stayed up all night."

In my surprise, I almost said "we're fucked" but covered my mouth and corrected myself.

I had only intended to teach her the basics, not to stay up all night.

But maybe because Han Chae-Eun and I were in similar situations, seeing her eager to learn from me made me lose track of time while teaching.

Yes, it's because we're in similar situations. Though she's much better off than me, I could see that at this rate, Han Chae-Eun's position would gradually narrow in this place filled with talented individuals.

And Han Chae-Eun sensed this too. She knew she was the slowest among the three learning how to strengthen their bodies with magical power from me.
That's why it became a concern for her, and why she couldn't bring herself to tell us.

Seeing her reminded me of myself when my growth was blocked by a wall, which is why I taught her some of the training methods that my mother and I had done—methods I would never have shared with others.

"S-should we shower and think about it?"

I urged Han Chae-Eun with an awkward smile. I even took her hand and led her towards the shower room.

A firm determination to finally see. The pathetic behavior of the past two months—closing my eyes while showering because I couldn't even look at my own meager body—it was time to put an end to it.

It's not just about seeing my body. I was determined to see Han Chae-Eun's body too, with my eyes wide open.

Just a glance at Han Chae-Eun revealed those massive mounds. I had never seen someone so large yet so beautiful in my life.

This was the reason I shared a bit of what I learned from my mother with Han Chae-Eun.

To be frank, if it were an ordinary person, I would have just felt sympathy and a sense of kinship and left it at that. In other words, face and figure can be effective weapons in certain situations.

"Uh, t-that...."

Han Chae-Eun's hesitant lips finally parted.

Growl-

"Ah."
"S-should we eat first? I'm hungry too right now."
"U-um."

However, the loud growling sound from Han Chae-Eun's stomach interrupted both her words and my plans.

For Han Chae-Eun, filling her stomach was more important than anything. Naturally, we had to head to the dining hall before anywhere else, and my selfish plan to shower together was thwarted.

Damn it.

Ch.29 - Rival Appears (1)
"Eun-Ha, why don't we keep this just between us?"

With a faint blush on her face, Han Chae-eun spoke shyly. Eun-Ha recalled what Chae-eun had said after they finished their time alone a few days ago, and smiled contentedly.

The faces of Kim Se-Won and Inha-ram then flashed through her mind.

The secret base she discovered with Kim Se-Won.
Inha-ram's father complex tendencies.
Han Chae-eun's inferiority complex and their secret training sessions.

Though each situation was different, her heart fluttered at the thought that they had all unintentionally shared their secrets with her.

"You seem to be in quite a good mood, my contractor."
"I have my reasons. Yes."

But she had no intention of telling Foriner about it. He enjoyed putting her in difficult situations, and she'd endured quite a lot during the three months since becoming a woman.

"That's a shame. Can't be helped if my contractor doesn't want to share."

Foriner gave up surprisingly quickly.
Yet he still wore that inscrutable smile.

It was nighttime now.
Dusk had fallen and the moon had risen.
This was also when Eun-Ha typically operated as a magical girl.

Grumbling to herself about whether he was always in a good mood or just pretending, Eun-Ha brushed off Foriner's words.
All while maintaining that contented smile.

She still hadn't realized what kind of impact her smile had.
In fact, Foriner seemed to be growing more fond of his current contractor because of that smile.

"Anyway, today is finally the day we visit enemy territory. But before we go, there's one thing you should be cautious about."
"Something to be cautious about?"

The two sat facing each other at the table in Eun-Ha's room.
As Foriner spoke, the smile finally disappeared from Eun-Ha's face, replaced by seriousness.

"The place we're going is where executive-level monsters reside. Even for a contractor, one wrong move could cost you your head."

Executive-level.
Tension rose at his words.
Her eyes widened slightly as she froze.
Eun-Ha swallowed hard and focused all her attention on Foriner's words. That's how frightening the term "executive-level" was.

While a hero's rank typically means they can defeat a monster of the same rank alone, that premise changes from A-rank upward.

As monsters increase in rank, they become more humanoid, with A-rank monsters all taking perfect human form.

A-rank and above are all executives or equivalent positions. They all possess power that could rightfully be called living disasters.
Even multiple A-rank heroes would struggle just to survive against them, let alone defeat them.

In fact, when an A-rank entity appeared at The Front Line, it could drastically reduce the already insufficient number of heroes.

In other words, if Eun-Ha acted recklessly, she could lose her head.

"Don't worry. As long as you don't act carelessly, you won't be discovered."

Foriner stood up from the bed and patted Eun-Ha's shoulder. A warm energy flowed from his hand into her shoulder and down to her core.

Instantly, her heart calmed. Her tense body relaxed. Eun-Ha stared at his face in amazement, wondering what exactly he couldn't do.

"I-I know that."

After a moment, Eun-Ha nodded in response. Seeing Foriner's teasing smile, she realized how silly her reaction had been and lowered her reddening face.

"I-I really do know how useful the power you gave me is."

Despite the presence of A-rank or higher executives, there was a reason for Foriner's confidence. And Eun-Ha knew that reason as well.

* * *

Optima transformed as she passed through the black portal created by Foriner.
She arrived at the middle of an unnamed mountain.

"Let's go. It's time to reap the rewards of all your hard work."
"Yes... what the hell?!"

Taking a step forward after hearing the now-black-cat-formed Foriner's words, something unbelievable happened.

The dimly visible dense forest suddenly changed its scenery with just one step.

It was a massive pit.
A depression as if half the mountain had been cut away and hollowed out.

Optima's mouth fell open in disbelief.
The fact that the scenery changed with just one step meant that this place couldn't be noticed from a distance.

"Hmm. As I thought, this is indeed the transport hub. Judging by its size, it must be the largest one."

Foriner nodded while stroking his chin.
He was right.
A massive hub using an entire mountain. This place, hidden by inexplicable illusions, was the midpoint connecting Gresorion's innermost part with all its bases.

"There are fewer troops than expected."
"Indeed there are."

Optima looked down at the hub, thinking about what she had been doing.

Over five days, she had raided twenty "nests"—the smallest type of monster bases—with Foriner's help.

She had endured for this day. Though she hadn't slept, a magical girl's body didn't need sleep, so it had little effect on her condition.
Optima checked her physical state once more and nodded.

"..."

Optima closed her eyes and pictured her friend's face. They had been through thick and thin together for five years, entrusting their lives to each other.
And then her friend had vanished overnight.

To find her friend's whereabouts, she had gone without sleep for five days, balancing academy life with her duties as a magical girl.

Now it was time to reap the rewards.
Today, she could find out whether her longtime friend Jung Soo-Hyun had been captured by Gresorion, or if there was any information about sightings.

"Let's go. Hold on tight."
"I'm holding onto your hair."
"Not there, grab my clothes. My clothes."

There was no time for distractions. Such sentiments would only hinder the mission. With that in mind, Optima threw herself toward the bottom of the pit.

* * *

*Strange.*

That was her first impression after infiltrating the base.
Optima carefully surveyed her surroundings while shrouded in shadows.

Though it was partly due to her own actions, the number of monsters was unusually low. It was an impossible number considering the size of the base.

-Kirruk! Kirururuk!
-Keruk keruk keruk keruk!

It wasn't just the low numbers. The monsters were so lax that she wondered if this really was a major hub. They seemed completely disorganized.

Even the patrolling monsters just strolled around without paying attention to their surroundings. They even played pranks on each other while patrolling.

*Is this place always like this? No, that can't be.*

She couldn't tell if this was normal or if today was special. But she couldn't let her guard down.
Optima moved fluidly while concealed by her shadow magic, maintaining her vigilance.

The shadow magic was specialized for infiltration. Like entering a shadow, becoming the shadow itself, she could move without being detected by anyone.

While this magic was useful for infiltration, it had one major drawback:
It consumed an enormous amount of magical power.

*Still, I have to do it. Monsters can be surprisingly cunning.*

Nevertheless, Optima moved slowly.

Most monsters took animal or insect forms and had such tendencies. They were persistent and never missed an opportunity.
And they would use any means necessary.

Having seen and experienced monster habits for five years, Optima moved slowly toward the central building, never letting her guard down.

"Tsk."

But nothing happened.

Optima's face crumpled. This was just a waste of magical power.

She felt foolish for having moved so cautiously, thinking there might be an ambush somewhere. Half the magical power in her core had been depleted.

Still, she quickly covered her mouth after making that sound and surveyed her surroundings. The most dangerous attacks come when you let your guard down.

At least the central building was quite strict.
While monsters elsewhere patrolled and guarded half-heartedly, here their eyes were alert, watching for potential enemies.

Such vigilance was meaningless to Optima. She moved slowly but faster than before, attaching herself to the building's outer wall.

Pshhhk-

With a small sound, the building's outer wall began to melt.
Creating handholds and footholds by altering the wall, Optima slowly began climbing the building.

"Phew!"

Finally, Optima infiltrated the central building through a window. Fearing she might deplete her magical power if she continued using shadow magic, she dispelled it.

"So, where do we go now?"
"Hmm?"
"If you know what's here, you must know the way."
"..."

It was good that she had infiltrated the central building.
But Optima didn't know where to go inside.

She had a vague belief that since Foriner had pointed out this place, he would also know about the building's layout.

But Foriner only gave a meaningful smile.

"My contractor. As I said before, I am not omniscient. It's your turn now. I look forward to your performance."
"...sigh."

In short, he was saying "I don't know either."
His answer was completely different from what she had expected. It was disconcerting. Optima sighed deeply and looked around.

Unlike the exterior, which looked like concrete built by humans, the interior had no trace of concrete.

Thump
Thump

A place where all walls were covered with flesh, emitting a faint pulsing sound.

"This is disgusting..."

Optima couldn't help but frown. She felt an urge to smash everything with her fists.

"Inhale- exhale-"

She barely suppressed that urge.
Although she had dispelled her shadow magic, it wouldn't be good to reveal her presence. And just as there were monsters outside, there would be monsters inside too.

So quietly.
She had to move while reducing the number of enemies inside.

"This could determine your fate today. Sadly, if such a thing happens, I'll personally record it all."
"Stop talking nonsense. You're making me nervous."

Recalling Foriner's explanation of monster reproduction methods, Optima shuddered and uttered uncharacteristically harsh words.

Foriner had explained that many people go missing each year, and some fall into the clutches of monsters to be used for breeding.

And now he was suggesting that Optima might suffer the same fate.

"That will absolutely not happen."
"I'll believe in you."

Clench

Optima clenched her fist and opened the door to go outside.
Surprisingly, the corridor was quiet and dark. Fitting for a monster base with good night vision.

Optima's gaze swept around.
The corridor was quite wide. It was designed for monsters that mostly took beast forms rather than human forms.

Also, the upper parts of the corridor walls had holes at intervals to allow insect-type monsters to pass through.

*This is no place for hesitation.*

Insect-type monsters were tricky.
Like all monsters, some were huge, while others were only twice the size of normal insects and moved in swarms.

For a physical enhancement ability user like Optima, unlike elemental or other special ability users, dealing with them would take time.
Additionally, she had consumed a lot of magical power on shadow magic. Both eliminating all insect-type monsters and using alteration magic to clear them out carried their own risks.

So Optima decided it would be better to move quickly and sweep the place before monsters arrived.

Her decision was swift.
Concentrating power in her legs, Optima shot forward. She knew her destination. She just needed to find it.

-Kruk? Kee-

Thwack!

Before the monster that spotted Optima could make a sound, it was shattered. Optima's fist, with reflexes maximized, had burst the monster.

Retrieving her fist, Optima surveyed her surroundings while erasing traces of the monster.

Sruruuk-

When her alteration magic touched the monster's fragments, they merged with the surrounding flesh walls, disappearing without a trace of smell, fragments, or blood.

She also didn't forget to check each door.
The doors scattered along the corridor were labeled in an unknown language. Language wasn't a major obstacle. She believed Foriner beside her would help somehow.

After about 5 minutes.
Despite circling the corridor, she couldn't find her target.

"I'm going underground."
"A good decision."

Optima had infiltrated around the third floor of the building. After briefly considering which direction to go, she chose downward, specifically underground.

Her intuition told her the target was on a lower floor.

Optima grabbed the stair railing and threw herself downward. She used the railing rather than the stairs to quickly head underground.

Fast and agile, yet quiet.

Optima's movements, which didn't even make a small tapping sound, were cat-like.

"As expected."

Reaching the underground, Optima nodded.
The underground was generally dark. Even darker than above ground, with only faint silhouettes visible.

There was only one large door here, with a sign in monster language that Optima couldn't understand.

After staring at the door for a moment, Optima pulled it open.

Drrruk-

A heavy, eerie sound echoed underground.
As the door opened, light from inside began to leak out.

Something glowing pure white was scattering light in all directions.
At the light source, like the walls that emitted faint pulsing sounds, was a terminal wrapped in flesh.

"My turn has come."

Foriner, who had been clinging to Optima's shoulder all along, jumped down. Swishing his tail, he headed toward the large bio-terminal in the center of the room.

Optima silently watched.
Her heartbeat accelerated with anticipation, wondering if information about Soo-Hyun would really be there.

1 minute.
5 minutes.
10 minutes.

Time passed quietly as Foriner manipulated the bio-terminal.

Gulp.

"It's done."
"W-what did you find?"

After another 10 minutes or so.
When Foriner's voice rang out, Optima reflexively opened her mouth. Her slightly elevated tone betrayed her anticipation.

"Was there information about Soo-Hyun? Any sighting reports? Huh?"
"..."

Optima crouched in front of him and shook his body.

But Foriner just made a reluctant sound and didn't reveal the information Optima wanted.

"No way."
"I found the information I wanted, but..."
"I see..."

Optima's head gradually drooped.
I spent several sleepless nights for this.
But it's also a relief.
At least Soo-Hyun isn't in a place crawling with monsters.

Two conflicting feelings bustled in Optima's heart.

"Still, absence of information is information too. So there was some gain."
"Indeed."
"Then let's go back—"

Snap

"!!"

As she was about to stand up after sorting through her mixed feelings, Optima felt a chill down her spine.
Who was standing behind her without making any sound?

It wasn't Foriner.
Though he liked pranks, this didn't seem like his style. Besides, he was in her arms right now.

Optima slowly stood up and turned around. Her body, stiff with tension, creaked as it barely moved.

Before Optima's eyes was a girl.

Pure white.
A snow-white girl pointing a staff at her.

"A human...?"

The words escaped Optima's mouth involuntarily.
This was enemy territory. Gresorion's transport hub.
There shouldn't be humans here.

It was a statement born of disbelief that a human could be here.

Yet she didn't look like an executive-level monster. While executive-level monsters all took human form, they typically showed some features of the monster forms they had evolved from.

So the girl before her had to be human.

"No."

But the snow-white girl's words denied that she was human.
The girl's crimson eyes looked at Optima indifferently.

"Not human. I am a magical girl."

The girl slowly brought her hand to her chest.

"Magical girl Don-Hil."

She called herself a magical girl.
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"....."

The crimson eyes quietly scanned Optima and Foriner. They were indifferent eyes, showing no sign of wariness toward Optima.

Meanwhile, Optima wanted to gauge Don-Hil's strength. Was she stronger, or about the same? Or perhaps she had average physical abilities but possessed some special power?

Either way, it wasn't welcome news for Optima in her current situation. Right now, Optima's magical energy was depleted.

A brief standoff.
The indifferent gaze swept around the surroundings.

"We need to change locations."

The first to move during the standoff was Don-Hil.

When she waved her dark red staff, the surrounding scenery changed in an instant.

"What is this?!"

Optima was startled as the scenery around her changed in the blink of an eye. She quickly figured out what kind of power the Don-Hil before her had used.

No matter how surprised she was, maintaining composure and assessing the situation was essential for survival on The Front Line.

Optima glanced at Foriner.
Don-Hil had created the same black portal that Foriner had used to transport her to this shipping point. She had spread that portal beneath the feet of all three of them.

"So the magical girl thing wasn't a lie."

The question of whose contractor she might be followed in Optima's mind, but she set it aside, knowing this wasn't the time to dwell on such thoughts.

-Grrrr

Low growls spread from all directions.
Optima, Foriner, and Don-Hil weren't alone in their new location.
Ten C-class monsters were directing hostility toward Optima.

"If it were just these guys, I could handle it..."

After scanning the surroundings to count the monsters, Optima began to think.

"The problem is I still don't know how strong she is."

Optima glared at Don-Hil.
The monsters were manageable.
But the girl in front of her was the big variable.

Depending on how much she could use and utilize the black portal magic that connected coordinates, Optima might end up helplessly overwhelmed.

The situation wasn't good.
Given what Foriner had told her earlier, she couldn't expect his help. She had to find her own way out. Optima checked her magical energy levels and began looking for a solution.

The place Don-Hil had transported them to was the rooftop of the building where Optima had been. And including the exit route, they were surrounded by monsters on all sides.

Also, with Don-Hil's teleportation magic, even if she tried to move recklessly, she'd likely just end up back where she started.

Optima focused on finding a calm solution rather than making hasty moves.
Though it suited her temperament to swing her fists without thinking, the current situation didn't allow for that.

"Ugh."

She finally let out a groan of frustration.

"I haven't really done this sort of thing before."

In the midst of all this, she did find an answer. If action wasn't possible, all that remained were gestures and words.

Fortunately, the girl in front of her appeared human. Though she had denied it herself, at least they could communicate. Optima organized all her thoughts and swallowed.

"Haah."

Then she deliberately let out a big sigh, followed by a scornful smile.
If communication was possible, then surely some bluffing would work. And through that bluff, she'd find a way out.

This was Optima's plan.

BOOM!

-SCREECH!

She quickly cast a transformation spell, taking down one monster. It was groundwork for her bluff.

"Is that all? Shouldn't you bring about 50 more?"

Though the current situation with Don-Hil involved was actually challenging, she feigned calmness and displayed a relaxed attitude, disguising her anxiety with acting.

"Pathetic girl."

Snicker.

She topped it off with a sneer.
Optima thought that by acting this way, Don-Hil might become intimidated.

Snap!

But the result was completely different from what she had expected. Her bluffing words had touched Don-Hil's pride.

The indifferent expression on Don-Hil's face cracked.

Optima and Don-Hil both knew they were magical girls. The former knew because Don-Hil herself had revealed it, and the latter because she couldn't think of anyone other than a magical girl who would have the power to infiltrate this place.

In other words, they were rivals from different factions.
For Don-Hil, this was an opponent she absolutely could not lose to.

"I am superior to you."

Don-Hil's staff rose again.

"I'll prove it to you now."

Then she swung the staff downward.

BOOM!!

-SCREECH!!
"Ungh?!"

As Don-Hil's light arm movement ended, screams spread from all directions.
The central building creaked, and even the surrounding monsters let out screams of pain.
And it was no different for Optima. She was suddenly pressed down and collapsed to the floor with an embarrassing sound.

A force pressing down on her entire body from above. This force grew stronger and stronger.

"How about that? Does that prove it?"

Click, click.
While everything around was suffering from the rapidly increasing gravity, only Don-Hil was free from it.

What Optima saw as she barely managed to lift her head was a sinister, winner's smile.

"I'm screwed!"

What was meant to be a bluff had turned into provocation. Right now, Optima was desperately pouring magical energy into strengthening her body, barely managing to endure.

Meanwhile, the sound of footsteps grew closer.

"To think the prize would walk right in. I'm lucky. I should throw a party today."
"Ugh...!"

Grind!

She gritted her teeth and endured. Still, it was overwhelming. Her entire body trembled like an aspen tree, refusing to obey her.

"I didn't know she could use such magic!"

Cornered, Optima frantically tried to find a way out of this situation.

"Is it because they're opposites that I can't use it?"

Not just simple physical enhancement, but enhancement magic—buffs—might have allowed her to move. Optima had tried this before.

But the result was failure.
She could use buffs freely when transformed into Virginia, and even somewhat clumsily when not transformed, but as Optima, she couldn't use them at all.
The same was true for healing magic.

Though they had split from one, they were fundamentally opposing powers, which Optima suspected was why she couldn't use them.

Swish-

Don-Hil grabbed Optima's chin and lifted her head even higher. Her head was raised with ease, contrary to how Optima had barely managed to lift it earlier.

"This is the gap between you and me. Actually, I didn't even need to bring those ten monsters."

Don-Hil smiled a sweet, melting smile.
A smile of absolute confidence. The smile of a victor.

"Ugh...!"

Even if she tried to speak, the gravity crushing her body in real-time made it difficult. All Optima could do was glare.

"Huhu...! Take her and— Hmm. Right. I forgot."

Don-Hil, who had been staring intently at Optima, stood up and turned her back. She was trying to make a graceful exit as the victor.

But soon realizing her mistake, she cut off her words midway and turned back around. Her face had already returned to its indifferent expression.

Don-Hil had forgotten that she had set the gravity magic to its maximum range because she was provoked by Optima's words.

Whoosh-

As she waved her staff, the monsters that had been screaming in pain were released from the gravity and collapsed with a thud.

"You can tear off her limbs for all I care. She'll heal quickly anyway, being a magical girl."

Don-Hil's words were filled with confidence. After exerting her power once, she believed she was stronger and more valuable than Optima.

"So when Black Tidal returns from wherever she went, tell her to bring this one to our side."

Whether she knew or cared about the monsters' condition, Don-Hil closed her eyes and leisurely opened a black portal to exit.

"........"

With Don-Hil's departure, the surroundings became quiet.
The monsters, whose C-class rating seemed meaningless given how pathetically they had collapsed.

"Damn it...!"

And Optima, whose battered body was gradually recovering. She hated herself for not being able to move at all.

BANG!

Unable to contain her anger, Optima ignored her still-screaming body and struck the floor with all her might.

She never imagined she would once again face the leisure of the talented and the mockery directed at the untalented.

She thought she had gained strength that wouldn't be inferior anywhere, but that too was just arrogance.

"Urrrgh...!"

Optima's body trembled with indignation and anger that she couldn't contain.

What about all the effort she had put in to flatten the noses of people like that?
What about the training time she had dedicated every day without fail?
A sense of doubt began to fill a corner of her heart.

"Don't be too disheartened, my contractor."
"You're saying that after seeing me in this state?"
"Why, of course."

Foriner, who had quickly hidden himself when Optima provoked Don-Hil, revealed himself.
Swishing his glossy black tail, he displayed a relaxed demeanor.

And his words were filled with certainty.
Optima closed her mouth at the words of the Transcendent who had accumulated experience over a much longer period than herself.

On what basis could he say such things?
Is he mocking me?

It was confusing and bewildering. But thinking differently, his words seemed quite credible. After all, he had never lied to Optima, even if he had played tricks on her.

"Hmm... That's right. Let me put it this way. It's a matter of experience. She's been a magical girl for a longer time. Also."

With a hop, Foriner jumped onto Optima's shoulder and stroked her head with his soft tail.
He knew why Optima had been defeated. He had seen through something inside Don-Hil, ignoring the effects of gravity.

"She used a cheat key, while you didn't."
"Cheat key...?"
"Yes. That girl, Don-Hil, possessed an artifact, an object that concentrates otherworldly technology."

Optima's eyes widened at Foriner's words. Then, as if agreeing, she nodded.

Artifact.
Objects from another world scattered across the globe with Foriner's appearance.
As he said, they were concentrations of otherworldly technology, granting enormous power to their owners.

They were objects that ordinary superhumans would cause not just self-destruction but major accidents if handled carelessly, which is why humanity carefully handled and researched them in research institutions.

"Although I couldn't identify exactly what it was... I suspect it enhances the user's output or amplifies magical power itself. All the powers she used were magic, after all."

It made sense.

"What a cheap trick."

Though the fact of her defeat remained unchanged, knowing now that it was like someone with a gun exerting force against an unarmed person, Optima could accept the fact of her defeat without emotions like resentment.

"Still, it's fortunate to know that your opponent is foolish... ahem! I mean, eccentric in a different way. And she even left a gift behind, didn't she?"

To cover up his slip of the tongue, Foriner swept his tail around the surroundings.

Nine C-class monsters that had been caught in Don-Hil's gravity magic, now barely able to breathe.
They were good nutrients for a magical girl.

"Before retreating, you should taste those. You haven't grown at all yet, so you need to eat well and grow strong."
"...Alright."

Though Optima's response still lacked spirit, it wasn't because she was soaked in defeat, inferiority, and a sense of inadequacy like before.

"Next time, I'll ambush her and hit her from behind."

She realized that a direct confrontation wouldn't work.
Then the remaining methods were to become stronger through consistent training and monster elimination.
And to strike cowardly from behind.

Optima was gradually gaining energy thanks to Foriner's words.

"Let's go!"

Deliberately swinging her arms to accelerate this, she began to meticulously trample each monster.

Crunch! Crunch!

Foriner watched with pleased eyes as Optima dealt with each monster as if she were trampling on the now-vanished Don-Hil.



* * *



"You did well today. Though there was an incident, we gained good information."

Eun-Ha and Foriner safely returned to the dormitory room.
Eun-Ha picked up Foriner, who was still in the form of a black cat, and threw herself onto the bed.

"Ugh! That aside, give me an explanation."
"About what, my contractor?"

Eun-Ha looked up at the ceiling and lifted Foriner with both hands.

"Are you pretending not to know?"
"No. Wait."

Seeing Foriner trying to ignore her words, Eun-Ha began shaking him up and down.

"Ack! Ugh! Ah! Wait, just wait a... ugh!"

Perhaps because of the fragile cat body, Foriner couldn't withstand being roughly grabbed and shaken mercilessly.

"Tell me quickly."
"I-I'll tell you. My, how violent you are."

Finally escaping from Eun-Ha's clutches, Foriner shook his head and let out a deep sigh.

"That magical girl, who is she? Is that what you're curious about?"
"Yes. Who is she exactly? Wasn't 'magical girl' a term for beings who contracted with Foriner, with you?"

Foriner had once said that magical girls were in human form but were neither human nor monster, a third race.
Eun-Ha never thought there would be another magical girl besides her mother.

"That's right. I've never lied. But, she just didn't contract with me."
"Not with you...?"
"Foriner is a term for Transcendents from another world. And Transcendents like me select agents to represent them in protecting their species."

This too was something he had mentioned before.
Eun-Ha nodded quietly, urging him to continue.

"And the species that Transcendents protect aren't just humans."

"I believe you understand now."

"So you did create her!"
"No! Ack! Ugh! W-wait! Why don't you consider the possibility of another Foriner?!"

Shake shake shake shake
Once again, Foriner's body was violently shaken.

"...So that's what it was? You should have said so earlier."
"Heuk... hack...! Didn't I say it? A Transcendent who has manifested in this world protects only one species. And it also means that I'm not the only Transcendent who has manifested in this world."
"......"

Eun-Ha stared blankly at Foriner's face.

Agent.
Transcendent.

Those who exist at least one in each faction.
When the magical girl Don-Hil appeared before her and said she wasn't human, it wasn't a lie.

Probably, they would continue to fight as long as one of the two factions didn't disappear. Eun-Ha realized that a new goal had formed in her heart.

"Hey."

Eun-Ha, who had been staring blankly at Foriner whom she had lifted, opened her mouth after keeping it tightly shut.

"I really want to beat that girl to a pulp."

After saying this.
She smiled brightly.
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The day I got thoroughly beaten by the one who called himself Don-Hil.

[Come over right now]
"Huh...?"

Click.

The phone call that woke me from my sleep ended abruptly after just that one phrase. I stared blankly at my communication device for a while before tilting my head in confusion.

"What the hell...?"

My voice sounded weak. Even I could tell that my voice was still drowsy with sleep.

With my eyes half-open, I struggled to turn my face that refused to move and checked the time—it was 3 AM. I had only been asleep for about two hours.

"Ugh...."

This is insane.

That thought floated around in my head. I'd been up for five nights straight, and yesterday I got my ass kicked before finally falling asleep. I never imagined someone would call me out after just two hours of rest.

Still, I couldn't just ignore it, so I threw on whatever clothes I could find and was about to leave my room when—

"Oh, whatever!"

Suddenly irritated, I pulled my hand away from the doorknob and jumped straight out the window.


* * *


"Whew, I think I'm finally waking up now."

I muttered to myself as I walked down the street. Tap, tap. I lightly hit my head a couple of times to help myself wake up completely.

Wait, what did she say again?
Only now that I was fully alert did I start to wonder about my mother's words.

[Come over right now]

There was a hint of anger in her voice.
But the strange thing was, I hadn't done anything particularly wrong. I thought carefully about anything I might have missed. I'd been attending classes, albeit somewhat reluctantly, and hadn't done anything to get on the teachers' bad side.
My academy life had been so uneventful it was boring, which made this situation all the more puzzling.

But then.

"Wait, did she find my secret hideout?!"

My eyes snapped wide open.

Yes. There was exactly one thing that could be the issue.
Any remaining drowsiness instantly vanished as goosebumps spread across my body.

The item in my secret hideout was none other than alcohol.
Yes. I had stashed some alcohol there to drink secretly with friends later.
That would make sense.
No, considering that she woke me up at this ungodly hour despite knowing I'd been pulling all-nighters for days, it had to be about finding the alcohol.

Based on the situation, it must have been my mother who found it.
That's why she called only me, trying to resolve this quietly.

"Huh?"

But thinking about alcohol made me suddenly wonder.

"Come to think of it, have I even had alcohol since getting this body?"

I don't particularly enjoy drinking. I actually tend to avoid it, but somehow after legally becoming a minor again, I strangely craved alcohol.

It was like a rebellious frog mentality—wanting to do exactly what I was told not to do.
I resolved to drink whatever alcohol I could get my hands on when I reached my mother's house.
No matter what she said to me.

So all that was left was to go to my mother's house.
Like they say, it's better to take your beating early. Wait, is that even a real saying?
I briefly questioned it before dismissing the thought. It's not like anyone heard me anyway, so I could just let it go.

"...Still."

After walking for a while and nearly reaching my mother's house, I unconsciously glanced at a convenience store. The convenience store and a few other shops were still illuminating the area even at this hour.

I stopped in my tracks and stared blankly inside the convenience store, lost in thought.

If I'm going to get scolded anyway, wouldn't bringing a peace offering make it a little less severe?

Snap!

Yes! That seems like a good idea!

I snapped my fingers and congratulated myself on such a brilliant thought.

"Welcome."

When I came to my senses, I was already inside the convenience store.
My feet had moved on their own before I could even decide what to buy.

The typical half-hearted greeting of a convenience store worker welcomed me.

"Oh?!?!"

And then came a startled, almost screaming sound. But the voice sounded familiar.
Not from long ago, but rather recently.

I turned my head to look at the part-timer wearing a blue vest. She was pretty.
She looked like someone who could get better treatment working somewhere other than a convenience store. Looking more closely, she really did resemble someone.

If I had to compare her to an animal, I'd say a cat. Her slightly upturned eyes were charming.

"Uh, uh, uhhhhh...!"

The part-timer stammered and continued to be flustered. I couldn't place her appearance, but that panicked voice was one I'd heard often.
Recently. In the academy, in the same class. I'd heard a similar voice when I was buffing the other students during their sparring sessions.

"Hmm...."

A woman—no, a girl—with her mouth slightly open and eyes wide, practically advertising "I'm super shocked!" Looking more closely, she had a youthful appearance overall.
I think she was trying to hide it with makeup.

"Could you be... Seo Na-Bi?"
"Noooooo! I'm not Seo Na-Bi! There's no such student!"

I never said Na-Bi was a student?

The part-timer who had screamed let out a higher-pitched voice than her earlier half-hearted "welcome."
It was indeed a familiar voice that I heard regularly.

And seeing her reaction now, I was certain.
She doesn't talk much normally, but she was deliberately using a lower tone, wearing makeup, and now that I think about it, she even changed her bangs and hairstyle to a half-up style to completely change her overall impression! But still!

With a smirk slowly forming, I raised my finger and pointed at her—Seo Na-Bi.

"Na-Bi."
"I'm not Na-Bi!"
"Does Teacher Hong Yu-Jin know you're working part-time? I heard there's some procedure academy students need to follow to work part-time."

That's actually true.
Annoyingly, the academy had a restriction that students needed to undergo the school's review and get permission to work part-time.

Anyway, her desperate screaming that echoed throughout the convenience store was quite refreshing. She usually had a quiet image since she rarely spoke.

"Of course! I checked everything carefully before enrollment and applied right away—"

Her words cut off as her face gradually turned pale. Even her makeup couldn't hide the "I'm screwed" thought clearly visible on her face.

I grinned as I watched Na-Bi's transformation. There was no need to say anything more.
She had foolishly admitted "I am Seo Na-Bi" herself, so it was obvious.

Oh, how silly. Even I wouldn't make that mistake.

Na-Bi froze.
She remained stiff for a while with an expression like she'd lost her country, as if an ice-type esper had frozen her solid.
She probably needed some time to regain her composure, so I should pick out my items now.

"Today is—why am I having such bad luck today?"

Thud!

"Anyway, ring these up for me."

I grabbed some drinks and placed them on the counter.
Unfortunately, there was nothing with alcohol, but I brought plenty of grape juice and tomato juice that my mother usually enjoys.

Beep-
Beep-

Despite muttering something in an unpleasant, gloomy voice, Na-Bi knew her job well and completed the transaction properly.

But I wondered why she was muttering so much just because her part-time job was discovered.
Wondering if this was something that shouldn't have been discovered, I thought of one plausible reason.

Na-Bi said she'd been looking for this kind of job before enrollment.
And now she was working the early morning shift when there were few people around. Plus, she was disguising herself as much as possible.
In other words, Na-Bi absolutely needed this job, and she didn't want others to know about it.
Financial difficulties could be seen as a weakness, so that must be it.

Though this was just my speculation, it seemed the most plausible explanation for now.

"Well, see you next week."

I don't have a hobby of poking at other people's weaknesses. I might joke around, but that's as far as it goes.
Seeing Na-Bi anxious and nervous made me feel similar emotions.

"Oh, and keep it a secret that I came here at this hour?"

So I decided we'd keep each other's secrets.
Unless you had special circumstances like Na-Bi, being outside the dormitory at this hour violated both dormitory rules and school regulations.
Though the severity differed, we were both in positions to be nervous.
And that's also why I jumped out of the window earlier.

Though she still looked dazed, so I wasn't sure if she properly understood, but she had ears so she must have heard me. With that belief, I left the convenience store.


* * *


"What took you so long!"
"What do you mean 'so long'! I even jumped out of a window to avoid being late!"

Bark! Bark!

As soon as I opened the door, my mother, standing with her arms crossed emphasizing her chest, shouted at me.
I shouted back with matching intensity.

There was no bad blood between us.
It was just our version of a greeting.

It's awkward for me to say, but we're just not good at being honest with each other.

Pouting my lips, I held out the heavy bags in my arms to my mother.

"Here, a gift."

I called it a gift instead of a peace offering because saying it outright would defeat the purpose.
My mother, who had been wearing a displeased expression, briefly lit up her eyes after peeking at the contents of the bag, then took it from me.

"So, why did you call me? I was trying to get some sleep."
"What else?"

My mother quickly stacked the juices neatly in the refrigerator. The briefly visible refrigerator was filled with nothing but alcohol and beverages.
No point hiding it—that's a dedicated beverage refrigerator.

Perhaps because a magical girl's body maintains health too, my mother never thinks of drinking water, only guzzling beverages.

"Ahem!"

When I looked at her with drowsy eyes, she cleared her throat awkwardly, perhaps realizing that having a dedicated beverage refrigerator was a bit much.

It's not really something to worry about at this point, but normally people don't use an entire fancy refrigerator exclusively for beverages.

"Since it's so packed, can I have one or two drinks too?"

Seizing the opportunity, I cut off my mother's words. I enhanced my vision to catch the moment her lips twitched.
What I was aiming for was alcohol.

"What? Beverages?"
"No? Something else."

I deliberately grinned as I opened the refrigerator door. The contents I glimpsed briefly were alcohol, alcohol, alcohol, alcohol. The ratio of alcohol to beverages was about 8:2.
Even Russians who supposedly drink vodka like water wouldn't go this far.

"No. Eun-Ha, wait."

Tap!
My mother grabbed my hand as I was about to take out a can of beer. I looked at her with a dissatisfied expression, but she shook her head with a bitter smile.

"Let's talk about something else first. Anyway, you and alcohol... Ahem! Anyway, you—"

With that, my mother deliberately began sending me sharp glances.

Gulp.

Finally, the inevitable had come. My attempt to divert the topic had failed completely.
Still, I believed the offering I'd brought would lessen the severity. I clenched my fists, preparing for what was to come.

Anticipating a harsh scolding made me less nervous than expected. Instead, thoughts of the alcohol my mother had confiscated lingered in my mind.

Now that I was in a position where I shouldn't drink, I strangely craved alcohol even more.

"—I heard you lost?"
"Huh?"

Wait. What is she talking about?
Lost?
Who?
Me?
To whom?
These questions quickly flashed through my mind before I suddenly remembered what had happened just hours ago.

"To another magical girl, I mean."
"No way. Did that jerk tattle already?"

I couldn't believe it.
That Foriner, how old is he? He's not a child, yet he tattled.
My mother's unexpected statement deflated me, and I recalled Foriner's irritatingly smug face.

"Ha! Just listen to me first. That guy was just super unfair, okay? It's like, to use an analogy, I was fighting bare-handed while he was waiting with a gun. See? I'm the one who got the raw deal here! Seriously!"

I explained the situation with an indignant expression, rapidly moving my mouth.
I was trying to cut off my mother's words before she could speak and take control of the conversation.

"Sigh."

But all I got in return was a sigh and an expression that said she found me pathetic.

"No, really. Really. I achieved about half of my original goal and came back alive, so it's not all bad, but how am I supposed to beat someone with an artifact?"
"How to win?"

My mother still wore that expression of finding me pathetic. Then she clenched her fist, opened it, and released an immense amount of magical power in all directions.

"You beat them to death with skill. In other words, you still lack growth. You haven't even awakened yet, so that says it all, doesn't it?"
"Kuh...!"

I involuntarily let out a groan at the sheer force.
Violent currents of magical power began coursing through the house.
It was enough magical power to make me feel like I would be crushed just standing still.

Despite its ferocity, the magical power remained stable under my mother's control. It wasn't making a mess of the house.
The violent flow was deliberately controlled by my mother.

The moment my mother clenched her hand again, the magical currents that had been circulating throughout the house were sucked back into her body.

Just releasing her magical power was overwhelming. Honestly, a weaker person might have fainted from this pressure alone.
And I knew well that this overwhelming power wasn't created overnight.

"So work harder, my daughter."
"...Daughter, huh."
"You're not my son anymore, so I have to call you daughter, don't I?"

My mother's stern expression softened, and she placed her hand on my head with a warm gaze.

Revealing her true feelings at such an unexpected moment—how unfair. This made it hard for me to know how to react.
In the end, I slightly turned my head to avoid her gaze.

"Forget the title issue! I'm working hard without you saying anything, okay? So don't worry about it. You're preparing to live your own life now anyway."
"...Yes. That's how it should be."

The hand that had been on my head came down.
Come to think of it, how long has it been since my mother stroked my head like this?
I remember growing tall quickly despite having no talent. And as I grew, my mother would occasionally make subtly regretful expressions.

"But that's that. And this is this. I can't stand seeing my child lose to anyone."
"?!"

My mother's lips curled up into a grin.
This was ominous.
She always had something up her sleeve at times like this.
I subtly took a step back—

"Wh-when did you?!"
"Eun-Ha."

Without me noticing, I had been restrained by magical threads released from my mother's fingertips.
I couldn't even take a step back, just barely twitch.

My mother approached me gradually.

Though she appeared happy on the surface, her expression and voice were incredibly ominous.

"Let's walk a flowery path. A path of fire, Eun-Ha. Sometimes the extreme path is the answer—either you die, or you grow."
"Wait. Wait a minute! No! This mood shift is too severe! Even a third-rate novel wouldn't do this!"

My mother reached into her pocket and pulled something out. A card-shaped transportation device.
It was the item Foriner had prepared to allow access to the training room.

"I tested it before, and surprisingly, this place doesn't break easily."

And so I—
No.
I don't really want to remember what happened today.

Ch.32 - Virtual Camping Training (1)
"Ugh, I'm dying."

I flopped down on the floor and stared at the ceiling.
As I took a brief rest, my exhausted body quickly returned to normal.
The training that had begun at the crack of dawn with talk of walking a "path of fire" had finally ended when night fell.

"This body has one great advantage—incredibly fast recovery. I like that about it. See? I can already move again. Just a moment ago I was trembling like I was about to kick the bucket."
"Is that so?"

While lying down, I waved my arms and legs around to show that I had fully recovered.
Then, feeling hot, I grabbed my sweat-soaked clothes and flapped them. Though my body had recovered, the heat remained, making me feel like I was dying from the temperature.

Anyway, a magical girl's body was convenient. As long as I kept my wits about me, I could train endlessly.
Even if I got injured or nearly broke a limb, everything would return to normal after a little time.

"How does it feel to have a rival?"
"...It reminds me of when I first had that big fight with Soo-Hyun."

Path of fire.
Thinking about it now, it was quite an apt phrase. Walking a flower-strewn path was impossible with my talent.
If that was the case, I had no choice but to follow behind with twice or three times the effort of others.

When the training first started, I felt resistance because they forced me to train without considering my opinion.
But during training, I remembered the frustration and bitterness I felt when I lost to Don-Hil.
That led me to the point where I was actually begging for more training.

In other words, what should have been training that started at dawn and ended in the morning continued until evening.

"Losing once is enough."

I raised one hand and clenched it into a fist. Then I brought that fist to my chest.

Thump. Thump.
Beyond the subtly soft feeling of my chest, I could feel my heartbeat.

The feeling of frustration still lingered in my heart. And the determination to win no matter what remained firmly in place.

How could I resolve this?
By becoming stronger.
By becoming strong enough that the next time we meet, I'll start by driving my fist into her stomach.

That's what happened with Soo-Hyun too.
It was so satisfying.

A friend but also a rival. Someone who had my back.
Although I didn't think I'd become allies with this Don-Hil person, it wasn't entirely bad that a similar situation had presented itself again.

"Awakening, huh."

As my mother said, to defeat that artifact-wielding person, I would indeed need to awaken.
When I was a man, I was blocked by a threshold, endlessly treading water, and died without reaching awakening.

"Master. Do you know how to awaken?"
"I know, but... it probably won't help you."
"Right?"

There's a reason awakening is difficult.
The wall is so hard to discern that some people not only fail to progress but even regress.

Some say they broke through the wall by calming their mind and body.
Others say they reached it through training.
And some say they awakened when faced with death.

Everyone is different.
There are similar examples, but no one fits perfectly into any pattern.

"I have quite a list for revenge."

In addition to Don-Hil and awakening, I remembered one more thing I needed to do.
The one who killed me.

Grind!

I gritted my teeth as I recalled that creature's appearance.
Long limbs and face. A mouth dripping with saliva and sharp teeth.
Nimble legs and sharp claws that toyed with me.

After Don-Hil, it's that thing's turn.
If I could kill Don-Hil even with a surprise attack, I would need to awaken to take down that creature.

I need to unite my two separated powers into one to crush it.
Being a mutant, it's probably growing at an extraordinary rate.
Since it's naturally gifted, I'll need to put in constant effort. I might even need to give up sleep altogether.

"By the way, since you attend classes so diligently, I thought you might already know about this."
"Huh?"

My mother's words broke my train of thought.
It was an abrupt comment.
We were talking about awakening, and it seemed like an odd time to bring this up.

Why did she suddenly mention classes?

Of course, as my mother said, I do attend classes diligently. The problem is that the content briefly stays in my head before disappearing.

Well, I think I know why she changed the subject.
I tasted blood in my mouth.
While thinking about that mutant creature earlier, I felt a pain in my lip—apparently, I had been biting it quite hard.

My mother noticed and deliberately changed the topic.

"I'm talking about the training. The training at the academy next week."
"Ah~"

What was it again?
I think I heard something similar, but I can't remember the details. I just nod as if I know.

"I don't really care what you do then... Wait. Do you even know what kind of training this is?"
"O-Of course I do! Who do you take me for?"

Since I couldn't admit I didn't know, I pretended to know.
My mother's gaze—or rather, her glare—was urging me to elaborate.

"Uh, um... wait. I'm tired right now so my brain isn't working well. Just give me a moment."
"Right. I thought so."

As I was wracking my brain for something to say, my mother shook her head with a sigh deep enough to sink the ground.

"You're doing well for someone who avoids studying, so that's fine. I won't ask for too much. Anyway, you'll be doing training using artifacts, which you mentioned today."
"...Ah!"

I felt relieved inside. I thought she was going to pick me up and slam me into the floor.
Anyway, as soon as I heard the word "artifact," the buried memory resurfaced.

The training my mother mentioned was training in a virtual space.

Artifacts, one of the achievements from researching spatial needles.
It creates a virtual space nearly identical to reality for a 3-day, 2-night exercise.
The purpose of this training is to test teamwork with hastily formed teams, situational judgment, and how well students apply what they've learned at the academy.

The teams have already been assigned.
Our team consists of me, Kim Se-Won, and Yang Se-Hee.
Yang Se-Hee is the girl who passed by when Im Ha-Ram and I were heading to the field.

The cute girl who let out a soft "Eek!"
Maybe because she's shorter than me, I find my eyes drawn to her about once a day.

"When that time comes, I'd prefer if you didn't take an active role."
"Why? It would be easier for me to just stay in the back casting heals and buffs."
"Haven't you noticed how much attention you've been getting lately?"
"That's been happening ever since I got this tiny body."

Attention, huh.
Come to think of it, that's true.
It's been almost 3 months since I became a woman. Maybe because I'm so small, or because my blonde hair is such a clean platinum color, I attract an enormous amount of attention.

It's burdensome and sometimes annoying, but I can't blame others for it, which is frustrating.

What can I do? I just have to accept it and live with it.

But I wasn't sure why she brought this up now, so I just looked up at my mother quietly.

Then I lowered my head and fell into thought again.
Perhaps my mother wasn't talking about that kind of attention.

Since the day I had that scuffle with Im Ha-Ram—that is, since the first sparring day—I had been receiving strange looks from the other students, so maybe that's what she meant.

"They're addicted to your buffs. Since the students only have opportunities to use their powers during sparring, they now feel incomplete without your buffs."
"Ah..."

So that's what she meant.

Come to think of it, that's true. The students have been receiving my buffs during sparring, and they haven't had many other chances to use their abilities.

Because if they misuse their abilities and harm ordinary people, they'll be thrown in jail without question.

Of course, there are groups of ordinary people who hate those with superpowers, and there have been cases where this law was abused, so it's not always as simple as going to prison.

In other words, academy students rarely have opportunities to freely use their powers outside of training situations.
As a result, they haven't adapted to the gap between their powers with my buffs and their normal powers.

"Then, should I just stay still during sparring from now on? Or use my powers without transforming?"
"I'm not saying don't use them at all."
"I know. But shouldn't I use them during training? What am I supposed to do then? Just stand in the back casting healing spells? I don't mind, though it might be boring."
"Try lowering your output in normal situations. And during training, only use them on your team members."

I understood what my mother was trying to say.
Though unintentional, a dependency on my buffs was developing.

In fact, Im Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun had praised my buffs extensively.
So I nodded in agreement.
It wouldn't be good to use them indiscriminately, so I should decide whether to use them based on the situation.

"This works out well. I've been practicing using magic without transforming lately. I can think of it as practice while others are sparring."

Though still far from growth, I'm gradually understanding the elements that compose magic through practice.
My formulas are still full of holes, but they're becoming subtly more stable.

Considering that magic is significantly enhanced when wearing the magical girl outfit, if I keep practicing like this, I'll eventually be able to use decent magic.

"Really?"
"Ugh, wait. This is embarrassing...!"

My mother seemed pleased with my words and gave me a warm smile as she offered her lap as a pillow. She stroked my head as a bonus.

As I thought this morning, my mother must miss how quickly I've grown up.

"Part of a mother's role is to praise her clumsy daughter to boost her confidence. Just accept it."
"Damn. If only my body was better."
"Hehe...!"

Since my body still hasn't recovered, I guess I have no choice. I don't mind it anyway.

I recited excuses to myself that I thought were pathetic and obediently rested my head on her lap.



* * *



Time passed, and the day of training arrived.

"Se-Won! Se-Won! Wake up! Kim Se-Won!"

How did it come to this?

Ch.33 - Virtual Camping Training (2)
"Um, h-hello! I'm Yang Se-Hee... N-nice to meet you..."

The timid voice reaches my ears. It was so quiet that I might have missed it if I'd been paying attention to something else.

The girl introducing herself to me, Yang Se-Hee, was as small in stature as her voice was soft.

For a moment, feeling mischievous, I deliberately fixed my gaze slightly above her and turned my head, looking around.
Her dark brown hair-covered crown occasionally flickers at the bottom of my vision, but I pretend not to notice.

"Hmmmm...?"

Basking in the petty superiority of being taller than this small girl, I desperately held back my rising smile while scanning the surroundings more carefully.

As if I'd heard the voice but couldn't figure out where it was coming from.

"H-here. Here...!"
"Oh. There you are?"
"Y-yes. Hehe."

At that, this adorable creature began hopping up and down, trying to reach my line of sight.
Despite her every action showing zero confidence, she was strangely proactive about this one thing.

When I finally made eye contact with her as if I'd just discovered her, she smiled shyly. After jumping to get my attention, she now acts embarrassed when our eyes meet.

Anyway, the joke ends here.
Jokes should be kept moderate, so I was about to smile gently as if I'd just noticed her and lower my gaze.

Thump

"Huh?"

Suddenly, someone's hand landed somewhat heavily on the top of my head.

"Eek! Eeek...!"

Wondering who would do such a thing in this situation, I tried to look up, but the other person seemed to anticipate this and deliberately pressed down to prevent it.

"It's kind of funny watching someone so short play tricks on someone even shorter?"
"K-Kim Se-Won...!"

The guy pressing down on my head was Kim Se-Won.
One of the people I'd be spending the next three days with.

"Really...? Was that a joke?"

Large, innocent eyes looked at me without any suspicion. They were the kind of eyes that could make you feel guilty even for a simple prank.

"No. Well..."

I was about to complain to Kim Se-Won, but those eyes made it impossible.
The more I looked into Yang Se-Hee's eyes, the more my sense of guilt swelled.
But I couldn't easily explain why. As if I'd admit the childish reason that I was just excited to meet someone shorter than me.

Squeeze!

"Urgh!"

When I hesitated for a moment, the hand on my head pressed down again.
If this continued, I felt like my already small height would shrink even more.

But thinking about it, I didn't need to explain myself. A simple apology would do. I almost spilled everything because I felt guilty.

"Sorry. It was a joke. Just a joke. Ahaha..."
"I-I see... I thought maybe you didn't notice me because I'm too short..."

In the end, I apologized and admitted it was a prank. As long as Yang Se-Hee didn't ask, there was no need to explain why.

Yang Se-Hee sighed with genuine relief, which made my guilt balloon instantly, filling my chest as if I'd committed a crime.

Yang Se-Hee was, to put it kindly, pure.
To put it less kindly, she was naive and too innocent.

I actually like it!

Her slightly hunched shoulders from lack of confidence, combined with her cute face, triggered my protective instincts.
If no one was watching, I'd want to lure her away with candy! Without observers, I'd want to pet her like a puppy without restraint.

No, setting aside my thoughts, now was the time to boost her spirits.

"No, it's just that you're cu... cu, cu..."

Trying to express my honest feelings, I felt like my entire body might curl up, not just my hands and feet.
My mouth trembled on its own, unable to form proper words.

Having barely any experience with women except my mother, who was practically a middle-aged lady, this hadn't changed even after nearly a month since enrollment.

Even though Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram were nearby.

Maybe that's why I fidgeted with both hands, restless. I needed to speak, wanted to speak, but the words wouldn't come out.

"That I'm annoying?"
"No! You're cu—"
"Everyone! Gather over here! It's time to start training!"

Of all times!

In the end, I couldn't finish my sentence.
As if timing it perfectly, my mother cut me off at the exact moment I was about to speak.

It was good to escape this awkward situation for now, but part of my chest ached thinking I might have caused a misunderstanding.
Above all, I felt pathetic for not being able to say something so simple.

As we gathered at the center of the field where my mother was, I glanced at Yang Se-Hee.
She seemed dejected, apparently believing whatever she'd assumed.

"There's still time, you know."
"Sigh. I guess so?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been watching this scene, patted my shoulder.

This is why being a friendless loner is no good.
Though I have friends now, I spent so long without them, and my only friend was five years older, so my communication skills are worse than a child's.

That's not all.
Even with friends now, I rarely initiate conversations. Mostly I just nod along like a parrot.

But as Kim Se-Won said, there's still time.
Two nights and three days. Maybe even longer. I made up my mind to express my true feelings, no matter what, as I walked toward where my mother was.



* * *



"Wow..."

I stare blankly at the space unfolding before me.
I clench and unclench my hands, circulating the mana from my core through my body.
It feels no different from reality.

Whoosh-

The forest-scented wind that brushes through my hair feels vividly real.

"This is a virtual space?"

I couldn't believe it despite experiencing it firsthand.

Although I'd need to test whether taste was implemented, the fact that all five senses and even mana flow felt the same made me question repeatedly whether this was virtual or actual reality.

Beep-

[ START ]

A short beep sounds and a hologram appears before my eyes.
A brief message meaning "start."
It signaled that our training had now begun.

One by one, students began to move.
The Academy, with nearly a thousand first-year students, created separate virtual spaces for each class to take different tests.

"Eun-Ha, fighting!!"

Han Chae-Eun, who was walking ahead, waved her hand and shouted energetically.
Finally coming to my senses, I waved back with an awkward smile.

Han Chae-Eun's team consisted of herself, In Ha-Ram, and a girl named Yoon Nu-Ri—an all-female group.

"Let's go, Ho-Jong!!"

Stimulated by Han Chae-Eun's voice, other classmates began shouting as they walked into the forest.

Everyone secretly wanted to use their powers to defeat monsters. I understood that feeling well.
The mere thought of destroying monsters with your own power makes your body overflow with energy.

And I wondered what it would feel like to actually face a monster.

Anyway, our team was the only one left at the starting point.

"Let's go too. All the good spots for a base camp might get taken."
"Y-yeah... Let's do that."

Before I could speak, Kim Se-Won took the lead. After all, judging by appearances, he was the most reliable one here.

"Then as Se-Won said, let's find a good place for our base camp first."

I used physical enhancement to lift the large bag in front of me. It contained our tent and various supplies for the next three days.

"Ah..."
"It's okay. I can use mana for physical enhancement."

I took the opportunity to help Yang Se-Hee, hoping to recover the points I'd lost earlier.

"I-I'll try!"

But whether she had her own pride or thought I made lifting the bag look easy, she snatched it from me.

"Aah?!"

And promptly fell on her backside from the bag's weight. Yang Se-Hee rubbed her sore bottom while shedding a few tears.

"Ah. Hehe..."

Noticing us watching her, Yang Se-Hee smiled awkwardly.
She looked like a puppy with drooping ears, which was cute.

"Let's try lifting it slowly again."

Kim Se-Won, unable to just watch, began helping Yang Se-Hee. Surprisingly, the bag lifted easily. Yang Se-Hee opened her eyes wide as if thinking, "That can't be right."

"Oh~"

I could immediately tell what Kim Se-Won had done.
I sensed a very faint flow of mana.

Kim Se-Won shifted his gaze to me as I let out a small exclamation.

"Well then. Let's go."

Not wanting to just stand there, I urged the two forward while also giving them a slight buff.
It couldn't compare to when I transformed, but at least it would make the hike less tiring.



* * *



The hike was surprisingly easy.
The path had already been cleared by our classmates' footprints, removing all obstacles.
Being the last to depart turned out to be advantageous.
Thankfully, we didn't get any minor injuries climbing the mountain.

"This looks good."

We chose a spot we discovered while climbing the mountain as our base camp.
It was a large cave.

Walking a short distance outside, we could reach a river for water, and we wouldn't be completely surrounded if monsters attacked.
It would also block the cold wind at night.
The only drawback was that the inside of the cave was quite dark, but we could solve that by making a fire.

The one puzzling thing was why nobody else had claimed this spot.

The fact that we, who departed last, found such a place revealed our classmates' lack of attention.

"I guess we could have left the tent behind then?"
"It's... d-dark..."

Two voices echoed inside the cave.
Kim Se-Won was right—the tent would just be extra baggage.

"Let's not discard it, but keep it deep inside. We might need to move our base camp at some point."

We took our bags and placed them deep in the cave.
Though I called it a cave, it was more like a small hollow, not very deep.

After establishing a base camp, the first priorities are securing food and fire.
This training was about surviving based on the survival knowledge the Academy had been teaching us over the past month.
Though virtual, monsters were implemented, so surviving or defeating them was part of the challenge.

"Slurp"

Come to think of it, it's been a while since I've eaten monster meat.
Finding food wasn't easy in a place where you might wake up to find someone's head smashed in.

Plus, being somewhat outcasts, we received fewer rations, so self-sufficiency was essential.

That's why we had no choice but to eat monster meat often, which turned out to be quite delicious.

"E-Eun-Ha?"

Though all I did was lick my lips in the dark cave, the easily frightened Yang Se-Hee jumped and cautiously called my name.
I could tell without seeing her.
Like before, Yang Se-Hee would be terrified.

I wasn't confident in reassuring her with words, but I couldn't just leave her anxious.
The only option was to take action.

"Eek?!"

Though it was a simple act of holding a girl's hand, my heart began pounding fiercely.
The touch of her tense hand felt soft.

"L-let's go!"
"Where?!"
"We need to make a fire!"

Though I said this, my body wouldn't move properly.
My mind was filled with the thought, "So a girl's hand is this soft."

While I unconsciously gulped, my brain was busy storing the sensation of Yang Se-Hee's touch.
At this rate, I'd stay like this for a long time.

No choice then.

"No, I'm fine."
"I'm nervous."

After a brief deliberation, I grabbed Kim Se-Won's hand too.
Feeling his hand with blisters from recent hard training neutralized the soft sensation of Yang Se-Hee's hand.
To be honest, it was a relief.

"First we need to gather firewood, then food. The sun sets quickly in the mountains, so this is most important."

Food is important too, but going hungry for a day isn't a problem.
To avoid shivering from cold while sleeping, finding firewood takes priority.

So I led the two of them out of the cave again.

Ch.34 - Virtual Camping Training (3)
"Ugh, I thought we just had to keep watch, but it's not that simple."
"We can't take our eyes off it for even a moment. One mistake and the whole test falls apart."

The muscular, bronze-skinned teacher laughed casually while chatting with the researcher beside him. Honestly, he wanted to complain about how restless he felt, but he forced a smile instead.

His name was Choi Chul-jin.
He was a hero who had been able to return to teaching thanks to Eun-Ha's healing magic.

Around him, various researchers and teachers were wrestling with equipment and monitors.

This was the control room—a place where they built, stabilized, adjusted, and monitored in real-time the virtual reality space where hero candidates trained.

In the center of the control room was a large cylinder containing what looked like a floating compass needle.

It was an artifact, the Needle of Space.
This artifact, floating in midair and emitting a strange power, made the current virtual reality possible.

"To think I have to do this for three days straight."

Choi Chul-jin stroked his chin while observing the monitor.
On the screen, golden hair that seemed to melt sunlight was swaying gently.

Shin Eun-Ha.
A girl who had recently caught the attention of not just students but teachers as well, and who was also Choi Chul-jin's benefactor, was walking through the forest with her teammates.

"Good thing someone will take over my shift. Otherwise, I couldn't handle it."

Sitting still made him feel restless, but he had no one to complain to, so he just kept it to himself.
He wanted to do some bodyweight exercises while keeping watch, but he knew he wouldn't be able to focus on the monitor that way.
Choi Chul-jin tried to concentrate on the situation in the monitor while fighting the urge to move.

"To think it costs hundreds of millions just to run this once. How much money does the Academy have?"

But soon his thoughts wandered.
Choi Chul-jin recalled something he'd heard and compared his salary to the cost of operating this device.

Being essentially a public servant but affiliated with the Academy meant earning at least two or three times more than others. Even so, he couldn't believe they had the financial resources to spend such an astonishing amount dozens of times a year.

That's right.
Hundreds of millions was the cost of operating the device just once.
And this device was used at least ten times per grade level, with three grade levels in total, making the expenses truly astronomical.

"The chairman, was it? I've never seen them even once. Just how rich are they?"

According to rumors Choi Chul-jin had heard, the Academy's founder and chairman was the Transcendent called Foriner, who had saved humanity.

"Come to think of it..."

Choi Chul-jin's gaze turned to the girl on the monitor. The girl who had instantly restored him to normal when his body had been completely broken.
This girl had also mentioned being a Transcendent during the entrance ceremony.

"If it's Eun-Ha, then—"
"AHHH!!"

Just as Choi Chul-jin was intently watching Eun-Ha, a sudden scream rang out.
Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and looked toward the source of the sound.

"What happened?"
"What is it?"

Everyone waited for an answer from the man who had screamed, their minds filled with questions.

The man, his face turned pale blue and trembling, opened his mouth.

"It's... it's a bug."

The man was an engineer who had been controlling and monitoring the weather conditions in the virtual reality.
He was someone who had been confident that he'd caught all the usual bugs after dozens or hundreds of verifications.

But bugs are like weeds—pull one out and another pops up somewhere else.
The fact that it had chosen today to appear was devastating for him.

"What kind of bug is it?"
"Well, that..."

Hong Yu-jin, the Class A teacher, calmly approached the engineer and asked about the symptoms.
Such bugs weren't uncommon, and teachers had dealt with similar incidents many times before.

Even if a bug occurred, it wouldn't endanger the students' lives, so it could be dismissed as a minor incident. Student complaints could be brushed off by saying it was part of the test.

"A weather phenomenon bug..."

As the engineer began explaining the details to Hong Yu-jin, Choi Chul-jin turned his attention back to the monitor.
The virtual reality on the screen still showed beautiful, sunny weather.

For now, at least.
Who knew how it would change.

"I remember when there was a sudden snowstorm at The Front Line..."

Talking about weather phenomena reminded Choi Chul-jin of old memories.
A bloody battlefield where all kinds of ability users and monsters clashed.
Although the daily human death rate was low, the cumulative losses were impossible to prevent.
This was why heroes fighting monsters at The Front Line had to survive even if they were injured.

As long as they lived, their bodies could eventually return to normal.

Choi Chul-jin remembered a notorious duo from The Front Line.
Both were physical enhancement ability users like himself, young but with an age gap between them.

They survived tenaciously in any situation.

He hadn't stayed long enough as a teacher to see them personally, but he recalled stories he'd heard.
Their infamous tale of going out to defeat a monster during a snowstorm, only to be sent flying after taking a hit from an E-class monster while struggling in the snow, was a laughingstock.

"Come to think of it, I haven't heard about them lately."

Though it was a random thought, Choi Chul-jin stroked his chin, wondering about the two.
They weren't known for their strength or valor. They knew this themselves and never took on reckless challenges.

He wondered where those two were and what they were doing now.
Choi Chul-jin thought he might contact an acquaintance to ask about them when he had time.



* * *



While this commotion was happening in the control room, Eun-Ha's team was peacefully gathering firewood.

"More...! More...!"

Yang Se-Hee, who hadn't shown any notable achievements yet, was enthusiastically gathering as much firewood as she could, her hands full.

"She's quite diligent."

Eun-Ha found Se-Hee's efforts heartwarming. She didn't even notice her own feelings showing on her face as she watched Se-Hee working so hard. It was adorable.

"Let's move to another spot. I think somewhere else would be better than here."

After looking around briefly, Eun-Ha stood up and suggested they move.
This wasn't the first time she'd made such a sudden suggestion. It was the third time already.

"Again?"

Kim Se-Won and Yang Se-Hee stopped gathering firewood and looked at Eun-Ha.

"How many times is this now?"

Se-Won still couldn't understand why Eun-Ha kept suggesting they move. There was still plenty of firewood around. He thought they could gather enough just from this area.

"Why?"

"Yeah, let's go. This place isn't great."
"Huh? Really? But there's still some here..."

Se-Won had his doubts but didn't argue with Eun-Ha's suggestion. He even supported it.
Though he wasn't certain, he had a vague belief that following her would be good for them.

Indeed, they hadn't encountered a single monster yet. He recalled the briefing they'd received before this training.

"Each class will be in different locations, but they all have one thing in common—there will be many monsters."

His homeroom teacher, Hong Yu-jin, had definitely mentioned that there would be many monsters.
And true to her word, as Eun-Ha, Se-Won, and Se-Hee climbed the mountain looking for their base camp, they had seen other students fighting monsters or the corpses of already slain monsters.

Monsters everywhere. Monsters. Monsters. Monsters.
Despite monsters being so abundant that they should have encountered several by now, Se-Won had only heard the faint cries of monsters in the distance.
He hadn't even seen their shadows, let alone their actual forms.

It was too perfect to be mere coincidence.

Se-Won stared intently at Eun-Ha, who was looking at Se-Hee with a warm expression.

"Does she have some way of knowing where monsters are?"

Se-Won thought that their lack of monster encounters might be thanks to Eun-Ha leading the way.

"If it's Eun-Ha, it makes sense."

Se-Won nodded to himself.
He didn't know how she could detect monster traces in advance and avoid them.

But from discovering a secret passage no one else knew about, to her spectacular entrance at the ceremony—not her pure white panties, but her grand appearance—and the compelling words she delivered afterward...

And other unusual behaviors beyond that.
Eun-Ha's actions were as subtly extraordinary as her abilities.
This included her appearance as well.

Small and delicate, with a beauty that drew unconscious gazes. A face that couldn't possibly look worse, but rather seemed likely to grow even more beautiful with age.

Se-Won's eyes glanced toward Eun-Ha.

"Ugh!"

"She's defenseless!"

And he quickly averted his gaze. Fortunately, only Se-Won had noticed.

While Eun-Ha was talking to Se-Hee as they moved, her skirt had caught on a branch and lifted, revealing her smooth thighs.

Though it was just for an instant, Se-Won's brain had faithfully recorded the scene in his memory at that perfect moment.

"Whatever else, there's no denying Eun-Ha is a special existence."

More than anything, it was her defenselessness that was the problem, Se-Won thought.
Another man might have been tempted to take her straight to a motel.

"Se-Won, what are you doing?"
"Huh?!"

While Se-Won had turned away from Eun-Ha to look elsewhere—
Suddenly, a fragrant scent reached his nose.
He realized that Eun-Ha, who had been far away, had somehow approached him.

Startled, he quickly turned his head to find Eun-Ha's face just a paper-thin distance away.
Her small yet delicate features had a magical quality that made him stare blankly.

"She smells nice."

Se-Won was so surprised by Eun-Ha's sudden action that he couldn't think properly. He could only stare stupidly at her face.

Meanwhile, his brain was intoxicated by the fragrant scent rising through his nostrils.
The source of the fragrance was the shampoo from Eun-Ha's hair, which she used despite being semi-threatened by Hong Yu-jin.

"No, this is the problem!"

Se-Won barely maintained his composure by creating some distance between them. However, his racing heart showed no signs of calming down.

Eun-Ha seemed to have no sense of personal space with Se-Won—or rather, with men in general. At first glance, she appeared more comfortable with men than women.

Since Se-Won was the only male friend Eun-Ha had so far, this behavior was directed solely at him, but he firmly rejected the fantasy that she might act this way only with him, believing she would behave similarly with other men.

He gradually increased the distance between himself and the girl before him as his rational thinking returned.

Se-Won was confused.

At first, he had wondered if Eun-Ha might be what people call a "player."
But the gender she usually associated with was female. If anything, Eun-Ha herself tended to be closer to women than men.

She had no reservations around men, and this behavior seemed completely natural to her. Ironically, though she mostly hung out with other girls, the gender she seemed most comfortable with was male.

"What exactly is she?"

Se-Won couldn't make sense of Eun-Ha's confusing behavior.



* * *



"Phew! We've arrived!"

A relieved voice echoed in the small clearing.
It was Eun-Ha, who had gathered enough firewood to last for about three days.

"G-good job."
"No, Se-Hee worked the hardest. Good job."

Eun-Ha sent a warm smile toward Se-Hee. Seeming embarrassed by the attention, Se-Hee laughed awkwardly and lowered her gaze.
Her ears had turned bright red, apparently pleased by the praise.

"Should we get some emergency rations too?"

After watching Se-Hee for a while, Eun-Ha recalled the briefing.

"Shall we go hunt some monsters now?"

It's true that monsters were abundant in this virtual space.
However, they had no particular reason to go around hunting them.

The briefing had emphasized testing cooperation between teams.

Of course, monster subjugation could be included in this cooperation, but there was no real need to actively hunt monsters.

"We just need to catch a few that we need."
"Um, Eun-Ha."

Eun-Ha thought it would be good to catch a few monsters as emergency food.
But Se-Hee, who had just returned from taking firewood to the cave, raised her hand with an uncertain voice.

Se-Hee's arms were covered with wood fragments, leaves, and dirt.
Unable to ignore this, Eun-Ha brushed off the debris while responding to her.

"She's cute."

Though her motivation was closer to mischief than goodwill, which was a flaw.

"I-it's fine... Anyway, what do you mean by 'ones we need'? I don't remember anything about having to catch a certain number..."

Se-Hee broke out of her usual passive attitude and bravely asked a question. Her dark brown eyes, the same color as her hair, looked up at Eun-Ha.

As far as she remembered, there had been no mention during the briefing about having to catch a minimum number of monsters.

"Did I mishear something?"

Still lacking confidence despite speaking up, Se-Hee quickly lowered her head again.

"Right. There wasn't."

Eun-Ha nodded at her words.
As Se-Hee said, the only condition mentioned in the briefing was to emphasize teamwork among hero candidates.
There wasn't a single word about having to catch a certain number of monsters.

"But I think we should catch some anyway."
"Why?"

Se-Won noticed something strange and spoke up.
Eun-Ha had initially said that securing a base camp was the first priority, water and firewood second, and food third.

According to that order, it was now time for food.

"Could it be...?"

Se-Won had a suspicion.

He hoped she wasn't suggesting they eat the monsters, but Eun-Ha's actions, while seemingly normal, were often anything but.

He suspected this might be another such case.

"We have food in our bags, so there's no need to go looking for more, right?"

So he voiced his doubt to Eun-Ha.
The bags contained high-calorie meals specially made for heroes.
They were quite popular for preserved food, being both tasty and easy to store.

"Yeah! Yeah!"

In other words, there was no need to go hunting for food.
Se-Hee also seemed to agree with Se-Won, nodding vigorously.

-Squeak! Squeak!

At that moment.

"Huh?"

Everyone's eyes widened.

Suddenly, they heard multiple faint voices.
Not just one, but several creatures were rustling and whimpering.
Eun-Ha's team simultaneously turned toward the sound. There, D-class monsters known as Sentinels were wagging their tails and rummaging through their bags.

-Yip!

Then they grabbed something in their mouths and fled at lightning speed. Their movements were swift and practiced, suggesting this wasn't their first time.

"Ahhh!!"

What they had taken were the preserved foods.
The Sentinels, with their extremely developed sense of smell, had detected the scent of preserved food in the bags and brought their pack to steal it all.

"I-I guess we do need to go hunting now."

"Why did this have to happen now?"

Se-Won muttered in a deflated tone, feeling utterly dumbfounded by the timing.
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The guard dog took all the food.
Eun-Ha's group just stood there with dumbfounded expressions.

*Should I chase after it?*

With her speed, she could easily catch up and beat it. Eun-Ha considered it briefly but shook her head.

*Actually, this works out well.*

Glancing at her two friends' blank expressions, Eun-Ha thought it might not be a bad idea to give them a valuable experience. But when she tried to speak, she felt a slight uneasiness. What she was about to suggest was generally avoided by most people.

*Still, if this experience might help them survive someday, isn't it worth it? And conveniently, our food is gone now.*

Eun-Ha's hesitation didn't last long. She actually felt fortunate that a situation had arisen that made her idea somewhat reasonable.

With a slight nod to herself, she turned her attention to the others to implement what she'd been thinking.

"What do we do? Our food...!"
"Hmm..."

While Eun-Ha had been contemplating, Yang Se-Hee was stomping her feet anxiously, rummaging through the torn backpack, hoping to find some remaining food.

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was recalling the scenery he'd observed while gathering firewood, searching his memory for any potential food sources in the mountains.

But he soon concluded that while the trees were green, there was nothing edible to be found.

*Do we have to starve? Or maybe...*

Kim Se-Won's gaze shifted to Eun-Ha, and their eyes met.
The bright smile on Eun-Ha's face seemed ominous to him, though he couldn't explain why.

*Eun-Ha might actually suggest it.*

He recalled what he'd been thinking earlier—that Eun-Ha might suggest hunting monsters if they ran out of food.

"This actually works out perfectly. Guys."

And Kim Se-Won's prediction was spot on.

"Let's go hunt some monsters."

Eun-Ha proposed using monsters as food, just as Kim Se-Won had anticipated. Her expression overflowed with confidence.
However, the idea of eating monsters was extremely foreign to ordinary people.

"I knew it!"
"E-Eun-Ha, what are you saying?!"

Yang Se-Hee, who had reluctantly accepted that all their food was gone, was startled by Eun-Ha's sudden suggestion.
Given the flow of conversation, her words could only be interpreted as suggesting they hunt monsters to eat them.

"Well, our food is gone. Otherwise, we'd have to starve for the next three days, right?"
"But still...!"

Yang Se-Hee's reaction was what any normal person would show. Typically, monsters were objects of fear to be eliminated, or for some, hated enemies to be avenged—not something people considered eating.

And for good reason.
Monsters eat humans.
While there are animals that engage in cannibalism, monsters were entities at war with humanity.

Additionally, everyone knew that higher-grade monsters could possess high intelligence and take human-like forms, making those who viewed them as food extremely rare.

"Are you really, really saying we should eat monsters? You're joking, right?"

Yang Se-Hee kept asking, still unable to believe Eun-Ha's words.

She imagined the monsters, most of which resembled grotesque animals. They all looked too disgusting to eat.

*She really is strange.*

While Yang Se-Hee clung to Eun-Ha expressing her disgust, Kim Se-Won observed them both, deep in thought.

To Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha was very different from ordinary people. She was far from normal.

*Maybe it's her family background... or perhaps she grew up somewhere different from others?*

What kind of life had she lived to come up with such ideas? Why did survival seem so natural to her? How did she obtain such strength?
Kim Se-Won began to suspect that Eun-Ha might have grown up in harsh conditions.

*Could it be!*

Suddenly, an idea flashed in Kim Se-Won's mind.

Perhaps Eun-Ha had grown up in a slum, a poor hillside neighborhood?

Everywhere has wealthy areas and poor ones. This rule applied even to Academy Earth.

Kim Se-Won's mind began racing.
His thoughts soon reached the fantasy that Eun-Ha might have lived in a slum, among the bottom 1% of society.

Slums were extremely dangerous places with no stationed heroes, making monster sightings more common than elsewhere. Despite how impoverished one's life might be, people generally avoided such places because life was precious.

*Was Eun-Ha forced to grow up in such a place?*

Kim Se-Won's gaze turned sympathetic as he looked at Eun-Ha.

"Hm? Is something wrong?"
"No. Nothing."

Noticing his gaze, Eun-Ha tilted her head curiously before turning back to Yang Se-Hee.

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won's misguided thoughts continued to spiral without any intention of turning back.

*What if she wasn't just from a slum, but was also an orphan?*

That would mean she grew up in a place where she had no one to rely on and had to do everything herself, which would explain why her behavior was so far from normal.

From training school to the academy, they had learned survival knowledge but rarely practiced it. Yet Eun-Ha's actions flowed naturally.

Evidence that she had often been in situations where she had to apply such knowledge.

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won remembered something Eun-Ha had said when they were with Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram.

*'Actually, Teacher Hong Yu-Jin is my relative. We meet often, so we're like family.'*

This explained why Eun-Ha bore almost no resemblance to her homeroom teacher, Hong Yu-Jin.

Clearly, she was trying to hide her unfortunate circumstances.
They didn't look alike at all. Being beautiful was perhaps their only commonality.

*Then their relationship must be...*

It was obvious they weren't blood-related. Kim Se-Won's misunderstanding extended to suspecting some kind of special relationship between Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin.

And there was more evidence of Eun-Ha's unfortunate childhood.

When it was just Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram, they had discussed how 'Eun-Ha seems to know surprisingly little about feminine products.'
This too could be explained if she had been so poor that daily survival was a struggle.

*Come to think of it, when we first met...*

When Kim Se-Won first met Eun-Ha, she was wearing very loose, shabby clothes.
They were clearly not her size. And it was winter then.

Until a few months ago, despite the bone-chilling cold, she had to wear baggy clothes with too much exposure.

"Kuhp."

Kim Se-Won covered his mouth to stop the sound that was about to escape.

She knew how to escape from monsters and prevent encounters because she had to survive alone.
Despite gaining power, she was disappointed to be non-combat class, but she quickly taught herself how to enhance her body with magic to survive against monsters.

And having nothing to eat, she had no choice but to eat monsters.

On top of that, feminine products—even basic shampoo—were luxuries she couldn't afford! Her upbringing was bound to be far from normal.

After struggling to survive, she happened to catch the eye of a Transcendent and finally gained wealth and honor, only now beginning to live a proper human life.

"Huk."

Despite not being particularly sensitive, tears welled up in Kim Se-Won's eyes. A sound escaped despite his covered mouth.

His own misfortunes were nothing. At least he had a home and a mother.

Of course, Kim Se-Won knew this was just his own suspicion without any concrete evidence. It might just be his imagination.

But it seemed plausible. There was some supporting evidence.

Drowning in sympathy, Kim Se-Won suddenly recalled something from their secret base that only he and Eun-Ha knew about.

*'I'm surprisingly rich, you know? I could furnish this place with all sorts of things.'*

A girl proudly claiming to be wealthy.
It was cute.
But thinking about it now, how did it look?

It seemed like a struggle to shake off the inferiority complex she had harbored deep in her heart due to her distance from money.

The word 'surprisingly' was the evidence.
It was her desperate attempt to say that despite looking shabby, she had quite a bit of money.

"Let's go! Hunt monsters!"

Kim Se-Won agreed with Eun-Ha's suggestion, barely holding back his tears. But he couldn't hide the tremor in his voice.
It didn't matter.

The girl before him looked so radiant. The girl trying to escape her difficult past looked so beautiful.

*I must tell the others about this. Only those who can keep a secret.*

And he clenched his fist, thinking of Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram.

* * *

"Hyah!"

A voice lacking confidence echoed through the forest. It belonged to Yang Se-Hee, a girl reminiscent of a puppy.
The magic within her body surged, exerting an invisible force. It was telekinesis.

This girl with the rare ability of doppelganger was using Kim Se-Won's superpower with Eun-Ha's help.

-Keeeeek

Several E-grade monsters, represented by arm lizards, screamed and met their end under Yang Se-Hee's power.
Arm lizards, forest rabbits, and a large toad-like monster called Starjel, an invasive species, were among them.

"Wow! I did it! I did it!"

Yang Se-Hee jumped up and down with joy. Although it was with Eun-Ha's buff, which was low output, it was her first time defeating monsters.

"Amazing! Amazing, Se-Hee!"

Eun-Ha exaggeratedly praised Yang Se-Hee. She also mustered the courage to call her "Se-Hee."
It was an action stemming from her lecherous thought of wanting to get closer to the cute girl.

"Yes!"

Whether aware of her intentions or not, Yang Se-Hee smiled brightly.

"Then it's my turn now."
"Eek!"

But that was short-lived. Yang Se-Hee's face turned pale as Eun-Ha began mercilessly poking at the monster corpses with her issued knife.

The knife in her hand was emitting a blue light.

Eun-Ha began skinning the monsters and stabbing the corpses to drain the blood. If the blood wasn't drained, all sorts of fishy and foul smells would permeate.
While at it, she also pulled out the internal organs and buried them in the ground.

"Se-Won, could you bring these over with telekinesis? Hold them upside down like this."

Eun-Ha withdrew the magic embedded in her knife and asked Kim Se-Won for help. She didn't forget to cast a weak buff on him.

*I was right.*

Kim Se-Won nodded unconsciously, seeing how naturally Eun-Ha skinned the monsters, scraped out the internal organs, and drained the blood.
And he became convinced that his guess was correct.

Eun-Ha had an unfortunate childhood.

"Eun-Ha, what about me? Is there anything I can help with?"

Not to be outdone, Yang Se-Hee approached Eun-Ha and asked cautiously. She was strangely proactive, probably due to her earlier excitement.

"Hmm... Ha!"

Eun-Ha thought for a moment before striking a nearby tree.

Crack! Rustle-

The base of the tree split and began to fall. It was a violent and swift action.

"Then bring this over with telekinesis. Can you do that?"

Yang Se-Hee was stunned by Eun-Ha's merciless action. Could a human kick be that powerful?
Soon, Yang Se-Hee recalled Eun-Ha fighting with In Ha-Ram.

The ominous sound that echoed across the field. And In Ha-Ram's pain-stricken expression.

Yang Se-Hee blankly stared at Eun-Ha, who was smiling brightly after knocking down a large tree.

"Se-Hee?"
"Ah, y-yes! I'll do it! I'll do it!"

Yang Se-Hee nodded desperately at Eun-Ha's question.
She thought that if she made a mistake, she might end up like that too. She might become Yang S/e-Hee.

And while Kim Se-Won didn't see Eun-Ha striking the tree...

He definitely caught the glimpse of pink fabric that fluttered vigorously with her skirt. Despite closing his eyes with superhuman reflexes, the shape and color of the fabric were clearly imprinted on his retina.

"We're home! Home!"

And so, Eun-Ha's team returned to the base camp.
Eun-Ha shouted with relief and immediately drew her knife again, enhancing it with magic.
It wasn't her superpower but an application of magic emission and control she had learned from Hong Yu-Jin.

Eun-Ha swung her knife, which had become sharper with magic, and began to cut the wood lengthwise.
Then she cut one of the wood pieces even more and stuck it into the ground.

"Se-Won, good job. Let's hang the corpses here."

She then grabbed the monster corpses floating in the air and hung them on the wood pieces to drain the remaining blood.

"Now both of you rest. I'll handle the rest."

After telling them to rest, Eun-Ha began to move in earnest.
The reason she had Yang Se-Hee bring the tree was simple.
Though not strictly necessary, it was to create a door to block the entrance of the cave, reducing the wind that came in.

Fortunately, she had learned how to assemble wood to make simple furniture when she was young.

"Wow..."

Yang Se-Hee blankly watched Eun-Ha quickly disassemble the wood and start making something, then looked down at her own hands, which seemed insignificant and pitiful.

Despite being the same age, the comparison was stark. She, who couldn't do anything. Unlike herself, who barely managed to enter the academy, Eun-Ha was quite versatile.

High combat power, various knowledge, and above all, she was pretty.
Her eyes, filled with admiration, were directed at Eun-Ha.

"Finished!"

After about 20 minutes, Eun-Ha had created a makeshift door.
Though a bit crude, it could adequately serve as a door and significantly reduce the wind entering the cave.

"Even though I made it, I think it turned out pretty well this time."

Eun-Ha smiled with satisfaction as she installed the door at the front of the cave.
Looking at the sky, the sun was about to set.

"We need to move quickly. Night comes early in the mountains, so I should start a fire first."

By this time, the blood had drained from the monster corpses. The timing was perfect for needing a fire.

The two people who were watching Eun-Ha from a distance heard her muttering and thought she might have something.

Eun-Ha went into the cave and came out with something.
It was a fire stick, one of the training supplies.
She also brought kindling and dry leaves for starting the fire, and after withdrawing the magic from her knife, she scraped the fire stick a few times and began to blow on it.

"That's awesome."
"Amazing."

The two could only blankly watch the entire process.
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"Huh?"

While I was preparing to grill some meat since I was getting hungry, Se-Hee made a puzzled sound.

Wondering what was happening, I turned to look and saw Se-Hee staring at her hand with a confused expression, as if something had gotten on it.

She touched the transparent substance on the back of her hand and looked up at the sky with a bewildered expression.

Could it be raining?

Curious, I followed her gaze and looked up at the sky too.
Sure enough, the sky was already filled with dark clouds. It definitely looked like rain was about to pour down any moment.

"Everyone! Quick, bring the firewood and meat inside!"
"Huh? R-really...?"
"Se-Hee. Let's move now. Hurry."
"O-okay..."

We needed to move quickly. I decided to leave the startled Se-Hee to Se-Won. He's surprisingly perceptive in situations like this and quite reliable.

Meanwhile, I quickly took off my school jacket and gathered the stones I had piled around the campfire.

"Ouch, hot!"

They were scorching from being heated for so long. Still, better than letting the fire spread somewhere dangerous.
Of course, I didn't forget to save some of the still-burning embers.

Swoooosh—

"Phew...!"

Just as we scrambled into the cave, the rain started pouring down.
Fortunately, we had managed to bring everything we needed, so I could breathe a sigh of relief.

"Good thing we found a cave."
"Yeah. And if Se-Hee hadn't noticed, we wouldn't have been able to use any of this stuff."

I took the opportunity to praise Se-Hee a little. She always looked so timid, with seemingly no self-confidence, so I thought I'd try to boost her spirits—with slightly ulterior motives.

Why ulterior motives?

Well, first of all, Se-Hee is cute.
And if I could use this chance to get closer to her, we might talk more often. Maybe she'd even invite me to hang out in her dorm room sometime.

"That's right. This is all thanks to Se-Hee."
"Yang! Se! Hee! Yang! Se! Hee!"
"R-really? Hehe."

Glancing at Se-Hee's reaction, I could see she was happy with the praise, even though it was honestly nothing special.
With the perceptive Se-Won joining in, Se-Hee's face gradually turned red.

"Now let's prepare to eat. Since it's raining outside, eating is pretty much all we can do."
"Eun-Ha, I think we can use this when grilling the meat?"

With the rain, any outdoor activities were effectively sealed off. There wasn't much to do anyway, and it was about time to eat.

Just then, a large hand was suddenly extended toward me. It was Se-Won's hand.
In his palm was a small bag containing white powder. He must have found it while rummaging through his backpack.

"Ah~ I forgot about this."

After thinking for a moment, I realized it was salt. The bags issued by the academy contained items for all kinds of situations, and salt was one of them.
While we had been dropped in the mountains, students from other classes might end up in deserts or uninhabited islands, so they had thoughtfully provided various supplies.

"I didn't think you'd remember this. Having salt is important, so this is perfect. Did you memorize all the items? I honestly only remembered the tent and food."
"Well... just in case."

When I honestly complimented him, Se-Won scratched his cheek and looked away. My mother always said it's good to give proper praise when it's due.

That would be great advice if she hadn't said it while scolding me.

Clank! Clank-clank-clank!

"Eek!"

Just as we were about to grill the meat, the door suddenly rattled. With only the torch I had brought for light, it was quite scary, and Se-Hee shrank back.

Right. This isn't the time for that.
First, we need to light up this spacious cave. I had temporarily transferred fire to some wood chunks, but without oil or something similar, they wouldn't last long.

With the situation outside as it is, we'll need to think about what to do next, but let's save that for later.

* * *

"How was the monster meat?"
"It's surprisingly good."
"Y-yes, really surprising."

Even those who had been reluctant to try the monster meat started eating on their own after I forced them to take a bite and they realized it was delicious.

Anyway, we'd filled our stomachs. We'd also created several small campfires to light up the surroundings.

"What do we do now?"

I muttered to myself, considering our next course of action.

The goal of this training was to survive in these mountains for two nights and three days. The point was to see how well we could survive by working together as a team.
To be honest, it wouldn't be bad to just stay holed up in here.

Going outside would be more than just hardship—it would be torture. The rain was only getting heavier with no sign of stopping, and the wind was howling fiercely.

The one good thing was that the downpour meant we wouldn't have to worry about monsters entering the cave like they did earlier today. Plus, the cave was spacious enough that we didn't have to huddle together.

Wait.
Downpour?

Anxiety sprouted in my chest. A chill ran down my spine.
Something, some memory of a harsh experience seemed to be screaming at me to remember it.

"Hmm."

After pondering briefly, my conclusion was that we should just go to sleep.
The anxiety might just be my imagination. Being cooped up in the cave with nothing to do was probably making my mind wander.

Right now, with us taking shelter from the rain, there wasn't much we could do besides chat.

"Now there's not much—"

Creeeeak—!

"?!"

Just as I was about to suggest we get some sleep, the door that had been occasionally shaking in the strong wind began to screech.

Clank! Clank-clank-clank!

It started shaking violently.
I had no idea what was happening outside to make the door rattle like this.

Once again, anxiety welled up in my chest.

"It would be a problem if it breaks."

Se-Hee was worried about the door that had been made thanks to her.

The door we had hastily constructed was surprisingly effective.
With the downpour outside, the wind would be tremendous, and the door was blocking both the wind and rain. Without it, the wind would be howling all the way into the back of the cave.

"If that breaks, we'll be shivering even with blankets wrapped around us."
"Th-the door is breaking? Huh? Why? Is the wind that strong? Or is there someone outside?"

Se-Hee started panicking at Se-Won's words. It was a natural reaction—this kind of situation would be unfamiliar to her.
But despite her words, she showed an unexpected reaction.

"We need to reinforce, reinforce the door...!"

She desperately looked around. Then, spotting some leftover wood in a corner of the cave, she began using Se-Won's telekinesis to bring it to the door.

"Wow...."

To be honest, I never expected her to act like this. Se-Won seemed just as surprised as I was, staring at Se-Hee with wide eyes.

"I'll help too."

Se-Won, the owner of the telekinetic power Se-Hee was using, began to help her.
As the two worked to reinforce the door with wooden blocks, I enhanced my hearing to eavesdrop on the situation outside.

The sound of the door rattling wildly amplified, and the sound of rain beyond it became clearer.

-Grrrr

"!!"

And then.
I heard the growl of a monster.

That's when I realized the source of my anxiety. A memory resurfaced in my mind, along with the characteristics of a particular monster.

Watchdogs.
D-rank monsters that hunt in packs.
Individually, they're slightly below average for D-rank in terms of strength, but they're troublesome because they move in groups.

When they find prey, they scout first and then decide within the pack how to attack.

Whether to overwhelm with numbers.
Or to attack in a different form.

For monsters, not attacking isn't an option. Monsters are threats to humans. Even if they delay, once they find humans, they will definitely attack.

Watchdogs are no exception.
And this time, it seems they chose the latter approach.

"Is it okay now...?"

As I identified the Watchdogs, the rattling door quieted down.
They haven't retreated.
These persistent creatures will probably—

Boom!

—charge like this.

Swoooosh—

Cracks formed in the door that had been creaking diligently. The sound of rain, previously blocked by the door, grew louder as it flowed into the cave.

-Grrrrrr

And.
The sound that came through the cracks wasn't just rain. The Watchdog's growl grew louder.

Boom!

The creature rammed the door again, determined to smash it.

"A monster came through this heavy rain?!"

The cracks widened, allowing us to partially see the monster's head. Se-Won, having spotted the Watchdog, expressed his disbelief.

"The Watchdogs from earlier have returned."

The Watchdog visible through the crack was larger than when we saw it earlier. This was because Watchdogs merge with each other to increase their strength.

They must have been watching us even after they first appeared. With their good eyesight despite being dogs, they probably observed from a distance I couldn't detect.

And then the downpour started. Just like when hundreds of Watchdogs attacked at The Front Line before.

I still shudder thinking about it. Those damn dogs.
For some reason, they become more active and ferocious than any other monster when it rains, and the heavier the rain, the worse they get.

"Watchdogs aren't usually that big, right? Is it a d-different monster? Like a higher species?"
"No, it's definitely a Watchdog."

Se-Hee couldn't believe the Watchdog was so much larger than she knew.
They must have covered monster information at the training school—did she forget already?

Anyway, there's only one reason they came like this.
It's because we set up in this cave. In a cave with a narrow entrance like this, Watchdogs, which fight using their numbers, would be at a disadvantage if we decided to defend it.
And with the door blocking the entrance, they judged they couldn't break through in their original form.

We need to resolve this situation now. With a monster lurking around, we couldn't sleep properly or repair the door.
The easiest solution would be to snap that thing's neck.

But suddenly, I wondered if taking it on alone was the right approach.

Everyone in class already knows I'm strong for a non-combat type.
But whether that works against monsters, and to what extent, hasn't been established yet.

I've heard rumors that I could easily defeat E-rank monsters without breaking a sweat.

That means I might struggle a bit with this D-rank monster.
This Watchdog, having grown stronger by cannibalizing others, was on the stronger side for a D-rank.

Gulp

Someone swallowed nervously. I can remain calm in this situation because I'm confident I can beat that thing.
But if you asked whether freshmen at this academy—where student quality seems to be declining strangely—could handle a D-rank monster, the answer would obviously be no.

"Can we stop it...?"
"It's okay. Our power is enough."

Se-Hee and Se-Won's voices were filled with tension. A slight tremor revealed their anxiety. Perhaps wanting to appear reliable, Se-Won patted Se-Hee's shoulder and assured her they could handle it.

I wonder.

For now, it seems best to hold back. If I step in, it would be a one-man show rather than teamwork.

"I'll trust you both."

So what's the remaining option?
To empower them. I never intended to do everything myself anyway.

I'll just give advice from behind, like "Tsk, that's not how you do it."

So this time, I needed to provide a serious buff.
I closed my eyes briefly and grasped the brilliantly shining light orb on the left among the two light masses.

By transforming, I would become complete and stronger, and with enhanced buffs, I would help the two defeat the strengthened Watchdog.

Crack!

-Grrrr... Whine? Whiiine! Whiiine!

...That would have been the plan if the Watchdog hadn't gotten its head stuck in the crack it created.

Whine! Whine!

It clearly hadn't expected its head to get stuck, and started making stupid noises. Its previously fierce expression had disappeared.

"Uh...."

The tense atmosphere in the cave instantly dissipated. It was stuck firmly, unable to move at all.

-Ugh! Ugh!

Crack! Crackle!

As the Watchdog struggled to free its head, the door began to break bit by bit.
We couldn't miss this opportunity.

"Se-Won! Se-Hee! Use telekinesis to hold it in place!"

Before they could answer, an invisible force began to constrict the dog's neck.

"Guys."

Seeing this, I redirected the buff I was going to give them to strengthen myself instead.

"Tomorrow morning—"

I tensed my legs, ready to spring forward at any moment.

"—let's have dog soup!"

I immediately leaped forward and kicked the Watchdog's head.

With only its face inside the cave, the Watchdog's head flew off, bouncing around the cave walls.

"Phew!"

I was worried, but it worked out well. Thanks to that stupid creature, we got lucky, and I could say we used teamwork rather than me doing everything alone.

Clang!

"Ugh!"
"Eek?! S-Se-Won!"

But then I heard Se-Won's short cry and Se-Hee's shrill scream from behind me.
Followed by a thud of someone collapsing.

"W-what happened?"

Something definitely felt wrong. I turned around with an uneasy feeling.

There was Se-Won, lying companionably next to the Watchdog's head.
Blood was flowing from his forehead, however he had been hit.

"Kim Se-Won?!"

I rushed over and started treating him. But it was too late—he seemed completely unconscious.

"Se-Won! Se-Won! Wake up! Kim Se-Won!"

How did this happen?

Ch.37 - Unexpected Discovery (1)
"Why are our scores like this?"
"We worked harder than anyone else!"

The scores for this training were disastrous.
Ham Ho-Jong, who boasted the tallest height in the class, walked silently down the hallway, thinking about his childhood friend who had angrily confronted their teacher.

"...This is troublesome."

His childhood friend, Yoo Jin-Ah, who called him "Ho-Jong," had trudged back to the dormitory looking dejected. For someone usually so energetic to be down meant she was deeply disappointed.

Ham Ho-Jong understood why they received such low scores in this training. However, Yoo Jin-Ah didn't understand, which was why she was so dejected.

Teamwork.
As heroes, they would eventually have to work in teams. While some operate individually, most form teams to compensate for their weaknesses.
This training was meant to test that teamwork, which was why their scores were so low.

Step by step, Ham Ho-Jong's legs carried him toward the classroom. His destination was the girls' dormitory.

"Jin-Ah's hatred is the problem."

Ham Ho-Jong has known Yoo Jin-Ah longer than anyone. Both of them had clearly witnessed their parents being devoured by monsters right before their eyes.

After that incident, Ham Ho-Jong became taciturn, while Yoo Jin-Ah became unable to control her anger whenever she saw monsters.
If it weren't for the monsters, this training would have gone smoothly.

The reason Ham Ho-Jong was heading to the girls' dormitory was because of Yoo Jin-Ah.
Not to meet her, though.

Since teamwork-focused training would continue, he needed to find a way to control her somehow, and Ham Ho-Jong was heading to the girls' dormitory to find his own solution.

The solution wasn't clear. So Ham Ho-Jong thought of Eun-Ha and decided to seek her help.

The girl who received the best score in this training. She was the best in the class, and they even showed a recording of her performance, so Ham Ho-Jong could see everything she did.

Her actions of considering what each team member could do and assigning tasks accordingly was more like leadership than teamwork, but thanks to her, even Yang Se-Hee, who was labeled a dropout, managed to do her part.

Moreover, from the middle of the training, everyone started finding their own tasks and helping each other, spending the two nights and three days as quite an ideal team.

"Maybe she knows a way."

If it was Eun-Ha, she might know something. With that thought, Ham Ho-Jong headed toward Yang Se-Hee's room in the girls' dormitory.

"But she seems like a popular kid."

Eun-Ha was always surrounded by capable and pretty friends, including herself.

It was completely different from Ham Ho-Jong, who only had Yoo Jin-Ah as a friend his entire life. Although his appearance was decent, with a body filled with lean muscles.
In reality, he was quite a timid guy.

Knowing this, Ham Ho-Jong chose Yang Se-Hee, who seemed more approachable, instead of Eun-Ha.

Bang!

But he couldn't afford to be looked down upon, even by Yang Se-Hee.
When he visited the girls' dormitory, he opened the door forcefully.

"Excuse me."
"Eek! Eeeeek!"

Not understanding what was happening, Yang Se-Hee could only scream and tremble at the sudden appearance of her tall classmate.

* * *

Night.

Having successfully completed the three-day virtual camping training, Eun-Ha transformed into Optima and infiltrated the academy's main building.

"This is eerie."

Optima, using an invisibility spell, commented as she scanned the quiet corridor. The corridor she was moving through was completely silent.
It was completely different from how it looked during the day.

"There it is."

Optima's target was the database.
Since the school's database could only be accessed from certain places like the faculty office or the school server room, she chose the one that seemed most accessible.

Various parts of the academy's corridors were armed with all kinds of sensors. They emitted invisible waves to detect intruders and sound alarms.

This was why Optima was using the invisibility spell, which consumed a large amount of magical power.
And thanks to the invisibility spell, Optima was able to reach the faculty office without being detected by anyone.

Swish-

Optima entered the faculty office through a very narrow gap in the door.

"Phew!"

Only after entering the faculty office did Optima finally reveal herself. Despite not using the invisibility spell for long, she felt a significant drain on her magical power and couldn't hide her bitterness.

The invisibility spell was effective, but it consumed too much magical power.

"Let's see..."

Optima shook off her bitter feelings and immediately went to Hong Yu-Jin's desk and sat down.

"Y...U..."

[YujinGalaxy123!]

The reason Optima specifically chose Hong Yu-Jin's desk was because of the computer password.
Hong Yu-Jin always used similar passwords as if security didn't matter, and Eun-Ha knew those passwords.

The password was, of course, Hong Yu-Jin herself and Eun-Ha.
Unfortunately, Optima only remembered the alphabet without knowing the meaning, but she was using it anyway.

Optima's actions were swift.
She entered the password and, alternating between looking at the paper she received from Foriner and the screen, quickly succeeded in accessing the database.

"Jung Soo-Hyun."

Optima softly uttered her friend's name. Her hands moved busily as she began to scan through the database.

The first thing she looked for was, of course, Jung Soo-Hyun.
She didn't really need to search for him, but she thought it would be good material to tease her friend with when they met, reciting his past actions.

"Huh?"

When she searched for Jung Soo-Hyun, who should have graduated five years ago, something seemed off.
The ID photo on the screen was definitely Jung Soo-Hyun.
But.

He was noticeably heavier.
His body was quite bulky.

Optima had seen Jung Soo-Hyun not as a typical physical enhancement ability user who reduced fat and increased muscle, but as someone who used an uncommon attack method, building up weight to focus on powerful blows.

"Did he lose weight right before meeting me?"

Optima tilted her head for a moment.
Even so, it was strange. If weight could be lost that quickly and easily, people around the world wouldn't struggle so much with diets.

"Well, superpower users do burn a lot of calories."

But soon, Optima nodded and accepted it.
The act of using magical power to operate superpowers involves considerable calorie consumption.

Optima empathized with this fact, thinking of her friend, Han Chae-Eun.
The reason Han Chae-Eun ate more than three times what a normal superpower user would eat every day without gaining weight was because of her significant calorie consumption.

"He probably changed his fighting style because he thought it didn't suit him."

It wasn't unheard of for superpower users to change their fighting style as they aged. There were definitely cases where people quickly changed their style after discovering a method that suited them better, which they hadn't realized before.

Optima herself had changed her fighting style after becoming a magical girl, from purely physical attacks to a combination of magic and physical combat.

"But this guy was really an unscratched lottery ticket."

Optima compared the face of Jung Soo-Hyun on the screen with the face of Jung Soo-Hyun in her memory.
While he had a relatively warm impression in the ID photo, the Jung Soo-Hyun she knew had a sharp impression.

To rule out the possibility that she had found a person with the same name by mistake, she confirmed that among the graduates from five years ago, there was only one person named Jung Soo-Hyun.

Therefore, Optima was certain that the information about Jung Soo-Hyun on the screen was definitely about her friend.

"I'll tease him about this later."

After looking around to make sure no one was watching, Optima took out her communication device and took pictures of the screen, grinning mischievously.

"Now I should look for what I originally came for."

After taking a couple of photos, she focused and began manipulating the database.

"They all retired...?"

Optima's main purpose wasn't Jung Soo-Hyun, but information about the teaching staff when Jung Soo-Hyun was at the academy.
However, most of the teaching staff from 5-6 years ago were no longer at the academy.

"Ah...!"

There was only one person who remained. Fortunately, he was someone who mainly taught first-year classes.

Park Sang-Heon.
Currently a biology teacher.
Optima remembered Park Sang-Heon's discouragingly hunched back. She didn't particularly like such people.

"Still, he's the only one who might have a connection."

Whether there was actually a connection between him and Jung Soo-Hyun would have to be asked directly, but there was no other option.

"But why did they all retire and move elsewhere?"

Suddenly, Optima looked at the screen with a puzzled expression.
The academy was uniquely like a private school where one could continue teaching indefinitely. Moreover, it paid well, so people rarely thought of moving elsewhere.
Even if they had families to support, the benefits extended to their families as well, so family couldn't be the reason.

"They all started moving away six years ago."

The timing was peculiar.
Come to think of it, some of the teaching staff had appeared at The Front Line.

"Could it be?"

Six years ago. That is, one year before Eun-Ha entered The Front Line, multiple A-class monsters had appeared.

Optima closed the screen, thinking that this was the reason why the teaching staff was rapidly replaced.

"I never thought that incident would hold me back."

The appearance of high-ranking monsters six years ago continued until just before Eun-Ha entered The Front Line. Many heroes died as a result, and it only ended when the sole EX-class hero came to resolve the situation.

"Back then, I thought the EX-class hero might be a Transcendent."

EX-class hero.
Not S-class, but a rank above that, granted to only one person not just domestically but worldwide.
No one knows who this person is.

Only that they possess overwhelming power. Since no other information was known, Optima had thought that the EX-class hero might be a Transcendent.

But what is the reality?
The Transcendent merely passed on technology to humanity, never using their power no matter how many humans died.
No, they couldn't use it. They had been bound by a contract since coming to this world.

"I'm overthinking. Let's just get out of here."

Optima shook her head left and right, trying to clear her thoughts.
She had already achieved her purpose.
Park Sang-Heon, the only teacher who remained at the academy from six years ago until now.
Fortunately, Optima and Park Sang-Heon had a connection as teacher and student, so approaching him wouldn't be difficult.

"Huh?"

As she was about to turn off the database and erase her traces, one strange item caught her eye.

[Physical Enhancement Ability User]

"He looks so frail that he seems like he'd collapse if you tapped him, but he's a physical enhancement ability user?"

Optima doubted her eyes.
She rubbed her eyes and blinked, but Park Sang-Heon's superpower column still clearly stated "physical enhancement ability user."

"Is he a non-user who doesn't use his superpower? But Park Sang-Heon... Wait, could it be?"

Optima felt like she had seen the name Park Sang-Heon and his superpower somewhere before.
The puzzle pieces in her mind started to fit together.

Mt. Tae-San, Park Sang-Heon.
A man who was once an idol to citizens as an A-class hero. Moreover, someone who had briefly stepped into the lofty position of S-class.

"No way."

Park Sang-Heon was the man who received the title "Mt. Tae-San" because his muscles and physique were like a massive mountain.

Optima couldn't believe it.
Looking closely, Park Sang-Heon's face and Mt. Tae-San's face were quite similar.

Optima stared at the screen with her mouth wide open.
At some point, news about him had ceased, and people had forgotten him, but who would have thought he was at the academy?

After initially looking shocked and incredulous, Optima soon began to grin.

Mt. Tae-San, Park Sang-Heon was like a god to physical enhancement ability users. Optima also wanted to shake his hand once, and even work out together, laughing and chatting.

Although he might be an aging, declining star, her admiration hadn't disappeared.

"Hmm hmm♪"
"I should casually pretend to recognize him."

Suddenly in a good mood, Optima took out a small USB from her chest.
It was the reason she could come here, and the magical USB that would erase her traces.
While Eun-Ha had come up empty-handed during their previous infiltration of the monster base, Foriner had gained something, so she received this as a small compensation.

And Foriner's judgment turned out to be the best reward for Optima.
The person she was looking for happened to be an idol she had admired for a long time.

* * *

"Phew."

As soon as she returned to the dormitory, she let out a sigh of relief.
During the 30 minutes it took to leave her dormitory room, go to the academy, and return, she wasn't detected by anyone.

That's the power of the invisibility spell.
Although it might be detected by A-class monsters with developed senses, A-class monsters don't appear frequently, so she wouldn't be detected in most cases.

Now, thinking about practicing magic control before going to sleep, she started to take off her clothes.

Knock knock.

"Who is it?"

But she heard someone knocking on her door.
The time was just past 11 o'clock.
It's quite late for someone to visit.

But since someone came anyway, it must be urgent, so she stopped undressing and opened the door.
Even if someone saw, it was just her bra anyway.
The one being seen might not care, but the one seeing might feel something.

"Eun-Ha, this time Ham Ho-j— What, what is that outfit!"
"Huh? Ham Ho? Ham Ho-Jong?"
"Eun-Ha! Get inside quickly!"

Bang!

The person who knocked on the door was none other than Se-Won. And Se-Hee was beside her.
But as soon as they saw me, Se-Won hurriedly covered her face, and Se-Hee urgently pushed me back into the room and closed the door.

It was behavior I couldn't understand why they were acting this way.

Ch.38 - Unexpected Discovery (2)
'I can't take my eyes off her.'

That was the thought that crossed Kim Se-Won's mind when he saw Eun-Ha.
She appeared to have been in the middle of changing clothes—her blouse was completely off and her skirt was about to slip down.
Her exposed upper body could only be described as pitiful.

Unconsciously, the urge to reach out and pull her into his arms raged in Kim Se-Won's mind. Naturally, his heart began to pound fiercely and his face turned red.

Fortunately, with superhuman patience, he managed to use his outstretched hand to cover his face instead, but he couldn't stop himself from peeking at Eun-Ha through the tiny gap between his fingers.

He couldn't help it—he was a man, after all.

Her skin was clear and unblemished. Her shoulders were small but definitely streamlined, sloping down smoothly.
Her breasts, still developing, were wrapped in a bra.

Everything before his eyes was aggressively attacking Kim Se-Won's heart. Although her height and chest weren't exactly his type, there was some inexplicable charm about Eun-Ha's body that drew his gaze, making those preferences irrelevant.

There was a reason Kim Se-Won could barely maintain his composure in this situation.
It was thanks to the incredibly timid Yang Se-Hee, who had ushered Eun-Ha into the room faster than she'd ever moved before, almost like a kidnapping.

After about five minutes had passed.

"C-can I come in?"

Kim Se-Won finally spoke after calming his racing heart. However, the scene he had witnessed earlier was still vivid in his mind.

*I knew she was defenseless, but I didn't realize she was THIS defenseless.*

Of course, Kim Se-Won could understand Eun-Ha's behavior to some extent. This was the girls' dormitory. Since male students weren't usually allowed to enter except for important matters, Eun-Ha had probably opened the door without hesitation.

*Even so, that's too... No. Stop thinking about it. Get a grip, Kim Se-Won! How long are you going to keep thinking about pink things!*

Kim Se-Won felt dazed. His reason was being consumed by something, making him desperate to release his sexual urges.

Slap!

Being at an age when the body is easily dominated by sexual desire, it couldn't be helped. Knowing this, he resorted to drastic measures, slapping his own cheek hard. Only after feeling his head clear did he finally regain his senses.

[Come in~]

Eun-Ha's carefree voice came from beyond the door. Even without seeing her, her soft voice had the power to stimulate his protective instincts.

*Is she not bothered by what just happened?*

Kim Se-Won tensed up, thinking that while he might have enjoyed the view, Eun-Ha might not feel the same way.
However, there wasn't a trace of anger or embarrassment in her voice.

*Am I the weird one? Am I overthinking this?*

Kim Se-Won's newly cleared mind fell back into confusion.
Thinking about it carefully, it seemed ridiculous that he, a man, was more embarrassed than Eun-Ha, who had been seen in her underwear and seemed unbothered by it.

Though it still seemed strange, he had no choice but to accept it. If he didn't walk out confidently now, he might become a laughingstock.

*A girl's room...*

So he completely changed his train of thought.
This was Kim Se-Won's first time entering the room of a peer of the opposite sex. He felt his heart pounding even more than when he had discovered the secret base with Eun-Ha.

What would her room be like?
Maybe the wallpaper would be completely changed, making everything pink?

Full of fantasies about girls, he took a deep breath and opened the door.

"I didn't expect you to come so suddenly. Want something to drink?"

Eun-Ha, who appeared as the door opened, was dressed differently than before. Instead of the reddish academy uniform, she was wearing comfortable-looking athletic clothes.

And beside her was Yang Se-Hee, looking strangely exhausted.

Originally, Eun-Ha had planned to wear her usual shabby, oversized tank top that she wore around her room, but Yang Se-Hee had desperately talked her out of it.

Not knowing this, Kim Se-Won felt both relief and subtle disappointment at her familiar outfit of athletic wear and dolphin pants, which was somehow both awkward and familiar to look at.

*I bet she'd look good in a dress.*

The smooth slope of Eun-Ha's shoulders. An off-shoulder style would definitely suit her well.
Kim Se-Won's brain started working in strange directions again.

"But what brings you here at this hour? Everyone should be getting ready for bed."
"Ah. Well..."

Kim Se-Won snapped back to reality at Eun-Ha's words.
His gaze shifted to Yang Se-Hee. She was startled by his look but gave a small shake of her head.

*Looks like she hasn't told her yet.*

"You know Ham Ho-Jong from our class, right? The one who's always hanging around with Yoo Jin-Ah. He—"

Kim Se-Won began his explanation, thinking Yang Se-Hee had only been concerned with getting Eun-Ha to change clothes.

"Jin-Ah..."

Twenty minutes later.
Kim Se-Won and Yang Se-Hee had returned to their own rooms, leaving Eun-Ha alone. She lay sprawled on her bed, lost in thought. The magic control practice she had originally planned was now pushed to the back of her mind.

*Why me of all people?*

A flood of questions dominated Eun-Ha's mind.

*I've barely even spoken to them. And I haven't done anything to make them trust me either.*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand why Ham Ho-Jong had brought Yoo Jin-Ah's problem to her.
Even stranger was that Ham Ho-Jong hadn't asked Eun-Ha directly, but had conveyed his intentions through Yang Se-Hee, and then visited Eun-Ha with Kim Se-Won.

Eun-Ha, completely clueless about what was going on, pouted her lips in frustration.

But her sullenness didn't last long.

Thump!

"Actually, this works out well."

For Eun-Ha, this situation was practically an opportunity falling into her lap. The reason she had enrolled in the academy was to find her friend.

And expanding her network to find that friend would clearly benefit not just her friend but Eun-Ha herself.

*Only an idiot would kick away an opportunity that rolled right up to them.*

Eun-Ha knew she wasn't particularly smart. That was a fact she had accepted—you have to acknowledge what needs acknowledging.
Nevertheless, she never missed the chance to seize an opportunity like this.

"I'll think about it later!"

Of course, there was no guarantee of success just because she grabbed the opportunity.


* * *


The next day after school.

After the three-day training ended, the academy was filled with energy as the weekend approached. Some students were discussing where to go with friends over the weekend.

"Teacher Park Sang-Hun? He's not at his desk?"
"Is that so?"

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha had gone to the faculty office.
She was looking for Park Sang-Hun, the only teacher who had been teaching continuously since Jung Soo-Hyun was a student.

But he wasn't at his desk, and even when she asked Hong Yu-Jin, who was the easiest to approach, she got no answer.

"Huh?"

Tap tap.

After their brief conversation, Hong Yu-Jin looked at Eun-Ha while tapping her communication device.
It was a gesture suggesting she had something to say.

Wondering if something was wrong, Eun-Ha checked her own device and found a message that had been sent at some point.

[Come see me tonight. I have something for you to do.]

The sender was none other than Hong Yu-Jin. She had secretly sent the message while talking to Eun-Ha, making sure Eun-Ha didn't notice.

It was an alternative approach since the two couldn't openly act friendly due to Hong Yu-Jin's circumstances.
Even though they had established a cover story as relatives, if a teacher showed favoritism to a student, it could lead to unwanted rumors.

Eun-Ha gave a small nod and left the faculty office.

"Tonight..."

Eun-Ha wasn't surprised at all by Hong Yu-Jin's sudden summons, as it happened occasionally.
She was only curious about what it might be about this time.

Eun-Ha left the faculty office.
Instead of heading straight to the girls' dormitory, she hurriedly walked elsewhere.

Meeting Park Sang-Hun could wait until tomorrow or even next week if necessary, but she had started searching for him urgently in case she could learn even a little about Jung Soo-Hyun right away.

"Is that...?"

As she was passing through the corridor, she spotted familiar faces through the window.

Ham Ho-Jong, Yoo Jin-Ah, Choi Chul-Jin.
And Park Sang-Hun.

It was an unexpected combination with Park Sang-Hun in the mix.

*Do they know Teacher Park Sang-Hun's true identity?*

If they knew Park Sang-Hun's identity, it could be seen as a sweaty combination.
Ham Ho-Jong, Park Sang-Hun, and Choi Chul-Jin were all physical enhancement ability users.
And Yoo Jin-Ah was a body hardening ability user, a derivative of the physical enhancement category.

The four of them seemed to be having a serious conversation, their faces noticeably tense.

*I'll ask another time.*

Eun-Ha wasn't stupid enough to rudely interrupt such an atmosphere, not knowing when their conversation would end.
Just foolish, but not stupid.


* * *


"Why did you call me?"

As instructed in the message, Eun-Ha left the academy and headed to Hong Yu-Jin's house.
She spoke in a nonchalant voice as she opened the door.

"Welcome, my contractor."

However, the person who greeted Eun-Ha wasn't Hong Yu-Jin, but Foriner.
The Transcendent, wearing an apron while sporting his usual smile, was quite a bizarre sight.

"?!"

Eun-Ha froze with wide eyes at the unexpected appearance.

*What the... That's scary.*

The world's richest person, who could make treasures rain down with just a flick of his finger, was wearing an apron.
A monster who could wipe out half of humanity with a snap of his fingers was wearing an apron, smiling and welcoming Eun-Ha.

Eun-Ha was gripped by an inexplicable fear and confusion.

"Hmm? Ah. This must be your first time seeing me like this. You'll see it often from now on. Come in, please."

Snap!

As Foriner snapped his fingers, Eun-Ha's body floated up. Yet she remained motionless.
She was too confused to understand what was happening.

"Oh, you're here?"
"What! What is this all about!"

Eun-Ha was only able to break free from her shock and fear when Hong Yu-Jin appeared in the living room, scratching her stomach.

It was behavior she would never show to others, and despite her boss Foriner being right there, she didn't seem to care.
She was accepting Foriner's behavior as if it were normal.

"What do you mean? It's Foriner. Our sponsor."
"Hoho! Didn't you have a similar reaction when you first saw me like this?"
"Tch. That was years ago."

Hong Yu-Jin glared at Foriner, who was reminiscing about her embarrassing past, then grabbed Eun-Ha's arm.
She led her to the sofa where they sat side by side.

"Today you're going to experience a taste you've never had before. Here."
"Huh? Oh."

Hong Yu-Jin was holding a small beer can that had appeared from somewhere. What she handed to Eun-Ha was a soft drink, but Eun-Ha took it reflexively and opened the can.

Gulp. Gulp.

With a dazed expression, Eun-Ha brought the can to her lips.
As she tilted the can, the cool carbonation flowed down her throat.

"Phew... No. I mean. Why is that person cooking here of all places!"

Her voice rose and fell like a basketball being thrown into a hoop.
Only after feeling the tingling sensation of carbonation did Eun-Ha come to her senses. She pointed at Foriner, who was happily cooking in the kitchen, and started questioning Hong Yu-Jin again.

It made no sense.
How could a being who could easily order around Eun-Ha or Hong Yu-Jin be humming and cooking?

Eun-Ha's wrinkle-free brain couldn't process this scene.

"Look, it's like a reward, so don't worry about it."
"A reward?"
"Yes. A reward given in advance."

Eun-Ha stared blankly at her mother, Hong Yu-Jin. Her expression seemed relaxed at first glance, but her fingertips were trembling slightly.

It seemed that even she couldn't completely accept this scene.

"It also means I have a job for you today."

A reward given in advance.

*Using the word 'reward' specifically, and personally cooking for us.*

Gulp. Eun-Ha swallowed unconsciously. The mouth-watering aroma wafting from the kitchen had reached her nose.

"So... it's a sweet deal?"
"No."

Smirk.

Hong Yu-Jin looked intently at Eun-Ha and raised the corners of her mouth.

"It means you're screwed."

Ch.39 - Yoo Jina (1)
Friday after school.
Eun-Ha couldn't meet Park Sang-Heon today either.
To cheer herself up after another fruitless attempt, she headed to the training room.

The training room was still sparsely populated.
No.
It was empty.

Normally, there would have been at least ten people at this hour, but perhaps because the weekend was approaching, no one had come to train.

*This is nice, but...*

Eun-Ha felt both pleased that no one would disturb her training and somewhat disheartened at the same time.

Recalling what her friend Jung Soo-Hyun had said, the place hadn't been this empty at least five years ago.

*Is this related to the faculty changes?*

What had happened over those five years?
Or were the current first to third-year students simply lazier?
Eun-Ha had no way of knowing.

But there was one thing she could be certain of:
If this situation continued, The Front Line would gradually be pushed back or collapse.
Not all heroes who entered The Front Line were Academy graduates, but a significant number were, so the overall fighting strength would inevitably decrease.
If this continued, Korea would clearly lose more and more territory.

*I'll think about it later.*

Eun-Ha felt her head starting to ache as her thoughts deepened. It was already overwhelming to deal with immediate concerns without adding new worries.

*If I'm thinking about the future, I'll definitely need to address this someday.*

Still, she'd only been enrolled for a month, so there was time.
It was something she would need to consider eventually, but solving the problems right in front of her came first.

Foriner's new mission.

This time, the target wasn't a monster but a villain.
Eun-Ha had been tasked with thwarting one of the Villain Association's plans—a group feared in a different way than monsters.

Eun-Ha found dealing with villains uncomfortable.
While monsters were an entirely different species from humans, villains were fellow humans—a reason that might sound foolish at first glance.

Villains were another group threatening humanity, one that would use any means necessary to achieve their goals, possibly experimenting on innocent civilians somewhere even now.

*Given how difficult this mission is, I might not have the capacity to subdue them one by one.*

Still, Eun-Ha felt resistance to killing.

She looked down at her small hands. Hands that appeared fragile, clearly not as capable as they once were.

*It can't be helped, right?*

Eun-Ha clenched her fists as if grasping at invisible hesitation.

No matter how small her hands were.
She believed that if she protected what was within her reach, she would eventually gain recognition.
And through that recognition, she could reach her friend and ultimately achieve her true goal.

"Phew."

Eun-Ha let out a deep sigh and headed to the combat simulation area at one side of the training room, seeking the distraction she had originally come for.


* * *


Yoo Jin-Ah couldn't hide her astonishment.

Unable to see any resolution to her problems, she had come to a place she normally wouldn't bother with, hoping for a distraction.

Before her eyes was a small girl.
The small girl was swinging her arms and legs, smashing training bots one after another.

Her movements were both fluid and heavy.
Though contradictory, Jin-Ah couldn't think of any other way to describe it.
And Eun-Ha's movements were exactly the ideal Jin-Ah herself aspired to.

"Could those things be broken like that?"

Bang!
Bang!

Jin-Ah, mesmerized by Eun-Ha's movements, found herself gaping again moments later.

The sight of training bots being torn apart with each swing of arms and legs was simply unbelievable. She could hardly believe these were the same training bots she knew.

And Eun-Ha continued to methodically take down countless training bots without showing any sign of pain despite her bare skin striking metal.

Jin-Ah quietly approached the panel that controlled the difficulty settings and looked at it. Eun-Ha was single-handedly breaking the record at the highest difficulty level.

What were these training bots?
They were considered something students might be able to defeat but never destroy.
And even defeating them was typically possible only for second-year students at the earliest, usually not until the third year.

In fact, Jin-Ah had tried out of curiosity once and, after being thoroughly thrashed, had complained to Ham Ho-Jong.

"No wonder In Ha-Ram..."

The next scene that flashed through Jin-Ah's mind was the pathetic sight of In Ha-Ram collapsing from one delicate punch.

*No.*

Jin-Ah shook her head.
It wasn't pathetic. She felt sorry and sympathetic toward In Ha-Ram, whom she had secretly mocked.
After all, a fist capable of mercilessly destroying training bots had landed squarely in her stomach.

*Just how much has she pushed herself?*

Talent?
A blessed environment?

Jin-Ah was certain it was neither of these factors. If anyone was the embodiment of talent, it would be In Ha-Ram, whom Eun-Ha had defeated.

A woman with both brains and brawn, from a good family, destined to walk a guaranteed path to success.

Then was it a blessed environment?
If she had been born with a silver spoon, she wouldn't have entered with the title of a special admission student.
No privileged person would come here while putting such shackles on themselves.

With these two factors eliminated, what remained was bone-crushing effort.
Jin-Ah believed that it was through this effort that Eun-Ha had been chosen by a Transcendent.

She felt ashamed of her own complacency, imagining how much effort a non-combat ability user must have poured in to develop enough strength to shatter training bots with her bare fists.

*Right. Without that level of effort, we can't defeat all those monsters.*

Crunch!

Jin-Ah's goal was the extermination of all monsters.
To kill, without exception, those creatures who had mocked and devoured her and Ham Ho-Jong's parents alive before their eyes.

*But am I wrong for feeling this way?*

Her tightly clenched fist trembled. Even now, when she closed her eyes, the memories remained vivid. How could she not feel disgust at the mere sight of monsters?
Jin-Ah wanted to suppress her frustrating emotions, but once they began to boil, they wouldn't easily subside.

She actually knew. She knew that the theme of this training had been teamwork.
But even though it was just a virtual recreation of a monster, the hatred and disgust that welled up from deep within her heart took control of her body the moment she saw it.

She hated that.
She hated herself for going berserk like a madwoman at the sight of a monster, despite knowing the purpose of the training. So much that she couldn't even confide in Ham Ho-Jong, her childhood friend.

How?
How could she
How could she properly resolve her issues?

*I hate this.*

Jin-Ah felt her mind becoming increasingly tangled. The threads that should have been carefully unraveled seemed to be getting even more knotted.

*While she's quietly putting in effort where no one can see, what am I doing?*

It was obvious at a glance.
This girl had no innate talent. She didn't have that distinctive aura that naturally gifted people possessed.
It was just strength built through persistent training.

Jin-Ah thought of Eun-Ha, who must have been quietly honing her skills for a long time. While she herself had been wallowing in self-pity, Eun-Ha had taken action.

While Jin-Ah had merely nurtured her vengeful feelings and put in only average effort, Eun-Ha had pushed herself relentlessly.

*That's the difference between me and her.*

Jin-Ah couldn't tell what goal drove Eun-Ha to pursue such strength.

Was it to make a name for herself as a hero?
No, that wasn't it.

Every hero wanted recognition, and the first step toward that was usually to showcase their competence and strength.

But Eun-Ha didn't try to flaunt her strength. She seemed to prefer supporting from behind.

Thud.

"?!"

Jin-Ah suddenly realized her gaze had been fixed on the floor. Snapping back to reality, she felt a hand on her shoulder.

Looking up to see who it belonged to, she found Eun-Ha standing right in front of her.
Eun-Ha's face was drenched in sweat, her hair sticking to her skin.

"Want to spar?"

With a bright smile, Eun-Ha abruptly suggested sparring. Her mood had improved, and she wanted to practice subduing villains for her upcoming mission.

*What's with her?*

Meanwhile, Jin-Ah just blinked in confusion. She had just witnessed Eun-Ha demolishing training bots with her own eyes, yet here she was asking for a sparring match.

*No, wait. I might actually stand a chance.*

Jin-Ah had clearly observed Eun-Ha's training. She had been constantly moving, pushing her body to the limit, and had just finished.

In other words, Eun-Ha was exhausted!

Jin-Ah finally remembered why she had come to the training room and nodded.
Also, people naturally envy what they don't have, and Jin-Ah, though she tried to hide it, had been jealous of Eun-Ha and her friends.

Skin tanned brown from the sun.
A muscular physique far from feminine.
A ponytail tied up to maintain some femininity while keeping an energetic appearance.

Jin-Ah's body wasn't all muscle, but it didn't give a soft impression either.

She had too strong an image to win over her childhood friend.

In contrast, what about the three female students including Eun-Ha?
Smooth skin and impressive figures. And their looks.
Except for Eun-Ha, they all had large breasts!
Except for Eun-Ha, they all had decent height!
Except for Eun-Ha, they all excelled academically!

A chance to land a hit on one member of this unfairly gifted group that made her feel inferior just by looking at them!

"Alright!"

Clap!

Slapping her fist into her palm with determination.
Jin-Ah pushed aside her dark, bubbling emotions and burned with enthusiasm.

And so the sparring began, and

Thwack!

"Huh?"

Contrary to her expectation that Eun-Ha would be tired, Jin-Ah found herself staring at the ceiling within a second.

"S-sorry! I couldn't control my strength!"
"Again!"

Surprisingly, despite being knocked down with one hit, she didn't back down at all.
Instead, she jumped up with gleaming eyes and took her stance again.

*I will definitely land at least one hit!*

Jin-Ah's entire body was already filled with stubborn determination.

Wham!

"S-sor—"
"One more time!"

Eun-Ha, who had initially planned to use Jin-Ah as a human punching bag, unexpectedly ended up spending time with her until dawn.

*Score! This is awesome!*

And thus, she gained the opportunity to openly admire Jin-Ah's athletically toned body in the shower room.

Ch.40 - The Villain Alliance Begins To Move
Superpower users inevitably face walls as they grow.

These walls might appear right after discovering their powers, or suddenly emerge during smooth development. The most notable is the awakening wall, but superpower users encounter countless large and small barriers while training their abilities.

And if they can't overcome these walls, they don't just stagnate—they regress.

Using my body enhancement ability as an example, the gradual deterioration of muscle mass is typical. Like when I recently discovered that "Mt. Tae-San's Park Sang-Heon" was actually our biology teacher, once-massive muscles can slowly shrink until anyone can see how weak you've become.

Yeon Jun-Wan, the villain I encountered during my conflict with In Ha-Ram, also fell into this category. Those who've experienced regression say that when facing a wall, it's not just about confronting it—it feels like the wall itself is pushing you down.

"..."

Why am I suddenly talking about superpower regression?

The abnormal recovery of retired or regressing superpower users. Foriner mentioned this issue has been emerging behind the scenes recently. He said it's a problem that needs solving while only a few people know about it.

"Hahaha! This is it! This is what I'm talking about!"

And that's because right in front of me, a middle-aged superpower user who had regressed into obsolescence is shouting with joy while showing off his power.

Foriner said this job would be somewhat long and tough, like when I cleared out the monster nest. Given that he even prepared a reward meal when giving me this order, it was clearly going to be more challenging than before.

"What do you think, miss! This power! The exact output I could produce in my prime! This is the power that made me a B-rank!"

His smile was close to maniacal. His eyes were bloodshot, and he didn't even notice the saliva flying from his mouth.

The man's near-insane emotional expression also manifested in the magical energy erupting from his body. The uncontrolled magical outburst was wasteful, but the currents whirled around the office violently enough to scatter objects everywhere.

He must be happy. Overjoyed beyond control. Though I haven't experienced it myself yet.

I maintained my silence while quickly scanning the surroundings. The area was filled with fallen villains. Since I'd restrained my use of magic and only knocked them unconscious, they were all still alive.

The only one left is this madman in front of me.

Let's take him down first and think afterward.

* * *

After demolishing a villain hideout, I arrived at the dormitory just as dawn was breaking. The practice of using Yoo Jin-Ah as a punching bag to learn how to knock someone out with one hit without killing them had paid off.

"I picked this up."
"Hmm."

I handed a tablet-like communication device I'd found at the hideout to Foriner, who had mysteriously appeared in my room. It looked suspicious, and unlike other communication devices, it seemed to require a complex process to open. I thought Foriner might make something of it, so I brought it along.

That wasn't all I'd brought.
A red pill in a round glass bottle.
The last person I'd taken down had eaten one and instantly become stronger.

It looked suspicious, so I brought that too.

"An unexpected harvest. Very well. Get some rest today."
"Yes sir."

Foriner disappeared after saying that.

Rest, huh.

After releasing my transformation, I immediately changed clothes. I put on something other than my sweat-soaked tracksuit.

Now I need to go teach the kids.

*Growl*

"The store isn't open yet."

Just as I grabbed the doorknob to leave, my stomach growled softly. I guess the tension finally released now that I'm back in my room after subduing villains one by one and handing them over to the association.

I hesitated briefly but turned the doorknob anyway. Come to think of it, this convenient body won't starve even if I go without food for days as long as I have enough magical energy.

I'll still feel hungry, and my stomach will growl periodically like just now, but I can endure it.

"No, wait."

I turned my body 180 degrees from the door and walked to the refrigerator. I realized that nothing would be more embarrassing than my stomach growling in front of the kids. It's not about maintaining discipline or keeping up appearances, but I'm still a man at heart and want to preserve my dignity in front of the girls.

If it were just Se-Won, I would have just gone without thinking twice.

"Let me at least drink some milk."

Since I'm short on time, I opened a 1L carton and tried to chug it—

"Pffft! Hack! Cough! Cough!"

—only to choke on it.

"Ah, damn."

I spilled milk everywhere, soaking my face and the line from my collarbone down to my chest. In other words, my clothes got wet.

I tried to gulp it down thinking like a man, but I forgot that my mouth had become much smaller, reducing how much I could take in at once.

It's been almost three months, but the fact that I still occasionally forget I have a smaller body shows how much I want to deny becoming a woman.

"I should change clothes... What's this?"

As I was heading to the closet to change, something on the bed caught my eye. It definitely wasn't there a moment ago.

[A gift for you.]

"What the hell?"

An object clearly left by Foriner. The item on the bed and the note placed on top of it.
After reading the note, I unconsciously cursed while picking up the object.

[This is my small gift specially acquired for you. It contains a bit of my personal taste, but I believe you'll certainly like it too.
After all, attire has its fundamentals. This is one such example. The modesty emanating from the long skirt—]

Riiiiip!

I tore up the long note I'd been reading and immediately threw the neatly shredded pieces into the trash.

"Ha."

An enormous piece of cloth.
No, let me correct myself.
It's a maid outfit. A maid outfit.
Complete with white stockings, lacy underwear set, and even a garter belt.

"This isn't my style!! It's about 10 million light-years away from my taste!!"

As if I'd wear this kind of rag!

I shouted angrily in the empty room.
I prefer clothes with more exposure.
Of course, I don't like wearing either style. Comfortable training clothes are enough for me.

"..."

I stopped fuming and stared at the maid outfit.
Since it's from Foriner, I can consider it sponsored gear. I have absolutely no intention of wearing it, but there's no benefit in throwing it away either.

"I have no choice."

After putting the neatly folded clothes in the closet, all that remained were the underwear and stockings.

Gulp.

Suddenly, I imagined Ha-Ram or Chae-Eun wearing this. Picturing them smiling with their eyes while slowly lifting the long skirt made me feel like my nonexistent manhood was about to make its presence known.
It was arousing.

Especially Chae-Eun, whose chest is so large you might wonder if it's really human—large enough that she could use it as a pillow while sitting at her desk.

"What are you doing?"
"Huh? Wha?? Uh, that's?!"

After spending a few minutes in a daze, a very familiar voice suddenly came from behind me.
I hurriedly hid the underwear I was holding and turned around to find Ha-Ram wearing form-fitting workout clothes.
Her expression was quite suspicious.

Being looked at that way made me feel like I'd been caught doing something I shouldn't.

"What are you hiding behind your back?"
"Ah, um..."

What should I do?
Work! Work, my brain! Come up with an answer!

I desperately racked my brain.

"So, what brings you to my room?"

But my brain declared a sudden strike and offered only the option of changing the subject.

"That's my line. You were suddenly shouting. And you left your door open. What's going on?"

Oh no!

I glanced quickly at the door and saw it was wide open.
I'd thought no one would be awake at dawn, so I hadn't bothered closing it, planning to just drink some milk and leave.

This is all Foriner's fault.

Ha-Ram took one step toward me with a worried but somewhat suspicious expression.
I instinctively took one step back.

Thud.

But there was nowhere left to retreat.
I'd only stepped back once, but my legs hit the bed.

"Oh my, now that I look, your clothes are wet? You should change instead of just standing there."

Ha-Ram, who had been approaching me, changed direction and started walking toward my closet.
And then she put her hand on the handle of the bottom drawer.

That is, the drawer where I had just stuffed the maid outfit.

"W-wait!"

Not there.
I hurriedly threw aside the underwear I was holding and rushed toward Ha-Ram.

"Oh my?"

A surprised expression.
But her expression soon turned into a faint smile.

"Ah!"

In an instant, Ha-Ram vanished from my sight. She had used the magical energy control I'd taught her to enhance her body.
I desperately enhanced my body too, trying to catch her, but—

"Quite an adult taste."

The room wasn't large enough—with enhanced legs, anyone could move instantly to any corner.

And in Ha-Ram's hand was the underwear I had been holding until just now.
A translucent white lace underwear set.

"Oh my, I guess that wasn't it?"

Ha-Ram smiled mischievously.

My face reddened with inexplicable shame.
Why?
Because I was caught with somewhat sexy women's underwear?
Or because I was afraid she might discover I'd imagined her wearing it?

"I was worried because you always wear such plain things, but surprisingly, you have things like this too?"

Ha-Ram's eyes smiled.
And my face grew even redder.

"No. That. That's not something I bought."
"I understand. It might be embarrassing at first."

This is completely screwed up.
Ha-Ram was looking at me like I was some adorable creature.

"No. Really! Really, it's not!"
"I said I understand. It's okay. Everyone's like that at first."

Ha-Ram smiled gently, approached my frozen form, and placed the neatly folded underwear in my hand.

"Since it was requested by the Transcendent, I'll keep it a secret."

Ha-Ram's slender index finger touched her lips.

Foriner's request was to block any frivolous interference from students at the academy.
This includes preventing situations where I might be compromised, as well as handling situations where I already have been.

"Let's go. The kids are waiting."
"Y-yeah."

Being manipulated by someone three years younger than me.
No, this is my fault. If I hadn't carelessly left the door open, this wouldn't have happened.

I started fanning my reddened face with my hand to cool it down.

"By the way, do you have clean clothes to change into?"
"Wait! I'll! I'll do it myself! Go ahead and wait! Okay?"

There's not a moment to let my guard down.
Just when I thought it was finally over and was about to relax, Ha-Ram suddenly turned around and reached for the closet again.
And of all places, for the third compartment where I'd stuffed the maid outfit!

Well.
To conclude.
She discovered the maid outfit too.

* * *

"Ah. I'm dying."

Morning time, after the sun had risen.
After training the kids, I headed straight to my room without even glancing at the cafeteria.

The mental fatigue was no joke.
Perhaps because Ha-Ram had gained leverage over me, I became conscious of her every little action.
Beating up Yoo Jin-Ah from last night until dawn, or massaging the villains—those were nothing compared to this.

Right now, I just wanted to sleep without thinking about anything.

Beep.

But there's such a thing as a basic daily routine, so I habitually turned on the news with the remote.

[This year's academy has gathered more talented individuals than usual. In particular, some talents stood out during the recent training. Here is footage provided by the academy.]

"Huh?"

As the screen changed, a familiar face caught my eye.
Light blonde hair with green eyes.

"...me?"

I was the first to be shown in close-up, wearing the academy uniform. Seeing myself on screen like this really makes me wonder why it had to be me.

The camera gradually zoomed out to show the overall situation.
Me in the rear.
And Se-Won and Se-Hee in the front line.

A scene where I provide buffs and explain each monster's weaknesses and habits while Se-Hee and Se-Won work together to defeat the monsters with telekinesis.

Their attacks were terribly clumsy, but their calm response was commendable.

"But why focus on me first?"

In the end, it was Se-Hee and Se-Won who defeated the monster, but for some reason, the camera focused on me.
As if someone had instructed them to do so.

For a moment, Foriner's smug smile flashed through my mind.
It had to be him.
He must have unnecessarily drawn attention to me. Nothing else makes sense.

I couldn't help but sigh.
Supporting from behind is by no means a trivial task, but I thought it would be more appropriate to highlight Se-Hee and Se-Won, who were the main attackers.

"It's not bad, though."

Right.
Thanks to that news, I'll be in people's memories, if only briefly.
Perhaps this is Foriner's intention—that I need to raise my profile one way or another for my goal.

[Hello, citizens.]
"?! What's this??"

I sat up abruptly in bed.
Just as the footage was about to show students from other classes, a different video suddenly started playing.
I frantically flipped through channels, but the same video was playing on all of them.

[Sorry to cut in when everyone's busy. But you know what? We thought we should do some advertising too. Here, take a look.]

A man wearing a hood pulled down to show only his mouth spoke confidently, then turned the camera.

The camera showed a frail-looking man. He had removed his upper garments, revealing his bare torso with pitifully weak-looking muscles.
This person... he looks familiar.

As if given a signal, the frail man nodded slightly, put something like a pill in his mouth, and swallowed it.

[Oh... Ohhhhhh!!]

Instantly, the man's body began to swell.
His lifeless muscles quickly regained strength and started to twitch.

"That person. Isn't he a retired hero?"

I couldn't remember his rank, but I remembered seeing those muscles somewhere.

[Haah!]

KWANG!

The once-frail man extended his fist toward a steel plate that looked about 5cm thick and punched right through it.

[What do you think? You know what this is without me telling you, right?]

The camera turned back to the suspicious man.
A confident smile revealing white teeth.

"...A new type of protein?"

Maybe highly concentrated protein that can revive dead muscles?

[It's a drug that lets you regain your lost power. This one right here.]

"!!"

The answer to the puzzling question came unexpectedly easily.
But there was a problem.

The red pill in the man's hand.

"That's..."

The red pill that the villain I'd knocked down at dawn today—the one who had boasted about being B-rank—had taken was now in the man's hand.

[If you're interested, just wait quietly. We'll come find you soon. I think you'll want this too. Don't you?]

Click!

The screen went dark.
And shortly after, it returned to the original news broadcast.
The announcer couldn't hide her bewilderment.
Probably due to the sudden hijacking of the broadcast.

"...They moved first, huh."

The news was already beyond my concern.
The villain association had made their move before I could discover the identity of the pill I'd seen at dawn.

"This is troublesome."

Suspicious, yet still too alluring.
A drug that restores lost power after regression.
Even if it's only temporary, many people would want that drug.

"Haah."

My chest felt tight, and I couldn't help but sigh.

If.
If retired heroes who once reached A-rank got that drug and turned to the villain side, things would clearly become extremely complicated.

Ch.41 - The Villain Alliance Begins To Move (2)
"Mmm..."

I raised my body with a frown, caught between sleep and wakefulness. I felt the gentle sunlight piercing my eyes. I wasn't sure how long I'd slept, but it was definitely still daylight.

When did I fall asleep anyway?

I tapped my head with my fingers, trying to recall my last memory. Right. It was after watching the Villain Association hijack all broadcast channels for their grand announcement.

I was already in a bad mood. Thinking about how many others would end up in my situation because of this made me feel gloomy.

As they say, the only good villain is a dead villain. The fact that the Villain Association was openly making moves meant there were already quite a few people who had crossed over.

In fact, the guy I took down at dawn wasn't originally a villain.

"Not exactly a peaceful Saturday afternoon, is it?"

I muttered to myself while searching for news articles on my communication terminal. Sure enough, it was filled with stories about the Villain Association. There were also many concerned comments about retired heroes possibly turning to the villain side.

"Retirement... regression..."

When even growth doesn't guarantee victory, regression must feel like a bolt from the blue to those experiencing it.

Though I couldn't fully relate, I somewhat understood their feelings after seeing several people go through it.

I suppose I'm somewhat similar.

With heavy steps, I stood in front of the mirror.

Before me was an immature girl who could be described as cute rather than beautiful. A girl who seemed like she would grow into a dazzlingly beautiful woman in just a few years.

"..."

I quietly stared at that reflection.
Growth.
Regression.
Both were words unrelated to me. Perhaps even if my superpowers hit a wall during development, I still wouldn't regress.

As long as I had a lifeline, I would remain this fragile girl for years, even decades.

Even now, without magical enhancement, my physical abilities were nothing special.

"Sigh. How depressing."

No matter how much I tried to build muscle, this body seemed incompatible with muscle growth, which was disheartening.

Though I disliked it...
Looking at it differently, if I hadn't become like this, I would already be a cold corpse buried underground or cremated.

Compared to that, being alive was definitely better.

"No point in complaining more."

It's ugly to just complain when I've managed to survive. Even though my muscles and manhood went to America, there are still ways to become stronger.

And if I keep getting stronger, someday I'll be recognized.

Knock knock.

"Huh?"

While I was unusually lost in thought, someone knocked on my door.
I sensed a strangely hesitant movement from beyond the door.

"Who is it?"

Instead of verbally confirming who was there, I just opened the door. I didn't want to think too deeply right now.

This is the academy, after all.
It's difficult for suspicious people to visit here.
Unless they disguise themselves as students from the start.

And if some ordinary intruder had broken in, I could just beat them up.

"..."

When I opened the door, a cute girl appeared before me.
A girl taller than me. Despite her cat-like appearance, she was hesitating with me right in front of her.

Well, if you searched the entire academy, there probably wouldn't be anyone smaller than me except for Se-Hee.

"Oh, hello?"

The girl who suddenly came to my room was someone I saw every day. She was also the one I caught working part-time at the convenience store.

"What's up?"

Seo Na-Bi greeted me but still hesitated with something in both hands. Though I spoke to her, she showed no sign of answering.

"...Here!"

After about a minute of silence, the fidgeting girl finally spoke.

"Take this!"
"Huh? Oh? Umm..."

Then she hastily handed me the package she was holding and disappeared like a shot.
Anyone watching might think she had just confessed to a girl.

Bewilderedly accepting the package, I blankly stared in the direction Na-Bi had disappeared.
I couldn't understand why she suddenly gave me this, so I just stared blankly.

"What is this?"

But with the person who gave the package gone, there was no way to find out.
Eventually, I returned to my room and opened the package Na-Bi had given me. Though it was an unexpected gift, it felt quite heavy, which made me excited.

[Bribe]
"..."

After placing it on the bed and opening the package, there was a large card with the word "bribe" written plainly on it.
I was so dumbfounded by the blatant labeling that my mouth fell open.

"B-bribe?"

Why suddenly a bribe? I tilted my head and thought about it again.

I wondered if I'd done anything deserving of a bribe, but nothing came to mind.
Besides, she's not even an adult yet and already giving bribes. Na-Bi is definitely showing signs of being a shady character.

Ah. Right.

Thinking about it carefully, there was something that might warrant hush money.
Na-Bi was hiding from others that she worked night shifts. And I happened to discover this by chance.

Either Na-Bi forgot that I promised to keep it secret, or she couldn't trust me despite that, and came to me with a bribe due to her anxiety.

"How did she know I like meat?"

Still, I decided to make good use of what I received. Inside the package were three chunks of packaged meat.

Considering she had to work part-time yet bought this, she must have really wanted to keep my mouth shut. For me, who had no intention of revealing her secret in the first place, this was like a windfall.

"I wonder why?"

Suddenly, I became curious about why Na-Bi was so desperate to hide the fact that she worked part-time.
At first, I thought she just didn't want others to know she was short on money, but her desperate reaction suggested something else.

Later, when I visit my mother's house, it might not be a bad idea to stop by the convenience store again and probe her a bit.

"Should I have a meat party?"

Setting aside thoughts about Na-Bi, I turned my attention to the meat.

Na-Bi's gift was really appreciated.
Not just because it was meat, but because it drove away the negative thoughts that had been filling my head until just now.

But the meat was too much for one person. Plus, cooking it in my dorm room would cause oil to splatter everywhere, which wasn't appropriate.

So I could cook it somewhere else, but since no suitable place came to mind, it might not be a bad idea to find a place to eat with friends.

Slurp.
I moistened my lips and began operating my communication terminal.



* * *



"..."
"Don't look so glum, my contractor."

With darkness thickly covering the sky, Optima was staring down at what had been identified as a villain's hideout from atop a tall building, unable to hide her sullen expression.

"I'm not glum. I'm not a child."

Despite pouting and clearly expressing her bad mood, her words weren't honest.

The meat she received as hush money from Na-Bi ended up stuffed in the refrigerator without seeing the light of day. Just as she was about to contact her friends, Foriner suddenly called her out.

'Anyone can see you're sulking like a child.'

"...Right. You're a mature person after all. Anyway, our targets this time are those in that building."

Foriner swallowed his true thoughts that were about to spill out and deliberately emphasized the word "mature."

He wanted to see Optima get riled up by calling her childish, but he set aside that desire for the sake of the mission.
There was no benefit in agitating Optima, who still hesitated to harm people.

"Just in case, prioritize your safety. They are heretics. Beings who have strayed from the right path and threaten humanity."
"...I'll keep that in mind."

Optima regained her composure upon hearing Foriner's unexpected words.

She had thought that to a Transcendent, she was just a replaceable pawn, but he unexpectedly expressed concern.

'So he's the type who takes care of his own people?'

Optima briefly recalled past events. Surprisingly, Foriner often looked after her and Hong Yu-Jin.

Of course, it was still quite shocking to hear such words from the kitten perched on her shoulder, but she was both surprised and grateful. Thanks to him, she was able to clear her sullen expression and focus.

'I know.'

Despite possessing magic, a power only available to the chosen, Optima could still be considered weak.
While she might rank high among all superpowered individuals, there were plenty of people stronger than or similar to her in power.

In other words, what Foriner was trying to say was that there could very well be someone with similar power to hers inside the villain hideout they were about to enter.
It also meant she shouldn't hold back her power in an attempt to capture villains alive.

"Then, I'm going."
"Please do."

As soon as Optima finished speaking, she jumped off the building.
Her action looked like a suicide attempt, but immediately after she jumped, her body was enveloped in a dark mist.

Eventually, she plunged into the shadow on the ground with what seemed like it would make a splash sound.



* * *



[Once again, the girl calling herself Magical Girl Optima captured a group of villains and delivered them to the Hero Association—]

Click-

"Hey! I was watching that!"
"Forget it. They'd just be going on about how amazing she is anyway."

The room, previously illuminated only by the TV's light, went dark.
When the man arbitrarily turned off the TV, the woman next to him started to get irritated.

Whoosh!

"Our goal this time is to lure her in and capture her, right?"

The man, or rather the boy, spat a small flame from his mouth as he looked at the woman beside him, Ayla Thompson.
Magical Girl Optima.

The Villain Association had begun to take notice of this mysterious girl who appeared a few months ago and regularly made the news.
They judged that capturing and studying her movement ability, which defied physical explanation and allowed her to resolve incidents across the country, would significantly strengthen the Association.

"Tch. That's right."

Ayla Thompson looked at the boy, Kim Woo-Jin, with disapproving eyes.
White hair discolored from experiments since childhood. Brown skin, a side effect of overusing his ability.

She disliked Kim Woo-Jin, an experimental subject of the Association, trying to stand as her equal.

Although it was thanks to the Association's power, awakening at such a young age showed he had extraordinary talent. Perhaps her dislike stemmed from jealousy of his talent.

Ayla Thompson forcibly suppressed her exploding jealousy.
He was just a newly awakened kid. And a young man.
She could easily manipulate him using her beauty.
Just like other men.

'Hmph. I won't fall for someone like you.'

Kim Woo-Jin, seeing through Ayla Thompson's thoughts, inwardly mocked her while thinking of his childhood friend.

Indeed, Ayla Thompson's appearance was attractive. Her natural movements created seduction, proving why countless men had fallen for her.

Unfortunately, she wasn't Kim Woo-Jin's type. Rather, he belonged to the group that despised such women.

'Monster of a woman.'

Ayla Thompson's perversion was well-known. A woman who dominated the weak regardless of age or gender, torturing them horribly.
A woman who most enjoyed hearing the pain-soaked screams of the weak unable to resist.

The reason she joined the Association was partly due to her perversion, but she also intended to maintain her beauty using the Association's drugs.
As long as Ayla Thompson remained loyal to the Association, she could maintain her appearance of being in her early twenties.

'To think she's 50 years old in that state.'

Kim Woo-Jin glanced at Ayla Thompson, barely holding back a sigh.

"Our goal this time isn't just to lure her in."
"I know."

Ayla Thompson, unaware of Kim Woo-Jin's inner thoughts, took out a pad and showed it to him.

Magica Essential.
A company developing crystallizations of magical power and various products using those crystals.

The plan was for the Association to raid the place and seize the target, and if Optima caught the scent and came looking, they would take her too.

"But will she really come?"

Kim Woo-Jin still couldn't believe it.
As evident from both the news and the Association's information, she invariably appeared wherever incidents occurred.

"She'll come."

There was certainty in Ayla Thompson's words.
The Association's hideouts had already been raided twice.

Though they only housed insignificant small fry, the fact that these well-disguised locations were precisely targeted suggested she had a reliable informant.

Additionally, she believed Optima would have heightened her vigilance against the Association after seeing their recent broadcast.

"If she doesn't come, we'll just do other missions until she does. If she doesn't show up, it's easier for us. The Association only gains. Isn't that good?"

Even if she didn't come, it wouldn't matter. They would just do what they originally planned to do.
As Ayla Thompson said this, she flashed a winning smile meant to seduce Kim Woo-Jin.

"Is that so? I guess. I'm going to sleep."
"...Already?"
"If I don't sleep early, I won't grow taller."

But it had no effect on Kim Woo-Jin.
He even said he was going to bed early.

"Just so you know, if you climb onto the bed, I'll turn you into a lump of charcoal, so behave yourself."

He even made it clear he had no interest in her as he threw himself onto the bed.

Ch.42 - The Villain Alliance Begins To Move (3)
Kim Se-Won returned to his room on a pleasant Sunday morning. Thanks to his friend Eun-Ha, whom he met at the academy, he was making quite smooth progress.

He was simply learning and training in how to use magical power for physical enhancement and, beyond that, how to control magical power from Eun-Ha. But because of this, he could feel his supernatural ability gradually growing.

To be precise, it wasn't the supernatural ability itself that was growing, but his control over it.

Anyway, as someone who knew how wonderful it was to see his own growth, each day was filled with a sense of accomplishment. And he firmly believed today would be the same.

"..."

Yes. If only his communication device hadn't rung, Kim Se-Won would have had another ordinary day.

The number displayed was from the hospital where he and his mother had frequently been treated.

"Has my mother's condition worsened again?"
"Yes."

Kim Se-Won's voice trembled faintly. He felt his heart sink.

*After she had finally been able to resume her daily life.*

Clenching his trembling hand, Kim Se-Won thanked the caller and hung up. The image of his powerless mother vividly resurfaced in his mind.

The thought of seeing his mother lying in a hospital bed, growing thinner by the day, made him feel as if someone was hammering his chest.

"The hospital again?"

But then, Kim Se-Won's communication device rang once more.

It might be the hospital calling to inform him about the costs for treating the relapsed illness, which would surely be substantial.

[Cha Jin-Ho]

However, the caller wasn't the hospital as he had expected.
The name displayed was one he knew all too well.

Cha Jin-Ho.
The bastard who had abandoned Kim Se-Won and his mother for years. His biological father.

*Why is he calling suddenly?*

Kim Se-Won felt his mood sour at the sight of that name and recalled the first and last time he had met Cha Jin-Ho. After seeing Kim Se-Won's newly awakened supernatural ability, he had been disappointed and simply left.

So he had been living thinking they had completely cut ties, but why was he calling suddenly?

Kim Se-Won had no idea and even wondered if he should answer the call.
There was no way he would call without a reason. He must have called because he needed something.
Perhaps he had heard about his mother's relapse from somewhere.

"Hello?"
"Go to Magica Essential headquarters."
"What?"
"I won't say it twice. Go when I tell you to."
"Wait! You need to explain proper—"

Click.

He had thought that perhaps Cha Jin-Ho had called out of sympathy for his mother who was back in the hospital, but Cha Jin-Ho hadn't changed.

As Kim Se-Won had always seen, Cha Jin-Ho was extremely selfish and viewed Kim Se-Won and his mother as mere pawns he could manipulate at will.

"Damn it!"

Unable to contain his anger, Kim Se-Won tore off the communication device from his wrist and threw it onto the bed.
The device bounced once on the soft bed, hit the wall, and fell onto the pillow.

Ding-

The communication device on the pillow made another sound.
Still fuming, Kim Se-Won swallowed hard and picked up the device.

[I know you don't have money anyway. Go to Magica Essential by 5 o'clock.]

It was a short message.
The sender was Cha Jin-Ho.
The reason he sent the message was to supplement the abruptly ended call.

And Kim Se-Won interpreted the message to mean that if he listened, Cha Jin-Ho would pay for the hospital bills.

"I have no choice."

His mother was back in the hospital. And Kim Se-Won was still a student.

There was no way for Kim Se-Won to get a large sum of money in a short time. Even if he used all the money left at home, it would probably not be enough.

As much as he hated using Cha Jin-Ho's money, it was better than letting his mother die.

With a deeply furrowed brow, Kim Se-Won reluctantly nodded.



* * *



"But why Magica Essential?"

At 5 PM.
Only after arriving at the scheduled time did Kim Se-Won voice his question.

Magica Essential was a company that created various items using magical power with the help of special supernatural abilities and their technology.
No matter how he thought about it, it didn't seem like a company that would have any connection to villains.

Kim Se-Won couldn't understand why Cha Jin-Ho had called him here.

"So it's you."

As Kim Se-Won was looking at the Magica Essential headquarters with a puzzled expression, an unfamiliar voice greeted him.

The approaching young man was closer to a boy than a young adult. Though his eyes were sharp, he still had traces of youth, estimated to be around Kim Se-Won's age.

The boy was quite noticeable.

With sun-tanned brown skin and snow-white hair, he looked quite unusual, but considering that supernatural abilities often change hair or eye color when awakened, it seemed plausible.

However, his attire was neither formal nor casual. It was a black outfit with red lines, resembling a black swallow-tail tuxedo at first glance.

"Take this and get out. This place won't be for someone like you anymore."

The sharp-eyed boy, Kim Woo-Jin, handed Kim Se-Won a glass bottle containing red pills from his waist and turned his back.

"What is this all about?"

Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his bewilderment.
First, he was suddenly told to come to Magica Essential headquarters.
And when he arrived, some rude guy told him to leave immediately.
He couldn't make sense of it at all.

"He doesn't seem to be an employee."

Kim Se-Won was so dumbfounded that he couldn't even think of moving from his spot.
No matter how he looked at it, Kim Woo-Jin appeared to be around the same age as Kim Se-Won.

Although he had heard that special supernatural ability users sometimes get scouted by companies after completing just the basic curriculum, he didn't think Kim Woo-Jin was one of them.

Kim Se-Won stood in Kim Woo-Jin's blind spot and observed him for a while, curious about the arrogant guy who had treated him like a child.

After about 10 minutes, the sun began to set.

As Kim Woo-Jin's expression changed from blank to increasingly irritated, furrowing his brow, she appeared.
Ayla Thompson.
A beauty of unknown age.

A villain who had killed hundreds of people so far.
Kim Se-Won's eyes widened when the beauty with heavy eye makeup appeared.
After all, Ayla Thompson had been a notorious villain since he was a child.

And certainty filled his mind.

*No matter how I look at it, that guy doesn't seem to be related to Magica Essential. And that person is a famous villain.*

Suddenly, a news article flashed in Kim Se-Won's mind.
Villains hijacking broadcasts. And using the hijacked broadcast for massive advertising.

In his pocket was a glass bottle containing red pills.

*Why did I only realize this now?!*

Thump!
His heart began to pound violently. Although he had reluctantly agreed and didn't know the details, Kim Se-Won had taken a step into the realm of criminals.

His hands trembled.
And his teeth clenched.

Cha Jin-Ho must have already known. He must have already contacted the villains and planned to use him in some way.

*It's my fault. This happened because I was careless and stupid.*

He had thought he would bring down Cha Jin-Ho with his own abilities.
That he would crush that arrogant pride.
That he would defeat him with the power Cha Jin-Ho had dismissed.

But now he might be treated as a villain rather than a hero.

*No. Even if I had known, I would have come anyway.*

Kim Se-Won took the glass bottle out of his pocket.
But he just held it, unable to do anything else.
He wanted to throw it away, but he couldn't.

*If I throw this away, my mother won't be able to get treatment.*

Crunch!

Kim Se-Won resented his situation so much. He hated this reality so much that he tightly closed his eyes.

He thought that if he had money.
Or if he had the power to cure his mother's illness, he wouldn't have been in this situation.

*Maybe Eun-Ha...?*

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's face flashed through his mind.

*With that power, wouldn't it be possible?*

The healing power that cured all kinds of wounds. He began to feel hopeful that her power might be able to cure his mother's illness.

*No. It's not certain.*

But he soon shook his head.
There was no proof.
All he had seen was her healing wounds. He knew that healing wounds and curing diseases were fundamentally different.

Also, he might unnecessarily involve Eun-Ha with Cha Jin-Ho if he brought her along.

*There's one thing I'm sure of.*

Nevertheless, Kim Se-Won clearly realized one thing.
That Cha Jin-Ho intended to make him take this medicine to amplify his ability.

There was no way those with deteriorated supernatural abilities could regain their power. It was unrealistic.
The only possibility was to forcibly overload the core, temporarily regaining power at the cost of lifespan.

*Trash.*

Kim Se-Won could see right through Cha Jin-Ho's thoughts. He had many children besides him.
And none of them pleased him.

The reason he sought him out now was clear.
To make him showcase his power by overloading his supernatural ability with the drug, thereby enhancing Cha Jin-Ho's reputation.
Cha Jin-Ho was an attention-seeker hungry for fame and people's cheers.

*You think that's going to happen?*

Kim Se-Won's eyes began to quietly burn. Once again, hatred for Cha Jin-Ho began to boil up.

And that gaze was directed at the two villains in the distance.



* * *



"Ugh."

Optima frowned as she looked at a building.
She couldn't rest even on Sunday.
Despite having already raided and destroyed two villain hideouts from dawn to afternoon.

"Don't be too disheartened. You know this is all for your own good, right?"
"Yeah, yeah. Sure it is. Honor, fame. Just garbage that gets thrown at your head when you're busy rolling around."

As she had no time to rest, Optima was starting to get cranky.
Although her body wasn't tired at all, she was showing symptoms because she desperately wanted to roll around comfortably in bed on a rare Sunday.

"Don't be too upset. You know how many people have been able to survive thanks to you. Shouldn't we work to increase that number?"
"Wow! Passion pay!"
"When we get back, I'll personally make dinner for you. Meat, which you like."

Optima's eyes lit up at Foriner's words.
Because she knew that a Transcendent's cooking skills were also transcendent.
And meat on top of that!

"W-well, I guess I have no choice."

When he brought up her favorite ingredient as a negotiation tool, Optima pretended to reluctantly nod.

She couldn't resist meat.

"I don't know why we're suddenly raiding a corporation though."

Optima, now motivated, rolled her shoulders once to loosen up.

"You'll have to be my meat."
"Say it's for the meat."
"That's the same thing."

After warming up completely, Optima leaped towards the two people who were about to enter Magica Essential.
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If Magica Essential were to be categorized, it would be considered a company that takes good care of its employees' welfare.

Because of this, Magica Essential had established a policy that, unless absolutely necessary, only minimal staff would remain on holidays while everyone else rested at home.

But there are exceptions to every rule.
Jung Hee-Won, who had possessed special talents since childhood, was one such exception.

Whirrr-

Jung Hee-Won had a daily quota that had to be completed 365 days a year, unless she was on vacation.

She was in a large room.
About 30 pyeong in size, this room had been modified to suit Jung Hee-Won's work. On one wall, a conveyor belt slowly moved monster corpses and specially processed blood packs for heroes past her.

The conveyor belt moved a monster's corpse toward Jung Hee-Won.

As the corpse approached her, the conveyor belt came to an abrupt halt.
Simultaneously, bright yellow magical energy erupted from Jung Hee-Won's hands and began enveloping the corpse.

Shuuu-

It wasn't just enveloping it. As if extracting something contained within the corpse, dark magical energy began to be pulled out by the bright yellow energy.
Eventually, the fully extracted magical energy was about the size of Jung Hee-Won's face.

The energy transferred to Jung Hee-Won's grasp, changed from a dark color to blue, gradually decreased in size, and finally transformed into a blue cubic crystal.

Extraction-purification-compression-crafting.
The time consumed for this four-stage process was only 5 seconds.
This was a skill she had honed for 6 years since being scouted by Magica Essential right after graduating from hero training school.

"Phew! Today's- quota- done!"

Stretching-

"Ahhh~"

The sense of accomplishment from completing today's quota and the refreshing sensation of stretching made her let out a soft moan.

"Time to go roll around in my room~"

Grinning from ear to ear.
For her, working at Magica Essential was pure bliss.
All she had to do was perform repetitive tasks using her specialty. Though she had to train a new junior who had recently joined, even that was going smoothly, so she couldn't ask for more.

While she made it look easy enough to call it repetitive work, in reality, this was a skill that ordinary people couldn't replicate.

In fact, Jung Hee-Won's junior could barely extract one crystal in the time it took her to easily produce twenty.

That's why Magica Essential provided her with generous support, including a hefty salary.
Although she ended up living in a dormitory that became her workplace, it suited her temperament, making Magica Essential nothing short of a dream job for Jung Hee-Won.

Wheeeeeeee-!!

At least, that was true until just now.
Just as Jung Hee-Won was about to leave the room, an alarm began filling the building.
A sound that wouldn't normally be heard.

It was a loud alarm indicating that there were unauthorized intruders in the company.


* * *


"Huff...! Huff...!"

Jung Hee-Won was running down the corridor, breathing heavily.

And behind her were two thugs.
Jung Hee-Won was desperately running away from these thugs.

"What is this, it's not like we're chasing a crawling baby."
"Even a test subject with both legs blown off would run faster than her."
"Idiot. How can someone without legs run?"
"That's what I'm saying, dumbass."

They were leisurely walking down the corridor, busy mocking Jung Hee-Won. But they were also starting to get bored.

"Hey! Catch this!"

So one of the thugs threw an object he was holding at Jung Hee-Won.

Thud!

Jung Hee-Won barely managed to avoid it. She instinctively checked what they had thrown.

"Eek!"

Jung Hee-Won jumped back in shock, hastily distancing herself from the object.
It was a corpse so mangled that its form was unrecognizable. From what she remembered, it was a researcher who had been joking with her just this morning.

"Picked it up on the way. Hehe. It should be fresh since it hasn't been dead long."
"That's quite intense!"
"I am a man of intensity, after all."

The thugs snickered, casually mentioning the fact that they had killed someone.

These were low-level members of the Villain Association.
Although they were considered low-level, having endured all sorts of experiments, they boasted physical abilities that ordinary people couldn't match.
In hero ranking terms, they would be around upper mid-C rank.

Knowing their own strength, these low-level villains took their time cornering Jung Hee-Won. They thought they might as well enjoy themselves since easy jobs like this were rare.

"By the way, what's Ayla Thompson doing? She gave us a job and then disappeared somewhere."
"What else? She's probably collecting whatever's valuable. Then she'll disappear on her own, so we just need to do what we're told."
"She's always so keen on men and money."
"Are you trying to get yourself killed saying that about Ayla Thompson? Didn't you see that guy who got dissected alive last time?"
"Dissected? More like thoroughly kneaded. That idiot got on his knees and begged in front of Ayla Thompson, which made his death even more horrific. If it were me, I would've bitten my tongue and died right away when caught."

Their casual conversation was terrifyingly brutal.
Jung Hee-Won, who had been blankly listening to their chat, felt chills run down her spine.

*Why is this happening to me?*

She needed to escape immediately. Otherwise, she would surely end up like the corpse she had just seen.

Jung Hee-Won told herself dozens, hundreds of times in that short moment that she needed to run away, but facing the horribly mangled corpse, her legs wouldn't listen.
It felt as if someone had tied invisible weights to her legs.

"I, I can't..."

Her jaw trembled so much she couldn't form proper words. Jung Hee-Won could only look at the thugs with eyes full of despair.

Her legs wouldn't move.
Despite her desperate attempts to escape, it had been in vain.

The thugs approached Jung Hee-Won with sinister smiles, slowly closing the distance.

One step.
Another step.

They walked more slowly than ever, deliberately making her feel the terror.

"You'll have to come with us."
"You'll become a valuable test subject."

Test subject.
Jung Hee-Won's face turned pale upon hearing those words. Though there was no immediate threat to her life, it felt as if her life was flashing before her eyes.

Becoming a test subject meant that once captured, even her corpse would permanently belong to the Villain Association.

"No, nooooo..."

She wanted to beg them to stay away, to disappear immediately, but she couldn't even form those words properly.
Jung Hee-Won deeply resented these people who had suddenly appeared and ruined her peaceful life.

And so, another step.
The thugs took another step forward.

Crash!

"?!"

But suddenly, all the windows in the corridor the thugs were passing through shattered.
There had been no warning.

"Aaargh!"
"Shit! What the hell!"

The glass shards created from the broken windows flew only toward the two thugs. It was as if they had a will of their own.

The thugs, who had been leisurely confident that they were about to capture their target, had to expose their entire bodies to the unexpected glass shards.

"Now's your chance! Hurry!"

A voice of a boy who had just begun to shed his childish traits reached Jung Hee-Won's ears.
When she came to her senses, she noticed that the door to the emergency staircase right beside her was slightly open. The voice was coming from this emergency staircase.

"Quickly!"
"Yes, ye—what?!"

Jung Hee-Won tried to open the emergency staircase door. But as if unable to wait even for that, a hand suddenly emerged and grabbed her, pulling her in.

"W-who are you? How did you get here...?"
"Getting out of here comes first. Let's leave before those guys regain their senses!"

The person who had rescued Jung Hee-Won from danger was Kim Se-Won. He had come looking for her after hearing her desperate cries and had been waiting for an opportunity.

*If it weren't for the windows, I wonder what would have happened.*

Kim Se-Won thought that although it was a reckless attempt, he had done the right thing. And he hadn't imagined that the training he had done with Eun-Ha would bear fruit so quickly.

Without the training with Eun-Ha, he wouldn't have even attempted to break the windows with telekinesis and direct the glass shards at the thugs.

*I hurt people for the first time.*

Was it because this was real combat, not a virtual training at the academy? His heart was racing.
He couldn't believe that he had used his psychic abilities to hurt people.

*Why did villains attack this place?*

As he thought this, Kim Se-Won recalled the boy he had seen at the entrance of the Magica Essential building.
A boy who looked about his age.
A boy who seemed somehow out of the ordinary.

At first, he regretted following Kim Woo-Jin inside on a whim, driven by a stubbornness he couldn't even understand himself.
But in the end, he felt proud that his impulsive decision had saved someone's life.

Kim Se-Won felt a strange sense of elation rising within him at the fact that he had saved someone, performing an action similar to what heroes do.

*Still, this isn't a place to stay for long.*

Kim Se-Won began looking for a potential exit. Having seen all the villains infiltrating this place from outside, he knew that their numbers weren't that many.

*Five low-level thugs. Two who look strong.*

If they were unlucky, they might encounter the other five in this situation. So they needed to find an exit carefully.

"Let's hide somewhere for a moment and catch our breath."
"Huff...! Huff...!"

While Kim Se-Won, who had enhanced his body with magical energy, still had some stamina left, the person he had rescued was already exhausted. She seemed to be struggling just to breathe heavily.

At this rate, even if he forcibly dragged her along, they might get caught before long, so he had to consider her stamina as well.

In response to Kim Se-Won's words, Jung Hee-Won pointed to a room visible right after exiting the emergency staircase.

Inside the room they entered, there were about five drum-type washing machines and dryers.

"A laundry room...?"
"The research facility and dormitory... are integrated."

*What an unusual place.*

Kim Se-Won nodded with that thought.
Regardless, it was undoubtedly a good place to hide temporarily. There were deep and large gaps between the washing machines, and if they hid inside those gaps, it would be difficult to notice people at a glance.

*Saving people is quite challenging.*

Hidden in the gap, Kim Se-Won was lost in thought.
Having only vaguely thought that saving people was a hero's job, he realized upon experiencing it firsthand that it wasn't an easy task.

If he could overwhelmingly sweep away the enemies, it would be a different story. There would be no need to worry about stamina.

But he wasn't like that.
Kim Se-Won freshly realized his own weakness.

Tap, tap, tap.

"!!"

After about a minute had passed.
Just as Jung Hee-Won was starting to catch her breath, the sound of footsteps echoing in the corridor reached the laundry room.

*Could it be they know our location?*

The footsteps were gradually getting louder.
As if heading straight for this place.

Gulp. Both Kim Se-Won and Jung Hee-Won swallowed their saliva while holding their breath, without anyone needing to tell them to do so.
Kim Se-Won also mentally prepared himself to activate his telekinesis at any moment.

*If someone makes such a sound...*

The face of a beautiful woman flashed through Kim Se-Won's mind.
It was Ayla Thompson.
Though he had only observed her from a distance, she was definitely wearing heels.

If someone was making such a sound, it must be her, Kim Se-Won judged.

Creak-

"These damn bastards!"
"Where are they! Where?!"

Following the sound of the emergency staircase door opening, the voices of the thugs spewing curses could also be heard.
It was a case of adding insult to injury.

*Please...! Please...!*
*Pass by! Pass by!*

The two, extremely tense, clutched their chests and prayed that they would just pass by.

Bang!
Ack!
Aaaaargh!

But unexpected sounds came from outside.

The sound of something crashing loudly and the screams of the thugs.

"Huh? Hmph...!"

Jung Hee-Won, who had inadvertently made a sound, hastily covered her mouth with both hands. Even though it hadn't been confirmed that they were allies, she had momentarily relaxed her guard at the sound of the thugs' screams.

*Oh no...!*

After the screams of the two thugs ceased, the corridor fell silent.
In other words, Ayla Thompson, who had been making the sound of heels, was still outside.

It was incomprehensible why she would harm fellow villains, but there must be some circumstances.
That's the kind of place the Villain Association was.
The lives of those who couldn't prove their abilities were worth less than flies.

An example of this was the conversation the thugs had earlier. The lives of the low-level members could be determined by the mood of the stronger ones.

Despite this, the reason villains could form an association was that they had considerable force, and they also had the technology to reinforce that force.

The only issue was that the process by which this technology came to be was too inhumane, but its performance was undeniable, naturally attracting psychics who desired power.

*There's no choice.*

"Wait here."
"W-wait a moment...! You shouldn't...!"
"I'm a hero, even if just an aspirant."

There was no other way now.

The outside had fallen silent.
That meant Ayla Thompson was still here.
And the fact that she wasn't moving from right in front of the laundry room meant she knew Kim Se-Won and Jung Hee-Won were inside.

In that case, Kim Se-Won thought that at the very least, he should act as bait.

Pushing Jung Hee-Won deep into the gap to prevent her from stopping him, Kim Se-Won decided to go outside on his own.

"Phew..."

Kim Se-Won felt his heart beating violently.
Regrets like "I shouldn't have come" or "I should have just turned a blind eye and gone back" followed, but he tried to shake them off.
It was too late for regrets.

As Kim Se-Won grabbed the doorknob to go out, he felt a gaze and glanced slightly in that direction.
There, Jung Hee-Won was peeking out from the gap, sending him a worried look.
Kim Se-Won nodded and gestured for her to go back in, then grabbed the doorknob.

*I'll rush out and buy time!*

His eyes shone.
Though he was tense, a strange sense of elation began to envelop his body.

He had succumbed to the heroic psychology that hero aspirants often adopt.

Fling!

He forcefully turned the doorknob in his hand and pulled it.
With that, Kim Se-Won rushed out of the room.

"Huh?!"

He collided with a girl who had been blankly standing in front of the door.

Ch.44 - The Villain Alliance Begins To Move (5)
In the silent hallway, a boy and a girl stared blankly at each other, with him pinning her down.

*Huh?*
*What?*
*Why?*
*How?*

Optima was utterly shocked.
Though she didn't show it outwardly, only blinking her eyes, her mind was in complete chaos.

*Why on earth are you here??*

She had rushed out of the room with a determined expression, only to find herself pinned down by her own friend.

She couldn't accept the fact that she'd encountered her friend in a place where she'd come to defeat villains.
It made no sense.

While this place wasn't related to villains, it certainly wasn't somewhere a normal student would visit on a weekend.

*I won't be discovered, right??*

The fact that Shin Eun-Ha and Virginia were the same person as Optima was known only to a select few.

Of course, her appearance was completely disguised, but she secretly worried about the sudden thought that crossed her mind.

It was understandable.
She had no desire to reveal that the self-proclaimed magical girl was actually her classmate who laughed and joked around with everyone.

If not for Foriner's orders, she would have gone by just "Optima" rather than "Magical Girl Optima."

*It'll be fine. Probably.*

Optima soon managed to calm her racing heart.
Thinking about it, she had already appeared as Optima once before, and since then, Han Chae-eun and Kim Se-Won hadn't shown any particular reaction toward her.

Clearly, Han Chae-eun and Kim Se-Won hadn't realized that Optima was Eun-Ha.

"Whoa?!"

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, who had mistaken her for an enemy and pinned her down, jumped up in shock.
He unconsciously noticed the lingering warmth on his hand.

The boy's actions had gone according to his plan. By tackling the person in the hallway, he'd bought time for Jung Hee-won to escape from the laundry room.

But there was something he hadn't expected.
The person in the hallway wasn't Ayla Thompson, but Optima.

And in the process of tackling her, he had accidentally groped her modest chest.

*It was soft.*

Though her chest could hardly be called large, Kim Se-Won's hand vividly remembered the sensation and transmitted it to his brain.
Not only that, but it urged him to touch it again.

For a relatively innocent boy who had never dated anyone and still held fantasies about women, size didn't matter.

"No. I'm, I'm sorry! I didn't mean to do it, it just happened accidentally, anyway...!"

As a result, Kim Se-Won's face turned red as he started rambling excuses.

Optima, now free from being pinned down, got up with a puzzled expression she couldn't hide.

*Why is he suddenly acting like this?*

Why was he here?
Why did he suddenly jump out and tackle her?
And even if he did tackle her, why was he suddenly apologizing so frantically?
Optima could only tilt her head in confusion.

*Could it be?*

Suddenly, Optima thought about what Kim Se-Won had just done.
It wasn't just tackling her.
With that dazed expression, he had definitely touched her chest with his right hand.

*He probably thought he was touching the floor. Makes sense.*

Optima looked down at her chest and nodded in understanding.
Compared to Han Chae-eun, In Ha-ram, or her mother and senior Hong Yu-jin, hers was practically nonexistent, so it wasn't strange if he mistook it for the floor.

*Getting embarrassed over touching this? It's just a lump of fat with no muscle.*

Optima barely managed to suppress the mocking smile that threatened to form at her lips.
It was amusing how he was embarrassed and apologetic just for touching her chest.

"No. That's not it. Um..."

Kim Se-Won, unaware of Optima's thoughts, moved his arms restlessly as if expressing his confused feelings.
He needed to find a way out of this situation, but the lingering warmth and sensation in his hand was distracting him.

About five minutes passed.

For five minutes, Kim Se-Won desperately tried to come up with excuses while searching for a solution.
But no answer came.

*I have no choice. I'll have to change the subject and gloss over it...*

Kim Se-Won belatedly noticed a questioning gaze fixed on him from behind.
He could tell without looking. It was Jung Hee-won, hiding in the gap.

"Um, could you help me...? That person seems quite important."

Kim Se-Won's goal was to rescue Jung Hee-won from the villain.
Though he'd acted on heroic impulse, forgetting his limitations, now that he'd committed to it, saving her was his top priority.

*Nod.*

*I don't know what's important, but a hero should prioritize civilian safety.*

Optima nodded at Kim Se-Won, who was making awkward gestures while asking for her help.



* * *



In front of the Magica Essential headquarters.
Optima and Kim Se-Won watched Jung Hee-won, shoulders hunched, heading toward the Hero Association.

"But is it really okay to let her go alone?"
"It's fine."

Optima answered in a deliberately lowered voice.
She kept her responses short.
She was worried about being recognized as Eun-Ha.

Anyway, Jung Hee-won's rescue had been successful.
The small fry Optima had taken down, including the two she'd defeated just before meeting Kim Se-Won, totaled five.

Considering that she'd identified a total of seven people before entering the Magica Essential headquarters, they'd practically cleared them all out.

"Why?"
"Only two remain."

*The problem is that those two are the strong ones.*

Optima barely swallowed the words that almost came out, not wanting to appear weak.

"More importantly, how did you end up here?"

But she couldn't suppress her curiosity.
Optima looked up at him and asked in a low voice.

"I..."

Kim Se-Won hesitated to answer.

*Is it really okay to tell her? Is it okay to admit that I've already taken one step toward becoming a villain?*

He glanced at her while fidgeting with the glass vial in his pocket.
As far as he knew, Optima was a peculiar person who did work similar to heroes but deliberately called herself a magical girl. She was on the "side of justice."

He worried that she would be disappointed if he revealed that he had received a red pill that would restore his lost superpower.

He didn't want to disappoint the girl who had saved him when he was cornered by a monster.

*What's that?*

Optima's gaze focused on Kim Se-Won's lower body, specifically the pocket where his hand was fidgeting.

His uncomfortable expression.
His restless hand in his pants pocket.
Kim Se-Won, who normally wouldn't be here.
The villains who appeared at this location.

Something clicked in Optima's mind.

"Did you receive that pill too?"
"Ugh...!"

When Optima pointed at his pants, Kim Se-Won flinched noticeably.

Optima's intuition was correct.
In truth, there was only one reason why he, who had no connection to Magica Essential or villains, would be here.

While he was hesitating whether to speak, Optima had pinpointed exactly why he was here, leaving Kim Se-Won's mind blank.

"......"

Optima silently stared at Kim Se-Won with wide eyes.

*Why?*

She didn't feel disappointed that her friend had gotten involved with such drugs.
She just couldn't understand.

First of all, Kim Se-Won wasn't hitting a wall or regressing.
And if he had been developing more slowly than others, like Han Chae-eun, if his situation had been desperate, she might have nodded and thought, "I can understand that."

After all, looking at the video the Villain Association had widely advertised, one might wonder if it could work for them too.

But Kim Se-Won wasn't like that.
From what Optima had observed at the academy, Kim Se-Won was quite skilled at handling his superpower, on par with In Ha-ram.

So she couldn't understand.

*Ah....*

Kim Se-Won felt his heart sink as he met her purple eyes that seemed to draw him in.

Though Optima didn't make any gesture or expression, to him, she seemed disappointed.

*Should I just explain everything now?*

"I—"

Kim Se-Won's mouth opened with difficulty. But he couldn't finish his sentence.

Just as he was about to speak, his communication device started ringing loudly.

[Cha Jin-Ho]

*Cha Jin-Ho?*

Optima, who had sneaked a peek at Kim Se-Won's device, tilted her head, wondering what that name meant.

Cha Jin-Ho was the name of a telekinetic who had been popular for several years.
He was someone who flaunted his overflowing talent, so Optima didn't like him at all.

Optima shifted her gaze to look up at Kim Se-Won. She noticed his expression souring.

"Cha Jin-Ho... the hero?"
"Yes. A-rank hero Cha Jin-Ho. I received orders from him."
"Orders?"

The word "orders" felt both awkward and familiar to Optima.
She occasionally received orders from Foriner, one of which was to call herself a "magical girl."

But that was possible because Optima and Foriner were bound by a contract.
It shouldn't apply to someone as ordinary as Kim Se-Won.

"He's the one who told me to get this drug if I wanted to pay for my mother's hospital bills. He's also my father."

Kim Se-Won revealed his circumstances with a sense of resignation.
He trusted her, and he also hoped this would lessen her disappointment in him.

"......"

*My goodness.*

Optima stared blankly at Kim Se-Won, at a loss for words.

*He's the son of that talented jerk?*

Optima, who had always kept her emotions hidden, couldn't hide her surprise as she looked at Kim Se-Won. He didn't resemble that man at all.

*He must take after his mother.*

Kim Se-Won was completely different from Cha Jin-Ho, whose face screamed "I'm so great."

Perhaps that's why Optima felt drawn to Kim Se-Won.

*Good thing he doesn't resemble that bastard. Neither in looks nor personality.*

Optima had encountered Cha Jin-Ho at The Front Line before and remembered being mocked by him right away, starting with being called a talentless nobody.

*But orders...*

Optima roughly understood Kim Se-Won's situation.
As a powerless student, he had no way to win against a rogue who held both wealth and fame.

Especially when his mother was essentially being held hostage.

With Hong Yu-jin as her only family, Optima wanted to help him now that she understood his circumstances.

If his only family member, his mother, were to disappear, Kim Se-Won would have no one to rely on. That was easy to predict.

"I understand your situation. Now go back."

Optima deliberately pushed him away coldly.

She wanted to help him in some way.
That was Optima's thought, but that was separate from the current situation.
The two people likely still remaining in the Magica Essential headquarters were opponents she could never defeat while protecting Kim Se-Won.

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won caught a glimpse of something red flashing at the edge of his vision.
Right across from Optima. But Optima hadn't noticed yet, still looking at Kim Se-Won with a cold expression.

"Watch out!"
"Huh?!"

Kim Se-Won's judgment was quick.
He instantly enhanced his body, embraced Optima, and threw himself sideways.

*What's with him suddenly??*

Optima couldn't understand why Kim Se-Won was acting this way.

Whoosh!
Boom!

And in less than a second, a huge fireball exploded where Optima had been standing.

The spot where she had been was not just burned black but was bubbling up.

Even though he had enhanced his body with magical power and thrown himself with all his might, Optima and Kim Se-Won could still feel the scorching heat.

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

Optima and Kim Se-Won felt their hearts racing as they looked at the spot where they had been.

*I was too careless.*

Optima quickly realized that one of the two villains still in the building had attacked her, and she looked in the direction the attack had come from.

Thud, thud.

As Optima stared intently at the inside of the Magica Essential headquarters, she heard confident footsteps.

"What? You're still here?"

Soon, the person who had attacked Optima revealed himself.

It was Kim Woo-jin, who had warned Kim Se-Won to leave quickly.
With a nonchalant expression, he looked at Kim Se-Won, who was still there.

"If you didn't leave, you should die."

And a huge fireball flew toward Kim Se-Won.
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"Tch!"

Optima rose to her feet and saw a fireball flying toward Kim Se-Won. She stepped in front of him and swept her hand horizontally.

Swoosh!

A black curtain unfurled, protecting both of them. Magic control—specifically, a curtain created by controlling magic energy extended outside her body.

After deploying the curtain in mid-air, Optima grabbed Kim Se-Won and widened the distance between them.

BOOM!

Soon, the curtain and fireball collided, creating a magnificent explosion that echoed around them.

"What the...?"

Dust rose, obscuring their vision.

Thud, thud, thud.

Something was falling, and from across the way came Kim Woo-Jin's puzzled voice.

He was confused by the inexplicable phenomenon before his eyes.

At the spot where the curtain and fireball had collided, no heat remained. No, the heat hadn't spread at all. As if it had never existed.

And another thing.

On the ground, where there should have been at least some soot, lay chunks of ice.

"Is this magic? I like it."

Kim Woo-Jin recalled the information he'd heard beforehand.
The existence of a girl who called herself a magical girl.
An unknown power that didn't correspond to any known superpower.

The curtain Optima deployed was an application of transmutation magic.
Rather than simply projecting it or wrapping it around herself, she shot it outward, gave it form, and used it as a defensive wall.

"There should be one more."

Meanwhile, Optima enhanced her senses and scanned the surroundings. From what she knew, seven villains had infiltrated Magica Essential.
Six had been confirmed, so she needed to locate the remaining one.

"Don't worry! The damn old hag left a long time ago!"

Having witnessed a power he'd never seen before, Kim Woo-Jin was burning with competitive spirit.
And he revealed the information she wanted as she glanced around, cautiously surveying the area.

Whoosh!
The heat emanating from his body intensified.
A handful of flames spewed from his mouth, heating the surroundings.

"T-this is..."

Kim Se-Won realized his body was trembling. Seeing a powerful superhuman's strength with his own eyes for the first time filled him with fear rather than defiance.

It seemed miraculous that he had saved Optima just moments ago.

"It's okay."

Unlike the trembling Kim Se-Won, Optima remained calm. Her transparent, amethyst-like eyes reassured him.

"I'll protect you."

Optima feigned composure as she turned her gaze to Kim Woo-Jin.
Though she appeared unfazed on the outside, her heart was filled with jealousy.

"Awakening at that age..."

The heat radiating from his entire body was evidence that his body was already optimized enough to use his power efficiently.

Among pyrokinetics, some deliberately surrounded themselves with fire for combat, but this was different from the heat Kim Woo-Jin naturally emitted.

Additionally, as Kim Woo-Jin became excited about the unknown power, faint flames spewed from his mouth.

Optima was jealous of the talent that allowed him to reach such a level at such a young age.
In reality, Kim Woo-Jin was talented.
However, his talent had merely been prematurely drawn out through the Villain Association's experiments.

"So don't worry."

Optima spoke again in a steady voice.

When she was just a superhuman, she had been intensely jealous of the awakening she could never achieve despite all her efforts, but now wasn't the time to indulge in jealousy.

"I can end this quickly."

Optima determined that a swift resolution was the only answer.
When a superhuman awakens, they can wield power of a completely different dimension, as if they've become an entirely different person.

"He's just a kid after all."

She wasn't underestimating him because of his youth.
Being young meant having less experience.
Less experience meant his power output fluctuated with his emotions.
And when experiencing something unexpected, vulnerabilities were more likely to emerge.

Finally, he appeared to have awakened not long ago.
Evidence of this was how the surrounding temperature changed with his emotions, and how flames occasionally spewed from his mouth.

Optima had her own reasoning.

Moreover, no matter how strong he was, she too had gained power by becoming a magical girl.

A prime example was transmutation.
The changing of properties or substances.

Just as she had turned Kim Woo-Jin's fireball into ice, she could transmute all sorts of things as she wished.
Optima believed she could gain the upper hand, at least while Kim Woo-Jin was facing her for the first time.

"I'll need to hide my cards and wait for him to let his guard down."

She had already shown him one of her cards—the curtain made with transmutation magic—so she needed to make that her main strategy now.

"Let's lure him toward the main road. Strangely, there's no one on the main road today, so that would be better."

Tap!

Optima enhanced her body more than usual and sprang forward.


* * *


Kim Se-Won blankly stared at Optima's small back.
The weight in each of her words gradually calmed his racing heart.

So small, yet so large.

With these contradictory thoughts, Kim Se-Won began to distance himself from her as she closed the gap with Kim Woo-Jin.

"I'd only be in the way here."

It was a judgment that seemed impossible for someone who had been caught up in a hero complex just moments ago.

"If I had been alone, I would have burned to death before I could save that person."

Facing overwhelming power right before his eyes, he realized how foolish he had been.
In the current situation, Kim Se-Won was in the same position as Jung Hee-Won.

Having distanced himself from the two, Kim Se-Won looked down at his hands.
His open palms were covered with calluses. Traces of effort.

Yet why did they seem so weak?
Kim Se-Won hated the fact that he was weak.

Villains are unreasonably strong. Even the seemingly minor ones couldn't be handled by Kim Se-Won alone.
The same was true for monsters.

If he were to continue his hero activities, he would surely clash with such beings, but Kim Se-Won freshly realized that he was far weaker than them.

Once again, his eyes gazed at Optima's back.
Still small yet large, and dazzlingly bright.


* * *


Ten minutes into the battle.

"Tch!"

Kim Woo-Jin clicked his tongue and retreated.
The girl before him was a formidable opponent, even for someone like him who had achieved awakening.

"Reckless bitch!"

Unlike her appearance, Optima was quite aggressive.
Evasion seemed to be out of the question for her.
No matter how powerful a fireball he shot, she instantly deployed a curtain and turned it into ice.
Moreover, with her small but agile body, she kept closing the distance.

His power wasn't working.
Anxiety washed over Kim Woo-Jin at the thought that if Optima closed the distance to close range, he might be pushed onto the defensive.

"Driven to the main road, huh?"

Kim Woo-Jin now found himself not in front of the Magica Essential building, but near a large main road.
He had been so busy keeping Optima at bay and maintaining distance that he hadn't noticed the change in location.

Kim Woo-Jin raised his fingers and slashed the air a couple of times, sending three flames along the same trajectory toward Optima.

While Optima blocked the flames with her transmutation magic curtain, Kim Woo-Jin glanced at Kim Se-Won, who was staring blankly at them from the direction of the Magica Essential building.

Delicate and showing no signs of hardship.
Surely someone who had lived a much happier life than himself, a weak person.

BOOM!

"!!!!!"
"Are you relaxed enough to be distracted?"

Suddenly, with the sound of the ground exploding, Optima's cool voice reached Kim Woo-Jin's ears.

"Impossible! She's already this close?"

There should have been about 7 meters between them, but in the brief moment he looked away, she had closed the distance right in front of him.
It was evidence that she hadn't been using her full speed when driving him to the main road.

THUD!

"Ugh?!"

While Kim Woo-Jin was shocked at how quickly Optima had closed the distance, her small fist struck his stomach.

Small but heavy.
Even with protective clothing, his internal organs trembled in pain.

"Damn...!"

Kim Woo-Jin swallowed something that was about to surge up from inside.
A bitter, acrid taste.
Plus, his throat started to sting.
Blood and stomach acid were probably flowing out.

Just one hit from that seemingly fragile fist, and a brief moment of carelessness had resulted in a significant impact.

"You... little... bitch...!"

Kim Woo-Jin swung his fist in desperation.
As if saying his punch was too slow, Optima leaped backward with a slight sneer.

Grin.

"Got you."

A smile spread across Kim Woo-Jin's face.

Whoosh!

There was no warning.
A pillar of fire erupted from the exact spot where Optima had landed.
It was a superpower Kim Woo-Jin had laid on the ground in advance.

"Tsk. I was planning to draw her in slowly."

Ptui!

Kim Woo-Jin spat out blood-mixed saliva onto the ground. Seeing what looked like pieces of damaged internal organs come out with it, he frowned.

Just one hit, yet the damage was severe.

"But this ends it."

The pillar of fire rose high enough to touch the sky. Its heat rapidly increased the surrounding temperature, making it feel like the middle of a desert.

If an ordinary person had been nearby, their flesh would have been instantly cooked.

Kim Woo-Jin slowly waited for the fire to extinguish.
When the fire died down, there would be a small, charred girl.
Just like other trash that had burned to death, curled up like a newborn baby.
He thought he would mock Optima thoroughly.

Crack!

"Crack?"

As the pillar of fire was about to gradually subside, Kim Woo-Jin heard a strange sound.
From behind? No.
From the side? Not that either.

Front, back, left, right, and rear. No matter where he looked, there was no phenomenon that could have made such a sound.

Crack, crack!

Except for the front, where the gradually subsiding pillar of fire was.

As Kim Woo-Jin looked at the pillar of fire with an incredulous expression, the pillar suddenly froze solid.

"It's lukewarm."

And from inside the frozen pillar, a slender hand stretched out. Her snow-white skin stood out.
Not charred at all.

"A sauna would be hotter. Don't you think?"

With a low, resonant voice, smooth legs emerged.

Kim Woo-Jin's face was filled with shock.
Although it was hastily created, he hadn't expected that even a pillar of fire without warning would be ineffective.

"Whew. That was close."

Optima's body, revealed outside the ice pillar, was unscathed.
Snow-white skin and amethyst-like eyes. Black hair with a hint of purple.
There was no sign of burning anywhere.

Thanks to the transmutation magic she had wrapped around herself just before being completely engulfed by the pillar of fire, Optima had remained safe.

The timing was a bit late, causing her magical girl outfit to be transmuted as well, but at least she was uninjured.

Swoosh!

"Ugh?!"

Just as Optima was about to fully reveal herself by pulling her body out of the ice pillar, a black, viscous liquid poured down on her head.

Optima instinctively hunched her shoulders, but soon realized what had covered her and straightened up again.

The viscous liquid that had engulfed Optima was the magical energy mass she wore when transforming into Optima.
The formula that constituted her magical girl outfit had automatically activated to restore her clothes, regardless of her will.

"So that outfit is also magic."
"S-something like that."

After the magical energy mass passed through her entire body, her magical girl outfit was restored.
Though it was just for a moment, Optima was embarrassed to have shown herself exposed, but she tried to appear nonchalant as she answered Kim Woo-Jin's comment.

"It's not completely ineffective, it seems."

Kim Woo-Jin pondered the phenomenon that had just occurred.
Although Optima herself was fine, the fact that her clothes needed repair meant she hadn't reacted in time.

"I just need to increase the firepower."

If he fought while maintaining distance and not letting his guard down like before, the advantage would be his.
Optima's defense didn't seem that high, so if he focused all his attention on her until the end, he could even toy with her.

Additionally, the curtain she deployed wasn't that wide. Even without setting a trap like before, targeting a wide area would be enough.
If he kept in mind how she had suddenly closed the distance earlier, he wouldn't be caught off guard again.

"I would have won if I hadn't let my guard down."

Kim Woo-Jin licked his lips and raised the corners of his mouth.
The advantage seemed so clear.
Although he had taken a significant hit and his body was in tatters, he felt he could hold out until he took down Optima.

"That's far enough!"
"Tsk!"

Just as Kim Woo-Jin was thinking about taking down Optima once and for all and drawing up his magical energy, a low, gravelly voice came from behind him.

"Faster than I expected."

Those who appeared behind Kim Woo-Jin weren't just one person.
A total of 5 people.
A mixed group of three men and two women.

"Those Centaurus guys. Unnecessarily diligent, damn it."

The quintet that appeared behind Kim Woo-Jin was quite famous.
The hero group, Centaurus.
A hero group that diligently patrolled the Academy District and took down various criminals and monsters that appeared through gates.

"We'll meet again, magic whatever."

If he had been in perfect condition, he could have handled all six, including Optima, but the situation wasn't favorable now.

WHOOSH!

Kim Woo-Jin touched his still-aching stomach and created a firestorm around him.

The storm of flames was enough to obscure the vision of Optima and Centaurus.
Though the heat was weak, the storm was fierce enough that it seemed difficult to penetrate.

"You too. We'll meet again. Weakling."

After obscuring his vision with the firestorm, Kim Woo-Jin secretly escaped, glancing at Kim Se-Won and delivering a parting remark.
Then, grabbing a bag containing his harvest hidden inside the Magica Essential building, he disappeared.

"......"

After about a minute, the firestorm subsided.
Kim Woo-Jin, who should have been at the eye of the storm, had long since disappeared.

"I should get out of here too."

Optima immediately decided she needed to leave.
Although she had gained fans by resolving numerous incidents while calling herself a magical girl, her actions were clearly illegal unless she was a hero.

In other words, there was nothing good about being caught by heroes.

Optima gave a glance to the Centaurus members who were staring blankly at her, then used shadow magic to escape.

"...I forgot to bring Se-Won."

Appearing at a location far from the Magica Essential building, Optima belatedly realized she had left Kim Se-Won behind.

"He'll manage on his own, right?"

Thinking that if he had any sense, he would find his way out, Optima headed toward the dormitory.

Ch.46 - Giving Them Hell (1)
The weekend passed, and Monday arrived.
I woke up around 3 AM—too late to go back to sleep, too early to start the day—and sat up in bed, reflecting on yesterday's events.

"Hmm..."

Fighting an Awakened should have been tense, but it ended rather anticlimactically with just a couple of exchanges.

"They were definitely strong."

That villain with the white chocolate appearance had impressive firepower. No question about that.

*Something felt off about them, though.*

Pyrokinesis is the ability to freely control flames. Typically, users channel fire through their bodies, but more experienced ones can create a field around themselves to manipulate flames at will.
Other ability users follow similar patterns—Haram and Chae-eun could do the same with enough practice.

But that villain just kept shooting fireballs. They did set one trap, but that was about it. Oh, and they used that fire storm when trying to escape.

"Something's missing."

Their flames were intense and powerful, but somehow lacking. It's not just that their ability hadn't fully developed—they'd already experienced Awakening.

"They must have awakened recently."

I suspect they couldn't properly control their output. Against most opponents, the firepower they showed me would be more than enough, so they didn't need to go all out.

Essentially, their techniques were limited by their inability to modulate power. Going full force might cause them to lose control.

When someone has recently Awakened, controlling magical power becomes tricky, so they spend most of their time just trying to keep it in check.
That's probably the correct explanation.

"Now then..."

I looked at Se-Won's contact information on my communication terminal.

Though the Villain Association matter wasn't fully resolved, I still had other tasks to handle.

One concerned Se-Won and his mother, who had been forced to take suspicious pills from the Villain Association.
The other was about Yoo Jin-Ah, a request from Ham Ho-Jong.

"Right. Hmm."

I nodded, recalling Jin-Ah's physique that was still vividly imprinted in my mind.

Despite her claim "I just work out," her muscular figure was evident.
Even while desperately keeping my eyes closed during our shower to avoid looking at my own body, I couldn't help stealing glances at Jin-Ah.

I couldn't help it.
Jin-Ah's body was just my type.

I always tried not to look at Chae-eun and Haram when they showered nearby during training, but I couldn't resist looking at Jin-Ah. That says it all.

"If she had bigger breasts, I might have proposed for real."

Why hide it? My ideal type would be a mix of Han Chae-eun and Yoo Jin-Ah, split down the middle.
What use is having an ideal type now? But with magic being such a mysterious power, I still hope there might be a way to return to being a man someday.

In other words, my heart is still a man's!
Even if my manhood went to America!

"Ugh..."

I groaned with my arms crossed.
I'd gotten distracted, but Jin-Ah's problem still needed solving.

The absence of teamwork—fatal for a hero.
I heard she's friendly with teammates normally but loses it completely when facing monsters.

People who charge recklessly at monsters usually hate them, but I couldn't think of how to address this issue.

"Should I just ask Jin-Ah directly?"

For someone as socially inept as me, this would be challenging.
But I couldn't think of any other approach.

I stared at my mother's contact, saved as "Teacher Hong Yu-jin" in my terminal.
I'd changed it from "Mother" in case someone ever peeked at my contacts.

My mother, with her years of experience in this field, might have some helpful advice.

"Maybe I should call her this week? Or visit her."

Since my transformation, she'd been teaching me proper magical power control techniques. She'd intended to teach me earlier, but I'd left home on my own.

It seemed like a good time to show her my training progress and ask about Jin-Ah while I was at it.

♩~

"Huh?"

Just as I'd decided on a plan and was wondering how to pass the time, my communication terminal suddenly rang.

"At this hour?"

It was Se-Won.
Yesterday, I'd left him behind, but when I contacted him later, he answered in an exhausted voice, having apparently made his way back on his own.

Why would he contact me at this hour?
Unable to contain my curiosity, I read his message.

* * *

"Thanks for agreeing to help."
"It's nothing. We don't even know if she'll recover yet."

After school, I headed to Baekyang Hospital in the Academy District with Se-Won.
We were going there to try casting healing magic on his mother.

When I asked why he'd messaged so early, Se-Won said he'd gone to bed early from exhaustion yesterday.
He'd been thinking about his problem and decided to ask for my help, figuring he had nothing to lose.

An illness.

What a strange coincidence.
Se-Won's mother suffered from the same disease that had plagued In Ha-ram's father, In Cheon-yong.

I couldn't remember the long name, but since it appeared after the Great Invasion, it was an incurable disease from another world with no established treatment.

And I happened to have cured it once before.

Anyway, it's a disease that slowly eats away at the body over time. Ordinary people, like Se-Won's mother, typically become bedridden, while In Cheon-yong was unusually functional.

The reason In Cheon-yong could move around normally was easy to guess.
He was such a daughter-obsessed father that he didn't want to worry his daughter.

Se-Won kept glancing at me nervously as we walked down the hospital corridor.
Based on what he'd said on the way here, he seemed worried I might feel awkward or sorry if I couldn't cure his mother.

If I succeeded, great; if not, it would just be like meeting a friend's parent—not so bad. He worried too much.

"It's okay. I'm not feeling pressured."

I smiled to lighten the mood.
I didn't like gloomy atmospheres.

*Slide*

"Mother."
"Oh, Se-Won."

We arrived at a private room with the name "Kim Ha-Yoon" on the door.

She had originally been in a shared room, but Se-Won's father, Cha Jin-Ho, had insisted on moving her to a private room for some reason.

Something smelled fishy.

Anyway, I didn't enter with Se-Won but stayed in the corridor, just peeking inside.
This was my first time meeting a friend's parent in my twenty years of life, so I was nervous.

Se-Won, who had gone in first, began chatting with his mother.
His mother was the one mainly keeping the conversation going.

How's school these days?
What did you eat?
Are you feeling sick anywhere? And so on.

How should I put it?
This seemed like normal mother-son conversation.
Even someone like me knew that the conversations between my mother and me weren't normal.

"Huh? Eun-Ha?"

Se-Won, who had been talking fine with his mother, suddenly started looking around for me.
Apparently, he hadn't noticed until now that I hadn't entered the room.

"Eun-Ha? Did you bring a friend?"
"Ah, yes."

Se-Won scratched the back of his head awkwardly as he looked around, finally spotting me.

"It's okay. It's not contagious, so you can come in without worry."

I wasn't staying outside because I thought it was contagious—I was just awkward and nervous—but Se-Won's mother seemed to have misunderstood.

"Ah, hahaha..."

I laughed awkwardly as I entered the room.

Se-Won's mother—should I call her Ms. Ha-Yoon?—was pretty despite her pallor from long illness.
Honestly, it was fortunate that Se-Won took after his mother.

It was truly fortunate that he didn't resemble Cha Jin-Ho, that arrogant, self-important man, at all.

"Ah, hello. I'm Se-Won's friend—"
"Oh my!"

Se-Won's mother's eyes lit up when she got a good look at me.
She clasped her hands under her chin, looking absolutely delighted.

"Se-Won brought a girlfriend!"
"No!"

Ah, I see.
I gave Se-Won a sympathetic look.

Judging by his mother's reaction, this guy must be single.
She visibly deflated when Se-Won immediately denied it.

"Is that so? Still, it's my first time seeing such a cute friend. Please take good care of our Se-Won, okay?"
"Yes, ma'am."

She was the complete opposite of my mother. If kindness and gentleness took human form, it would probably look like her.

"Here's a get-well gift."
"You didn't need to bring anything."
"See? I told you."

I handed her the fruit basket I'd prepared. Despite her polite refusal, she seemed pleased to receive it.

Se-Won, who had insisted I didn't need to buy anything, puffed out his chest saying he was right.

"Thank you for visiting. Eun-Ha, was it?"
"Yes."
"Is that so? Really?"

His mother's eyes curved into crescents as she gave Se-Won a teasing look.

She seemed to have something to say, but I couldn't guess what it was without her actually saying it, so I just wore a puzzled expression.

"You know, our Se-Won has been talking about Eun-Ha—"
"Mom!"

When his mother started to speak, looking teasingly at Se-Won, he quickly cut her off.
It seemed he had talked about me, but whatever he'd said wasn't something he wanted me to hear.

*Thump, thump.*

Suddenly, through the partially open door, I could faintly hear the sound of footsteps.
Not just one person—a group of people was approaching.

I thought it might be like those medical dramas, with a doctor leading and nurses and other doctors following, but it wasn't that.

"It's this room!"

A voice that grated on my ears no matter how many times I heard it—a voice so full of confidence it had become confidence itself—reached my ears.

It was Cha Jin-Ho.

I unconsciously frowned before quickly fixing my expression.
Se-Won and his mother's expressions hardened at the sound of his voice.

No one in the room welcomed his appearance.

"Hahaha! My son cares so much for his mother that he brought you journalists all the way here. This is my son, Se-Won! Huh? Hahaha! And it looks like he even has a girlfriend!"

As the room froze over, Cha Jin-Ho, either oblivious to or ignoring the atmosphere, kept talking and slapped Se-Won's back repeatedly.

The journalists looked confused at our reactions but kept snapping photos. Some appeared to be recording video.

"Many people have high expectations, so I want to show them my son's power today. Se-Won, are you ready? Hmm?"

To someone who didn't know better, he might have seemed like a hearty, caring father.
Se-Won, who seemed to have been briefed beforehand, nodded with a smile, and the journalists finally stopped looking confused and focused on the two of them.

This must be why he reached out to the Villain Association.

I wasn't sure why Cha Jin-Ho suddenly wanted to showcase Se-Won now.
But one thing was certain: he wouldn't care what happened to Se-Won if the drug had side effects later.
Cha Jin-Ho had orchestrated this just for a brief moment in the spotlight.

And that's why he moved his wife to a private room.
If something went wrong, journalists could be silenced with money, but other patients might not be so easily quieted.

"......"

His mother's expression darkened as she stared blankly at Cha Jin-Ho. She seemed upset that the man who had callously abandoned her was now using her and her son without a second thought.

Being used by such garbage... Wait a minute?

Suddenly, I remembered why I came here.
If I could heal Se-Won's mother, wouldn't that free Se-Won from Cha Jin-Ho's manipulation?

"Phew."

I approached his mother, took a deep breath, and closed my eyes.
I mentally grasped the brilliantly shining white orb of light on the left side of my vision with both hands.

"Huh??"

Someone exclaimed in surprise.
It wasn't Cha Jin-Ho or Se-Won. Nor was it Se-Won's mother.
One of the journalists must have been startled seeing me transform into Virginia.

Soon, camera shutters clicked furiously, all aimed in my direction.

"Mother."
"My son... you've made a very capable friend."

Despite her still-dark expression, his mother's eyes widened in surprise before giving me a kind look. I smiled back in response.

I had transformed into one of my magical girl forms, but to others, I must have looked like a hero trainee sponsored by a specific company.

"You won't need to stay in the hospital anymore."

I spoke while inwardly flipping off Cha Jin-Ho, who was staring blankly at me from behind.

Cha Jin-Ho's behavior was utterly disgusting.
Enough to make me hate this world where people like him thrive.

All I needed to do was humiliate him in front of everyone.
Remove any reason for Se-Won to follow his orders.

I closed my eyes, drew magical power from my core, and visualized the healing magic formula.

Then I felt that my usual amount of magical power wouldn't be enough for the mother before me.
How should I put it?
This formula alone seemed insufficient.

A sensation I'd never felt before told me to open my eyes and look at her.
When I slightly opened my eyes, I saw her body was completely blackened.
It was as if it was saying she could die at any moment.

Then I needed to wish more desperately.
For my friend to escape the clutches of that disgusting man.
For no more heroes to be driven to their deaths because of that revolting person.
For the person before me to become healthy again.

How many seconds passed? Or maybe minutes?
As I desperately wished, the healing magic formula fixed in my mind slowly began to creak.

The complex characters entangled within the large circle unraveled and scattered into the air.
Then the circle expanded, extending branches to pull back the scattered characters and rearrange them.
But that wasn't the end.

"Ugh!"

My head throbbed.
The enlarged circle now had many empty spaces, and new, unfamiliar formulas began to appear in those spaces.

As this process continued, my headache intensified.

But remembering past experiences, I gritted my teeth and endured.

Considering the humiliation that Soo-Hyun and I had suffered from Cha Jin-Ho, I could endure this much if it meant getting back at him.

Finally, the healing magic was completely restructured, and the room was engulfed in light.
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The white light that filled the room faded as I withdrew my magical energy.

I looked once more at Se-Won's mother, whose body had been completely blackened the last time I saw her. Fortunately, her body had returned to normal. No, it would be more accurate to say she looked even more beautiful with her improved complexion.

A question crossed my mind: why had she appeared so dark to me before? I could only guess that it was because her condition had been extremely critical. This was the first time I'd experienced something like this despite having treated several people.

"You're fine now," I said with a gentle smile, announcing that the treatment was complete.

The mother, who had closed her eyes momentarily due to the blinding light, placed her hand on her chest upon hearing my words and opened her eyes wide in surprise.

"Huh...?"

She looked bewildered. She clenched and unclenched her hands, twisted her body around. The woman who had seemed completely drained of energy kept moving her body repeatedly.

"No way. Oh my!"

Her voice brightened as she got up from the bed and moved around, completely forgetting there were other people present.

According to Incheon-yong, the main symptoms of this disease were periodic heart pain and weakness throughout the body. She was acting this way because all those symptoms had disappeared.

In other words, her actions confirmed that the "incurable disease" binding her was gone. Now there was no need to worry about hospital bills. No reason to rely on Cha Jin-Ho anymore.

With this, I had thwarted whatever Cha Jin-Ho had been planning, and I'd given him a taste of his own medicine.

"Tch!"

Curious about Cha Jin-Ho's reaction, I turned around. He was reacting exactly as I'd expected.

His expression showed disbelief, followed by undisguised anger at his plans being ruined. That anger was directed at me. If looks could kill, I would have been stabbed dozens of times already.

But Cha Jin-Ho's anger was none of my concern. I could completely ignore it.

Now it was time for Cha Jin-Ho to make his exit.

"Se-Won, shouldn't you handle the discharge paperwork? Your mother is completely healed now."

"...Yes. I should. I should."

Se-Won, who had been staring blankly at the scene, finally came to his senses at my words and nodded. He brushed off Cha Jin-Ho's hand from his shoulder with annoyance and left the room, pushing through the crowd of reporters.

Before he left the room, I saw him gritting his teeth, trying to hold something back.

Not bad.
Although I hadn't done it purely for my friend's sake, I had ultimately given Cha Jin-Ho what he deserved and put Se-Won in my debt.

I don't know if it will be useful right away, but I think it might pay off someday.

I'm actually pretty good at this, aren't I?

"Meow—"
"Huh?"

I was congratulating myself on the good outcome, even though I hadn't really planned it, when suddenly a small cat's meow tickled my ear. Looking down, I saw a small black kitten looking up at me. I had no idea where it had come from or how it had gotten in.

It was Foriner.
Only Foriner could appear like this.

Foriner seemed pleased with my actions and nodded. Though Foriner was controlling the body, being inside a small kitten made it look cute.

"My back pain is gone."
"My wrist doesn't hurt anymore."
"My shoulder is completely fine..."

As I crouched down to face the small cat, confused voices began to rise around me. They were the reporters' voices.

Thanks to the powerful healing magic I had cast, they too had been affected by the healing spell.

And though Cha Jin-Ho hadn't noticed, the scar on his face had completely disappeared as well.

Tap. Tap.

"Now, Se-Won— Huh?"

Just as I was about to tell Cha Jin-Ho to leave Se-Won alone, Foriner tapped my ankle with its front paw. Looking down, I noticed a pile of documents had somehow appeared beside me.

"Ahem! Excuse me, reporters."

After quickly skimming through the documents, I inwardly grinned wickedly. Outwardly, I put on the most convincing smile I could manage and held out the papers to them.

[Cha Jin-Ho's Activities]

Those were the words written at the top of the first page. In other words, it contained detailed accounts of everything he had done until now.

"Would you like to take a look at this?"

The reporters were caught off guard by the sudden appearance of documents detailing Cha Jin-Ho's activities.

Cha Jin-Ho frowned, openly displaying his displeasure, but with reporters present, he couldn't make a move against us.

Cha Jin-Ho had to watch helplessly as I served him another helping of humiliation.

"Cha Jin-Ho's activities...?"

The first reporter to regain his composure took the documents from me and read the title aloud. As he turned page after page, his eyes grew wider, until he suddenly turned and rushed to leave the room.

"Give me one too!"
"Me too!"

The sharp-witted reporters, seeing the first one's reaction, began scrambling to take documents from me.

"Please spread them far and wide~"

Cha Jin-Ho was already forgotten. Burning with the mission to get back to their companies and write articles, they rushed outside, calling taxis.

Their enthusiasm was so admirable that I gave them a little boost with my magic.

"...What do you think you're doing?"

The only people left in the room were me, the mother, and Cha Jin-Ho.

With no witnesses remaining, Cha Jin-Ho revealed his true colors and growled in a low voice. Strangely, I wasn't scared at all.

What a pathetic bastard!

That was all I could think.

I'm not sure what Foriner's intentions were in preparing those documents. Perhaps to put me further in debt and create a harsher work environment, justifying it somehow. But for now, I was just happy to have given him a magnificent serving of humiliation.

Or maybe Cha Jin-Ho had frequently done things that irritated Foriner.

"I was just planning to give these to my friend, but the reporters happened to be here."

I smiled brightly as I met his eyes. Thanks to his tall stature, I had to look up at him, but I felt like I was looking down on him.

I briefly recalled the documents I had seen earlier. They contained a lot of information I hadn't known about.

Text alone wouldn't have been sufficient evidence, but the documents included photos and various pieces of evidence that made them credible. And judging by the USB drives meticulously attached to the front of each document, there must have been additional materials inside.

As I thought earlier, it seemed like Foriner also disliked this guy and had been waiting for an opportunity.

"But do you have time to be standing around like this?"
"What?"

I was already metaphorically stomping on his head.

The fact that Foriner had prepared the documents meant that he couldn't use his power to silence the reporters.

"If you don't stop those people right now, who knows what will happen to you?"

I pointed at the door. The reporters had probably already left the hospital. As an A-rank hero, Cha Jin-Ho could catch up to them immediately, but what would happen if he stayed here any longer?

"Tch!"

He glared at us one more time before rushing out of the room to chase after the reporters. As expected of an A-rank, he increased his speed using magical body enhancement.

"It's already too late."

It was indeed too late. Turning to look out the window, I saw nearly ten taxis arriving rapidly, picking up the reporters and quickly leaving the hospital.

* * *

Later that evening.
Se-Won's mother tried to insist on making dinner for me, but unfortunately, it wasn't possible.

Although her disease was completely cured, she needed to stay in the hospital for a few more days for thorough examinations, just to be safe.

So we quietly returned to the academy and headed toward the dormitory.

"Eun-Ha, how did you prepare those documents?"

Se-Won, who had been itching to ask, finally spoke up as we reached the dormitory entrance, grabbing my hand.

"Oh, just in case...? I was originally going to give them to you or your mother. I didn't like that guy either."

I hurriedly made up an excuse. I had completely forgotten to prepare an explanation in advance.

Honestly, just healing his mother was enough to thwart Cha Jin-Ho. Even I hadn't expected Foriner to prepare documents as well.

Nevertheless, I used the suddenly appearing documents because a better opportunity for revenge had presented itself right in front of me. That's all.

"...Thank you. Really."

Se-Won's lips trembled before he finally swallowed hard and bowed his head to me. I don't know what he had been through, but judging by his behavior, there must have been more that he couldn't bring himself to talk about.

Today was the day he was finally freed from Cha Jin-Ho. On such a good day, we should celebrate with food.

Actually, the celebration was just an excuse; I really wanted to bring out the alcohol hidden in my secret hideout.

"Ah! Eun-Ha! Se-Won!"

Just as Se-Won was about to shed some unmanly tears, an energetic voice called out from the side.

It was Chae-Eun. She waved at us and ran toward us.

She was holding a bag that looked quite heavy, bouncing in rhythm with her large chest.

"Did you guys see that??"

Chae-Eun blurted out something random as soon as she arrived.

That? What is she talking about?

"That! The downfall of A-rank hero Cha Jin-Ho! Or rather, his ugly side is being exposed everywhere right now! And they say there's undeniable evidence too!"

Our gazes moved up and down as she excitedly explained.

Well, this is unavoidable. The problem is that those massive mounds bouncing up and down are stealing our attention.

Anyway, to summarize, all the corruption and evil deeds Cha Jin-Ho had committed were being spread around. Looking to the side, I saw Se-Won with a bitter expression.

What could he be thinking?

Despite all the terrible things Cha Jin-Ho had done to him and his mother, was he still feeling something because they were related?

Well, I could just ask him directly, so there's no need to think about it now.

"...I heard about it too. About that person. I don't understand how someone could do such things."

The words that finally left Se-Won's hesitant lips were essentially a denial of his relationship with Cha Jin-Ho.

Chae-Eun looked at Se-Won's face with an expression that suggested she sensed something was up. She seemed like she wanted to pry.

"By the way, Chae-Eun, what's in that bag?"

Thinking that might require some mental preparation, I changed the subject. Whatever was in that black bag bouncing along with her large fruits.

Since Chae-Eun was a big eater, I suspected it was food.

"Huh? Oh~ This?"

Chae-Eun blinked and lifted the bag to show its contents.

"Meat! I suddenly craved meat, so I splurged. Want to eat together?"

It was bright red pork belly. Chae-Eun licked her lips as she showed me the thick slabs of meat that must have weighed at least three pounds.

Gulp.

Meat, huh?
Meat is good.

"Well then—"
"What are you all doing here at this hour?"
"Huh? Ha-Ram?"

Just as I was about to mention that I also had meat, Ha-Ram emerged from the dormitory.

Dressed in long sleeves and a skirt that completely covered her body, expressing her desire not to show any skin. Yet that very style gave her a ladylike appearance that suited her well.

She was also wearing sunglasses, but they lost their purpose the moment she spoke.

Ha-Ram was holding a wallet in her hand. It looked like she was about to go buy something.

Even though there was a convenience store inside the dormitory, she was heading out. Was she planning to get fast food?

"Where are you going?"
"Just... Yes. Just somewhere."

Ha-Ram avoided my gaze when she heard my question. She unconsciously placed her hand on her stomach. No, it looked more like she was covering her stomach with her hand.

Then her gaze turned toward the bright red meat still in Chae-Eun's hand—

Growl~

Very faintly, her stomach rumbled.

Hearing that subtle sound, the corners of my mouth turned up. Ha-Ram hurriedly used her other hand to cover her stomach more thoroughly.

"?"
"Why is she acting like that?"

It seemed I was the only one who heard the sound, as the others couldn't understand why Ha-Ram was suddenly blushing.

"None of you have had dinner yet, right?"

Looking fondly at the three of them, I mentally calculated the amount of meat in my room's refrigerator plus what Chae-Eun had brought.

With one big eater among us and everyone being hungry, it wouldn't hurt to spend a bit more money. Fortunately, I had quite a bit of cash on hand.
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Dormitory. Eun-Ha's room.

Eun-Ha returned to her room to retrieve the meat she had received from Seo Na-Bi as hush money. A smile refused to leave her face.

First, she had dealt a significant blow to Cha Jin-Ho, who had always looked down on and oppressed lower-ranked heroes.

Second, she was simply happy about getting to eat meat.

Just as Eun-Ha, wearing an angelic smile, entered her room and immediately began rummaging through the refrigerator—

"Well done, my contractor. Though improvised, you achieved quite good results."

Foriner appeared out of thin air and praised Eun-Ha. He was smiling too. Unusually, it wasn't his typical sly smile but one of genuine satisfaction.

"Results?"

Eun-Ha wasn't surprised by Foriner's sudden appearance. Such unexpected appearances had become too common to be startling anymore.

Instead, she expressed surprise at the word "results" that came from Foriner's mouth.

"Indeed. Your power was originally known only to a few, including the Academy, but because of this incident, more people will learn about your existence and your abilities."
"...? Okay."

*What is he talking about?*

Eun-Ha nodded vaguely with a puzzled expression. Though she didn't understand what he meant, she realized something beneficial to her had occurred.

"That will do. For doing this, I shall give you a reward."

Foriner knew that Eun-Ha wasn't someone who understood subtle hints but rather someone who needed things spelled out clearly. He was satisfied just to have conveyed his message to her and made her understand.

Snap!

Foriner snapped his fingers. Suddenly, all sorts of underwear and clothing appeared from thin air—

"Oops, my mistake."

—only to disappear just as quickly as they had appeared.
Eun-Ha, who had witnessed the items that had just fallen, looked at Foriner with narrowed eyes. A glimpse of Foriner's perverted tastes had just been revealed.

"A mistake. Just a mistake. Even monkeys fall from trees, and Transcendents make mistakes too sometimes."

Foriner acted nonchalantly. It wasn't actually a mistake at all, but Eun-Ha had no way of knowing that, so she reluctantly accepted his explanation.

Snap!

When Foriner snapped his fingers again, a large piece of beef appeared where the underwear and clothing had been.

"Beef!"
"Though it's not much, since you're planning to have a party with your friends, you should have at least this much, shouldn't you?"

As soon as Eun-Ha spotted the beef, she approached it more quickly than usual and lifted it with her hands. Her actions were reverently careful, as if handling a sacred object.

"Thank you! Transcendents really are generous!"

Eun-Ha looked at Foriner with a broad smile.

But only for a moment. Eun-Ha clutched both the meat she had originally planned to take and the newly received beef to her chest, then immediately tried to leave the room. Her friends were still out gathering supplies for the party, but such thoughts weren't in her mind at all.

"Ah, wait a moment, my contractor."
"Yes?"

Foriner placed his hand on Eun-Ha's shoulder to stop her from leaving, as if he had something to say. Eun-Ha turned back around, her expression asking what this was about.

"Shouldn't you at least change your clothes before going? That outfit suits my contractor well, but it's been several hours since classes ended."

Foriner pointed at Eun-Ha, who was still wearing her Academy uniform. Having gone straight to Kim Ha-Yoon, Kim Se-Won's mother, right after classes ended, Eun-Ha was still in her uniform.

"I will."

Eun-Ha nodded obediently. Come to think of it, there was no reason to walk around in her uniform for hours. Though she had forgotten about it while being distracted by the meat, she too preferred casual clothes over her uniform.

"...Aren't you leaving? I'm going to change."
"Ah, do you know about that Cha Jin-Ho fellow you tried to deal with today?"

While Eun-Ha was roughly considering what to change into, she could still sense Foriner's presence.

Openly.
Boldly.
Foriner intended to watch Eun-Ha change her clothes.

In the past, Eun-Ha wouldn't have cared who was watching her change, but that was no longer the case now that the muscles she had been proud of were gone.

Moreover, Foriner completely ignored her words and tried to change the subject. It was his roundabout way of expressing that he had no intention of leaving.

"What about Cha Jin-Ho? What, did he become a villain?"

Eun-Ha finally gave up on trying to make him leave and pretended to go along with his topic.

Clap!

"Oh, my contractor has good intuition in unexpected areas. That's exactly right."
"...What?"

Foriner clapped his hands with an impressed expression and confirmed Eun-Ha's statement.

*I just threw that out there...*

Having accidentally guessed correctly, Eun-Ha could only blink in confusion.

"No, let me correct myself and be more precise. The possibility of Cha Jin-Ho becoming a villain has greatly increased. In fact, many heroes are currently tracking him."
"...Well, well."

Eun-Ha looked at Foriner with an expression that suggested his clarification made little difference.

There was no place for Cha Jin-Ho in this country anymore. It was the aftermath of his own actions.
This would be no different abroad, so he had only two choices left: live as a fugitive for the rest of his life or join the Villain Association.

And Cha Jin-Ho, addicted to wealth, fame, and power, was very likely to choose the latter and become active as a villain.

"However!"

Snap!

Foriner raised his index finger and brought it right up to Eun-Ha's nose.
His confident smile looked ominous.

"What if you had only treated Kim Ha-Yoon? What if I hadn't prepared documents detailing Cha Jin-Ho's wrongdoings? What do you think would have happened?"
"Huh? Well... um..."

Treating Kim Ha-Yoon had certainly been an obstacle to Cha Jin-Ho's plans.

However, it wasn't enough to deal a significant blow to Cha Jin-Ho. He likely would have praised Eun-Ha on the spot, commended Kim Se-Won for having such a good friend, and naturally elevated his own status.

Additionally, Kim Se-Won had a pill from the Villain Association.
Although Cha Jin-Ho was the one who made him obtain that pill, Cha Jin-Ho had the power to hide that fact, while Kim Se-Won had no way to hide the pill.

In other words, without Foriner's intervention, Cha Jin-Ho would have continued posing as humanity's ally while increasing the number of victims, just as he had been doing.
Kim Se-Won would have been manipulated by him with this new weakness.

"I-I don't know?"

Eun-Ha failed to understand Foriner's intention. She could only vaguely imagine that something bad might have happened.

"Can't be helped."

Foriner sighed deeply and tried to make Eun-Ha understand by giving examples of Cha Jin-Ho's past actions.

"...I see. Someone like him would probably do that."

After hearing Foriner's explanation, Eun-Ha finally understood the situation and nodded.

Although things had turned out well in the end, Cha Jin-Ho hadn't maintained his A-rank hero status for a long time without any criticism from citizens for no reason. Without Foriner's help, her actions might have backfired.

*If things had gone wrong, I might have been manipulated by him too.*

Eun-Ha bowed her head deeply, reflecting on her impulsive actions.

"Well, there's no need to be so dejected. Helping my contractor is also my duty. However."
"However...?"
"With this incident, you now owe me a favor."

At that moment, Foriner's mouth stretched into a wide grin. It was the same ominous smile he had shown when contracting with Eun-Ha.

"W-what? Why are you suddenly smiling like a pervert?"
"That's rude. Like a pervert?"

Recalling that memory, Eun-Ha began to back away anxiously.

That smile was unsettling.
That lewd expression was ominous.
Her instincts screamed that running away immediately would be the best course of action.

"Let me correct you. Not like a pervert..."

Click!

Foriner, who had already noticed Eun-Ha's attempt to escape, locked the door with a flick of his finger while maintaining his ominous smile.

"I am a pervert."

Snap!

Foriner snapped his fingers again.

Then, the numerous clothing items he had pretended to accidentally show earlier appeared in the dorm room, hanging on clothes hangers.

"Let me correct myself once more. I am a very capable pervert."

Foriner showed Eun-Ha an unprecedentedly lewd smile.

"N-no... NOOO!!"

Eun-Ha's scream echoed throughout the room.


* * *


About 30 minutes later, in the dormitory lobby.

Eun-Ha was crouched in a corner of the lobby where she had arranged to meet her friends, having completed all preparations.

"Sigh... life..."

With her head bowed, she kept sighing.
Eun-Ha was wearing an outfit she would never normally wear.

During those 30 minutes that felt like 30 years, she had been tormented by Foriner, and the result was the clothes she was now wearing.

However, the outfit chosen during those 30 minutes—a combination of a T-shirt and suspender skirt—was the result of Eun-Ha's desperate resistance. It could be said that Foriner had shown mercy considering Eun-Ha's position.

Step, step, step.

Eun-Ha, who had been staring at the floor with hollow eyes, suddenly raised her head.
Her enhanced hearing, which she had maintained just in case, caught the sound of three sets of footsteps.

"Ahem! Hmm! Hmm!"

Not wanting to appear weak in front of her friends, Eun-Ha cleared her throat and pretended to be composed.

"Over here, over here!"

She soon stood up and waved her hand to indicate her location, as if nothing had happened.

"I'm back~ I feel like my back is sticking to my stomach, I'm so hungry."

Han Chae-Eun, who appeared first, ran to Eun-Ha and hugged her as soon as she spotted her. Chae-Eun quite liked Eun-Ha's outfit.
The clothes Eun-Ha was wearing were simple but suited the doll-like Eun-Ha well.

*Ah. This is healing.*

Eun-Ha, who would normally have blushed and pulled away, willingly accepted the soft embrace and savored it.

Sometimes, she knew that following her instincts like this was necessary to recover her shattered mental state.

"Hey, Chae-Eun! How could you leave this behind?"
"Ah, sorry! But Se-Won, you did that on purpose, didn't you?"
"Did what?"

Kim Se-Won, complaining, and In Ha-Ram, calmly carrying luggage, appeared next.
When Kim Se-Won saw Eun-Ha being hugged by Han Chae-Eun, he briefly showed an envious expression.

"Are you really separating 'Ya' and 'Han Chae-Eun'? Both the person making jokes about names and the person getting upset about it are no better than children. Sheesh."
"We are still kids, you know~ But where are we going to eat? We haven't decided that yet."

The three of them bickered over trivial matters.
Recently, as they had grown closer, they often squabbled like this.

*Come to think of it, we never decided where to eat.*

Eun-Ha, who by now had completely buried her face in Chae-Eun's chest, only realized what she had forgotten after hearing her friends' conversation.

She thought hard and came up with the perfect place.

"Se-Won."
"Huh? What?"
"Shall we go there?"

Kim Se-Won briefly pondered Eun-Ha's sudden suggestion before nodding.

A place spacious enough for four people.
Where electricity could be used.
Where there was no wind.
Where they could cook.
Where they didn't have to worry about others.

In other words, the secret base.


* * *


After passing through a dark, long corridor, the four arrived at Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won's secret base.
As soon as they arrived, Kim Se-Won, who remembered where the lights were, turned them on with his telekinesis, revealing a secret base that was reasonably well-equipped.

"Wow. There's a place like this?"
"I can't believe there's a passage connecting the dormitory and the storage room..."
"Hehe!"

Eun-Ha grinned at Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, who were surprised by the existence of the secret base, then scurried toward the refrigerator.

Since things had come to this, she intended to show off the items she had been hiding.

"Wow. There's even a refrigerator!"
"Oh my, there's a TV too? And a bed... Are you two dating? You've set up a whole household?"
"No, we're not."

While Eun-Ha was taking items out of the refrigerator one by one, In Ha-Ram glanced briefly at Kim Se-Won and then examined the furniture in the secret base.

Bed, table, TV, refrigerator, electric kettle, and so on.

As she said, the secret base was equipped with enough items for the two to live there.

"Eun-Ha, what are you doing?"
"Taking out drinks."

After looking around the secret base, Han Chae-Eun turned her attention to Eun-Ha.
Eun-Ha was taking out all sorts of beverages from the refrigerator one after another.

"Are we going to drink all of these?"
"No? Something else."

Deep inside the refrigerator.
Behind all the beverages that concealed it was what Eun-Ha was looking for.
She had used her own ingenuity to ensure that if someone discovered this place, this particular item wouldn't be easily found.

"Ta-da!"

Having finally removed all the beverages from the front, Eun-Ha revealed the item that had been at the very back of the refrigerator to her friends, her eyes shining.

"When did you put that in there??"
"Wow!"
"Oh my..."

Her friends gathered around Eun-Ha with similar reactions.
An item whose existence was unknown even to Kim Se-Won, who often used the secret base with her.

It was alcohol.

*Beer shouldn't make us too drunk, so it's perfect for setting the mood... hmm?*

Eun-Ha, who had confidently taken out a bunch of beer cans, began to examine them closely.

*Can buffs be applied to beer too?*

Suddenly, Eun-Ha felt that beer alone might be insufficient.
With her hand on her chin, she began to seriously consider whether her magic would work on beverages as well.

Though she wasn't showing it outwardly, after what had happened with Foriner today, she wanted to feel a little tipsy to relieve her stress.

*Just a little bit in mine. Just a tiny bit.*

Eun-Ha's deliberation didn't last long.
She wasn't doing it to the others' drinks, only to her own beer, so even if the buff worked properly, only she would get drunk, and that would be the end of it.

"I thought we should have at least this much on this happy day, so I brought it secretly."

Having finished her thought, Eun-Ha looked up with a grin and began distributing the beer to her friends.

Ch.49 - Giving Them Hell (4)
The four of them quickly began preparing to grill meat.

After placing the pan for grilling and various other items on the table, along with some instant rice they had brought, the once-spacious table was now completely full.

"Hmm?"

Kim Se-Won, who was starting to feel hungry as they finished preparations, suddenly glanced at Eun-Ha.

"What? Why are you looking at me like that?"

Noticing his gaze, Eun-Ha hastily put down the beer can she was holding.

"Nothing. I just felt some magical energy flowing."

He stared intently at the beer can she had put down before shifting his gaze back to her.

There was no reason to use magic in a place like this. Kim Se-Won couldn't understand why he suddenly felt magical energy flowing. But one thing was certain—Eun-Ha had definitely done something.

The evidence was how quickly she put down the beer can and tried to act natural.

Unable to meet Kim Se-Won's eyes, she looked around aimlessly and even started fidgeting with the table, clearly showing her nervousness. She had been caught by Kim Se-Won the moment she tried to test an enhancement spell—a buff—on her beer.

"Ah, hahahahaha..."

Eun-Ha tried to laugh it off. It was too late to pretend nothing had happened. Her reaction had already given her away.

*Should I just tell him? It's not like I have anything to hide.*

Eun-Ha glanced at Kim Se-Won. His dark brown eyes seemed to see right through her.

Eun-Ha was actually 20 years old, three years older than the others. Part of her wanted to show off to her younger friends how impressive she was. She considered openly telling them about her drinking capacity.

"Does the TV here actually work? It's not just for decoration, right?"
"Yeah, it works. You can watch broadcasts on it."
"Phew..."

Fortunately, Kim Se-Won's attention shifted to Han Chae-Eun, who wanted to watch TV. While he was curious about what Eun-Ha had done, it wasn't important enough to press her about it.

Eun-Ha sighed with relief as she looked at the beer can with the buff spell. Kim Se-Won's timing had been unfortunate. She had been trying to figure out how much power to use and ended up putting more magical energy into the beer can than she'd intended.

*Well, it'll be fine somehow.*

Eun-Ha dismissed her concerns, wondering how much stronger beer could really get. She then opened a pack of meat and prepared to grill it.

"Are we really going to drink this?"
"You're not going to? If we keep quiet, no one will find out."
"...Sigh. Fine, let's do it."

In Ha-Ram, who had never even tasted beer or soju in her life, looked at the beer can with suspicious eyes.

She had tried wine once out of curiosity, but never any other alcohol.

*Grilling meat...*

This was also her first time grilling meat with friends.

As the future CEO of the Cheonil Group conglomerate, many people approached In Ha-Ram, but she never had the opportunity to make close friends she could open up to.

For her, food was something that others prepared and served. Though In Ha-Ram had developed cooking skills with the intention of someday serving her father, In Cheon-Yong, she was generally on the receiving end of prepared meals.

The reason In Ha-Ram grew up as such a refined young lady was simple: her father's determination to raise her like a proper lady by providing only the best. As a result, even her smallest gestures exuded a grace that seemed out of place in modern times.

Moreover, In Ha-Ram was an extreme daddy's girl, deeply committed to doing anything her father asked of her.

In short, In Ha-Ram was the product of a perfect harmony between a doting father and a devoted daughter.

"I think we can start grilling now."

Sizzle—

Eun-Ha, who had been watching the pan closely, began placing meat on it once it was hot enough. The attention of the other three, who had been chatting to pass the time, now focused on the meat and Eun-Ha.

Her expression was more serious than usual. Exaggerating a bit, her gaze was extraordinary, like that of a master handling meat.

*That's going to splatter a lot of oil... Ah.*

Watching her, Kim Se-Won drew magical energy from his core and created an invisible barrier around the grilling pan.

"Gulp. What did you just do?"

Han Chae-Eun, who had caught Kim Se-Won's hand movement from the corner of her eye, spoke up. Her eyes were filled with curiosity, but due to her hunger, her throat was busy swallowing saliva.

"Just preventing oil splatter. Since telekinesis manipulates invisible forces, I can use it like this."
"Oh~ Come to think of it, the electricity we're using here is borrowed from somewhere else, right?"
"Yeah. We'll do that for now, but later I'm planning to use those batteries over there. If we keep drawing electricity from elsewhere, we might get caught."
"I see."

In the corner Kim Se-Won pointed to, several rectangular batteries were stacked. He had collected them while exploring the area.

Han Chae-Eun's eyes lit up when she saw them. She was an esper who could manipulate electricity, an unusual element.

"I used to do this a lot when I was younger! I broke quite a few trying to train my ability, but now I'm practically an expert."

Han Chae-Eun, burning with a sudden competitive spirit to show off since Kim Se-Won had demonstrated something, walked toward the batteries.

"Goodness. What are you doing right before we eat? Here, alcohol is best enjoyed cold."
"Look who's talking."

In Ha-Ram felt similarly competitive. While pretending not to be, she cooled the already chilled beer can further with her ability.

[Breaking news. Today, former A-rank hero Cha Jin-Ho, ranked 15th, who was sentenced to prison and had his hero qualification revoked by the Hero Association due to various corruption charges, has disappeared from his holding cell. The Association has urgently dispatched heroes to pursue Cha Jin-Ho—]

[Next news. A girl currently registered as a temporary hero named Virginia has reportedly healed a woman who had been suffering from an incurable disease for a long time. Cha Jin-Ho, whom we just mentioned, was also present at the scene. This girl's power affected not only the hospital room but the entire hospital, healing many patients who were fighting for their lives—]

"Huh? That's..."

Han Chae-Eun, who had been confidently returning with the battery she charged, looked at the news on TV and then turned to Eun-Ha.

Looking back at the TV, she saw footage of Eun-Ha in the hospital room being played on repeat. The scene of pure white magical energy rising from Eun-Ha and filling the room looked almost like witnessing a saint.

[And among the patients healed by this girl's power were members of Congress—]

The report continued, saying many people were searching for Eun-Ha. Meanwhile, the subject herself was right in front of Han Chae-Eun, smiling happily while grilling meat.

"Isn't that about Eun-Ha? As far as I know, the only one who can produce that kind of power is..."
"Right?"

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun looked at each other and nodded. The reason Eun-Ha had been able to enter the academy through special admission was because of her healing power that could treat all kinds of injuries, something every first-year student knew.

Therefore, In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun were certain that no one but Eun-Ha could have done something like that.

"Yeah, I was there too."
"What? Wait, why were you there? It's surprising enough that Eun-Ha was there, but why you?"

Startled by Kim Se-Won's statement, Han Chae-Eun clung to him and shook him vigorously.

"Well... Cha Jin-Ho is my father, and the person Eun-Ha healed is my mother."
"What?"
"...Do I need to get my ears checked? Say that again."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun thought they must have misheard.

The father of their friend standing before them was Cha Jin-Ho. And the person suffering from an incurable disease whom Eun-Ha had healed was his mother.

"So you weren't on a date!"
"What date?!"

Han Chae-Eun had firmly believed that Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won had gone out together when she saw them entering the dormitory together.

This made sense, as there had been many strange connections between Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won. Eun-Ha didn't seem to avoid him but rather sought his company, and Kim Se-Won appeared to feel the same way.

"What are you doing?"

Eun-Ha blinked her large eyes as she looked at the two making a fuss. She had been so focused on grilling the meat that she only now noticed the commotion around her.

"Look at that."
"...What is that?"

In Ha-Ram, who sighed deeply, pointed at the TV with her slender finger. Only then did Eun-Ha realize what was playing on the TV, and she stared at the screen with a dumbfounded expression.

*Come to think of it, reporters did take pictures of me.*

[Virginia heals all patients at Baekyang Hospital at once.]

Eun-Ha's gaze lowered to the caption at the bottom of the screen.

"Huh?"

She rubbed her eyes, thinking she must have seen wrong, and looked at the caption again.

[Virginia heals all patients at Baekyang Hospital at once.]

But the caption remained unchanged. Only now, long after using her healing magic, did Eun-Ha realize what she had done.

"I'm screwed."

Clang!

In her confusion, Eun-Ha dropped the tongs she was holding.

It was good that her healing of more people than expected had made the news. As a result, many people had become aware of her existence, inadvertently bringing her one step closer to her goal.

On the other hand, she had attracted far too much attention.

*What if I get forcibly drafted to The Front Line before I can build my network?*

The Front Line was somewhere she would eventually have to go. But not now. She needed at least three years to build her network.

*This won't do. I need an escape route. But how do I find one? Should I look for someone to help me? Or should I just cling to my mother and beg? No, that's not right. Maybe it's too early to prepare for something that hasn't happened yet. If I just keep quiet and do nothing, perhaps...*

Eun-Ha desperately tried to get her frozen brain working again. But no viable solution came to mind.

*Wait, do I even need to worry about this?*

After racking her brain for a moment about how to navigate this situation, her overloaded mind gave up on thinking and came up with a different approach.

Foriner's sly smile appeared in her mind.

*If things really go south, he'll probably step in and handle it. I can't be at The Front Line if I'm going to be active as a magical girl.*

The Front Line was literally the battleground against monsters. It was not suitable for her activities as a magical girl because monsters could appear anywhere at any time, and personnel were regularly accounted for.

Therefore, Eun-Ha believed that if she were dragged to The Front Line against her will, Foriner would step in and resolve the situation.

After all, magical girls were something that Foriner, who had self-identified as a pervert, actively and almost obsessively loved.

"Huh?"

Having given up on finding a solution and dumping everything on Foriner, Eun-Ha belatedly realized that everyone was staring at her.

"Ahem! The meat in front of us comes first! And we can't forget the drinks!"

The meat was already perfectly grilled. All that remained was to enjoy it while passing the time.

Pop!

Eun-Ha, who didn't want to think complicated thoughts with delicious meat right in front of her, opened a beer can and raised it.

"Let's drink first!"

Then, before the others had even opened their cans, she poured the beer into her mouth.

Forgetting that she had cast a buff spell on the beer can, she gulped it down, her small throat moving up and down.

* * *

*What should I do?*

Han Chae-Eun was at a loss about what to do with the adorable creature in front of her.

"Heh, hehehehe..."

Her once porcelain-like skin was now flushed bright red from alcohol. Her eyes, which usually sparkled with clarity, were half-closed and hazy, and an indecipherable smile played on her lips.

Moreover, this creature was right next to her, unable to steady herself.

Han Chae-Eun was desperately trying to stop herself from reaching out and hugging her.

"She's completely drunk."

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was looking with disbelief at Eun-Ha, who had confidently downed her drink only to get drunk immediately.

"She spoke so confidently, but I didn't expect her to be this weak with alcohol. Kim Se-Won, switch places with me for now."
"Huh? Why suddenly?"
"Just in case. Hurry up. Hurry."

If Han Chae-Eun was on Eun-Ha's right, Kim Se-Won was on her left. In Ha-Ram, who had been assigned by Foriner to prevent or handle any troublesome situations involving Eun-Ha, insisted on switching places with him.

*She's cute.*

This was actually just In Ha-Ram's self-justification. Her true desire was simply to be closer to this adorable creature.

"I wonder how many cans have gone into that tiny stomach already."

After switching places, In Ha-Ram sighed deeply and counted the beer cans scattered around Eun-Ha.

One, two, three... five. Five large beer cans were already lying around.

Pop—

"Buff— buff—"

No, now there were six. Opening her seventh can, Eun-Ha muttered incomprehensibly while habitually casting a buff spell on the beer can.

To be clear, Eun-Ha is extremely weak with alcohol. No, since her body changed, she had become catastrophically weak to it.

The reason Eun-Ha had evaded the topic when Hong Yu-Jin brought up alcohol before was to hide how terribly weak she was with drinks.

Already weak with alcohol, she had been regularly casting buff spells on her beer cans, pushing her magical girl's healing abilities beyond their limits.

"Puha!"

Despite seeming too drunk to have any strength, Eun-Ha somehow managed to lift the beer can with both hands and pour it into her mouth.

The enhanced beer, strengthened by her buff, once again intoxicated the magical girl's body, which was actively trying to eliminate the alcohol in real-time.

"...Momma."
"M-Momma?"

Eun-Ha stared blankly at Han Chae-Eun. Gradually, her hazy eyes lowered and fixed on the other girl's chest.

Han Chae-Eun's tight-fitting clothes emphasized her chest, which looked so large that even the word "voluptuous" seemed inadequate.

"Eek?!"

After putting down her beer can, Eun-Ha's hands grabbed Han Chae-Eun's breasts. And that wasn't the end of it. Eun-Ha began persistently kneading them with her small hands.

"Eun-Ha, wait...!"
"Mmm...?"

After massaging the breasts for about a minute, Eun-Ha tilted her head, cupped Han Chae-Eun's breasts in her hands, and seemed to be gauging something.

"Dumbbells...?"

Frowning and struggling with some thought, Eun-Ha slowly moved her hands up and down.

"What is she doing?"
"I think she's mistaking them for exercise equipment."

When In Ha-Ram and Kim Se-Won whispered about Eun-Ha's behavior, her gaze shifted to them.

Still with half-closed, hazy eyes, Eun-Ha crawled on all fours toward In Ha-Ram, as if her use of the word "Momma" earlier wasn't coincidental.

"..."

As Eun-Ha drew close, In Ha-Ram, wary of the same treatment Han Chae-Eun had just received, kept her mouth tightly shut and just stared at her.

*Surely she's not planning to fondle my chest too?*

"My breasts don't produce milk!"

In Ha-Ram went so far as to hide her chest with both arms, guarding against Eun-Ha's potential actions.

"Are you only not giving it to me...?"

When In Ha-Ram clearly showed her refusal, Eun-Ha's eyes welled up with tears.

"Even though you gave it to him?"

In her mind, In Ha-Ram and Kim Se-Won were in a relationship where she was breastfeeding him. She had misinterpreted their whispering after watching her behavior as evidence of this.

"Sob... Waaaaaah!"

Eun-Ha was overcome with the sorrow of being denied something that she believed was given to others. And so, a loud cry erupted from her mouth.

Ch.50 - Giving Them Hell (5)
"Why do you only hate me? Why only meeeee..."

After bursting into tears, Eun-Ha had been clinging to In-ha-ram like glue.

"No, wait...! Hey, help me out here!"
"I might get arrested for sexual harassment if I grab her. I can't help you."

Not knowing how to deal with Eun-Ha in this state, In-ha-ram asked Kim Se-Won, who was nearby, for help.

But Kim Se-Won found her discomfort amusing and refused the request with a convenient excuse.

*She must be a crying drunk. Or maybe her emotions just become unstable?*

However, since they couldn't just leave Eun-Ha in this state, Kim Se-Won inwardly sighed and created multiple layers of invisible barriers surrounding the secret base.

He wasn't sure if it would work properly.
His intention was to prevent sound from leaking outside.
As long as Eun-Ha's voice didn't escape, he could continue watching until the situation resolved itself.

"You... you...! Just wait!"
"First deal with Eun-Ha clinging to your waist before talking. Seeing you unable to even touch her makes me wonder if you're really the great In-ha-ram. And you usually act so proud."
"Tsk...!"

Anyway, Kim Se-Won was enjoying the current situation where he could hang out with friends without having to think about his father or mother.

*Should I comfort her?*

Meanwhile, Han Chae-eun was reminded of her own sibling when she saw Eun-Ha whimpering, and part of her wanted to soothe and take care of her.

*No! She'll definitely cling to me endlessly if I do!*

However, her experience caring for two younger siblings warned her not to indulge Eun-Ha in this state, so she squeezed her eyes shut to suppress her protective instincts.

"Um... Eun-Ha?"
"Mmm?"

But in the end, Han Chae-eun couldn't leave Eun-Ha alone. The tearful Eun-Ha was so different from her usual self.

While she normally appeared delicate and fragile yet somehow reliable, right now she looked like a child who needed protection.

Tap tap.

Thinking she should at least try to calm her down, Han Chae-eun patted her thigh, beckoning Eun-Ha.
She meant for Eun-Ha to lie down using her thigh as a pillow.
Han Chae-eun was confident that her figure was second to none.
And she was certain that Eun-Ha would be drawn to her body.

"Don't wanna."
"What...?"

But Eun-Ha's response was unexpected.
She shook her head, detached herself from In-ha-ram, and returned to her original seat.

Han Chae-eun, who had been absolutely confident that Eun-Ha would come to her, felt like she'd been slapped in the face.

*My... my breasts and thighs didn't work...?*

Han Chae-eun had long noticed that Eun-Ha often glanced at her chest.
Though she couldn't know the exact reason, judging by Eun-Ha's slender frame, she assumed it was admiration for something she lacked.

She had firmly believed Eun-Ha would listen to her, but it didn't work.

"Glug- gluuug-"

While Han Chae-eun was in shock, Eun-Ha, still teary-eyed, picked up a beer can and replenished her alcohol.
Despite being quite drunk and having just cried, she somehow remembered to refill her beer.

"Phew-!"

After gulping down the beer, Eun-Ha's tearful face returned to a half-lidded, dazed expression.

"...Let's continue our earlier conversation. Se-Won, how did you end up there with Eun-Ha?"
"Well..."

After staring at Eun-Ha for a while, Han Chae-eun forcibly changed the subject. She didn't want the others to notice her damaged pride.

"Yeah, I was curious about that too."

In-ha-ram also showed interest, shifting her gaze toward him.

"Hehe... hehehehe!"
"Can you keep a secret?"

As Eun-Ha started laughing again from the alcohol, Kim Se-Won reluctantly opened his mouth.
His eyes were quite serious.

*Should I really tell them?*

There was also hesitation in his expression.

Han Chae-eun and In-ha-ram took a swig of beer, held their slightly intoxicated heads, and quietly nodded.

"Well... first, my mother was used by Cha Jin-Ho, and after giving birth to me, she was abandoned."

The four of them hadn't known each other for very long. It would be fair to say they hadn't had enough time to open up to each other.

However, since Eun-Ha already knew this fact, he figured he could tell the other two.

And so, Kim Se-Won began to reveal things he would never normally discuss, letting the alcohol guide his words.


* * *


Kim Se-Won slowly revealed to the two what he had never shared with others.

How he was born.
How he grew up.
What Cha Jin-Ho made him do and the pills in glass bottles he unwillingly acquired as a result.

He explained everything about his past, including why he and Eun-Ha were at Baekyang Hospital.

"...And that's it. That's my story. Eun-Ha already knew all this."

Kim Se-Won felt relieved after sharing his secrets.

"Waaaaaah! Poor Se-Won!"
"..."

But that relief was short-lived.
While Kim Se-Won was feeling unburdened and Han Chae-eun and In-ha-ram were quietly digesting his difficult past, Eun-Ha, who had been focusing on his story, burst into tears again.

"So sad... I'm sad and Se-Won is sad... it's all because of the Transcendents!"

Eun-Ha was now lamenting their situation in a slurred voice.

"First of all, let's never let her touch alcohol again from now on. Agreed?"
"I agree."
"Yes. Me too."

In-ha-ram, who had been keeping quiet, finally spoke and shared her opinion with the others.
Naturally, Han Chae-eun and Kim Se-Won had the same thought and didn't object.

*She's cute but annoying.*

The three were getting tired of Eun-Ha's drunken behavior.
Without any coordination, all three tilted their beer cans and tasted the slightly bitter beer.

Watching Eun-Ha drink beer like water, the three realized they had already emptied nearly four cans each.
It was about time for the tipsy feeling to set in.

"In this kind of atmosphere, sharing a secret or two doesn't seem so bad."

With a smirk, In-ha-ram also decided to entrust something to the alcohol—a story she would never tell others.

"Understand? Promise you won't tell anyone else."

In-ha-ram even warned them with a sharp gaze. Though she didn't say it out loud, there was no telling what she might do if this conversation reached other ears.

Sizzle-

As In-ha-ram was building up to reveal her secret, Eun-Ha was grilling meat again.
Though she was swaying so much she could have fallen asleep at any moment, strangely, her hands were steady as she grilled.

"I promise."
"Me too."

Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-eun nodded.

In-ha-ram thought that if Kim Se-Won could do it, so could she, but it wasn't easy.

Her heart was racing, and cold sweat formed on her skin.
That's how potentially fatal this story could be for In-ha-ram and her father.

But Kim Se-Won had already shared his past. And just as only Eun-Ha had known his past, only Eun-Ha knew the secret she was about to tell.

In-ha-ram decided it would be fine to share with the other two, just as Kim Se-Won had done.

"Phew... Until now, only she knew this—"

Placing a hand on her chest and taking a deep breath to calm her racing heart, In-ha-ram revealed one of her secrets.

A father complex—something others would surely mock, but something she could share with friends she trusted.

In-ha-ram revealed without hiding anything the trigger and process of how her father complex developed.

*So that's why her expression was so transparent when she was alone with Eun-Ha.*
*Father complex? Is that really a thing?*

Kim Se-Won nodded in understanding while Han Chae-eun couldn't hide her shock. But neither of them laughed at In-ha-ram.

*I should probably share what I've been hiding too.*

Han Chae-eun glanced at Eun-Ha, who was grilling meat.
Thanks to her, Han Chae-eun had barely been able to keep up with In-ha-ram and Kim Se-Won's growth rate. But honestly, it was challenging.
She felt a wall that couldn't be overcome with just enthusiasm.

The inferiority complex that was hard to shake off despite repeated efforts—the wall of talent.
Han Chae-eun wondered if it was right to tell this to the very people who made her feel this way, but she couldn't be the only one keeping quiet now.

"Me too. It might not be as significant as what you two shared, but..."

Han Chae-eun felt her shoulders shrinking as she painfully revealed her inner thoughts.

It started when Eun-Ha began teaching her magic control.
The despair Han Chae-eun felt when she realized the gap that had formed in just one day.
In-ha-ram and Kim Se-Won, who were far ahead despite walking the same path.
With the help of alcohol, Han Chae-eun poured out what she had hidden from everyone except Eun-Ha.

Revealing one's weaknesses was never easy. It made her respect the other two who had shared their secrets even more.

Tap.

"Sorry. I didn't know."
"Yes. I guess I wasn't paying enough attention either. And I'm also disappointed. I might understand if it was the first time, but you could have told us by now."

Kim Se-Won's hand rested on Han Chae-eun's shoulder.
Uncharacteristically, In-ha-ram spoke in a long sentence.

"...Yeah."

Han Chae-eun felt a warmth in her heart.
Finding trustworthy people isn't easy.
It was different from hanging out with "friends" at school.
It was a precious relationship that couldn't be easily obtained.

"Let's toast."
"How about with fresh ones?"
"Sounds good!"

The three glanced at Eun-Ha, who was humming while grilling meat, and opened their sixth can of beer.
They gulped down the refreshing beer.

"I want to share a secret too!"

Eun-Ha, who had been watching them with hazy eyes, suddenly stood up.

"I'm— actually a man!"
"Pfft?!"

And all three simultaneously spat out the beer they were drinking.
The alcohol buzz disappeared instantly.

"Cough!"
"Cough cough!"
"Uh, Eun-Ha. What... kind of joke are you making? Let me cast a healing spell on you first, then say that again."

Two of them coughed as the beer went down the wrong way, while In-ha-ram desperately tried to suppress her cough as she spoke.

"Huh?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head at In-ha-ram's words and cast a healing spell on herself.
The flush that had colored her face rapidly returned to her normal skin tone.

But only for a moment.

"!!!?!!? No! Wait! What did I just...!"

Eun-Ha recalled what she had done after drinking and the fact she had just thoughtlessly revealed.
Her face, which had returned to its normal color, turned bright red again.

Ch.51 - Giving Them Hell (6)
"Why! Why me!"

Thump thump thump thump!

I sat on the bed, mercilessly pounding an innocent pillow. My face, already crimson with shame, showed no signs of cooling down.

"Seriously. She could have at least warned me about this kind of drunk behavior."

I felt resentful toward my mother.
She must have already seen how I act when drunk, which explains her lukewarm reaction when I brought up beer before.

If I had known my drunken self would become so honest to the point of childish regression, I would never have touched alcohol.

No!
I would have thrown out every drop of alcohol in the secret base to avoid even the opportunity. Yes, if only I had known!

Like I'd ever drink again!

"Aaaaargh!!"

Bang bang bang bang!

As memories of my drunken behavior flooded back, I furiously beat the bed with the pillow I was holding.

What's even more frustrating than remembering what happened while drunk is having nowhere to vent this shame.
If there had been a punching bag nearby, I would have pounded it until not a single particle remained.

For a moment, I thought about the punching bag in the training room, but then sighed and shook my head.
That was school property. It was meant to be hit, sure, but not destroyed.

"How am I going to face everyone in class tomorrow...?"

I stopped abusing the pillow and lay down on the bed, hugging it.
The ceiling of my dark room glowed faintly with moonlight filtering through the window.

The barely visible ceiling resembled my future—uncertain and hazy.

The others are probably still at the secret base.
I used healing magic to sober up and regain my senses before rushing straight to my room, so they're likely still there.

"Ugh..."

Come to think of it, I'll see them in the training room before class.

In that time when it's just me and them, with no one else around, they'll definitely interrogate me until dawn instead of training.

"Oh, whatever!"

Thinking about what will happen tomorrow only increases my anxiety.
I should just sleep now.

Rest and maintaining condition are also virtues of a hero, so I forced down my shame and worry and closed my eyes.
It's right to think about tomorrow's problems tomorrow.
Yes, that's right.

So please, tomorrow's me, good luck!


* * *


"That's it for today!"

I announce the end of our morning training while secretly feeling relieved. Everyone, drenched in sweat, barely manages to nod in response.

Fortunately, they don't seem to care much about me revealing I was a man while under the influence of alcohol.
Well, my drunk self was completely different from my usual self, so they probably thought I was just joking.

"Phew..."
"What, do you have something you want to say?"

Just as I was feeling relieved, Ha-Ram, who had caught her breath first, stared at me intently.
Her workout clothes, clinging to her body and soaked with sweat, showed off her alluring figure. With strands of hair sticking to her face, she proved that pretty girls look good no matter what.

And her chest wasn't small either—it was at a level where Se-Won standing right next to her could stare without it being strange.

Of course, she looked relatively modest compared to Chae-Eun with her larger chest. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say her tightly cinched waist looked more attractive in comparison.

"Since we have time now, I wanted to ask."
"...Ask what?"

Ask what?

I tilted my head in confusion, but soon an indescribable uneasiness emerged from a corner of my heart.

This. That's it.

In Ha-Ram's eyes, beneath the seriousness, lurked a tiny bit of curiosity.

"About what you said yesterday."
"!!!!"

My heart sank.
I had just managed to calm my anxious heart, and she brings this up now.

"Y-yesterday...? What did I say yesterday? Ah, sorry! I-I don't remember anything I said while drunk, hahahahahahaha..."

I figured playing dumb was the best approach, so I hastily made up an excuse with whatever came to mind.
If she was going to ask, she could have done it before training started, not after it ended when I couldn't mentally prepare.

"For someone who claims..."
"Your reaction earlier suggests otherwise."

Se-Won and Chae-Eun, having caught their breath, chimed in to support Ha-Ram. All three had curved eyes and lips as they spoke.

"...Well, how should I put this. I was just embarrassed about being drunk, that's all. Really. I really don't remember. I remember grilling meat, but..."

I stalled for time, trying to buy as much as possible.
My brain, which should be working hard right now, had frozen from shock long ago. I needed to buy time until my brain started functioning again.

"Really? ...Then I guess I'll have to file a sexual harassment lawsuit first. You know sexual harassment charges apply even between people of the same gender, right? And these days, being drunk doesn't reduce your sentence. Actually, since you're a student who was drinking..."
"Oh my, I have a similar memory. We could file together."

L-lawsuit?!

The word "lawsuit" from Chae-Eun's mouth scrambled my thoughts. Had they developed some voice technique that attacks the brain? My already non-functioning brain now declared a complete strike.
It felt like my brain had turned into a solid rock.

"I believe you know that even hero aspirants, not just heroes, won't be shown mercy."

My hands and feet trembled uncontrollably.
Chae-Eun alone was intimidating enough, but with Ha-Ram, who seemed to have legal knowledge, joining in, I was doomed.

I looked to Se-Won for help, but he clearly wasn't on my side either, just smiling brightly.

I had to handle this alone.
I tried to think of a way to get out of this situation immediately, but my brain on strike refused to work, so no proper solution came to mind.

Certainly, while drunk yesterday, I had touched Chae-Eun's chest and clung to Ha-Ram... this was definitely sexual harassment no matter how you looked at it.
Why did I do it while drunk instead of when I was sober?

Anyway, being sued for sexual harassment was unacceptable for a hero.

A hero who should protect citizens committing sexual harassment? It wouldn't just end with a fine or imprisonment. The Hero Association wouldn't stand for it. Knowing how hero credibility would plummet, the Association would destroy the hero's career, ending it completely.

"No, that was just unconsciously...!! Huh?!"

My brain wasn't working, and the two kept pressuring me.
As I felt like massive walls were slowly crushing me from both sides, something other than an excuse—the truth—slipped out of my mouth.

I quickly covered my mouth, but the crucial word "unconsciously" had already escaped.

"Right?"
"Unconsciously... Yes. That's what they all say."

Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram's smiles deepened.
In chess, this situation would be called checkmate.
I had nowhere to run now.

"Will you talk?"
"Or would you prefer to meet in court?"
"I-I'll talk..."

Thud!

My legs gave out, and I fell to my knees, surrendering to them.


* * *


"—and that's the story."

Sitting together in the middle of the training room, I sighed deeply several times as I explained my situation.
Not everything, of course.
I carefully concealed several facts while telling them—like that I was originally a hero, my real age, and my relationship with my mother—all based on the fact that I was originally a man.

"I see..."
"That makes sense."

Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram nodded. Thankfully, they seemed to accept it.

"S-so please! Please don't sue me!"

Trembling, I grabbed their hands and begged. I couldn't bear being sued. The thought of my hero career ending before it even restarted—I wouldn't know what to say to my mother.

Of course, I had Foriner as a strong backer, but I didn't want to rely on them for something like this.
I wanted to overcome this on my own, even if it meant having a weakness or two exposed.

"Huh?"
"Oh my, you still believed that joke?"
"...What?"

Blink, blink. I was dumbfounded by their unexpected response.

What does this mean?
Wait.
Was I tricked?

"Think about it for a second. Who was drinking with you there?"
"We might get lighter punishments than you, but we'd still be accomplices. And filing charges for such minor sexual harassment would be more ridiculous. Or did you think our friendship was that shallow?"
"No, that's not it..."

Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram continued their explanation, looking at me as if I were something cute. Ha-Ram in particular mentioned that as someone who had to bear the burden of Cheonil, she couldn't afford to be caught up in even minor issues like this.

It's true that same-sex sexual harassment charges are possible. However, whether an action is considered sexual harassment depends on how the victim perceives it—the same action could be dismissed as a joke or considered harassment.

"S-so... you just wanted to make me tell the truth?"

I pointed at them with trembling fingers, and Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram nodded instead of answering verbally. Their slightly upturned lips were incredibly annoying.

"Honestly, I was a bit shocked at first..."
"But treating Chae-Eun's chest like dumbbells was actually funny."
"No! Treating someone's chest like dumbbells is too much! They might be big and heavy, but they're not as heavy as dumbbells!"

Dumbbells???

Chae-Eun cupped her breasts and shook them up and down. They bounced so heavily it seemed like they might make a sloshing sound. They were certainly large enough to be mistaken for dumbbells.

It was fortunate that she was angry not because I touched her chest, but because I mistook them for dumbbells.

In any case, I clearly remembered doing such a thing. When I first heard the word "dumbbell," I couldn't recall it, but it came back to me shortly after.

"Well, um..."

I turned my gaze away from Chae-Eun, who was puffing her cheeks in anger.
I couldn't deny that the sensation and weight had been just right at the time.
My body, without magical enhancement, was quite weak, so Chae-Eun's chest was just the right weight for light exercise.
I remember each breast weighing about 1kg. About the weight of those pink dumbbells you sometimes see at the supermarket.

"Do you know how much my shoulders hurt carrying these every day? You don't? Well, let me show you!"
"Ugh?!"

Still angry, Chae-Eun strode over to me and placed her chest on my shoulders.
While I estimated each at 1kg, together they weighed 2kg.

Having those soft yet heavy breasts on my head made me feel like I was shrinking.
If you had to carry these on your chest, they would definitely hinder movement.

Wait.
Does that mean there's a reason Chae-Eun's movements seem sluggish!

"You could reduce your chest size?"
"Even if I could, I wouldn't!"
"Wouldn't that be nice? Though I wouldn't do it either."
"Ugh!"

When I voiced the thought that flashed through my mind, the weight pressing down on my head grew even heavier. She was putting her full weight into it, not just her chest.

That strange psychology of finding something uncomfortable yet not wanting to lose it. But I understood. Muscles were similar. Size meant strength. The same logic probably applied to breasts.
In fact, Chae-Eun had the power to attract the attention of boys in our class.

"But, um..."

I hesitated, looking at my friends.
We had drifted into a different conversation, but what I really wanted to hear was something else.

I wasn't sure if it was right to say it out loud or just let it pass, but since the words had already escaped, I couldn't back down.

"Aren't you bothered that I was originally a man?"
"Not really? I was quite surprised, but thinking about it, it makes sense."
"I actually feel more at ease now that I know your secret, because it explains your behavior."
"Me too."

Chae-Eun, Ha-Ram, and even Se-Won, who had been silent as a backdrop for a long time, all shook their heads, denying my concern.
In other words, they weren't particularly repulsed by the fact that I was a man. Conversely, it also meant my behavior had been that strange.

"Really? Then that's fine."

Hearing their answers put me at ease, so I slightly raised the corners of my mouth and reverted to my original way of speaking.
Since I had revealed my secret and my friends understood, I thought it would be okay to show my true self, at least when just the four of us were together.

It made me feel much better.

For a brief moment, I was tempted to reveal my other secrets too, but I quickly dismissed the thought.
They wouldn't easily understand that I was actually three years older—a big brother figure. Even if they did understand, it might create a burden.
So I needed to properly distinguish between what to hide and what to reveal.

"However."

Just as I was feeling relieved, Ha-Ram gave me a sharp look. She apparently had more to say, and her expression made me uneasy.

"Since you've become a woman. You need to properly become one."
"Oho."
"Properly become a woman...?"

Ha-Ram's eyes blazed with determination. They were eyes filled with firm resolve. How should I describe it? Yes, eyes burning with a sense of mission.

"First! Casual clothes!"

With a snap, Ha-Ram raised her index finger and pointed at me.
I didn't understand what was wrong with my casual clothes. They were practical and comfortable.

"You thought the same thing, right, Ha-Ram? I was surprised by the clothes she wore yesterday."
"That's right, Eun-Ha. Even Yoo Jin-Ah, who's in the athletic department, doesn't just wear workout clothes or thin clothes. Understand?"

Ha-Ram's sense of mission spread to Chae-Eun. The two women clenched their fists and then clasped hands, showing off their strong friendship.

Seeking help, I sent a pitiful look to Se-Won, but he had somehow moved away from us and was circling around the area.
He looked quite bored.

"Don't worry. Just trust us."

The two smiled gently.
Seeing that smile, my anxiety reached its peak.
This was like the gates of hell opening. I already sensed that the price for my friends understanding my secret would be extremely harsh.

It would be worse than when my mother dragged me to the department store before, not less.

"From top to bottom! We'll guide you through everything! Ah, so let's go shower! Eun-Ha! Don't try to run away, okay? Ha-Ram and I will chase you to the ends of the earth."
"What?!"

I couldn't understand why the conclusion suddenly became going to shower, but as soon as Chae-Eun finished speaking, she and Ha-Ram activated the body enhancement technique I had taught them and quickly grabbed both my arms to restrain me.
They were thorough enough to pull me close to their chests, knowing I was originally a man, making it impossible for me to escape.

"S-Se-Won! Help me! Se-Wooooon!!!"

Eye contact wasn't enough anymore. I desperately cried out Se-Won's name, but that guy had already gone to the simulation room and pretended not to hear my answer.

You useless jerk!!!!
I'm the one who saved you from villains!!!

Inwardly cursing Se-Won, I was dragged away by the two, and I was forced to appreciate both their bodies and mine.

It felt good but was also embarrassingly mortifying, like my face might explode.

Ch.52 - Approaching Threat (1)
"Hooo...."

A man's eyes gleamed as he looked at the data displayed on the screen. Despite being in a dark room lit only by the screen's glow with no one else around, he stubbornly kept his hood pulled down to conceal his face as much as possible.

The man curled his lips into a smile, evidence of his piqued interest.

"Virginia, Shin Eun-Ha."

He recited the name of the girl shown in the data on the screen. The screen displayed not just her name, but also her age, appearance, and all sorts of information the Villain Association had managed to obtain.

"The power of healing.... Excellent! Perfect! With that, we can get more use out of our disposable assets. Isn't this an absolutely eco-friendly power? And she shows no signs of fatigue even after using such power! It means she either has an absurd amount of magical energy or the cost itself is minimal!"

Alone in the empty space, he began talking to himself. His eyes widened as he made no attempt to hide his excitement. Greed had taken residence in his eyes. The desire to possess her power writhed and leaked out.

"That girl is surely destined to grow up in a blessed environment."

'If only we weren't around.'

The man felt an undisguisable thrill. The girl had entered the academy as a special admission student. With her exceptional healing ability, dazzling appearance that promised a bright future, and the good deeds she had performed, she was destined to walk an easy path.

To trample on that destiny, to crush it. To carefully, gradually draw out her shadow. The Villain Association would intervene in her fate, dyeing her from shadow to feet, to legs, and eventually her entire body in darkness. The result would be a future where that fragile girl's face would be stained with despair as she collapsed helplessly. And then they would turn her into a cog in the Association's machine, exploiting her for life.

If in this process she lost her friends, her family, leaving her with nowhere to lean on. If they extended a hand of salvation to her when she was drowning in such sticky solitude.

When she was drawn into the Villain Association and discovered its true nature. When she learned the truth. How would that girl feel? How desperate would she be?

The man felt his heart race for the first time in a long while.

"This works out perfectly."

The man changed the screen to display different data.

"It's also time to tighten the reins on that guy again."

Looking at the data on the screen, the man smiled with satisfaction.

The data showed a photo of a girl with cat-like features. If they could capture a girl connected to the most promising man in the Villain Association, they could properly grasp the reins of someone who sometimes acted on his own, drunk with power.

If things went well, they could catch two rabbits at once.


* * *


Lunchtime.
Even if it meant skipping lunch, I came to the faculty office with the sole determination to meet him.

"There he is!"

Through the slightly open faculty office door, I could see Teacher Park Sang-Heon. While everyone else had gone to lunch, he was still at his desk, either because he had work left to do or because he was naturally leisurely about going to eat.

For over a week, I had tried to meet Teacher Park Sang-Heon, but he was so busy after school that it was difficult to see him. He was the only teacher at this academy who might know my friend Soo-Hyun.

"Hello!"

I greeted him energetically as I slid the office door open. Fortunately, Teacher Park was the only one in the office, so I felt at ease.

"Oh~ It's the recently famous Saint. What brings you to the faculty office instead of having lunch?"

"Saint? Um, I wanted to ask you something, sir."

Teacher Park welcomed me using an embarrassingly grand title. My face actually flushed slightly with shame.

And for good reason—Saint? Isn't that too grandiose? Even though my healing of Se-Won's mother and the patients at Baekyang Hospital a few months ago had gained attention, the title "Saint" was far too grand. It was even burdensome.

And embarrassing.

After someone jokingly started using it online, the nickname "Saint" spread like wildfire and naturally permeated the academy. Especially when Kim Se-Won would snicker whenever he saw me, I thought I'd die of embarrassment.

"If you have something to ask me, I should answer quickly. If we dawdle, lunch break will be over."

With a kind smile, Teacher Park straightened his hunched posture and invited me to the counseling table in the corner of the faculty office.

The counseling table was as I had seen before—a rectangular table with what appeared to be expensive leather sofas.

Sitting across from Teacher Park, I gazed at him intently. Now that I knew he was Mt. Tae-San, I could faintly see glimpses of the childhood idol I had once admired.

To think I was face to face with Mt. Tae-San. No, to think I had been receiving his guidance all this time. A strange excitement spread from my chest throughout my body.

"So, what did you want to ask?"

"Well..."

I opened my mouth at Teacher Park's prompt, snapping out of my reverie. But now that I was about to speak, I felt inexplicably nervous.

It must be because I was in front of my hero idol, the one who had inspired my dreams.

But I couldn't keep stalling, so I steeled myself and looked at him.

"Jung Soo-Hyun. Do you know that name? Jung Soo-Hyun, a physical enhancement ability user."

"Jung Soo-Hyun? Jung Soo-Hyun... Jung Soo-Hyun..."

The teacher rested his chin on his hand and fell into thought after hearing Soo-Hyun's name. Well, it was a name from five years ago, so even if he knew it, he might not remember immediately.

"Yes, I remember now. Jung Soo-Hyun... quite a mischievous student. I was his homeroom teacher in his second year. He was a student who disliked studying and preferred exploring the academy instead. He often skipped classes, which made him quite troublesome."

"Ah..."

That sounds like him.
At the mention of his love for exploration, I recalled the academy guidebook he had left behind.

The academy had all sorts of hidden passages, like the secret base where he drank with friends or the secret passage he used during the entrance ceremony. He must have discovered them by exploring the academy while others were studying or training.

"But he graduated quite a while ago. Are you acquainted with him?"

"Yes. I got to know him somehow and heard various stories about his time at the academy. But lately, I haven't been able to contact him..."

I laid out words that were as close to the truth as possible. Like I had done with my friends, I conveyed a nuance that wasn't a lie but wasn't the complete truth either.

I deliberately put on a dejected expression and lowered my head slightly. I wasn't sure if it would work, but I thought gaining sympathy might make it easier to extract the information I wanted from him.

"Hmm... unfortunately, I don't have much to tell you. I'm not in contact with Jung Soo-Hyun."

"I... see."

A dead end.

My voice came out sounding like it was crawling along the floor.

This meant there was no one left at the academy who might have information about Soo-Hyun. Well, it was my fault for having expectations.

The faculty had been completely replaced since six years ago, and Teacher Park was the only one left. It was wrong of me to hope that the only remaining person would know about Soo-Hyun.

"Hmm..."

Tap tap.
Teacher Park tapped his knee with his finger as he fell into thought. He seemed to be contemplating something.
Having slumped after failing to get the information I wanted, I slowly raised my head at the sight of Teacher Park suddenly deep in thought.

"It might not be helpful, but would you like to hear something?"

"What kind of story?"

"Nothing special. As I mentioned earlier, I was Jung Soo-Hyun's homeroom teacher in his second year, but a year later... after summer vacation, he was a completely different person."

"What...?"

"Yes. I think he became the Jung Soo-Hyun you remember."

After saying that, Teacher Park returned to his desk, telling me to wait a moment.

"This is him. The one on the side might be unrecognizable to you, Shin Eun-Ha, but that's the Jung Soo-Hyun I knew."

He then operated his computer, printed a photo, and showed it to me.
On the left was the Soo-Hyun I knew, and on the other was the Soo-Hyun I had seen in the database when I snuck into the faculty office.

It's strange and fascinating.
Looking closely, you could tell they were the same person, one with more weight and one with less, but the impression was so different.
Yes, as if he had become a completely different person.

"...They really are different."

I couldn't hide my surprise as I looked back and forth between the two photos. What on earth happened during his third-year summer vacation?

Come to think of it, not long after we met, he would often put himself down, saying he was like an outcast. At the time, I thoughtlessly said we were in the same boat.

But looking at these photos, I think Soo-Hyun must have experienced something during his third-year summer vacation. He had a secret he couldn't share even with me.

That made me feel a bit sad.
Were the five years we spent together not enough?

"Oh my, half of lunch break is already gone. I can give you the contact information of the teacher who was his homeroom teacher in his third year. Would you like to try contacting them?"

"Really? Is that possible?"

"Of course."

"Yes, please!"

As I sat with my head down, unable to hide my disappointment, Teacher Park unexpectedly offered something—the contact information of Soo-Hyun's third-year homeroom teacher.
A third-year homeroom teacher would likely know more information than Teacher Park.

I raised my head again to look at Teacher Park, who handed me a note with a kind smile.

It was a note with the name Kim Eun-Jung and a phone number.

"I look forward to your future achievements. Our academy's Saint."

"Th-Thank you?"

But I really wish he'd stop with that "Saint" business.

Ch.53 - Approaching Threat (2)
"Should we go today?"
"No. Think about it. Do you think she has proper clothes?"

Shit.

This was like sitting on a bed of thorns.
Normally, I'd be inwardly giggling about being the flower between two beauties, but right now all I could think about was escaping from here as quickly as possible.

"Well... when you put it that way, today doesn't seem like enough time..."

Chae-eun nodded thoughtfully to my right.
It was just after classes had ended.
At a time when all lessons were over and I should be heading back to the dormitory, I was being held captive by my friends, forced to attend a meeting where none of my opinions would be considered.

"Let's do it on the weekend then. We'll have plenty of time, so we can start in the morning and buy most of what we need."

Ha-ram declared confidently, extending her index finger from my left. Unfortunately, my brain warned me that claiming I'd be sick and groaning in bed this weekend would be the wise choice. My brain, which normally doesn't work properly, was certainly working well now.

Come to think of it, I did have plans for the weekend. I didn't need to make up an excuse.
I was supposed to contact Soo-Hyun's third-year homeroom teacher, as arranged with Teacher Park Sang-heon during lunch.

"But the money..."
"Don't worry. I've got you covered."
"Ah! As expected of Cheonil!"
"There's actually a Cheonil Group outlet inside the Academy district. We should use that one. I visited there recently for an inspection, and it wasn't bad."

Chae-eun glanced at me cautiously while discussing the budget. The fact that she was checking my reaction made me wonder just how much money they were planning to spend.
Since becoming this body, I've unexpectedly gained financial backing, so money isn't really an issue. But I'm not stupid enough to say that out loud and invite trouble.

"Well, I should get going..."
"No!"
"Wait a moment."

Se-Won, who had been watching my real-time torture with indifference—no, boredom—tried to quietly slip away.
Just as I was about to call out to the traitor who was abandoning me, the two girls grabbed him as if asking where he thought he was going.

"Pack mule."
"We won't treat you badly. So just come along quietly. Give and take. We won't just use you, so don't worry."
"Ugh. Can't you two just go by yourselves?"

Se-Won must have had similar experiences. He showed a disgusted expression, as if he could predict how torturous their plans would be for me.

Whatever reward might come, it would surely be accompanied by tremendous fatigue, including wasting an entire day. In that sense, Se-Won's attempt to escape was the right choice.

"A real man would help with this!"
"Exactly. And regardless of gender, can't you do this much for a friend? You know what Eun-Ha does for you normally, right? You must clearly see that we're getting stronger than the other students."
"...If you know what I do for you, then leave me alone."

They're just desperate to torment people.

Finally, I sighed and gave my opinion.

As Ha-ram said, even though we've only trained for a month, these three are showing noticeably faster growth than other students.
Despite having learned in just one month what took me over ten years of struggling to master, they're growing so quickly that I can't help but feel jealous.

If they understood that I was helping them achieve this growth, I wish they wouldn't make plans to torture me by using up an entire day—no, possibly the entire weekend.

"That's right. Eun-Ha is already pretty just the way she is. Why bother when she looks good in anything? Let's leave her alone, okay?"
"Why are you being so annoying?"
"Exactly. Why don't you understand that an unpolished gem needs more refining?"

In the end, Se-Won reluctantly took my side, but his argument had no chance against the two shopping-obsessed women.

Come to think of it, Ha-ram is unusually talkative today. She normally speaks little or only says what's necessary, but becomes chatty when excited.

This suggests she's been waiting eagerly for this opportunity, which makes me cautiously suspect she might harbor some deep grudge against me.

What have I done to her?
I don't think I've done anything?

As I tried to search for an answer, my brain went on strike again. Actually, it wasn't that my brain wasn't working—there simply wasn't anything to remember.

In other words, I'm innocent.

"Think about it. If we spend days shopping for clothes, we'll buy tons of stuff. Won't that make her uncomfortable? Even among friends, there's a limit."
"But isn't this repayment for everything she's done for us?"
"Exactly. Who else would readily do such things for us? This isn't something that can be resolved with just a bit of money. Shouldn't you be stepping up to help? It's only natural."

Perhaps out of stubbornness, Se-Won continued arguing his point with Chae-eun and Ha-ram, but a 2-to-1 situation was disadvantageous no matter what.

"Ah, our Saint doesn't need to do such things~"
"No! It's precisely because she's a Saint that she should!"
"Even if it's a nickname created in jest, we should use it as a stepping stone to make her worthy of being called a real Saint. And that's our duty as her friends. Understand?"

That damned Saint. Saint.
It's only been a few days, but I'm already sick of hearing it.
Even if I did the impossible by healing all the patients in a hospital, the title "Saint" is too much.

"But that Saint—"
[Attention. Shin Eun-Ha, if you are on campus or in the dormitory. Shin Eun-Ha, please come to the principal's office as the principal is calling for you. I repeat. Shin Eun-Ha, if you are on campus or in the dormitory—please come to the principal's office~]

Just as I was about to say they should stop with the Saint title, the campus broadcast suddenly blared.

"—Me?"

I pointed at myself.
The three who had been bickering all stopped and looked at me.

"That was me, right...?"

When I asked if I'd heard correctly, they all nodded simultaneously.


* * *


How many students would ever visit the principal's office during their three years at the Academy?

"Inhale— Exhale—"

I took a moment to catch my breath in front of the principal's office, which I was visiting for the first time in my life. More than wondering why I'd been summoned, I felt nervous about meeting the highest authority at the school.

"First..."

[I'll come over tonight. I need to talk to you.]

I switched my communication terminal to silent mode and sent a message to my mother. It was a one-sided notification, but that was our family's way.

Knock knock knock

After sending the message to my mother and briefly diverting my attention elsewhere to calm my racing heart, I knocked on the principal's office door.

"Ah, please come in."

Unlike other doors, this one had a distinctly classical feel, and it opened before I could even reach for it. As if he'd been waiting, the principal himself opened the door from inside.

As I entered, I saw the principal wearing a fedora despite being indoors. Even during school assemblies, he always wore that fedora.

"Hello."
"Welcome, Shin Eun-Ha."

The principal guided me to a sofa as if I were an honored guest.

Could it be...?

As I sat down feeling puzzled about this treatment, a single word flashed through my mind.
Saint.
I suspected that this "Saint" business might be causing unnecessary trouble.

"First, I must ask that you keep what happens here strictly confidential. Is that acceptable?"

With his well-trained, robust physique and sharply honed gaze, the principal sitting across from me exuded a completely different atmosphere than when he gave speeches.

"Yes."

I quickly nodded in response.
I'd occasionally heard from my mother and Soo-Hyun that it never hurts to make a good impression on important people.

Though they also said that if you're unlucky, you might end up being exploited.

Actually, the real reason I answered promptly wasn't about impressing someone important, but because I could see a desperate plea in the principal's serious gaze.

"Phew."

After I answered, the principal hesitated momentarily. It seemed like he was struggling to bring up whatever topic he had called me for, despite being the one who summoned me.

If that's the case...

I cautiously made a guess.
Though his body was still robust, no one can defy the passage of time. Perhaps he wanted to use my power to restore his male pride.

In other words, virility.
Virility.

I shook my head vigorously inside.
The desire to use the joystick bestowed by God. Even with his snow-white hair, that desire probably remained unchanged.
I could deeply empathize with the emptiness, loss, and longing the principal must be feeling from his diminished virility.

"Shin Eun-Ha."

After about two minutes of me empathizing with the principal's hardship, he finally spoke with difficulty. His eyes reflected even more desperation than before.

"You're still young, so you probably don't understand..."

As he spoke, the principal placed his hand on his fedora. Then he removed the hat he never took off in public—

Flash!

"Ugh?!"

I had to shield my eyes with both arms against the sudden assault of light.

"Ah...!"

Only when the light subsided could I finally lower my arms, and I couldn't help but gasp.
I could now understand why the principal had been so hesitant.

It wasn't about virility.
It was nothing to do with virility.
Of course, virility is important, but he was missing something else that constitutes a man's pride.

"I'd like to borrow your power. The power that treated patients at Baekyang Hospital and cured incurable diseases."

The reason for the blinding light as soon as he removed his fedora was the principal's gleaming scalp. Only the sides of his head still had hair, just enough to be covered by the fedora.

Conversely, because it could be hidden by the fedora, the emptiness was all the more striking when revealed.
The principal, who had seemed as imposing as Teacher Choi Cheol-jin (the most physically impressive male teacher), suddenly appeared to shrink like Teacher Park Sang-heon once he removed his fedora.

Although I'd never experienced the sorrow of hair loss myself, seeing how diminished the principal looked just from removing his hat sparked a sense of mission in my heart—I had to treat him no matter what.

"I'll do it."
"Really...!"
"Yes."

I looked at the principal, who couldn't hide his distress, and spoke. This couldn't be left alone.
With my answer, I stood up and transformed.
When I opened my eyes after briefly closing them to transform, I could see that the principal's scalp had turned black.

It was just like with Se-Won's mother.
I could heal this. And I had to heal it.

So I closed my eyes and drew power from my core.


* * *


"I'm home."

Leaving behind the principal who kept bowing deeply with tears in his eyes, I arrived at my mother's house.
Having just returned from work, my mother had apparently shed her outer layers immediately upon entering, as evidenced by the trail starting from the shoe rack.

"You're here?"

As I picked up each item and made my way to the living room, I found my mother sprawled on the sofa, her face showing obvious signs of exhaustion.

"Did something happen? You look more tired than usual."
"Mmm."

My mother barely bothered to answer, seemingly too tired to respond properly.
Knowing I couldn't expect a proper answer when she was like this, I had no choice but to gather her discarded clothes and put them in the laundry basket.

"By the way, I heard you got caught?"
"...What?"

As I returned from organizing her clothes, my mother spoke to me in a voice tinged with fatigue.

When she just said "got caught," I couldn't tell if she was fishing or if she actually knew something, so I played dumb for now.

"I heard the kids found out you were a man. Sheesh, you idiot."
"...Well, that's what happened. The kids were understanding about it. But who told you?"

Though her words were sharp, I got the subtle feeling she was worried about me. Her half-open eyes gave exactly that impression.

"Who else? The unnecessarily competent stalker of the world."

My mother said this while vaguely gesturing at the air.
The unnecessarily competent person who could appear from anywhere without warning.
She meant Foriner had told her.

"I see... The fact that you're not making a big deal about it means you're not too concerned."

It had been a day since I revealed my situation to my friends, and Foriner hadn't shown himself to me. My mother also didn't seem particularly worried.
That meant I had handled it well enough on my own.

"Ugh! Let's have dinner. ...Actually, should we order something?"
"Really?"
"Yeah. What do you want? Jajangmyeon?"

My mother struggled to get up, roughly fixing her hair as she began operating her communication terminal.

Delivery food is good. Very good.
I'd heard rumors that the delivery food in the Academy district was at least two levels higher in quality than outside. Since I hadn't tried it yet, I couldn't help but feel excited.

"Chicken!"
"Want Chinese?"
"Chicken!"
"Okay. Should we get a large order?"
"Chicken!!!"

The downside is that this old lady rarely backs down when it comes to food preferences. From the moment she mentioned jajangmyeon, the menu was practically decided.

Can't be helped. In this case, I'll have to order chicken myself and eat it along with the jajangmyeon my mother orders.
If I order boneless chicken, maybe she'll think of it as a substitute for sweet and sour pork?

Ch.54 - Approaching Threat (3)
The day after I visited my mother.

"Alright! Quiet down everyone! Today we'll have a speech from the principal!"

Before class started, my mother entered the classroom, shouted at the students, and delivered this unexpected news. A speech on such a random day, not even Monday? What could this be about?

The rest of the class seemed to share my confusion. A murmur of complaints and questions briefly filled the room before suddenly falling silent. My mother moved to a corner of the classroom as the principal's face appeared on the white screen that doubled as our blackboard.

"He took off his hat!"
"No way??"

One of the boys shouted. Others chimed in with surprise. True enough, the principal had removed his fedora, revealing his bare head.

On days when the principal gave speeches, both teachers and students would joke that he might be bald under that hat—a fedora he never, ever removed. And now it had finally come off.

Even though I'd already seen him without his hat with my own eyes, I still found it fascinating.

[Good day to the 18th, 19th, and 20th grade students of Hero Gate Special High School. There is only one reason I'm taking your time without prior notice.]

The principal's face exuded dignity and composure. Whether he noticed our surprise or not, he began to speak.

His face was serene. He radiated confidence without being excessive. It was proof that he hadn't wasted his years. He wasn't some cranky old man spouting nonsense.

[I want to inform you all about the blessing of the saint who has descended upon our school.]

The principal, who had transformed from a bald man to someone with abundant hair, swept his hair back and smiled.

"Huh...?"

But his words were strange. I thought I might have misheard, but in an instant, everyone's eyes turned toward me.

I guess I hadn't misheard after all.

"Come on, children! Focus on what the principal is saying!"

*Clap! Clap!*

My mother wasn't surprised since I had told her everything yesterday. Instead, she clapped her hands to redirect everyone's attention to the front.
The students turned back to face the front one by one, with oddly disappointed expressions.

[Please look at this, everyone.]

The principal appeared to be in the auditorium rather than his office. I could tell because the camera suddenly pulled back, revealing the surroundings.

Then a large photo appeared on the wall behind the principal.

"Baldness!"
"The principal really was bald!"

The photo showed the principal's shiny head from yesterday. A barren wasteland forming a large circle from the crown, with pathetic side hair trying to protect it. It was a stark contrast to his current appearance.

[This was me until just yesterday. I was ashamed of this appearance, which is why I've been wearing this hat all this time.]

The principal cast his gaze into the distance, reminiscing about his past.

And so the principal's story continued. He went on at length about how he learned about healing magic and his decision to seek treatment from me yesterday.

As he spoke, I felt anxiety growing in my chest.

It was a good thing, but it felt like a massive landmine had found its way to me. I wanted to run away from this academy immediately, but with my mother watching me like a hawk, that wasn't an option.

[That was the moment! A brilliant light enveloped my head with warmth!]

Ah. His bald head was quite blinding at that time.

When I was treating the principal, the dead hair follicles seemed to resist coming back to life. The healing light reflected off his head, requiring more magical power than I had anticipated.

[And that's how I became abundant. Can you believe it? I couldn't believe it either! Not until I experienced it!]

The principal's speech had somehow transformed into a cult-like sermon.

And I was the object of worship.

[The miracle of reviving dead follicles! A true follicle miracle! If you have parents suffering from baldness in your family history, you might be living with anxiety in your heart. But don't worry! The saint will guide us away from the terrible path of baldness to the path of abundance with her healing light! Hey, you there! Female student! Don't be complacent just because you're a girl! Baldness is a curse that can strike anyone, anytime! In fact, one woman—]

"Come to think of it, your crown seems thinner than last week..."
"N-no, it's not!"

I noticed one student, apparently entranced by the principal's fervent sermon, poking his friend's crown. Where there should have been thick hair, there was a small clearing.

The student with the thinning crown began to glance at me.
I deliberately ignored his gaze. I should focus on the principal's speech, which wasn't over yet. Right.

[Don't believe me? Want proof? Here's another person who received the saint's grace!]

Just like that.
The principal presented various people who happened to be at Baekyang Hospital and had their baldness cured by my healing magic, using them as evidence to support his claim.

And so.
As a result, I was—

[Therefore, I would like to call our academy's proud special admission student, Shin Eun-Ha, the Saint of Hair!]

Shit.


* * *


As soon as school ended, I called Ham Ho-Jong out and we went to a café in the academy district. I had only wanted to talk somewhere appropriate, but Ho-Jong insisted on bringing me here.

At first, I wondered if we really needed to go to a café, but I quickly changed my mind when he said he'd pay for the drinks. Sweet deal.

"..."

Sitting in the café, his eyes—which might seem cold at first glance—gazed at me steadily. In reality, they held a faint expectation, but due to our height difference, they came across as cold and intimidating.

"So, I was thinking we should change Jin-Ah's priorities."

The reason I visited my mother yesterday was because of Ho-Jong and Yoo Jin-Ah. I didn't mention them directly, but with her years of experience reading people, my mother gave me some plausible advice.

She said that if the two had been close for years, they must already harbor strong friendship or even deeper feelings. All I needed to do was make Jin-Ah realize that.

"...Priorities?"

Ho-Jong frowned slightly at my words. He seemed to have trouble understanding what I meant by "priorities."

This is why inexperienced guys are hopeless!

I felt a strange sense of superiority inside.

"Yes, priorities. Make something more precious to Jin-Ah than what she currently values most."
"Something precious..."

Ho-Jong narrowed his eyes, lost in thought. Despite being a physical enhancement ability user, he had a lean rather than bulky build. Not my ideal type of muscle, but the kind of lean muscle that male celebrities who work out tend to have.
Anyway, these qualities made him look quite picturesque when deep in thought.

To be honest, I'm jealous.
He's quite handsome. And he has a girl who's practically his girlfriend. What better situation could there be?

Anyway, figuring out how to shake off Jin-Ah's monster obsession isn't something I can do, so I'll have to leave it entirely to Ho-Jong.
I've just provided a signpost, nothing more.

"...Then, can I ask for one more favor?"

After about five minutes of drinking expensive, sweet coffee that I wouldn't normally touch, Ho-Jong opened his tightly closed mouth.

A favor, huh.

I had agreed to help, but all I'd done so far was suggest what he might do, which felt inadequate.

It wasn't just that I wanted to help if I could. If this matter concluded well, Ho-Jong would feel indebted to me and might help me later. Though I hadn't known him for long, he didn't seem like the type to ignore the help I'd given.

This opportunity could also bring Jin-Ah along—a buy-one-get-one-free deal. If they both grow well, they'll become reliable allies.

From what I've observed, apart from Se-Won, Chae-Eun, and Ha-Ram, Jin-Ah and Ho-Jong are the strongest in our class.
In other words, if I hadn't trained those three, Ha-Ram would be first, and Jin-Ah and Ho-Jong would compete for second and third place.

"Okay. Got it."

After quickly organizing my thoughts, I nodded.
As I nodded and drank my coffee, the now-empty cup made a slurping sound.

That's a shame.

I'm not usually one for cafés, and the last time I went was with my mother to a small café... about three months ago. I didn't expect to like something this sweet, but it was surprisingly tasty, and I quickly finished the large coffee.

Even though I was disappointed, what could I do? I'd already finished it. I consoled myself internally. Still feeling regretful, I looked at the menu and was shocked by the price of the coffee I'd just drunk. Just for some sugary water.

When eating meat with friends, I never thought about money being wasted, but making a fuss over one coffee seemed silly. But that's just how I am.

"...Want another one?"
"Really??"

Just as I was about to give up on the coffee, Ho-Jong unexpectedly spoke.
My eyes immediately fixed on him. This guy must be used to pouring money into the bottomless pit of cafés from hanging out with Jin-Ah all the time.

Fine by me. As long as I can get another free drink, I don't care what kind of person Ho-Jong is.
Seeing my reaction, Ho-Jong went to place another order, his expression unchanged.

Meanwhile, I checked the surroundings. Because of that "Saint" title, people were staring at me. Among those gazes were some unpleasant ones.
Gloomy and sticky gazes that made me feel bad just by touching me.

They probably thought I wouldn't notice, but unfortunately, I'm very sensitive to such gazes. I've tasted them plenty since childhood.

It wasn't envy or jealousy.
It was closer to hatred.

When I turned around, a middle-aged woman quickly averted her gaze.
It was her.
The woman seemed flustered that I had noticed her stare and began frantically tapping the table with her finger. I couldn't hear what she was saying without enhancing my hearing, but she was muttering something while moving her lips slightly.

It's hard to believe someone like that exists in the academy district, where ability users are more common than elsewhere.

There's no need to pay attention to it.
They have no power as individuals. The reason they come to the academy district despite it being full of ability users they hate is probably because the pay is good. In other words, they came reluctantly.

Ignoring the woman, I looked at Ho-Jong ordering at the counter. The female clerk was blushing slightly and leaning forward. She seemed to be saying something suggestive.
This wasn't all. Since he entered the café, I noticed gazes mysteriously gathering toward Ho-Jong. Women glanced this way once or twice.

Meanwhile, Ho-Jong maintained his indifferent expression, responding appropriately while completing his order.

"Is this the life of a handsome man...?"

Words that escaped my mouth unintentionally.
It's something I never experienced when I was a man. So enviable that women flock to him just by standing there.

No, I have something to brag about too.
Even if no one approaches me, whether man or woman, I'm extremely popular with monsters.

The hordes of monsters that rush at me without giving me a break are truly tiresome.

Other heroes are also popular with monsters on the front lines, but since I was on a similar level with others, isn't that something to brag about?

As I was trying to preserve my male pride with this self-rationalization, Ho-Jong returned to the table with my coffee.
He should have brought a buzzer, but the female clerk must have wanted to see him a little longer, so she quickly made the coffee while keeping him waiting.

"...Here."
"Thanks. Must be nice being so popular."
"...Usually when Jin-Ah is around, people like that aren't there."

I want to punch him. I want to hit him hard in the solar plexus and send him flying into the wall.

While I envy Ho-Jong, he makes a bored, tired expression. It means he was born privileged.

"So, what's the favor? You bought this to get me to listen, right?"

I sip the newly arrived coffee and speak to Ho-Jong. I didn't expect him to prioritize buying me coffee over his request.

"No. It's just because you seemed to enjoy it."
"...I did?"

Ho-Jong nodded.

Was it that obvious?
I was puzzled. But soon the puzzlement was replaced by the thought that it could be possible. I didn't expect to like this expensive sugary water either. That must have shown on my face.

Anyway, I shouldn't gulp it down like before. I should savor it slowly.

"...So, about that favor."

Ho-Jong's eyes, which had been lost in thought, briefly lit up.

"Be in our team for the monster subjugation exam."
"Monster subjugation... Ah, that's when we can form teams as we want, right?"

Ho-Jong nodded in response.

Monster subjugation.
After virtual training, now it's time for the real thing. Although the virtual training focused more on teamwork than actually subjugating monsters, everyone had faced monsters at least once, so they had enough experience.

And this subjugation would also be in teams of three. Unlike last time, students could form teams from the entire grade, not just their class.

"Okay."

I accepted Ho-Jong's request without hesitation.
If something unexpected happens, I can support them with my power. Not with force, but with magic.

"But what about Jin-Ah's opinion?"
"...She'll probably be fine with it. Even if something happens, with your skills that easily defeated In Ha-Ram."

His eyes, avoiding mine, were filled with guilt. It was essentially asking me to directly stop Jin-Ah if something unexpected happened.

Your wife is quite clingy, isn't she?

Filled with jealousy inside, I roughly understood Jin-Ah's feelings. While Ho-Jong seemed to be drawing a clear line of friendship, he was aware of what feelings Jin-Ah harbored for him.

"Got it."

I nodded quickly, as it wasn't something that required deep thought.

Jin-Ah is like that.
Someone who loves Ho-Jong so much that she wants to keep other women away from him.
Although I'm a muscle-head on the inside, my outer shell is female, so I would also be on Jin-Ah's watchlist.

"...No, maybe not."

As Ho-Jong said this, his gaze briefly went to my chest. His muttered words clearly reached my ears.

Looking down at my chest as directed, it wasn't exactly flat, but it couldn't be called large either.
And my height was only slightly taller than Se-Hee, the shortest girl in our class.

"Then I can rest easy."

Thankfully, in Jin-Ah's mind, I probably wouldn't fall into the category of "potential rival woman."

I guess having a big chest is better after all.

Ch.55 - Approaching Threat (4)
Around the time Eun-Ha was enjoying coffee with Ham Ho-Jong, the Villain Association headquarters was abuzz with talk about a girl who was interfering with their plans. Every villain had mentioned her name at least once.

"She's disrupted our operations twelve times recently..."

This sentiment was shared by Jin Yong-Han, an executive of the Villain Association, sitting alone in the conference room. Always hiding his face under a hood, he stared intently at a screen displaying a map of the Korean peninsula.

Below the Front Line, where fierce battles with monsters were currently taking place, several red dots were marked on the map, some with X's drawn over them.

Fifteen in total.
These marked the locations for the drug experiment plan he had recently orchestrated.

Though the plan had only begun a few days ago and the number of sites was small, Jin Yong-Han was displeased that most of the dots on the map were crossed out with X's.

"Optima... How can she move like this without using magic?"

Jin Yong-Han was still puzzled. How could Optima ignore the physical constraints of distance and appear all over the country?

*That woman's so-called magic is not real.*

He was certain. Although humanity had awakened to supernatural abilities after the Great Invasion, he believed that powers called "magic" were mere fantasy.

*Then what is it?*

His frown deepened as the question remained unsolved. Anyone familiar with him would have been shocked to see such an expression on his face.

"Could it be...?"

Suddenly, Jin Yong-Han's thoughts turned to a particular organization.
The Hero Association.

An organization with people just as shady as himself, who proudly called himself a villain. Also an organization with business partners.

"Magical girl is a substitute for heroes. And Optima is just a designation... There's no other way to explain it."

Jin Yong-Han was more serious than ever.

"Those bastards. They chose obedient puppets over disobedient heroes. But when did they start working on the clone project? Heh! They're no better than villains."

After voicing his suspicions, the corners of his mouth began to curl upward. He found it amusing that the Hero Association and Villain Association, supposedly opposites, were doing the same things.

*They must have deployed identical-looking clones across the country.*

Jin Yong-Han changed the screen with a remote control. It showed a girl with an expressionless face—Optima.

"Clones, huh..."

The idea of mass-producing clones of powerful superhumans to increase humanity's fighting power had been around for quite some time.

About ten years.
As he recalled, that was when he first encountered the clone project. However, the scientist who advocated for cloning ended up in a mental institution. But his research materials remained. The Hero Association had the capital to research cloning. They also had the manpower.

*Then who is the girl that became the base for Optima? What is she doing now? If the clone is that powerful, surely the original would be well-known.*

Jin Yong-Han's interest shifted back to Optima.
Exceptional appearance, physical abilities, magical power, and the unknown superpower Optima claimed was magic.
He couldn't figure out any of it. A girl with such rare abilities would surely have made headlines at least once.

A prime example was Eun-Ha, who was recently being praised as a "saint." While the incident at Baekyang Hospital had brought her widespread fame, even before that, he had occasionally heard about her healing powers.

"An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth. If they're using clones, we'll counter with clones too. In that case... we need a sample."

Jin Yong-Han ultimately failed to identify the mysterious girl who served as Optima's base. However, he thought that if they could extract a sample from the clone and identify the original girl, the Villain Association could gain comparable power.

After all, the Association was also researching cloning.

Having decided how to deal with Optima going forward, Jin Yong-Han moved quickly. Using the villain-exclusive communication terminal, he issued an order making the collection of Optima's samples the top priority for anyone who encountered her.


* * *


"I wish I hadn't woken up."

My unnecessarily healthy body woke up at the usual time.
Rising from bed, I tugged at my cheek to see if I might be dreaming, but unfortunately, this was reality.

"Sigh..."

Sighing, I checked my communication device, wondering if I'd mistaken the date and today was actually Friday instead of Saturday. The device cruelly confirmed that today was indeed Saturday.

"Ugh, damn it. Why does clothing matter so much?"

I flopped back onto the bed, sighing heavily. I complained to Chae-Eun and Haram, who weren't present, asking why I couldn't just wear whatever.

Of course, there was no way they could hear my complaints.
Still, I had to voice them aloud to relieve my frustration.

"...I don't want to be the only one suffering."

Since today's training was canceled to conserve energy, I had plenty of time. This meant I had ample opportunity to find a way to drag someone else down with me so I wouldn't have to endure the humiliation alone.

The targets were already as good as decided: the two masterminds behind this, Haram and Chae-Eun. How could I make them experience similar suffering?

I didn't want to drastically increase their training intensity. That wouldn't be very effective. Without a convenient body like mine, it would only backfire.

"Hmm..."

Should I pick out some extremely sexy underwear and make them wear it? No, that would just get me labeled a pervert. People who didn't know the situation might not think it strange, but my friends knew my circumstances.
Also, they might end up choosing my underwear too if they were determined enough.

I thought about just dragging things out for a long time, but considering what Haram and Chae-Eun had said, they were the type who wouldn't mind spending hours shopping.
Simply wasting time would be meaningless.

"Hmmmm..."

My chest felt tight as no good solution came to mind.
I rolled around on the bed trying to organize my thoughts, but no easy answer emerged.

"I feel like I'm about to think of something..."

After pondering for a while, I felt like I was on the verge of a good idea. Just a little more. Just a little more thought and I might grasp something.

Knock knock knock

"Ah."

But suddenly, someone knocked on the door, and the thought that was almost within reach flew far away. The timing couldn't have been worse. I didn't know who would be knocking at this hour, but if it was nothing important, I'd exact some small revenge.

"Who is it?"

Click.

With a sullen expression, I approached the door and unlocked it. I'd see who it was when I opened it.

"Surprise inspection!!"
"Urk?!"

As soon as the lock clicked, the door burst open, and Haram and Chae-Eun, wearing stern, solemn expressions, pushed their way into the room.

The density of tension in my chest was no joke.


* * *


Kim Se-Won, one of the more ordinary among Eun-Ha's friends, had to be dragged out on what should have been a sweet holiday.
The destination for the four of them was Cheonil Department Store. As the name suggested, this place, with Cheonil Group as its parent company, carried everything from stationery and miscellaneous goods to all kinds of quality items, making it possible to find almost anything.

"Is this how celebrities feel all the time?"
"What random thing are you saying? Here, carry this."
"Wow, how many things did you buy from just one store?"

Kim Se-Won felt the merciless stares from all around as he used telekinesis to lift the armful of paper bags that In Ha-Ram handed him.

The stares were of various kinds.
Curiosity, reverence, fear, rejection, lust, and more. The three female students accompanying him were enough to draw anyone's attention.

One was the (hair) saint recently featured prominently in the news.
Another was the young lady of Cheonil, the parent company of this very department store.
The last was a girl with a kindness incomparable to others.
All three were also exceptionally beautiful, so it was natural that people's gazes converged on them.

*Could it be true that Eun-Ha was male?*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, who could be considered separate from the three, watched with a comfortable mind as Eun-Ha was tormented by the two women.

A girl he met by chance before entering the academy.
They also happened to meet after being chased by a monster. Not only that, but she showed an extraordinary side at the entrance ceremony and ended up in the same class.

The relationship between Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won was formed by many overlapping coincidences. Yet Kim Se-Won still couldn't easily believe what Eun-Ha had said.

Also, without certainty, all sorts of thoughts tangled in his mind.

*Wait.*

Suddenly, a hypothesis occurred to him.
A girl who seemed to brighten her surroundings just by existing. And a girl presumed to have an unfortunate past.

*Maybe she was female all along.*

With that unfortunate past, it made sense that she would insist on wearing only practical, durable clothing, Kim Se-Won thought. While In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun said there were aspects of her appearance and behavior that made sense if she had originally been male, Kim Se-Won differed.

*She probably lived a life where she couldn't afford to dress herself up. She chose comfortable clothes to survive and durable clothes to make them last longer.*

Kim Se-Won nodded, thinking his hypothesis was quite plausible.

*And her unguarded behavior toward us is because she considers us harmless.*

Clothes are just for survival!

This would explain why she was so defenseless around the three of them, including Kim Se-Won himself.

"Can't we finish with what we've bought? It seems like enough."
"We're just getting started."
"Come on, let's keep moving. We still have a long way to go. We need to overhaul everything from underwear up. Good thing we did that surprise inspection this morning."

Having visited just one store, Eun-Ha was already exhausted. Seeing her like this, Kim Se-Won couldn't help but feel pity.

*Whether she was originally male or female, that's intense. Even I'm getting nervous watching.*

Whatever they had seen, In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun's eyes were unusually intense. The mission-driven gaze Kim Se-Won had seen in the training room before was burning even stronger today.
But Eun-Ha wasn't backing down either.
There was determination in her eyes to end this as quickly as possible, no matter what.

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun were determined to achieve their goal. Eun-Ha desperately wanted to escape this situation.

Of course, Eun-Ha was outnumbered and outmatched in momentum, so she stood no chance.

Ch.56 - Approaching Threat (5)
"Fuck. Fuck fuck. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck."

Profanities flowed endlessly from Eun-Ha's small mouth. The only fortunate thing was that she was muttering at a volume barely above a whisper, afraid someone might hear her.

After visiting just one store, she already felt more exhausted than after staying up all night fighting monsters or villains. Her shoulders were already slumping, and she felt something being scraped away from inside her chest.

But she couldn't show weakness here. Eun-Ha had her own principles to uphold.

"Like I said before, I absolutely will not wear skirts under any circumstances, so don't even think about trying to make me!"

Despite the fact that school uniforms and magical girl outfits already included skirts that she reluctantly wore, Eun-Ha insisted that anything she chose herself had to be pants.

"Pants?"
"...? If that's what you want?"

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram exchanged glances and smirked at each other.
Eun-Ha was currently wearing the suspender skirt she had worn when they went out for meat last time. In other words, a skirt. Though they had practically forced her to wear it, they found it amusing that she was making such declarations while already wearing a skirt.

On the other hand, they understood her attitude. Having originally been male, wearing skirts—something she'd never worn in her previous life—was probably enough with just the school uniform.

"I think I get it now."
"Oh my, really? Me too."

They didn't need to insist on skirts anyway. There were plenty of other clothes that would suit Eun-Ha. No matter how boyish the clothes they put on her, Eun-Ha's appearance was far from masculine. If anything, it only made her look more adorable.

*Phew... At least I can maintain some minimal dignity.*

Unaware of their thoughts, Eun-Ha sighed in relief. Though shopping had just begun and she couldn't relax yet, at least she could avoid the disaster of wearing skirts.

*As long as it's not a skirt!*

Her meager and meaningless pride had reached the point where anything was fine as long as it wasn't a skirt.

*And clothes just need to be comfortable to move in.*

Eun-Ha pouted, her lips jutting out as she complained internally. Having spent most of her life focused on training, her definition of clothing differed from others.

"Let's check out three places first and decide where to buy."

Meanwhile, Han Chae-Eun, whose enthusiasm was starting to ignite, wanted to plan the next steps with In Ha-Ram.

"Is there really a need for that? Not when we have this."
"Ah. Right. Hahaha..."

Soon, Han Chae-Eun couldn't help but laugh as she looked at the card in In Ha-Ram's hand. She suddenly realized that her usual shopping method wouldn't be necessary this time.

They had plenty of capital.
An excellent clothes rack.
And a useful porter who could carry as much luggage as needed.

There was no need to carefully select just one item after trying many. Han Chae-Eun hadn't fully grasped how she'd been randomly selecting clothes using Eun-Ha as a mannequin.

But that realization didn't last long. Now she fully understood. The presence of the card in In Ha-Ram's hand was that impressive.

The card in her hand was one of a kind in the world. Only a Transcendent could possess it. Since In Ha-Ram was the only one here who knew this fact, the other three assumed it was simply In Ha-Ram's card.

*I don't know what it is, but it must be an amazing card!*

This was Han Chae-Eun's understanding.

*I never imagined a Transcendent would get directly involved.*

This Transcendent's card had been temporarily transferred to In Ha-Ram just yesterday. After waking up, she had casually noticed a note and card placed on the table.

[Please take good care of my contractor.]

The note was brief, but since it wasn't a bad request, In Ha-Ram decided to follow his instructions without complaint.

"Something's missing..."

As time passed to the present, In Ha-Ram realized something didn't feel quite right.
Despite all the good conditions, something was subtly lacking.
There should be an even better way to shop more efficiently, but she couldn't figure out what it was.

"!!"

*What's that?*

In Ha-Ram's body suddenly twitched.
She had reacted to someone's gaze upon her. While her group was already attracting attention in this department store, this particular gaze felt special.

Looking toward where she felt the gaze, she discovered a neatly dressed female clerk watching her with a meaningful smile.

*A Transcendent...?*

She hadn't heard that Transcendents could change their appearance, but her instinct told her this clerk was no ordinary person.
Also, this clerk wasn't someone she had seen during her surprise visit to Cheonil Department Store a month ago.

"Ha-Ram? Where are you going?"
"Just a moment. I need to talk to that person. I'll be right back, so make sure Eun-Ha doesn't escape."
"Okay!"

In Ha-Ram moved quickly.
She approached the female clerk who had been giving her meaningful looks without hesitation.

"Good instincts. I commend you, helper."
"...As I thought."

When she got right in front of the clerk, sure enough, she heard the androgynous voice she had heard before in the Academy's reception room.
Her instinct had been correct.

"I have a good idea. Would you like to hear it?"

And the clerk—no, Foriner—smiled slyly and made her a proposal.


* * *


"W-what is this...?"
"Wow..."
"Long live capitalism!"

Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, and Han Chae-Eun couldn't close their mouths at the scene unfolding before them.

The power of capital.
Not just crushing with power, but moving people with power and capital.

It was a major operation cramming all women's clothing onto one floor just for Eun-Ha.

*Yes. This is what was missing.*

Numerous clothing racks arranged in a circle around a temporary changing room set up in the center. Next to each rack stood the staff from each store, waiting demurely.
One could see all types of clothing with just a turn of the body, making it possible to instantly combine desired outfits—the best system currently possible.

*How frightening you are, Transcendent.*

In Ha-Ram glanced at the Transcendent who had created this situation and trembled with fear.
In Ha-Ram's authority combined with his overwhelming capital had moved all the staff without a single complaint. Transcendent class indeed, casually doing what others couldn't!

Money truly ruled the world. In reality, the staff were smiling through the hardship because of the unexpected large sum they would receive today.

"What the sh...it..."

Eun-Ha, meanwhile, was bewildered, not understanding why this was happening. She complained in a small voice as a bonus.

She had been dragged here against her will, and now she had to put on a fashion show in front of strangers.

Eun-Ha's current situation was essentially being treated as public property.
In fact, several female clerks who had fallen for Eun-Ha's lovable appearance were already rolling their eyes, working out combinations that would suit her.

The vicarious satisfaction of dressing someone in clothes that wouldn't suit themselves!
Plus the large sum of money coming later!
Since it was none other than Cheonil's young lady who had suggested this, the female clerks could easily trust it, and with both the reward and entertainment to enjoy if this went well, they had no reservations.

"Ma'am, how about this?"
"This would look good too."
"Oh my, look at this skin. How about this?"

Their actions were quick.
Using their experience working in clothing stores and their aesthetic sense, they brought clothes to Eun-Ha.

"Um..."

Seeing this, Eun-Ha frowned and shook her head. For her, the clothes the female clerks brought were too feminine.

After visiting the first clothing store with In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun, she had declared she would absolutely not wear feminine clothing, especially skirts, so her reaction was natural.

*Please help me!*

"What's this? ...Sweet!"

Eun-Ha sent a desperate look to Kim Se-Won, but they failed to make eye contact by a narrow margin. Foriner, anticipating that Eun-Ha would call for help from Kim Se-Won, had dropped a 50,000 won bill near him.

*What? I made your mother that healthy and you're distracted by just 50,000 won??*

Eun-Ha resented Kim Se-Won for being distracted by mere 50,000 won. It was annoying that while she was being publicly executed, that guy was just watching comfortably.

"Oh my, ma'am, I think you'd look good in anything. How about this?"

Having completed his preliminary work, Foriner approached Eun-Ha with a confident expression after seeing the female clerks' wasted efforts. Of course, he was carefully hiding his identity as Foriner.

The clothes he brought to Eun-Ha were a white sleeveless shirt with black hot pants with suspenders. Eun-Ha looked at the clothes with a slightly frowning face, then nodded.

At least they were pants.
The fact that they weren't skirts and seemed easy to move in worked in their favor. In other words, she felt less resistance.

*So pants, not skirts?*
*Anything but skirts?*

The female clerks watching this revised their plans internally and burned with competitive spirit.

Foriner smiled slightly seeing the clerks' expressions. The situation was flowing according to his intentions.
While it was good to have Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram choose clothes, dressing Eun-Ha with the power of collective intelligence would make her stand out even more.

*As the title of "Saint" is becoming established, there's a need to wear clothes befitting that.*

Foriner had no intention of restricting what his contractor did. Whether she walked the streets naked, committed crimes, became obsessed with money and gambled, or approached monsters out of lust. It didn't matter to him.

*Well, I would stop her from deliberately losing to monsters.*

The problem was that as her recognition grew, people were starting to recognize Eun-Ha. She could no longer wear rags or just sportswear. Considering her purpose, her usual clothes made her look too shabby.

*Besides, this satisfies my desires too, so this is a good thing.*

Of course, this was Foriner's priority. The concern for Eun-Ha was just an excuse he could use if she realized his existence and questioned the current situation.

"Oh my, ma'am, that outfit suits you well! It even shows a somewhat masculine side."
"R-really? I look m-manly...?"
"Look around. Don't you think everyone agrees it suits you?"

After changing clothes and coming out, Eun-Ha looked around blankly upon hearing Foriner's compliment. Passing customers, clerks standing demurely in their positions, her friends. Everyone was looking at her.

With all eyes focused on her, Eun-Ha couldn't help but feel nervous. Yet she could tell their reactions were quite positive.

*I guess it really does look good...?*

After briefly looking between the surroundings and Foriner, Eun-Ha fell into the illusion that Foriner's comment about her "masculine side" was true.

The clothes Foriner had given her were far from masculine or boyish fashion! But by deliberately using the word "masculine," he began breaking down the walls of her heart.

Click! Click-click-click!

Meanwhile, since Eun-Ha had changed clothes and come out, very small shutter sounds had been coming from his chest.
An ultra-small camera he had created himself. This camera had been busily clicking away since Eun-Ha emerged from the changing room.

"Then how about this outfit? I think this would suit you well too."
"...I'll try it on."

Before Eun-Ha could properly assess the situation, Foriner handed her the next outfit.
This time it included long jeans. Again, a composition that Eun-Ha would feel less resistance to.

"Wow! Ma'am! There's nothing that doesn't suit you! How about this next?"

Again, Foriner complimented Eun-Ha. As the saying goes that even elephants can be made to dance with praise, Foriner gradually satisfied Eun-Ha's desire for recognition by repeatedly complimenting her with a gentle smile.

An ordinary person might have become suspicious, but Eun-Ha had rarely been complimented before, and Foriner's divinely skilled way with words helped.

"Wow!"

Sometimes he had her try on things brought by other female clerks.

"WOW!"

Sometimes he had her try on things brought by In Ha-Ram or Han Chae-Eun.

"Boyish!"

But Foriner prioritized having her try on clothes he had selected.

"You look so cool and refreshing!"
.
.
.

Foriner also didn't forget to mix in words that could be interpreted as "manly" to gradually break down the walls of her heart.

As a result.

"He, hehehe... More praise. Praise..."

Eun-Ha melted completely.
She was so captivated by Foriner's silver-tongued compliments that she didn't even realize what she was wearing.

*Hmph. She's fallen for it.*

Foriner smiled with satisfaction internally.


* * *


"Amazing. Eun-Ha's photos are all over social media?"
"Cheonil Department Store is especially crowded on weekends, so that's to be expected."

In the car returning to the Academy.
Inside the specially made limousine designed to protect In Ha-Ram, the young lady of Cheonil, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram were looking at their communication devices.

On social media showing the hastily renovated interior of Cheonil Department Store were photos of Eun-Ha adorned in various outfits. In every photo, Eun-Ha shone like a fairy, never looking bad.
In Ha-Ram looked at them and recalled what had happened today.

At first, the clothes matched her preferences, but gradually there were outfits with skirt hems peeking out, or slits revealing skin, and so on.
Only Kim Se-Won had enjoyed the eye candy.

Unlike what In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun had planned, today had been essentially a stage for just Eun-Ha and the mysterious female clerk.

His words, which turned Eun-Ha into a puppet smiling on stage, were like magic.

"He, hehehe..."
*The Transcendent's true intentions are frightening.*

In Ha-Ram felt fear as she looked at Eun-Ha, who was still grinning across from her.

The current state of Eun-Ha was the result of something that even someone skilled at persuasion couldn't easily accomplish, yet he had done it effortlessly.

*Anyway, it's not my fault.*

Ultimately, the goal of buying Eun-Ha decent clothes had been achieved.

The problem was that Eun-Ha was about half-broken as a side effect, but since it was none other than a Transcendent who had done it, In Ha-Ram judged that he would resolve it well. She turned her attention away from Eun-Ha.
It wasn't her fault anyway.
It was Foriner's doing.
At least, that's what she told herself.

Ch.57 - Approaching Threat (6)
"...Huh?"

When I came to my senses, I was in my room.

When did I get here? I was definitely at the department store earlier. What time is it now for it to be so dark outside?

A voice that even I thought sounded stupid burst out, announcing my confused state.

Standing blankly in front of the door, as I calmed my confusion, something slipped from my hand. Looking down, I noticed an unfamiliar small bag falling to the floor.

With my mouth stupidly agape at this unbelievable situation, I turned my head. In the full-length mirror by the shoe rack, I saw myself wearing clothes I'd never seen before, though the face was becoming increasingly familiar.

These weren't the clothes I had reluctantly put on this morning after Haram and Chae-eun's pestering.

"What on earth happened to me...?"

My reflection in the mirror was astonishing even to myself. I hated to admit it, but the clothes suited me.

However, I couldn't keep focusing on my appearance. There was a blank in my memory, as if I'd jumped through time. That fact made me nervous, and I quickly raised my wrist to check the time. The date was the same. Time had just flown by.

"I'm leaving now?"
"Huh?? Oh, y-yeah... G-good work...?"

Startled by the sudden voice behind me, I let out a high-pitched yelp. Turning around, I saw Se-Won pointing at a pile of boxes that nearly reached the ceiling before walking toward the end of the hallway.

Still unable to suppress my confusion, I waved at Se-Won.

"What is all this...??"

With trembling hands, I picked up one of the boxes stacked by the door. No matter how I looked at it, these were the results of today's shopping.

My instinct told me not to open it. But I felt like I needed to see what was inside to understand what had happened.
Carefully opening the gift box, I saw something that was both unfamiliar yet familiar—a contradictory item.

"This... this...!!"

That's when a chunk of memory hit me like a ton of bricks.

'Good job, good job. Well done!'
'Ma'am, it really suits you!'
'Oh my, you could be a model right now!'

The compliments from some saleswoman flashed through my mind.
Me, moving according to her intentions as she excessively praised me until my brain melted.
By the end, I was giggling like I'd half lost my mind.

"I... I'm crazy...."

I couldn't believe that a complete stranger had manipulated me like someone playing with a puppy. I wanted to deny this reality, this past.
But what could I do?
It had already happened.

My trembling body screamed to run out and punch a sandbag. My shaky voice seemed to beg for this to be a lie.

My mind grew distant.
How many people had seen me make a fool of myself?
Ten? No, there were over twenty staff members alone. And I glimpsed at least fifty customers in my memory.

"That... that means...."

Thud.
My legs gave out and I collapsed.
I'm ruined.
My life is over.

If dozens of people saw me like that, it would only take an instant for images of me being played with to spread across the internet. Even someone as dim-witted as me knew that.

Tears welled up.
What did I do wrong to deserve this?
But I couldn't even properly complain because right now, I was nothing but a pitiful girl.
To be honest, these clothes suited me well. I had to admit that much.

So if I complained, I knew I'd just hear, "Why are you complaining when the clothes look good on you?"

"Hmm."

Snap!

How long had I been there with my head buried in the floor?
As I heard someone's voice from beside me and lifted my head, I found myself somehow inside my room.
It was as if someone had cut out the space and swapped the hallway with my room.

"You seem disheartened. Bad timing."
"Timing...?"

I got up and looked in the direction of the voice.
Foriner was sitting on my bed, giving me a relaxed look. He spoke as if he had been planning to ask me to do something.

And that something would be to act as a magical girl.

"I'll do it!"

I volunteered before hearing the details.
I needed to forget these confusing thoughts for now. I could sort them out later when I'd calmed down.
No, maybe it would be better to forget about it entirely by keeping busy.

"I see. You seem quite enthusiastic. Did something good happen?"
"No, it didn't! Just hurry up and tell me what to do!"

He's got such a nasty personality. He's an unnecessarily competent stalker who probably knows exactly what happened to me, yet he deliberately asks.

Anyway, thanks to Foriner, I was able to preserve my shaky mental state.

* * *

Time passed, and the day of the monster subjugation arrived.
From the weekend through the next four days, Eun-Ha completed all the numerous missions Foriner had assigned her. Thanks to that, she was able to forget about her terrible weekend.

However, to forget those memories and restore her mental state, Eun-Ha had to shoulder considerable mental fatigue. It was inevitable after overworking herself for days without proper sleep.

"Eun-Ha, I'm counting on you! Try to understand Ho-Jong even if he doesn't talk much!"
"Oh, okay. Got it. Nice to meet you."

Yoo Jin-Ah and Ham Ho-Jong approached Eun-Ha, who had arrived at the meeting place first. Jin-Ah, full of energy, waved her hand vigorously.

The two of them hadn't had much conversation since their chance meeting in the training room, but now they had another opportunity to talk.

'Looking at them like this, you wouldn't think there was any problem.'

Eun-Ha looked back and forth between Ham Ho-Jong and Yoo Jin-Ah. Ho-Jong was towering like a pole from Eun-Ha's perspective, and Jin-Ah was also quite tall compared to Eun-Ha.
This not-quite-couple was a well-matched pair both in personality and appearance.

From what Eun-Ha had observed in class and during combat practice, Jin-Ah was just a slightly energetic student.
However, her childhood friend Ham Ho-Jong and the results of the previous virtual camping training indicated she wasn't just an energetic student.

The goal of this monster subjugation was to resolve Jin-Ah's obsession with monsters.

'I hope this works.'

Eun-Ha's gaze turned back to Ham Ho-Jong. Pondering how to achieve their goal, she could think of only one method. It was somewhat extreme and crude, but neither Eun-Ha nor Ho-Jong could find a better approach, so they had no choice.

Therefore, they needed to be extremely careful to prevent any unfortunate incidents during this operation.
Ho-Jong, noticing Eun-Ha's gaze, slightly nodded when Jin-Ah wasn't looking. It meant he was mentally prepared.

"Alright! Is everyone with their groups? I'll explain the precautions first!"

Eun-Ha nodded slightly in return, and the supervising teacher, Hong Yu-Jin, stood in front and began speaking.

Today's monster subjugation had been prepared by hiring heroes specializing in reconnaissance to select locations manageable for students.
The thousand-plus students were divided into five groups, each heading to different nests for a 2-day, 3-night survival and monster subjugation mission.

It was similar to the previous virtual camping training, but the differences were that this was real and the training purpose had shifted from teamwork to monster subjugation.

Hong Yu-Jin emphasized that even though teamwork wasn't the focus of evaluation this time, it shouldn't be neglected, then loaded the students onto buses.

"With Ho-Jong and Eun-Ha, we're definitely going to take first place in this training, right?"

The three were assigned seats at the very back. As soon as she sat down, Jin-Ah grinned and spoke with overconfidence.

"I'll cheer you on from behind so I don't get in the way."

'What's wrong with this kid?'

Eun-Ha smiled along with Jin-Ah, but inwardly questioned her expression. While Jin-Ah's mouth formed a neat arc, her eyes weren't smiling—they gleamed with a murderous intent.

Even before encountering any monsters, she already radiated a killing intent that bordered on obsession with destroying monsters.

'No wonder she can't even spell the T in teamwork.'

Turning her gaze forward, Eun-Ha could understand why Jin-Ah's team had received such low scores in the previous virtual camping training.
Jin-Ah was practically consumed by madness. Eun-Ha felt a twinge of anxiety, wondering if even Ho-Jong's planned action would be enough to bring Jin-Ah back to her senses.

"Hey, Eun-Ha."
"Hmm? What is it?"

Having changed the subject from monsters, Jin-Ah wiped away the murderous intent from her eyes. Then she snuggled up to Eun-Ha and whispered.
Her lips were now full of mischief.

"You know what..."
"W-what...?"

Jin-Ah deliberately built suspense. She purposely delayed and brought her lips closer to Eun-Ha's ear.

'What is she trying to say?'

Thinking there must be a reason for this suspense and whispering, Eun-Ha leaned in, waiting for Jin-Ah's next words.

"Whoosh-"
"Eek?!"

Eun-Ha flinched at the unexpected breath of air in her ear. The unexpected attack not only made her body jerk but also drew a short scream from her lips.

The strange cry that suddenly echoed through the bus instantly captured everyone's attention.

'Nooooo-!'

Naturally, Eun-Ha's face turned red as she became the center of attention.

"Pfft."

Kim Se-Won, sitting in the seat in front, snickered at the sight. Though he didn't know the cause, seeing her embarrassed like that was quite amusing.
Watching his every move, Eun-Ha ground her teeth and shot Jin-Ah a resentful glare. But it had no effect. Her face was too full of shame to be threatening at all.

'Cute.'

Far from being threatening, it only increased Se-Won's fondness for Eun-Ha.

"Sorry, sorry. I was just joking. Actually..."

Smiling broadly, Jin-Ah patted Eun-Ha's shoulder and brought her lips to Eun-Ha's ear again.

'I won't fall for it twice!'

Seeing Jin-Ah's mischievous eyes, Eun-Ha steeled herself, prepared for another puff of air in her ear.
This time, she was determined not to be surprised.
She thought she wouldn't scream.

"You're dating Kim Se-Won, aren't you?"
"...Huh?! Mmph!"

Such a ridiculous question nearly made Eun-Ha's voice rise again. Fortunately, she covered her mouth with both hands, preventing the sound from echoing loudly.

"W-what are you talking about...!"

Eun-Ha's second resentful glare.
This time too, its impact was minimal.

"Come on, you don't have to hide it. The school even encourages it, so what's the big deal? Hmm?"

Jin-Ah was convinced.
Kim Se-Won was the only male among the three people Eun-Ha usually hung out with. He had gone out of his way to help treat his mother, and so on.
She pressed Eun-Ha with what she considered valid reasons.

Indeed, from an outsider's perspective, Kim Se-Won seemed to hold a special place in Eun-Ha's life compared to other boys. One piece of evidence was how Han Chae-eun and In Ha-ram would vigilantly ward off other boys approaching Eun-Ha, but they left Kim Se-Won alone.

"N-no...! We're just friends."
"Come on, how can there be just friendship between a boy and a girl? I'll keep it secret from others. I'm surprisingly tight-lipped, really. I truly won't tell anyone, so just confide in me a little. I might not know much else, but in this matter, I'm really! Truly! Even more tight-lipped than Ho-Jong."

Jin-Ah narrowed her eyes and poked Eun-Ha's side. She clearly didn't believe Eun-Ha's claim.
It was frustrating for Eun-Ha. To her, Kim Se-Won was just a friend she'd made by coincidence. The idea of them dating was absurd.

She had always been something of a loner with no friends except Jung Soo-Hyun, and Kim Se-Won was the only male friend she had besides Soo-Hyun, which was why she felt close to him.

'I can't just take this lying down!'

"W-well, what about you...!"

Eun-Ha attempted a clumsy counterattack. It wasn't in her nature to just take hits without fighting back, and she didn't want to permanently cede control to Jin-Ah.

So she blurted something out, but couldn't think of a proper attack.

'No! I've got it!'

Then Eun-Ha noticed someone staring at them intently. It was Ham Ho-Jong, watching Eun-Ha and Jin-Ah. Seeing him, a smile formed on her lips. She didn't need to look far. The means to attack Jin-Ah was right beside her.

"A-aren't you dating Ho-Jong? You're always together."

She used the exact same method Jin-Ah had—whispering into her ear.

"W-what?! No, um, that's..."

'Yes!'

The effect was tremendous!
Eun-Ha's attack successfully landed, causing Jin-Ah's healthy brown skin to flush red.
Her gaze, having lost its direction, darted around before briefly fixing on Ham Ho-Jong.

"N-no way! Ho-Jong is a friend, just a friend. We've known each other since we were kids."

After making eye contact with Ho-Jong, Jin-Ah hurriedly looked away.

Slap!

"Ow!"

And her swift hand movement struck Eun-Ha's arm. Embarrassed and not knowing what to do, she had acted to deflect the situation.

'I was going to throw that right back at her!'

Tears welled up in Eun-Ha's eyes. She had wanted to throw Jin-Ah's own words—"how can there be just friendship between a boy and a girl"—right back at her, but Jin-Ah's hand was sharper than expected.

"What was that?"
"Didn't I just hear a slap?"
"That was harsh."

And Jin-Ah's action once again drew attention to Eun-Ha.
The exchange was a complete loss for Eun-Ha.

Ch.58 - Approaching Threat (7)
"Damn it! I thought she was just some flowery girl calling herself a magical girl, but she turned out to be a shady bitch who needs to be stuffed with cocaine...!"

I hide in the shadows with my stealth magic, watching his movements. He's the only villain left in the hideout. With nowhere to escape, it wouldn't be bad to just watch him squirm.

By the way, what does he mean by "stuffed with cocaine"? Isn't that a drug? I really don't understand what he's talking about.

"But it wasn't a complete failure, and I have my share in it too... Yeah. I can survive if I go back. Heh, hehehehe... That damn woman. She doesn't even know there's a secret passage here and she's acting all smug. I'll definitely get my revenge...!"

Even while escaping, his mouth doesn't stop running. Judging by how well he's babbling, he clearly has plenty of energy to spare.

"Hehe! Right. Going back, regrouping, and then joining the next operation to target that woman as an appetizer wouldn't be bad. She may be underdeveloped, but she'd still be fun to—"

But.
It seems I won't be hearing anything useful from him anymore.

Step.

"...!!"

I release my stealth magic from a distance, deliberately letting him hear my footsteps.

Step, step.

"Is... is someone coming this way...?"

I close the distance between us. I don't know where a mere villain thinks he can escape to, but even if there is a secret passage, I can easily follow him.

After all, I was hiding in his shadow until just now.


* * *


"...hey."

I faintly hear someone's voice. I can tell it's a voice, but I can't understand what they're saying.

I don't have the energy to interpret these words. I want to sleep more.

"...ha. ...hey!"

Thinking words weren't working, someone started shaking my body.
I don't understand why they need to wake someone who's sleeping peacefully. Just let me sleep a little longer.

"...ha-ya!"
"Just a little more..."
"Eun-Ha! We've arrived! You need to wake up!"
"Huh? What? Arrived?"

While I was whining for more sleep, the faint voice gradually became clearer. After about 10 seconds, I could understand what she was saying.

When I barely managed to lift my eyelids, I saw Yoo Jin-Ah. She must have been the one shaking and calling me.

Looking around with a dazed expression, I saw students filing out of the bus. It seemed we had arrived at the location where our monster subjugation would be evaluated while I was asleep.

"The kids were making so much noise, but you slept right through it? Aww, was our Eun-Ha too nervous to sleep at all? Don't worry, this big sister will crush everything for you!"
"...Sure."

I still couldn't really process what Yoo Jin-Ah was saying. My gaze was fixed on her shoulder, which I had been using as a pillow until just now.

A shoulder with feminine curves. Yet the muscles built through exercise conveyed strength rather than fragility.
Personally, I would have preferred if they were more bulky, but since people who build that much muscle are considered strange, there's nothing to be done. I've only seen one person like that in my life.

No, this isn't the time for that. I should get out and join the group before I lose points.

After clearing my wandering thoughts, I got off the bus with Yoo Jin-Ah. Ham Ho-Jong silently followed us, coming out last.

"Wow..."

A gasp escaped me as I looked around after exiting the bus.
Numerous buildings stood together forming a massive forest. But not a single one was intact, creating an eerie, unsettling atmosphere. They had been abandoned for a long time.

Land that humanity had successfully reclaimed.
Yet land that humanity lacked the resources to embrace, so it had to be abandoned.
That was this place.

In our country, the standard of living gradually declined the further you got from the Academy district, so places like this, far from the Academy, were practically uninhabited.
Naturally, this made it a place where monsters gathered, evading surveillance. But with heroes periodically dispatched for subjugation, the monster population wasn't a major problem.

Some such places are used as villain hideouts, but I wonder about this one.
The Academy isn't stupid, so they must have thoroughly checked for villains.

"I've mentioned this before, but I'll say it again!"

Though the location had changed, it was similar to our virtual camping training before. They were broadcasting various precautions.

"Monsters in a place like this..."

A small voice drifted to my ears. Yoo Jin-Ah already seemed fired up, her face looking ominous.

"Is this really possible...?"

When I leaned toward Ham Ho-Jong and asked, he frowned slightly and shook his head, seemingly unsure himself.

"...We still have to do it."

Despite having no guarantee our flimsy plan would work, his resolve was firm.
Like Yoo Jin-Ah's reaction on the bus earlier, Ham Ho-Jong might have feelings beyond friendship.
Well, there's no point in digging deeper.

Even if I'm curious, I don't plan to pry unless he speaks up himself. If things went wrong, I wouldn't know how to fix it.
After all, until just a few months ago, my only human relationships were with my mother and Soo-Hyun.

Seeing Yoo Jin-Ah's face, I wondered how the others were doing. People with grudges against monsters or villains are fairly common, so it wouldn't be strange to have one or two people like Yoo Jin-Ah.

Fortunately, among the roughly 200 students, I didn't see anyone else showing the same expression as Yoo Jin-Ah. I don't know if she's the only one or if others are suppressing their hatred for monsters, but at least none were visible.

"Hoo... Hoo..."

But there was one person.
Not extremely noticeable, but someone who caught my attention.

A guy with a closely-shaved head that looked bristly.
I didn't know which class he was from, but he was already sweating and fidgeting nervously even though nothing had happened.

He looked extremely unstable.
With one hand inside his clothes, constantly rolling his eyes to scan the surroundings, he looked like someone with something to hide.

"Eun-Ha. Come to think of it, I heard you were amazing last time?"

While I was observing him intently, Yoo Jin-Ah's face suddenly appeared before me. She had already returned to her usual self.

"Huh? Yeah, I guess...?"
"They say you made doors, created food, did all sorts of things?"
"Well, I didn't do everything myself..."

Yoo Jin-Ah clung to me with a broad smile.
Charitably speaking, she was being friendly. Less charitably, it was burdensome.

"Then we're counting on you too. Ho-Jong and I are good at fighting, but we're terrible at everything else... Hehe."
"...Looking forward to working with you."

Tap! Tap!
As if rehearsed, Yoo Jin-Ah patted my right shoulder while Ham Ho-Jong patted my left. Their timing was perfectly synchronized, like an unofficial childhood couple.

"Yeah. So you two handle the heavy lifting. I'm not very strong..."
"I'll do everything! Just trust me! Wait. Eun-Ha, your strength... Never mind. Anyway, leave it to me!"

I wasn't exactly lying.
My body was weak without using physical enhancement. Yoo Jin-Ah, who had once been my punching bag, seemed to realize this for the first time, making a subtle expression before erasing it.

There was one reason I mentioned my lack of strength.
I didn't want to work alone.

Although I could compensate for my lack of strength through physical enhancement, that would mean I'd end up doing everything myself.
So I deliberately assigned the heavy lifting and combat to those two. In other words, dividing the roles.

Yoo Jin-Ah probably realized this intention midway and changed her words.

"I can see why you'd want to appear vulnerable around Ho-Jong. He is quite charming."

Grinning, Yoo Jin-Ah whispered in my ear.
Apparently, she hadn't understood my intention but had misinterpreted it completely.

"That's absolutely not what I'm thinking."

If nothing else, I have no interest in anyone with male parts.


* * *


The surroundings were quiet.
In the stillness, the buildings had holes in their walls exposing their interiors, and the asphalt roads were split in many places with weeds growing thickly between the cracks. Some places were so deeply cracked you could see inside.
There were also many buildings that looked ready to collapse at any moment, making it difficult to find a place to spend the night.

"How long has this place been abandoned? Eun-Ha, do you know?"
"If we're counting from when monsters were swarming... at least 10 years? The Front Line moved up about 10 years ago. If we're talking about human habitation, maybe 30-40 years...?"
"I see how it would change after being abandoned for so long. But are there really monsters here? I don't see any."

Yoo Jin-Ah looked around with half-closed eyes. She was still maintaining her rationality, perhaps because we hadn't encountered any monsters yet.
Though her eyes didn't look normal.

Anyway, as Yoo Jin-Ah said, we had been walking from the starting point for quite a while without meeting anyone. The test site was very large, and the monsters were all wanderers hiding out here.

That's why if we encountered monsters, it would typically be three against one, and protective gear had been issued to all students just in case, making this almost too easy.
For reference, I didn't receive any since I had my magical girl outfit.

Honestly, I wasn't worried at all. If anything, my only concern was that we might finish the monster subjugation before our plan could even begin.

"If we look around, we'll probably find one or two. When we do, you'll have to protect me properly."
"Of course!"

Bang! Bang!

Yoo Jin-Ah pounded her chest confidently. Despite hitting quite hard, she seemed fine, suggesting the protective gear was quite good.

"It seems difficult to search for monsters right away... Let's try to find a single-story building instead of these high-rises."
"Why single-story?"
"Well, we need to get inside a building to block the night wind and rain if it comes, but looking at the state of these high-rises, who knows when they might collapse? So we should find a building that's either sturdier or one where we could survive if it collapsed."
"Ah~"

Yoo Jin-Ah and Ham Ho-Jong nodded simultaneously.

Actually, the best option would be to hide in a corner of the sewer, but I was also reluctant because of the stench from years of stagnant sewage.

We decided to look for a base camp slowly while secretly searching for monsters.

Given that they were hiding out of sight, we might not find any all day using this method. Also, if monsters were watching us from hiding, we might be ambushed, so if possible, we needed to strike first and eliminate them.

Yoo Jin-Ah seemed more stable now that we'd moved away from the monster topic. Glancing at her, I enhanced my hearing to focus on surrounding sounds.

"Useless bastards! You dare ignore me? You think you'll get away with this?"
"Hmm?"

While looking for a building to spend the night in, I heard an angry voice from a distance. It was very faint at first, but as he kept shouting curses and approaching our direction, I couldn't help but notice.

"That's..."

Enhancing my vision, I spotted the owner of the voice before the others did. Walking purposefully toward us was the buzz-cut guy I had noticed earlier.

With a flushed face and heavy breathing, he seemed extremely angry. His magical power was radiating around him like flames.

"Huh? What's with him? Why is he alone?"
"...Where's his team?"
"I don't see them. Ho-Jong, try enhancing your vision. Don't you see anyone else?"
"...No, I don't."

As we walked toward the buzz-cut guy and he walked toward us, after about a minute, Yoo Jin-Ah and Ham Ho-Jong spotted him.
As Yoo Jin-Ah said, he was alone. Judging by his constant muttering and cursing, there must have been a split in his team.

I have a bad feeling about this.

His attitude now was quite different from before the monster subjugation began, but the intensity of his emotions was the same.

Now that he was closer, I noticed his eyes were bloodshot. And what I thought was just poor emotional control causing his magic to leak...

"He's dangerous."

It seems that's not the case.

Intense emotional display. Unstable magical power. Bloodshot eyes. Flushed face.
This appearance was very similar to people I'd encountered recently during my activities as Optima.

Could it be...?

The first face that came to mind was Se-Won.
He had been in danger of being forced to take that red pill because of his father, Cha Jin-Ho.
Fortunately, I had visited him in the hospital and with Foriner's help, he avoided being forced to take that pill.

But what if Se-Won wasn't the only Academy student who had contact with the Villain Association?

This is strange.

The Villain Association's advertisements made it seem like they were helping depowered or regressing superhumans, so why would a hero candidate take it?

My head started to spin with confusion.
I hope it's just my imagination.
But if I'm right, this could become very troublesome.

If the drug's effect isn't about regaining lost power...
If instead, it forcibly draws out power at some cost...

There might be casualties in this training exercise.

Ch.59 - Approaching Threat (8)
"Dangerous?"
"The atmosphere doesn't feel right. You saw it too. There's nobody around."

I examined the approaching buzz-cut guy more carefully.
As he got closer, I noticed more details beyond his rough breathing and agitated state.

Drool dripping from his mouth down his chin, labored breathing, his body trembling like an aspen leaf.
Anyone could tell he wasn't in a normal state.

There was also something else particularly concerning.

"Look... look at that...! His hands!"

When the distance between us had narrowed considerably, I pointed at his hands. Dried, blackish-red blood was smeared on his hands, cheeks, and around his mouth.

"...Blood?"
"Why? Why is it there? Did he encounter a monster?"
"I don't know. It could be monster blood, or it might be from one of his teammates, or if not that..."

It could be his own.

Ham Ho-Jong and Yoo Jin-Ah's voices were tinged with panic. Students fighting each other wasn't unheard of at the academy, but typically they wouldn't come to blows in a place where every action could affect their evaluation scores.

But this guy's condition was visibly abnormal. The possibility that he might have fought with people rather than monsters entered my mind.

"Let's contact the teacher first!"

Yoo Jin-Ah used her communication device to make an emergency call to the teacher. It was a hotline designed for receiving assistance in emergencies.

"Huh?"

But Yoo Jin-Ah's voice became filled with confusion.

"Is it not connecting?"
"Y-yeah..."

I just threw that out there because she looked confused, but seriously?

"Mine's not working either."

I thought maybe there was an issue with her device, so I tried calling my mother with mine, but it was dead too.
My anxiety accelerated.

Unless someone was deliberately jamming the signal, there was no explanation for communication devices failing at this timing.

The thought occurred to me that there might be villains here, not just monsters.

"Then we'll handle it ourselves! We can't just leave him alone when he's from our school, right?"
"..."

Bang!

While I was forming ominous theories, Yoo Jin-Ah quickly erased her panicked expression and clapped her hands together.

Determination welled up in her eyes. Though she tends to panic at the mere mention of monsters, this was proof that her nature wasn't bad.

"If he picks a fight, we'll win anyway. Hehe...!"
"Let's do that. I'll help too."

Given the situation, I cast a minor buff on the two. Since I wasn't transformed, this was the best I could do.

Ham Ho-Jong and Yoo Jin-Ah stepped in front of me protectively at that moment. Thanks to them, my small body was completely hidden.
Completely hidden.
Damn it all.

"...What? What are you guys doing?"

As we waited, a hoarse voice that revealed the damaged state of his throat reached us.

"You guys... right. The talented ones from Class A... Why are you blocking my way... What is it? WHAT IS IT?!"

His already hoarse voice rose to a shout, as if he was trying to destroy his throat completely.

He abandoned any attempt at conversation. He was radiating hostility, ready to charge at us.
Even though it was a 3-to-1 situation, his behavior suggested he either couldn't think straight or had something he was relying on.

If that something was drugs, would my healing magic help?

The thought suddenly occurred to me.
If the drug was forcibly drawing out power while damaging his body, my healing magic might have some effect.
I should try it if I get the chance.

"You're so impatient! Let's go, Ho-Jong! We can talk after we knock him down!"
"...You said that when we first met too."
"Anyway!"

Crack, crack!

A strange sound like something hard breaking came from Yoo Jin-Ah. It was a side effect of her body hardening ability—the sound of her skin surface becoming rigid.

Body hardening is a subset of physical enhancement abilities. It slightly enhances the body while also making it harder or forming it into weapon-like shapes like knuckles or gauntlets.

Indeed, Yoo Jin-Ah's arms and legs were covered with hardened calluses, forming tough scale-like structures.
The darkened, protruding scales made her look like an armband lizard.
Though not much of a threat, she'd be a disaster for ordinary people.
I wondered why Yoo Jin-Ah, who despised monsters, would form scales similar to an armband lizard. Perhaps the lizard's form was deeply imprinted in her mind.

"Gulp! DIE!! You damn talented bastards!"

Another drug?

As he charged toward us, he took something out and poured it into his mouth. He was already under the influence, yet he was taking more.

"Hee, heehee...! Hehehehe...!"

As soon as he took the drug, he stopped running and began laughing maniacally in place.

Come to think of it, there was a villain like this among those I'd faced as Optima. One who would laugh crazily as soon as he took drugs.
If that's the case, this might contain narcotic components too.

Buzz-cut continued giggling while staring into the distance. His pupils dilated and he drooled even more. He was out of his mind.

"Guys! Be careful just in case! His condition is strange!"
"Got it!"

The two, empowered by my buff, pushed off the ground and moved forward. Yoo Jin-Ah positioned herself to the right of buzz-cut, while Ham Ho-Jong took the left. Using their left legs as pivots, they simultaneously swung their right feet.

"Kick...!"

Crack!

But the attack was easily blocked. An earthen wall that had burst through the asphalt and risen to about the height of two people easily stopped their attack.

"Tch!"

The earthen wall didn't just block the attack. It bent like clay and firmly wrapped around their legs before hardening.

"Eek...!"
"It won't move...!"

The two tried with all their might to move their legs, but they didn't budge. That's how solid the earthen wall was.

"If... if only I had talent, this wouldn't have happened... It wouldn't have. It's you talented people who are bad. You who look down on others just because you're a little stronger...! You guys...!!"

Crunch! Crunch!!

"Aagh!"
"...Kuh!"

The hardened earthen wall wriggled again and tightened around their legs. Caught in the kicking position, they seemed to have difficulty making any other movements.

If it were me, I would have used the leg that was firmly fixed as support and kicked the back of his head with the other.

"Hee, heehee...! Then only you're left? Holy Lady. I really didn't like you. You're special. You entered through special admission, ignoring others' efforts because you have something special that others don't. Yes. Talent is the problem. The damn talent that I don't have...!"

What is this crazy bastard saying?

Buzz-cut staggered toward me. His hoarse muttering seemed more stupid than creepy.
To be dumber than me—that drug must be dangerous.

Anyway, his words were absurd. But I could understand to some extent.
My healing magic was obtained at the cost of my penis, joystick, and muscles. It might seem like a power born from talent.

In fact, I did have more talent for magic than superpowers, which is why I could use this power.

"...I don't like it."

My inner thoughts slipped out unintentionally.
Not that I liked him either.
I know something about the frustration of those without talent. Before I was a magical girl, I was a superhero.

I was lucky to be picked up by my mother and given the chance to train; otherwise, I would have been just someone with a bit of strength—a hero without talent.

When I compare the growth rates between what I taught my friends and what I achieved through my own training, it's enough to make me feel jealous and empty.

"Huh...? That's right! That's it! Heehee! That's how it should be! How could blessed bastards like you understand the circumstances of outcasts like us? Hmm? That's why I decided to join the association! The Villain Association where even guys like me can have a place! With the power of drugs, talent differences can be overturned! I can catch up!"

So that's how he was persuaded.
If someone is drowning in inferiority and backed into a corner, they might fall for a villain's sweet temptation.

He started giggling more after hearing my muttering. It looked both pitiful and stupid.

Step, step.

He emerged from between Yoo Jin-Ah and Ham Ho-Jong and gradually approached me. His gait was unstable, but there was a sense of leisure in it.

"Is that so?"

I barely held back a laugh and just smiled at the sight.
There was no need for me to step in.
The ones who were originally dealing with buzz-cut would handle it.

The earthen wall had completely bound Yoo Jin-Ah and Ham Ho-Jong's movements. It would take time for academy students with limited experience to deal with such an awkward position where they couldn't move.

But Yoo Jin-Ah was a body hardening ability user. She could harden her body at will and even transform the hardened parts.

"Why are you standing there so confidently? Why don't you try running away? Hmm? It's more fun to catch you if you run like a mouse. Or else, like the idiots who were in my team, you'll be bound—"

BOOM!

"?!"

An explosion sounded from behind buzz-cut, raising a cloud of dust. He twisted his expression and hurriedly turned around.
Though I couldn't see because he was blocking my view, he would be seeing Yoo Jin-Ah standing on both legs, when she had been bound just moments ago.

"Your chattering is annoyingly loud, you idiot!"
"How did you...!"
"Groin kick!"

THUD!

"URGH!!"

While buzz-cut was distracted, Yoo Jin-Ah quickly approached and her leg accurately struck his groin. Buzz-cut couldn't even scream properly as he curled up and collapsed.

"Ugh...!"

I unconsciously pulled my hips back and covered my groin. Though my penis was already gone, that pain forces empathy regardless of whether you have one or not.
In fact, Ham Ho-Jong, still bound by the earthen wall, was also frowning and covering his groin with his hand.

"Phew...! Eun-Ha, are you okay?"
"Ah, y-yeah... I'm fine. Thanks."

I glanced at Yoo Jin-Ah's right leg. Among the scale-like calluses on her limbs, those on her right leg had transformed into several horns.
She had used those to break through the hardened earthen wall.

"You didn't get any spit on you or anything, right? I mean, Eun-Ha could have taken down this guy easily, but you left it to us, right? Hehe."
"You did well. Honestly, I was a bit surprised. He was stronger than I expected."

I was surprised that someone so consumed by inferiority was actually quite strong.

Which means the drug is that dangerous.

Buzz-cut was kneeling on the ground with his head down, foaming at the mouth. He must have been overwhelmed by unimaginable pain.
My gaze toward him was mixed with pity.

"Huh? Eun-Ha? What are you trying to do?"
"Just going to heal him."
"What?"

No matter what, a groin kick was too much. Breaking his arms or legs might have been better.

Ignoring Yoo Jin-Ah's surprise, I approached buzz-cut. His name tag read "Go Soon-Jo."
Definitely not a name I'd heard before.

I laid him down properly despite his pain-contorted face and used healing magic. As time passed with the healing magic, his lower body gradually straightened and his expression improved.

"Cough! Hack!"
"Eek...! Ho-Jong! Look at that! He's suddenly coughing up blood...!"

Suddenly, Go Soon-Jo coughed and spat out dark blood. It had a fishy smell mixed with a putrid odor. Probably a side effect of the drug.

Seeing this, Yoo Jin-Ah panicked and hid behind Ham Ho-Jong, who was still awkwardly positioned with his legs bound by the earthen wall.

I should free him.

"This is it."

Anyway, the treatment was done. But he was still unconscious.
Meanwhile, I thoroughly searched his pockets and took out all the drugs. About half of the bottle remained. Compared to the amount Se-Won had received before, he had already consumed half.

"E-Eun-Ha. You're not planning to take that...?"
"No. I'm going to give it to the teacher later."

Honestly, I was curious to experience how much stronger it would make me. Judging by Go Soon-Jo's power, it must be quite effective.

Maybe I could pocket a few for emergencies? No, if I got caught, my image would plummet.

The temptation was strong even without trying the drug. But Go Soon-Jo's drooling, bloodshot eyes, and behavior beyond normal human range were concerning.
It was obviously noticeable, so there was no benefit in using it.

Besides, with Foriner as my solid backing, if I put in the effort over time, my recognition would continue to rise.
Whether as Virginia or as Optima.
There's no need to rely on drugs.

"...Let's leave this place."

Having dismissed my interest in the drug, I picked up the unconscious Go Soon-Jo and approached Ham Ho-Jong.

BOOM!

Then I smashed the earthen wall binding him.

"Ah, ah~ Ahaha... Sorry, Ho-Jong. I completely forgot— No, I was just about to do it. Really. I really was!"

Thanks to me, Ham Ho-Jong could stand on both legs again, and he gave Yoo Jin-Ah a slightly resentful look.

He's usually quiet, but he would have at least asked her to deal with the earthen wall.

"Let's go. We need to find the base camp."

I patted Yoo Jin-Ah, who was squirming under Ham Ho-Jong's resentful gaze.
Since the test had started in the afternoon, it was approaching sunset.

"Ah, yes! Here, Ho-Jong! Take this!"

Snapping back to attention at my words, Yoo Jin-Ah snatched Go Soon-Jo from me and tossed him to Ham Ho-Jong like an object.

Seeing a person fly around like that... it reminds me of the time at The Front Line when I tried to fight monsters outside during a storm and almost died.

That's one embarrassing incident I'll never share with anyone else.

Beep- Beep-

[Can you hear me?!]

Just as we were about to move to find the base camp, my mother's voice, mixed with noise, came through the communication device.
The timing was so perfect that there really might be villains nearby.

Ch.60 - Approaching Threat (9)
As dusk fell, the monster subjugation battle continued despite the earlier commotion.

Eun-Ha's group wandered through the abandoned city until they discovered a large supermarket. It had high ceilings but was a single-story structure with surprisingly little damage.

"Ugh... there's so much dust in here. And it's so dark I can't see anything," Jin-Ah complained.
"But I don't think we'll find a better place than this. Let's hang in there a bit longer since we can rest once we settle in," Eun-Ha encouraged.
"Hmph..."

Yoo Jin-Ah grimaced at the musty air inside the mart. It smelled terrible after being abandoned for so long.

Still, there was nothing better nearby. Eun-Ha began looking for a place to sleep while trying to comfort Jin-Ah, who had started whining about the dust and eerie atmosphere.

*It really is hard to see in here.*

Eun-Ha nodded slightly. Just as Jin-Ah had complained, the large mart was dark with no light coming in.

*But there's a solution.*

If there was no light source, she just needed to find a substitute. Eun-Ha created healing magic in the form of orbs and floated them to the ceiling to provide light.

"Wow!"

Jin-Ah and Ham Ho-Jong's eyes widened. Their gaze shifted from the light source to Eun-Ha.
Eun-Ha was not only helpful in combat and skilled in close-quarters fighting, but she could also heal and provide light. She was truly versatile and talented in many areas.

*No wonder she got such good scores.*

The word "exceptional" floated through Jin-Ah's mind.

It was difficult to explain with just the word "talent." While her healing abilities and buffs were innate, the rest were skills she had acquired through effort.

Jin-Ah knew that Eun-Ha spent time in the training room every day. Although she had only been in the training room at the same time as Eun-Ha once, she had overheard conversations among Eun-Ha's friends or encountered her when leaving the training room—enough evidence to know that Eun-Ha was putting in tremendous effort.

The light orbs weren't just one. They continued to form in Eun-Ha's hands, sticking to the ceiling and illuminating the wide space.

"Now let's search," Eun-Ha said.
"Ah, yes!" Jin-Ah and Ho-Jong snapped out of their daze and began looking for a place that met the conditions Eun-Ha had specified earlier.

First, it had to offer a view of the outside.
Second, it needed to be easy to hide in.
Third, it had to be close to an exit.

Since monsters might be hiding in this city, they needed a place where they could spot approaching monsters first and either hide or escape easily if necessary.

"This looks good," Eun-Ha said.

While looking around, Eun-Ha found something that caught her eye and began dragging it. The tent was quite heavy, requiring her to use physical enhancement.

The tent—more precisely, a large canopy made of polyester canvas—had been discarded without its support structure.

*Who used this before?*

Eun-Ha stopped dragging it and carefully examined where the canopy had been. At first glance, everything looked similar, but upon closer inspection, there was noticeably less dust accumulated there than in other areas.

This meant the canopy had been abandoned relatively recently. The word "villain" briefly flashed through Eun-Ha's mind but quickly faded.

*This city might be a location the academy uses annually for monster subjugation battles.*

Eun-Ha recalled seeing places that looked like battle sites while wandering around before finding this mart.
It seemed this place was becoming a tradition of sorts.

"Eun-Ha!"

As she continued dragging the tent, Jin-Ah's voice reached her ears. Looking toward the sound, Eun-Ha saw that Ham Ho-Jong and Jin-Ah had stacked display shelves together.

"That's sturdy."

The two had essentially created a place that met her conditions. It was close to the back door, high enough to be difficult to spot from the entrance, and conversely, made it easy to notice any monsters approaching the entrance.

"Amazing!"

Eun-Ha's emerald eyes sparkled with genuine admiration. Jin-Ah and Ho-Jong's creation was something she hadn't imagined.

However, some parts were haphazardly stacked, and the display shelves weren't particularly flat, making them look uncomfortable to sit on. But that was fine—the tent Eun-Ha had brought could compensate for those shortcomings.

"Right? I thought it was pretty clever too. Look! Even though we stacked them a bit randomly—"

Pleased by Eun-Ha's admiration, Jin-Ah began bouncing up and down on the display shelves.

Creak.

"Huh?"

As Jin-Ah herself had mentioned, the haphazardly stacked shelves were extremely unstable.
And then—

Crash!

"Huh? Waaaah!"

Thanks to Jin-Ah fearlessly jumping around on top, the shelves collapsed, raising a cloud of dust.

"...Compliment retracted."

Eun-Ha and Ham Ho-Jong stared blankly at the scene before sighing.

* * *

In the early morning of the next day, Eun-Ha, who had briefly dozed off, quietly got up.

"Snooore—"

*Just as I thought, he's gone.*

A rustling noise had been heard between Jin-Ah's loud snores. Eun-Ha had a good idea who it was.
Upon checking, sure enough, only Jin-Ah and Ham Ho-Jong remained around her.

The noise she'd heard earlier was Ko Soon-Jo secretly slipping away.

Eun-Ha lightly sprang down from the carefully stacked display shelves. She figured if she followed him immediately, she could discover his purpose, as he hadn't left long ago.

Peek.
Eun-Ha poked her head out of the mart entrance and carefully surveyed the surroundings. After a thorough check, she saw no monsters or villains watching. Not even Ko Soon-Jo was visible.

*Where would he even go?*

Eun-Ha wondered why Ko Soon-Jo had suddenly snuck away.

He had nowhere to go. He had turned his own team member into a bloody mess, and after communications were restored, it was decided that Eun-Ha's team would take responsibility for him.

Initially, Hong Yu-Jin was going to come get Ko Soon-Jo, but Jin-Ah had eagerly agreed when offered additional points.

*He wouldn't go to the teachers on his own... and it's unlikely he's with the Villain Association.*

The more Eun-Ha thought about it, the more questions she had. Even if he wanted to join the Villain Association and become a villain, Ko Soon-Jo wasn't even qualified to be cannon fodder.
The Villain Association only accepted useful disposable assets at minimum. And they wouldn't use him as an experimental subject with the academy backing him.

*Let me look around again.*

Eun-Ha enhanced her hearing to locate Ko Soon-Jo's footsteps.
She wasn't particularly concerned about him. She thought that if she could catch the villains she'd been dealing with recently, she might find a way to deliver them a big surprise.

She recalled something she had discovered earlier when searching Ko Soon-Jo for the medicine vial.

A very small, coin-sized round object. It wasn't something Eun-Ha had seen before, but its continuously blinking red light suggested it was tracking Ko Soon-Jo's location for someone.

And Eun-Ha had pretended not to notice it.

*I don't like using others.*

It was a complicated feeling. Although he had attacked her, Eun-Ha felt uncomfortable using a fellow student.

But she was both a hero and a magical girl. To find greater threats, she had to accept this much.

Splash.

"!"

A very faint footstep caught her ear. Someone had stepped in a puddle that had formed in the long-abandoned city.

It was quite close, and moving away from where Eun-Ha was.

*Is it Ko Soon-Jo?*

Not certain, she tried to listen for other sounds, but no other footsteps that could be human were heard.

*I'll go check.*

There were no other options.
She had to move.

Eun-Ha headed in the direction of the sound.

* * *

*That looks like Ko Soon-Jo.*

In the darkness, a buzz-cut head stood out. As far as Eun-Ha remembered, few among the 200 students who came to this city had such a haircut.
Contextually, it was likely Ko Soon-Jo.

"Just... if I just get more medicine, I can win...!"

*It is Ko Soon-Jo.*

A voice she recognized. Eun-Ha was now certain the buzz-cut was Ko Soon-Jo.
Ko Soon-Jo staggered over the debris of collapsed buildings. His steps never faltered, as if he were being drawn somewhere.

He arrived at a dead end—a path between buildings blocked by large debris. A campfire was burning there.

Three men with masked faces greeted Ko Soon-Jo with snickers.

"You're late. Late."
"I'm sorry... ugh!"

One of the men immediately punched Ko Soon-Jo in the stomach. Unable to finish his apology, Ko Soon-Jo collapsed weakly to the ground, twitching.

"Trash. You failed at a simple task and got caught, yet you have the nerve to come here? Hmm? Do you want to be recycled? Heheh."
"Argh! Aaagh!"
"Sorry, but you can't even be recycled. You're the kind that should just be incinerated."

Death to failed trash.
This was the iron rule of the Villain Association.

The villain who appeared to be the leader stepped on Ko Soon-Jo's arm while letting out a vile laugh. The other two joined in with similar laughter.

*So they are villains after all.*

Eun-Ha, who had followed Ko Soon-Jo, observed the situation while hiding.

Her first question was why villains had come here. Then she wondered if this had been a villain hideout all along, but this city was presumably used regularly by academy students for monster subjugation battles. If it were a villain hideout, something would have happened by now.

Also, judging by their equipment and the scattered tents, it was clear that the villains had deliberately come to this abandoned city.

*What should I do?*

Eun-Ha considered her options. She thought about pursuing them as Optima, but it would be extremely unnatural for Optima to appear in such an abandoned city.

Until now, Optima had been a magical girl who appeared anywhere to resolve incidents. However, except for monster nests, she had mainly operated in places with public visibility.

This was to announce that she had inherited the title of magical girl from Hong Yu-Jin while also raising her own profile.

"And when I gave the signal, I told you to take it, didn't I?"
"I'm sor... aaagh!"

While Eun-Ha was deliberating, the villain's violence continued. Ko Soon-Jo's body, which had barely recovered from the drug's effects, was quickly becoming battered.

"Come on, give him a break. Isn't it stranger for a junkie to resist drugs?"
"That's right. And the target even led us to where they're sleeping."
"Tsk, you guys are too soft. ...But I'll give you credit for finding the target's location on your own."

Thud!

The leader villain kicked Ko Soon-Jo in the stomach.
But Ko Soon-Jo, who had been screaming in pain, made no sound as he flew helplessly into the wall.
His body and mind couldn't withstand the continuous violence.

"Sigh. Losing consciousness from just this much. So much for my praise."
"Even with drugs, he's still trash."
"That's right. Oh, it's cooked—would you like some?"
"Tsk, you brats can eat that monster meat yourselves."

The leader villain pulled out some jerky from his pocket.
Having shifted their attention from Ko Soon-Jo, the villains were quite convivial. Villains were people too, after all.

*Target?*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha frowned, focusing on the word "target." From what they said, it seemed the Villain Association coveted something enough to come to such a remote location.

*Ham Ho-Jong? Jin-Ah? That makes sense...*

The first two people she thought of. Eun-Ha considered it quite plausible.
Those two were in positions where they could easily be turned into villains with a little manipulation. Especially Jin-Ah, whose desire was strength—she was focused on becoming strong enough to annihilate monsters.
And she was relatively powerful compared to other students, making her close to acceptable from the Villain Association's perspective.

*If not them... me?*

Eun-Ha pointed at herself. And it made sense. The possibility that they were targeting her rather than Jin-Ah or Ham Ho-Jong was high.
She had become a TV sensation, and the reason was that she had cured an incurable disease.
It was undeniable that such power would attract the Villain Association's interest.

*Either way, they're troublesome. And since Ko Soon-Jo seems to be unconscious...*

Eun-Ha nodded slightly, steeling herself. Since no one would be watching, she planned to end this quickly.

Crunch.

"Who's there!"

Eun-Ha deliberately stepped on scattered sand to make a noise. The villains, who had been chatting amicably, immediately took fighting stances.

"Um, excuse me..."

Eun-Ha pretended to be scared as she revealed herself to them. She made sure to raise her hands and tremble visibly.

"...Oh."

The leader villain, who had been on guard, soon smiled with desire.
The target had come to them voluntarily. All their trouble coming to this remote location had been worth it.
As the leader villain put his jerky back in his pocket, the other villains set down their skewers and stood up.

"Hey, miss. What brings you here? This isn't a lost and found center."
"I, I saw everything! Bad things are not allowed! Eek!"

Eun-Ha pointed at the villains and shouted. She felt like curling up and dying from embarrassment but managed to endure.
Her strategy was simple:

*Make them lower their guard, get close, and punch them out!*

Her acting—trembling with her hands clasped at chest level—was top-notch. It was the result of accumulated acting skills from times when she wanted to fake illness at The Front Line.

Above all, Eun-Ha's performance was incredibly pitiful. The image of a girl trying to suppress her fear and stand up to villains was like a beautiful painting.

"Bad things? Hey, did you hear that? She says 'bad things'! Kekekeke!"
"This is ridiculous."
"My goodness, what is she, some kind of protected species?"

It was going as Eun-Ha expected.
The villains burst into laughter upon hearing her words.

*Let's take it one step further.*

"You, you shouldn't do such things! Misters!"
"..."

The final touch.
At Eun-Ha's words, the villains stopped laughing and simultaneously looked at her.
Their faces were contorted.

"Listen, miss. Let me just say one thing."
"What? Are you going to turn yourselves in to the Hero Association right now?"
"Are you crazy? Why would we go there? ...Anyway, what we want to say is."

The villains began approaching Eun-Ha. They made no attempt to hide their anger. Their eyes, glaring at her while grinding their teeth, even contained a sense of injustice.

Eventually, the leader villain, who had come right up to Eun-Ha's face, removed his mask.

"We're still in our twenties!"
"You are old men!"

Thud!

"Ugh!"

The leader villain, who had cried out with resentment, went flying.

Thud!
Whack!
"Argh!"
"Aaagh!"

The other villains soon followed, falling one by one to Eun-Ha's fists.

"Phew. Old men are so touchy."

Eun-Ha dusted off her hands, twisting the knife in the fallen villains' wounds once more.

After looking around, Eun-Ha began eating the meat from the skewers the villains had set down while operating her communication device.

"Hello?"
[What are you doing at this hour?]
"What do you think?"

The person Eun-Ha had called was none other than Hong Yu-Jin.
She was the teacher currently supervising the students in this abandoned city.

"I beat up some villains. Come to my coordinates."

After saying what she needed to, Eun-Ha took another bite of meat.

"Delicious."

For villains, they sure knew how to grill meat well.

Ch.61 - Approaching Threat (10)
Boom!

"What are these bastards doing crawling in here?"
"Welcome~"

Hong Yoo-Jin arrived at the location Eun-Ha specified less than a minute after she called. She was in a foul mood after learning that vermin-like villains had entered a place where she was keeping her eyes on.

Whether Hong Yoo-Jin was in a bad mood or not, Eun-Ha, who had been treating Ko Soon-Jo and carefully binding the villains one by one, wasn't surprised at all by how remarkably fast she arrived and welcomed her.

*She's really good at hiding that personality and putting on an act.*

Instead, she felt sorry for the many teachers and students who were being deceived by Hong Yoo-Jin. As a Transcendent's contractor—in other words, reborn as a magical girl with exceptional beauty—people would stare blankly at her even if she just kept her mouth shut.

In reality, Hong Yoo-Jin was living her daily life putting on an act to hide her true nature for her new life, and thanks to that, she had become quite a popular teacher among students and other teachers.

"...So, the villain who gave him the drug came all the way here targeting you?"
"It's just a hunch, but there's no one else to target besides me. For details, well, we can just beat them up and ask, right?"
"Something's off."

After hearing the whole story from Eun-Ha upon arrival, Hong Yoo-Jin frowned, questioning the situation. Even if their intention was to kidnap just one student, only three of them? It didn't make sense.

Right now, there were five teachers in this abandoned city, most of them retired. Three villains weren't enough to handle that kind of force, and their abilities and equipment were too mediocre to be considered an elite team.

*There must be others hiding somewhere.*

Hong Yoo-Jin was certain.

"Any others besides these guys?"
"I don't... think so? At least I haven't detected any presence or anything."

Eun-Ha answered, looking at the villain she had tied up, unable to be certain. She also felt something was off, but since she couldn't detect anything, there was nothing she could do.

"But I did find this. It was attached to Ko Soon-Jo. These guys had something similar too."

On Eun-Ha's small hand extended toward Hong Yoo-Jin were a transmitter that revealed Ko Soon-Jo's location and a similar round object. She had searched their belongings just as she had done with Ko Soon-Jo.

The black objects, about the size of 10-won and 100-won coins, were blinking with bright red light, indicating they were still operational.

"By the way, it's weird for me to say this since I called you, but what time is it? Why aren't you sleeping?"
"What do you think? I'm on duty. Being the youngest is so tough. I have to take care of all the annoying work."
"What do you mean youngest? If we count all the rice cake soup you've eaten over the years, you're the old—"
"Shut up!"

Thwack!

"Aaack!"

Hong Yoo-Jin's fist, sore from old age, struck Eun-Ha's crown.

An attack she didn't notice until just before it hit her crown. With that heavy impact, Eun-Ha shed a tear and rolled on the floor in pain.

"Hmm..."

Whether Eun-Ha was suffering or not, Hong Yoo-Jin tilted her head, carefully examining the transmitter she had received.

A small transmitter the size of a coin.
Something this size couldn't send signals very far. Even with the Villain Association's good technology, there were limits.

*That means they're nearby.*

Hong Yoo-Jin's eyes grew cold.
None of them had been caught by the drones scattered throughout the city to evaluate students and prepare for any unfortunate incidents.

*These guys weren't caught by the drones either. That means...*

The fact that even the monsters that had been hiding were confirmed through drones, but these people weren't detected, was suspicious.

"Eun-Ha."
"Ow, I'm dying... Huh? What?"
"Let's get to work."

She would probably have to handle this herself. And she would need to assign other tasks to Eun-Ha to solve everything simultaneously. After finishing her thoughts, Hong Yoo-Jin called out to Eun-Ha and pointed at the floor with her finger.

* * *

"Ugh!"
"Urk!"
"Gack!"

Three men flew out of the sewer and embraced the ground warmly one after another. They were so happy to see the ground that they each made distinctive sounds and stretched their bodies to get closer to it.

"Ugh, this stinks! What were you thinking hiding in there?"

Soon after, a black-haired girl emerged from the sewer. It was Optima, the magical☆girl responsible for humanity's dreams and hopes.

While she wasn't wearing the flashy outfit typically associated with magical girls, but rather a gloomy black bodysuit, she was definitely a magical girl.

Optima, who seemed too delicate to hurt even a small insect and far removed from harsh words, had once again defeated evil that tried to harm humanity today.

"Good job."
"These guys really stink! You have no idea how much they reek, ugh, those bastards."
"Don't come near me. You smell rotten."
"Oh really? Here! Here! Come closer! Huh? Don't act like you're wearing human skin—get all smelly like them!"

...Despite talking like this, she's still on humanity's side, responsible for humanity's dreams and hopes.

"Ugh! Quickly undo the transformation! Then you'll go back to normal!"
"Oh, really?"

Anyway, Optima, who had fulfilled Hong Yoo-Jin's request, disappeared, and Eun-Ha took her place.

"It's true!"

Eun-Ha sniffed around, checking the sleeves of her uniform, her blouse, and her hair, amazed that the foul smell from the sewer was gone.

*What should I do with these guys...?*

Hong Yoo-Jin, looking at Eun-Ha with cold eyes, began to think about how to deal with the three men who reeked of sewer stench.

The foul smell that stung her nose despite keeping a sufficient distance. Hong Yoo-Jin's body involuntarily frowned and screamed to keep more distance.

But she couldn't just leave them alone. The smelly men in front of her were all villains. Enemies of humanity.

"Ugh!"

After letting out a groan, Hong Yoo-Jin reluctantly decided to tie them up. Villains were villains, even if they smelled. If she left them like this, who knew what annoying things might happen.

Soon, a thick stream of magic extended from her hand. The magic intertwined and took the form of a blue rope, flying toward the fallen villains and binding them together.

"Ugh!"

After confirming that all the villains were tied up, she shuddered and quickly retreated from them. The foul stench—a condensation of all kinds of excrement, wastewater, and garbage—was difficult to overcome even for a veteran magical girl who had gone through countless battlefields.

"Nom nom nom."

While Hong Yoo-Jin was making all sorts of faces as she tied up the villains, Eun-Ha was secretly enjoying a late-night snack.

What Eun-Ha was eating was monster meat grilled by the villain who had been caught by her earlier. Having no qualms about eating monsters, Eun-Ha chewed the still tender, juicy meat with her small mouth, wearing an expression of pure bliss.

"...What are you doing?"

Hong Yoo-Jin was dumbfounded when she discovered this. While she was dealing with what Eun-Ha had caught, instead of helping, she was leisurely taking a break.

"Eating meat. *gulp* Want some?"
"......"

Actually, it didn't really matter. The relationship between Hong Yoo-Jin and Eun-Ha had always been like this.

Rather, it would be strange to refuse meat right in front of you. In Hong Yoo-Jin's mind, Eun-Ha's behavior was perfectly reasonable and natural.

"Yum."

Hong Yoo-Jin also loved meat, and Eun-Ha, who had grown up watching her, loved meat too. She quickly took the skewer Eun-Ha offered and put it in her mouth.

"Monster meat tastes good, but people won't eat it."
"Would you want to eat something that might have eaten people like you?"
"You eat it just fine, teacher."
"That's just a figure of speech."

The two women, with meat in their mouths that the villain had carefully grilled, started grilling the uncooked meat and continued their conversation.

*Wait, monster meat?*

As Eun-Ha was having this everyday conversation with Hong Yoo-Jin, a thought suddenly crossed her mind.

*If I play this right... things might get easier?*

"Nom nom nom nom."

*Am I actually a genius pretending to be stupid to come up with this idea?*

It's an unexpected idea, but it seems quite feasible. Eun-Ha was proud of herself for coming up with such a plausible method in an unexpected place.

*I don't know what ridiculous idea she's having, but it's probably not a good one.*

Hong Yoo-Jin looked at Eun-Ha and swallowed a sigh while chewing her meat.

* * *

The next day.

"Mmmmm—haaah~"

When the sun rose and brightened the sky, Yoo Jin-Ah woke up. Though it was hastily prepared, her bed was surprisingly comfortable, allowing her to sleep better than she had expected before falling asleep.

"You're awake?"

While Jin-Ah was stretching and waking up her still drowsy body, a slender yet incredibly reassuring girl's voice came from below.

"Yeah, I slept well—"

Jin-Ah tried to answer as she poked her head down toward the voice, but she couldn't finish her sentence and could only open her eyes wide.

"Chomp chomp chomp chomp"

The first thing she saw was Ko Soon-Jo.
Ko Soon-Jo, who until last night had been acting distant due to guilt, was now moving his jaw non-stop.

Next was Jin-Ah's childhood friend, Ham Ho-Jong.
Even he, who always maintained a quiet and dignified attitude, was focused on eating.

Growl—

As a result of watching them.
Perhaps because of the tension from knowing they could kill monsters, Jin-Ah's stomach growled loudly, having eaten nothing since yesterday morning.

Seeing the two people devouring meat so hastily made it look delicious even though she hadn't tasted it yet, Jin-Ah thought unconsciously.

Sizzle—

"Slurp."

Growl—

Then the sound of grilling meat reached her ears, launching a second attack. Jin-Ah's stomach protested, demanding that she get some of that meat right away.

"Come down quickly! You need to eat to gain strength!"

Finally, Eun-Ha's voice cheerfully encouraging her and the savory smell of meat.
It was a combination Jin-Ah couldn't resist.

"Coming right now!"

Jin-Ah moved her legs to go downstairs before even thinking about where the meat came from or what kind it was.

Jin-Ah sat near her neatly arranged friends and looked around. There was a mountain of huge meat and large bones, but with her mouth watering and stomach growling, none of it registered in her eyes.

"Here, this is yours."

Eun-Ha handed Jin-Ah a plate heaped with meat and chopsticks, which she had prepared somehow.

"Mmm~"

Taking a piece of meat as soon as she received it.
Jin-Ah couldn't help but smile and shiver as the meat melted in her mouth.

After putting one piece of meat in her mouth, Jin-Ah couldn't delay any longer.

It didn't matter where the meat came from or where the chopsticks and other utensils were procured. Right now, she just needed to be a human furnace.

"Nom."

Grill the meat.
Move it to the plate.
Put it in your mouth and chew.

"Munch munch."
"Chomp chomp."
"Slurp slurp."

These were the only three things they needed to know how to do.
It was no different for Ham Ho-Jong or Ko Soon-Jo.
The abandoned mart was filled with the sound of grilling meat and people eating without caring about their surroundings.

After about 30 minutes.
The seemingly endless supply of meat finally ran out. The huge mountain of red meat had all found its place in the stomachs of the four young people.

"Whew! That was delicious!"

Jin-Ah, who had eaten until she was about to burst, smiled happily, feeling strength flowing throughout her body. Looking around, she saw Ham Ho-Jong and Ko Soon-Jo with similar expressions, patting their stomachs.

"By the way, Eun-Ha. What kind of meat is this?"

Only then did the question arise.
Where did this meat come from?
Jin-Ah recalled that the academy hadn't provided any decent food.

Of course, they had given them terribly tasteless military combat rations, but no one was thinking of eating those. They were more like fuel than food.

"Oh, this? This is..."

Eun-Ha put the last piece of meat in her mouth and chewed it while speaking.

However, she seemed reluctant to say it easily, strangely drawing out the suspense. Meanwhile, her gaze shifted to Ham Ho-Jong and Ko Soon-Jo.

They were accomplices.
Accomplices who had woken up early in the morning to procure this meat.
Noticing Eun-Ha's gaze, the two swallowed and nodded simultaneously.

Soon, the tense gazes of Eun-Ha, Ham Ho-Jong, and Ko Soon-Jo began to pour onto Jin-Ah.
Eun-Ha was the one speaking, but all three had participated in preparing breakfast.

"What is it? Huh? Why are you being so mysterious?"

Jin-Ah was anxious.
What on earth was the identity of this unknown meat that involved not only Eun-Ha but also Ham Ho-Jong and Ko Soon-Jo?

"Well..."

Eun-Ha stalled again, checking Jin-Ah's reaction.

*Can I really tell her?*

She hesitated when it came time to speak.
But the water was already spilled.
There was no point in hesitating now.

*Whatever!*

Eun-Ha squeezed her eyes shut.

"Th-this... is monster meat."
"...Huh?"

Jin-Ah's eyes widened once again upon hearing those words.

Ch.62 - Approaching Threat (11)
"........"

A heavy silence filled the mart.
The four of them, including Eun-Ha, quietly stared at each other.
To be precise, Eun-Ha and Ham Ho-Jong were looking at Yoo Jin-Ah, while Yoo Jin-Ah was looking at Eun-Ha.

"Can you tell me again...?"

Yoo Jin-Ah, who had been silent, spoke with difficulty. She was confused by the emotion stirring in her chest, not knowing what it was, and her voice trembled anxiously as that emotion seeped into her words.

To think that what she had eaten so hastily and greedily was actually a monster.
Monsters were nothing but objects of hatred. Harmful beings that should be killed on sight, until every last one of them disappeared from the world.

*I hope this is a joke.*

Yoo Jin-Ah still couldn't believe it and desperately hoped it was a joke.

"A monster. To be precise, a wrist lizard."

Eun-Ha calmly answered Yoo Jin-Ah's question, driving the point home. She moved her arm to point at the pile of bones haphazardly stacked at the entrance.

Only then could Yoo Jin-Ah properly see what had been in the corner of her vision, what she had seen while chewing the meat.

"I... see."

Not the pristine white bones one might imagine, but slightly darkish bones. They matched the monster bones she had seen in books. It was undeniable evidence.
Yoo Jin-Ah slowly lowered her head.

*Even so...*

Yoo Jin-Ah unconsciously licked her lips. The taste of monster meat still lingered in her mouth.
To think that the savory meat that had been melting in her mouth was monster meat. Flesh that had once been part of those disgusting monsters.
It was a strange thought, but she couldn't believe it.

Yet oddly enough, it wasn't disgusting.
She only felt a peculiar thrill spreading through her chest.

"Since I woke up early, we went for a walk together and caught it. I brought it along since we hadn't eaten anything yesterday."

Eun-Ha casually spoke while looking over Ham Ho-Jong and Go Soon-Jo. Her gaze implied that they were accomplices who had helped her catch the monster and bring it here.

*Ho-Jong did...?*

Yoo Jin-Ah looked up at her words. Her gaze fixed on her childhood friend, Ham Ho-Jong.
Soon, feelings of betrayal, confusion, and doubt intertwined, throwing her back into confusion.

Ham Ho-Jong knew better than anyone how much Yoo Jin-Ah hated monsters. No, Ham Ho-Jong himself was also someone who hated monsters.
The only difference between Yoo Jin-Ah and Ham Ho-Jong was whether they openly expressed that hatred or not.

"Why...?"

Her voice trembled heavily. Yoo Jin-Ah couldn't understand why Ham Ho-Jong, who was in the same position as her, had helped Eun-Ha.

*Did she blackmail him? Or has his hatred for monsters disappeared? If not that... did he fall for Eun-Ha? Was Ho-Jong's type always delicate girls who make you want to protect them?*

Various thoughts appeared and disappeared in her head. The anxiety that Ham Ho-Jong might abandon her grew increasingly larger.

*No. Ho-Jong... wouldn't do that.*

But Yoo Jin-Ah denied all those possibilities. She knew this because they had been childhood friends for over ten years.
The Ham Ho-Jong she knew was a man who was as cold as stone toward women. He wasn't someone who would be swayed by falling for a woman.

Even after forcibly shaking off her anxiety, there was still one thing that bothered her.
It was Eun-Ha.

*Why Eun-Ha of all people?*

Eun-Ha hadn't approached Ham Ho-Jong herself; Ham Ho-Jong had personally brought her in to be part of the same team. There had to be a reason.
It clearly wasn't just about increasing their fighting power.

"........"

Ham Ho-Jong didn't answer Yoo Jin-Ah's question and just stared at her. Yoo Jin-Ah knew that when Ham Ho-Jong's gaze lowered slightly like this, it meant he was contemplating something.

In other words, he wasn't refusing to answer; he just hadn't come up with an answer yet.

Ham Ho-Jong maintained his silence for about a minute.
Though brief, this minute felt like an hour to Yoo Jin-Ah.

"...I want you to change."

Ham Ho-Jong's eyes, as he finally spoke, contained firm resolve. It was a wish for Yoo Jin-Ah to change, no matter what it took.

*So he put Eun-Ha in our team because he wants me to change...?*

After hearing Ham Ho-Jong's words, Yoo Jin-Ah looked at Eun-Ha again.

"You mean, you want me to change like Eun-Ha? Like Eun-Ha..."

To become someone pretty and delicate, someone even I as a woman would want to protect?

Yoo Jin-Ah cut off her words midway. Though she was the one who said it, she belatedly realized this didn't make sense.

Ham Ho-Jong's words about wanting her to change had a different meaning.

*Monsters...*

Suddenly, a word popped into Yoo Jin-Ah's mind. What she hated more than anything was right nearby.

Yoo Jin-Ah's gaze, after passing over Ham Ho-Jong and Eun-Ha, now fell on the darkish bones of the wrist lizard.

The flesh that had covered those bones was now in the stomachs of the students here, including herself.

*Eun-Ha... Monsters... What is Ho-Jong trying to tell me?*

At the very least, he wasn't telling her to imitate Eun-Ha's appearance or strength. Yoo Jin-Ah was certain of this much.

"No."

Ham Ho-Jong shook his head.

"I just want to go with you like we used to. Not like now, when you rush out at the mere sight of a monster."
"...Ah."

Ham Ho-Jong's sincere words sank into Yoo Jin-Ah, who had been blankly staring at the wrist lizard's bones.

*That's right.*

Yoo Jin-Ah recalled childhood memories at Ham Ho-Jong's words. Strangely enough, they had both awakened their superpowers at the same time.
Yoo Jin-Ah gained the hardening ability to freely transform her body and adjust its hardness, while Ham Ho-Jong gained physical enhancement to strengthen his body's capabilities.

Though their powers were different, the essence was similar. Yoo Jin-Ah, who secretly liked Ham Ho-Jong, was overjoyed by this.
The two, who admired the profession of heroes at the time, promised each other to become heroes together.

Unfortunately, before the young pair could even attempt to realize their dream, it was twisted by the sudden appearance of a large gate.

Their dream of becoming heroes who protected people from humanity's enemies with their powers changed into a desire to completely eradicate humanity's enemies with their own strength.

"...I don't know."

Yoo Jin-Ah lowered her head with a gloomy expression. She understood what Ham Ho-Jong wanted, but she didn't know how to solve it.
She couldn't control the anger that boiled up whenever she saw a monster.

"How about changing your perspective? The monster wasn't bad to eat, was it?"

At this moment, Eun-Ha interjected into the conversation. The two nodded in agreement to her words without thinking. They couldn't deny that the meat they had eaten this morning was delicious.

Seeing this, Eun-Ha gently raised the corners of her mouth.

"Not just killing monsters. Killing them to use as food afterward. Making them experience the same thing they do to humans."

The meaning was to eat them after killing them, since they were going to kill them anyway.
It wasn't a particularly profound statement. Moreover, the point about killing monsters remained the same.
Also, depending on how Yoo Jin-Ah received it, it could backfire. She might go even more berserk than before.

Eun-Ha's intention was this:
If she couldn't completely stop Yoo Jin-Ah's rampages, maybe she could divert her attention a little.
Even if she still went berserk, if the intensity decreased, there might be room to resolve the issue.

It was a statement that would be good if it worked, and no harm done if it didn't.

"Eat... monsters?"

Hearing Eun-Ha's words, Yoo Jin-Ah blankly stared at the bowl she had eaten from.

Though she couldn't taste anything in her mouth anymore, she could still vividly remember the flavor.

*The ones that killed my mom and dad...? Just like how they tore into them...?*

Dried oil remained in the bowl. Oil that had flowed out as the meat cooked.

Lick.

Yoo Jin-Ah picked up the bowl and licked the oil. Though dried and cold, she could faintly remember the taste of the meat she had eaten earlier.

"Heh, hehehe...!"

*So this is why you called Eun-Ha.*

It was an unexpected idea.
Yoo Jin-Ah knew there wasn't much difference between just killing and killing to eat.

*Why didn't I notice something so simple until now?*

But her mindset had changed.

*That's definitely more satisfying. I just need to do to them exactly what they did to me.*

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, as they say.
A smile formed on Yoo Jin-Ah's face.

*Has she gone weird?*

Eun-Ha, who had provided the answer to Yoo Jin-Ah, found it creepy to see her suddenly licking the bowl and laughing.



* * *



BOOM!

-Screeeech...
"Yes!"

A large horn extending from Yoo Jin-Ah's arm pierced through the monster's face.
The monster, which had been hiding well but perhaps felt stuffy and came out for a stroll, couldn't withstand Yoo Jin-Ah's fierce attack and met its end.

"W-well, it turned out okay...right?"

Ham Ho-Jong and Eun-Ha watched this.
Eun-Ha looked up at Ham Ho-Jong with a bewildered voice.

The outcome was good. Yoo Jin-Ah didn't go berserk at the sight of the monster.
Her actions weren't excessive, nor was she solely focused on killing the monster blindly.

Yoo Jin-Ah observed the monster's movements and responded appropriately, delivering a fatal blow.

Thanks to this change in Yoo Jin-Ah, the dramatic plan they had originally thought of, which would have inevitably required Ham Ho-Jong to be injured, was discarded without even being tried.

"...Yes, it did."

Even Ham Ho-Jong himself hadn't expected things to unfold this way, so he agreed with Eun-Ha's words in a somewhat flat tone. His firm resolve to sacrifice himself for his childhood friend Yoo Jin-Ah had been in vain.

"Ho-Jong! Eun-Ha! Look at this! Doesn't this one look really chewy? Right? Right?"

Unaware of the thoughts of the two, Yoo Jin-Ah dragged the corpse of the monster she had defeated and proudly showed it to Eun-Ha and Ham Ho-Jong.
There was no madness in her eyes. No hatred either. For Yoo Jin-Ah now, monsters were not just objects of revenge.
They were also food.

"Um, hmm... If something goes wrong, let's agree to fix it."
"Yeah."

Eun-Ha whispered to Ham Ho-Jong in a very small voice.

Ch.63 - Approaching Threat (12)
The last day of the monster subjugation operation.

Eun-Ha, Ham Ho-Jong, and Yoo Jin-Ah handed Ko Soon-jo over to Hong Yu-jin.

Heroes sometimes have to keep watch over villains they've captured when circumstances don't allow for immediate processing, monitoring them to prevent escape. This was exactly the task Eun-Ha's team had been assigned.

"Extra points are sweet. So sweet."

Yoo Jin-Ah, who had only seen monsters as objects of hatred until now, boarded the bus with a beaming face. Her mood couldn't be better, given how differently things had turned out compared to their previous virtual camping training.

"See you next time."

Ham Ho-Jong followed Yoo Jin-Ah onto the bus, leaving only Eun-Ha behind.

Instead of immediately following them, Eun-Ha waved at Ko Soon-jo with a gentle smile.

When Eun-Ha first met Ko Soon-jo, she hadn't liked his behavior or way of thinking, which made her current reaction surprising.

In truth, Eun-Ha both disliked and sympathized with Ko Soon-jo. She understood what it was like to resent oneself for being less capable than others and to blame those around you—she'd experienced it herself.

*He'll probably return to the academy eventually.*

That's why Eun-Ha bid him farewell with the hope that he would return. She didn't know when that would be. Whether Ko Soon-jo had been forced to take the drug under threat from villains or had other circumstances, he wouldn't escape punishment.

If the punishment was severe, he'd go straight to prison. If lighter, he might return to the academy after a few days or weeks of probation. Eun-Ha hoped for the latter.

Over these past three days, Ko Soon-jo had changed from when she first met him, showing genuine regret and reflection for his actions. After observing him, Eun-Ha felt his remorse wasn't just an act, which is why she hoped he would return and pursue his goal of becoming a hero again.

"...Yeah."

Ko Soon-jo, now in Hong Yu-jin's custody, answered while looking at Eun-Ha's face before hastily averting his gaze.

"Next time, I want to see you with more confidence."
"..."

A glance.

Eun-Ha turned to board the bus after finishing her words. As soon as she turned away, Ko Soon-jo, who couldn't even look at her before, began stealing glances at her.

Ko Soon-jo was confused.

The day before yesterday, Eun-Ha had found him collapsed after being beaten by a villain.

*Are you okay? I was worried when you suddenly disappeared.*

Not only that, she had healed him too.
Where else would he find a girl who cared about him like this? Ko Soon-jo was considerably bewildered by this first-time experience. Of course, he had no idea that Eun-Ha had been tracking him from the beginning.

Either way, this beautiful girl who had looked at him with concern was the first in Ko Soon-jo's life.

His life experience told him that her actions weren't motivated by his abilities or appearance, so he didn't entertain any foolish thoughts.

*I don't understand.*

He was confused because he didn't know why she had acted that way.

But there was one thing Ko Soon-jo could say with certainty.

*I just need to practice consistently like she told me.*

The power he had drawn out with the drug was definitely his own.
And Eun-Ha had said that with continued training, Ko Soon-jo would be able to use that power without relying on drugs.

*I'm going to change.*

Ko Soon-jo hated his weak self. And he was ashamed.
While it was true that he had less talent than other students, that didn't mean he absolutely couldn't grow.
He knew this intellectually, but he had been too weak to put it into practice.

To be frank, he had given up before even starting, lacking the perseverance to make an effort.

If yesterday's events hadn't happened, Ko Soon-jo would have reflected on his attitude but quickly reverted to his old self.

*Whether there are results or not, changing means I can start again.*

Ko Soon-jo realized he had begun to change as he recalled what had happened yesterday.

Yesterday at dawn.
Eun-Ha had secretly called Ko Soon-jo out. And because of the inexplicable sense of comfort emanating from her, he had unknowingly poured out everything to her.

After listening to his story, Eun-Ha had said:

*If you hate those born with talent, then struggle with the mindset of pushing them down a notch. With your own power. With your own effort. Prove yourself with the sweat you shed while struggling.*

If someone else had said it, he would have inwardly complained that they were showing off without knowing his circumstances. But Ko Soon-jo felt sincerity in Eun-Ha's words.
It was as if she was saying she wasn't any different, that she was similar to him.

*Was I enchanted?*

Having finished his reminiscence, Ko Soon-jo recalled the moment when Eun-Ha had persuaded him. It was just as dawn was breaking.

Eun-Ha had smiled brightly with the sun at her back.
He hadn't realized how dazzling it was.

The way each strand of her hair reflected the sunlight was beyond his vocabulary to express.

He had lived a life far removed from flowery descriptions of others, and her appearance was a sight he could only stare at blankly.

*Let's give it a try.*

Ko Soon-jo's eyes grew serious.
What Eun-Ha had said wasn't a sweet temptation to drag him into a quagmire. It was different from the villain's enticement.

If believing her brought results, that would be good; if not, that would be that.
The important thing was that Eun-Ha's words had given Ko Soon-jo the motivation to make an effort and created a goal for him.

"Let's go too."
"...Yes."

Hong Yu-jin's voice reached Ko Soon-jo's ears. Only then could he break free from his thoughts.

Ko Soon-jo boarded the teacher's bus under Hong Yu-jin's guidance.

As he got on, various gazes fell upon him. Cold stares from those who had heard the situation, concerned looks, wary glances, indifferent eyes—the gazes of the five teachers and various staff who had accompanied this subjugation operation all landed on Ko Soon-jo.

But Ko Soon-jo wasn't troubled.
The warm light that had healed him when he painfully opened his eyes, the healing power that had enveloped and comforted his entire body, and the words he had heard at dawn yesterday wouldn't leave his mind.


* * *


"Let's join hands for a while."

Jin Yong-han, an executive of the Villain Association, looked at the beauty before him with a smirk.

"Hmm..."

However, the beauty with long, ebony-like hair didn't even acknowledge Jin Yong-han's gaze, merely tapping the table with her fingers.

"You find magical girls annoying too, right? From what I know, not just your nests but several of your bases have been raided, haven't they?"
"Shut up."

The beauty, Melissa, frowned at Jin Yong-han's words.

Slap!

Not only that, but her thick tail slapped the floor, reflecting her mood. As could be inferred from Jin Yong-han's words, Melissa was a monster—one that had evolved repeatedly to reach a high rank.

Uncomfortable with the situation, Melissa showed her snake-like pupils to Jin Yong-han. It was a threat that he wouldn't be safe if he irritated her any further.

"So I'm saying we should form a temporary alliance. Our goals may be different, but our obstacles are the same. It's not a bad proposal, is it?"
"...Ha."

Jin Yong-han extended his hand with a sly expression. But Melissa remained motionless with her arms crossed, merely snorting dismissively.

"Really? Do I need to do that? I don't think so. Just me alone can easily handle such small fry. Unlike you weak and pathetic humans."

Melissa spoke not with bravado but in a confident and natural voice, as if simply stating facts. Pointing at Jin Yong-han with her index finger and mocking him was just a bonus.

She was a being close to the pinnacle among countless monsters. Those stronger in might and power than her could be counted on one's fingers.
She was a monster with strong pride who knew exactly how powerful she was.

"Come on. That's too harsh. But you know what? We're not blind fools, and our ears work just fine. We see and hear everything very well."

However, Jin Yong-han didn't flinch at Melissa's mockery. He still maintained his sly expression when dealing with her.

"You high-ranking monsters can't do anything because you're afraid of EX-class heroes. We're saying we'll do that part for you. You just need to lend us some troops. How convenient is that? You do your thing. We do ours. Together, we clear out the obstacles. It's a win-win for both of us."

The non-existent rank of "EX" came out of Jin Yong-han's mouth as he tried to persuade her.

Officially, the hero ranking system ranged from E-class to S-class, forming a pyramid with fewer numbers as one went up.
And in this pyramid, there was no such thing as an "EX" class outside the standard.

Yet he mentioned an EX-class. If others had heard, they would have laughed at such an absurd claim.

"Tsk."

But Melissa didn't. Instead, she clicked her tongue as if he had hit the mark.

EX-class hero.
Shrouded in mystery, unknown to humanity, villains, and even monsters.

In about 15 years, they had rarely shown themselves, and their power was said to rival that of gods.
Even high-ranking monsters, who considered humans worthless and insignificant, were powerless before an EX-class hero and feared them.

This was why humanity could still live in relative peace despite Gresorion possessing numerous high-ranking monsters.

*Conversely, if our high-ranking monsters don't move, it would be fine, but the losses would be significant.*

Melissa wanted to twist the neck of that arrogant male right away but barely restrained herself with superhuman patience. Lower-ranking monsters were numerous but not infinite. If she could minimize troop losses, she had to join hands with that man, even if it was humiliating.

*Anyway, if I can get my hands on that, I won't need to join hands with these pathetic humans anymore.*

Also, if she—or more precisely, the monster group Gresorion—could get their hands on what they wanted, they wouldn't need to collaborate with villains hiding in the outskirts or shadows.

Besides, Jin Yong-han's proposal wasn't bad this time.

Melissa's snake-like golden pupils scanned Jin Yong-han. While nothing about him seemed trustworthy, she knew he was recognized within the Villain Association.
He had enough influence and courage to meet Melissa one-on-one and make her a proposal.

His words meant that a part of the Villain Association would definitely move. Though not as powerful as high-ranking monsters, they could be a useful force in their own right.

After calculating the benefits of joining hands with the Villain Association, Melissa changed her expression to a friendly smile.

"Then, we'll take this child."

That smile was like a sign of agreement.
Simultaneously, the tail behind Melissa's back waved briefly. As if sending a signal to someone, as soon as this movement ended, the space right next to her tore vertically, and a girl appeared.

Snow-white hair and red eyes. A girl with a cat-like face.

"It's better for magical girls to fight magical girls."

It was Don-Hil, the magical girl who had previously defeated Optima.

Ch.64 - Unexpected Place (1)
After the monster subjugation battle ended, I returned to the academy a little after 1 o'clock.
While the other students headed to the cafeteria or restaurants outside the academy for lunch, I came alone to the secret base.

"Bed!"

Plop.

The softness of the mattress and the feel of the blanket.
After spending about 5 years at The Front Line, you get used to sleeping on bumpy ground. Still, I couldn't deny that this soft feeling was much better.

I missed this so much that I came to the secret base instead of going to the cafeteria. Besides, I had plenty of snacks and cup noodles stashed here.

"Let's eat something first."

Even in the comfort that made me feel like I could become one with the bed, my stomach was crying for food. Though I didn't want to leave my sanctuary, I reluctantly got up.

"Mmm..."

Crunch, crunch.

I chose snacks from the shelf as my meal. Eating something whenever I'm hungry is a habit of mine—a precaution to ensure I have enough energy when needed.

"Back then..."

I chew on snacks from the package while recalling the past.

The Front Line had a headquarters where heroes gathered. Centered around this headquarters, heroes could rest, wash up, eat, and even maintain their equipment in barracks scattered throughout The Front Line.

However, that place was cold to nobodies like me who hadn't graduated from the academy or other training institutions, so I couldn't receive proper supplies.

"It still makes my blood boil thinking about it."

Come to think of it, this is why I developed a taste for monster meat. Discrimination was so normalized that I often didn't receive what others did.
This naturally applied to food as well, and one day I experienced something like being stranded, having to make two days' worth of food last a week.

After carefully rationed food ran out, even drinking water disappeared, and my body kept complaining of fatigue. On top of that, small wounds kept appearing all over my body—I thought I was going crazy.

I managed to endure because I wasn't alone but with Soo-Hyun, and we survived by coming up with the idea of getting water and food from monsters when we were constantly backed into a corner. Before that, I never even thought about eating monster meat.

After that experience, I became someone who absolutely had to eat when hungry, and even when not hungry, I only felt satisfied after eating three meals a day.

"Soo-Hyun..."

Now that I think about it, I haven't looked at the academy guidebook Soo-Hyun left behind lately.
One of my original goals was to explore the places mentioned in this guidebook, so it wouldn't be a bad idea to do it now when I have plenty of time.

"Hehe! I knew it and hid it here!"

With a triumphant smile, I stuck my face under the bed.
Under the bed—to be precise, the guidebook was attached to the frame supporting the mattress. It's a place you couldn't find just by looking under the bed.

"Let's see if there's anywhere worth visi—!?!?"

My eyes widened as I skimmed through the guidebook.

No.
In a place like this.
No.
Really?

With my mouth hanging open, I stared intently at a section on one page of the guidebook.

[3rd Floor Women's Changing Room]

"This guy is insane."

The guidebook clearly showed a mark indicating you could go somewhere through the women's changing room. This means that Jung Soo-Hyun, that bastard, had secretly entered the women's changing room at some point.

No matter what, I'm sure he didn't hide and peep, but the place itself is uncomfortable for a man to enter, so I couldn't help but be surprised.

"Even I'm uncomfortable with this place..."

I mutter quietly while checking my surroundings. Even though this is a secret base, there are at least three people who might come here, so it wouldn't be good to be caught looking at a floor plan of the women's changing room.

Why am I getting nervous over this? After scanning around and confirming there's no sign of anyone coming to the secret base, I focus on the guidebook again.

For some reason, my heart started pounding.

Gulp!

I examine exactly where the secret passage is located.
This women's changing room, located in a corner of the 3rd floor corridor, is as large as a classroom, so I need to look at it carefully.

Absolutely, definitely, I have no lewd thoughts. The only things that could move my heart, which has no fantasies about women, are Chae-Eun's watermelon-sized ones or Jin-Ah's slender yet curvy figure!

"I see. So it's here..."

It didn't say where it led to. This was the case with other secret passages too, so it's fine.
Anyway, the important secret passage was located in the ceiling. I'm not sure what's on the 4th floor since I rarely go up there, but given the sufficient space between floors, it seems to be used only as a passage.

"I won't need a ladder—I can just enhance myself and jump up."

The target is set. No preparation needed.
Then all that's left is to move!
The timing is perfect since no one will be using the women's changing room now, so there's no reason to delay!

So I was about to get up from the bed to escape through the secret passage—

"Right. You won't need one."

I froze at the familiar voice in my ear.
With a stiff neck, I barely managed to turn my head to see Ha-Ram looking at me and the guidebook with interested eyes, alternating between the two.

"W-w-w-when did you get here...?"

Ha-Ram was lying right next to me in the same position. Since I was lying in the middle of the bed, it must have been quite cramped, but she managed somehow.
And only now could I smell the fragrant shampoo she used. Too late.

But that's not what's important.

When did she start lying next to me? I'm sure I carefully checked if anyone was approaching!

While my body froze in surprise, my mind was racing.

"Since you gulped and started staring intently at the map of the women's changing room."

Ha-Ram said that and smiled brightly.

Shit.

"So, what's that? Seeing how you're enjoying looking at it while lying on the bed and swinging your feet, I'm getting curious too."

Ha-Ram's smile deepens. It's too late to try to hide the guidebook now. She must have seen all the contents already. And since she's seen everything, her question must be about where this book came from.

"I-I told you before. That thing, you know. My friend gave it to me."
"Your friend gave you an internal map of the women's changing room, and you're looking at it while humming..."

Ha-Ram's eyes curved as she made a humming sound.
By the way, about the humming, and the comment about swinging my legs earlier—I might have unconsciously developed some weird habits.

"Pervert."
"P-per...! Please don't call me a pervert. Seriously."

I buried my face in the guidebook, lowering my head. My face turned bright red from embarrassment.

If someone had seen me staring intently at the guidebook—no, at the internal map of the women's changing room—they might have thought I was a bit strange.
Unfortunately, Ha-Ram standing in front of me is one of the few people who knows I was a "man." So her perspective is bound to be different.

"But I'm interested too. Let's go."
"Huh?"

Suddenly she says let's go. Where?

"Why are you surprised? Get up quickly. We're going to the women's changing room you were staring at with that silly smile."
"I-I wasn't smiling silly!"

Ha-Ram said this and held out her hand.
Each of my silly actions she mentioned made my face heat up again as they played in my mind.

"I have a video. Want to see it?"
"...Let's resolve this conflict peacefully and reasonably. How about it? Let's just move on from here. We have a goal of going to the women's changing room together, right?"

I tried to deny it and preserve at least some of my dignity, but as soon as Ha-Ram showed me a thumbnail of me lying on the bed, claiming it as evidence, I gave in.

Shit.

* * *

And so we ended up in the 3rd floor corridor of the academy. Since opening the window of the secret base leads directly inside the academy, it didn't take long to get here.

"Oh my, I just realized this means you and I will be in a closed room together, doesn't it?"
"I guess so?"
"Pervert."
"W-what's perverted about that...!"

My voice echoed in the empty corridor. Ha-Ram seemed to have developed a taste for teasing me since calling me a pervert earlier.

How should I put it—if it had been a few days ago, she wouldn't have acted like this, but since the day I revealed I was a man, our relationship seems to have grown closer in a strange way.
This isn't just with Ha-Ram but also with Se-Won and Chae-Eun.

The four of us have become more comfortable with each other. As proof, Ha-Ram openly shows her father complex when the four of us are together.

"My dad said all men are beasts."
"Then what am I?"
"Well, you were a man, so you're a beast too, right? A beast that looks good in cute clothes."
"...Should I grab your chest?"

My friend Sausage in America would only say things like that no matter what he wanted to do.

"Kyaa~ I'm being pounced on~"

Ha-Ram squeals happily at that. Is it just my imagination that her reaction looks like someone watching a harmless small animal playing around?

"By the way, I heard that during the subjugation battle, someone who took that drug made by the Villain Association showed up."

Ha-Ram suddenly changed the topic, erasing the smile she had been wearing since we left the dormitory.

"That's right. Well, he couldn't do much and got beaten up by Jin-Ah. But it was still surprising."
"I see. So your side didn't suffer much damage."
"Does that mean... you guys too?"
"Yes. From what I heard, they appeared not just on our side but at all five locations. I heard that students with originally low grades went berserk, displaying abnormal strength."
"All the places where first-years went?"

Ha-Ram nods.
This means that not just Ko Soon-Jo but other students were either seduced by villains or forced to take the drug under threat.

"I thought the academy's security was quite good."
"It is. Just entering the academy district requires going through several procedures. But the Villain Association is an entity that always threatens us from humanity's shadows. They must have had plenty of ways to contact academy students, and maybe they could even appear directly in the academy."
"Hmm..."

I frowned, remembering what happened during the monster subjugation battle.

First of all, thanks to Jin-Ah's changed attitude toward monsters, our team's performance is expected to be quite good. Plus, we dragged Ko Soon-Jo along, so we might even rank high.
Setting that aside for now, in the abandoned city where Ko Soon-Jo went berserk, not only was there the villain's drug but also a villain himself.

Perhaps villains were hiding in other cities too. Ha-Ram didn't mention any villain sightings, so they probably weren't discovered.
In fact, my mother was annoyed that no villains were captured on the drones, so it must have been the same on their side.

By the way, the six villains I beat up were taken somewhere by my mother. It seems she didn't report it to the academy.

"Still, the places where Chae-Eun and I were were relatively fortunate. I heard sudden screams and went to respond, and Chae-Eun said they came directly to her."
"That's good then."
"It's all thanks to you. If it had been me before meeting you, I would have definitely had a hard time."

Ha-Ram said that and gently took my hand. After bringing up topics like pervert and beast earlier.

"I-is that so...?"

Still, the touch of her soft hand wasn't all bad. Sadly, that's how men are. There's no way I wouldn't feel good about a pretty girl smiling and taking my hand on her own.
The muscles in my face moved on their own, pulling up the corners of my mouth.

"But isn't it strange?"
"What is?"

Ha-Ram changed the topic again. I wonder what she's going to talk about this time.

"Ever since you appeared, there have been non-stop incidents around us."
"Probably because of my ability. It's just a guess, but I think this attack might have been targeting me too."

Healing magic, though I'm reluctant to say it myself, was a pretty awesome power. It could cure all kinds of diseases, heal wounds or fractures, and even restore severed body parts. It even cured baldness, so it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it a miraculous power.

So it's not just villains who would target me.

"...That's right. Yes, you're right. Indeed, as someone who will shoulder and lead Cheonil in the future, I find you very desirable."
"Even if you desire me, I won't be easily taken~"
"Then I should just lock you up so you can't go anywhere, right?"
"Don't say such creepy things. You're not a villain."

I shudder involuntarily at her seemingly sincere gaze.

Speaking of villains, I just remembered that those guys hiding in the sewers mentioned something about clones. Maybe they've extended their reach into clone research as well.

This is something I should discuss with Foriner.

"I'm joking."
"It seemed pretty serious."
"I said it's a joke. Now, we've arrived. Shall we go in?"

Having arrived at the women's changing room, Ha-Ram places her hand on the panel next to the door.
It's a door lock system that reads both fingerprints and the magical wave pattern of female students. I've heard that each person's magical wave pattern is different, so it can be used for security like this.

When the door opens, an empty women's changing room comes into view.
Beige-colored cabinets are lined up in the classroom-sized space.

"Hmm..."

I open the guidebook to find the location marked on the map. The corner furthest from the door. There was a square frame in the ceiling above this spot where the ceiling could be lifted.

"Is that it?"
"No. About three steps away from there."

Looking at the ceiling filled with square tiles, I count my steps.
One, two, three.
After checking the position once more, I enhance my legs and jump up, lightly tapping the ceiling.

"Oh my."

Rattle-

As Ha-Ram sighs, the recessed ceiling tile slides to the side. Rather than the tile itself moving, it was more like the ceiling part just above the tile was moving.

"Why the sudden sigh?"
"Even if you were a man before, you should at least be aware that you're wearing a skirt. Your pure white panties shyly revealed themselves."
"...W-what's the big deal? It's not like I showed them to a stranger. This is the first time, so just let it go. I'm trying to be careful in my own way."

While saying this, I press down on my skirt as I look up at the ceiling. I know my response is too late, but it was an unconscious action, so I couldn't help it.

Squeak- Creak-

After the ceiling tile completely disappears, something comes down from the ceiling with a creaking sound.
It was a ladder.

"Oh my..."

Ha-Ram seems amazed by this scene too, as she stops scolding me and looks up at the ceiling.

"Let's go. By the way, Ha-Ram, have you heard of 'ladies first'?"
"You mean the phrase that originated from English gentlemen pushing their maids forward to guard against assassination?"
"...That's the origin?"
"Something like that. It's completely different from the manners you'd associate with English gentlemen."

I was shocked.
No, isn't England known as the country of gentlemen? Gentlemen means manners. And it originated from using people as meat shields to avoid assassination?

Lost in shock, I stare blankly at Ha-Ram, who suddenly smiles.

"Actually, what I just said is one of the least convincing origins of the phrase 'ladies first.' It's closer to a delusion than an origin story."
"I-I was really surprised, thinking it was true."

Who would have thought that my roundabout way of saying "you saw my panties, so I'll see yours" would lead to this result?

Anyway, I calmed my startled heart and began climbing the ladder. It felt awkward to ask Ha-Ram to go first now.

"Pretty."

When I had climbed about halfway up the ladder, Ha-Ram suddenly said something strange.

"What is?"
"Your legs and panties."
"...Aren't you the real pervert here?"
"What does it matter? We're both women."
"You only treat me as a woman when it's convenient for you."

After teasing me as a man just a moment ago.
I sighed deeply and continued climbing the ladder.

Anyway, our exploration begins now.

Ch.65 - Unexpected Place (2)
"Grab on."
"Thanks. But this... I was thinking about this at the secret base too, but it's amazing how they made passages like this."

I reached down from above and extended my hand to Harami, pulling her up. As soon as she climbed up, she looked around with undisguised wonder.

The passage was low in height. However, it was relatively wide enough that the two of us could squeeze through side by side. Pink lights on the ceiling created a strange atmosphere while providing enough visibility.

We could walk in a duck-like stance, but crawling was more comfortable. The designer seemed to have considered this, as the parts where our knees would touch were quite cushioned.

"Want to go back?"

I could move around easily with physical enhancement, so this kind of space didn't bother me much, but it might be different for Harami, so I asked.

"No. Let's keep going."

Surprisingly, she seemed intrigued by the existence of this passage and even took the lead, her eyes shining with interest.

By the way, Harami was wearing black. Thanks to the pink lighting, it was a feast for the eyes. Being someone who couldn't even look at my own body properly, I quickly turned my head away, though I still managed to steal glances occasionally.

"You can look all you want. I'll get you back later."
"I-I don't know what you're talking about."
"Hehe!"

I hurriedly averted my gaze when she called me out, as if she had eyes on the back of her head.

"This is really, really fascinating."

I could hear Harami's voice as she crawled ahead. She seemed excited about discovering a space in the school that nobody knew about.

Meanwhile, I was in the frustrating position of having Harami's smooth thighs and backside right in front of me but not being able to properly look. I had tried staring once, wondering if my earlier perception was just luck, but she noticed with uncanny awareness.

"Oh my?"
"Mmph?!"

After crawling along excitedly for a while, Harami suddenly stopped.

I had been looking elsewhere and collided directly with her backside. Compared to Chae-eun, Harami had a smaller chest but quite a shapely rear.

In other words, it was warm, smooth, and soft.

"D-did you do that on purpose?"
"Shh. Look down there."
"?!"

She seemed fine with physical contact despite scolding me for looking. Or maybe what she wanted to show me was more important.

Harami somehow managed to turn her body toward me, put her finger to her lips, and then pointed downward. When I brought my eyes close to the floor as she instructed, an astonishing sight unfolded.

I was so busy trying not to look at Harami's thighs that I hadn't noticed until now, which made me mentally kick myself.

The floor Harami pointed to was transparent. More precisely, it became increasingly transparent the closer you brought your eyes to it. And this transparent floor revealed everything happening below.

"Holy..."

I muttered a curse at the sight.

If I'm not mistaken, classroom ceilings are opaque. They're covered with rectangular tiles that don't show anything above them.

Considering that fact, the scene before my eyes was confusing enough. I don't understand what this is. It seems like some kind of one-way mirror.

Anyway, through the floor that became transparent when viewed up close, I could see a classroom.

In the empty classroom, a boy and girl were having sex.

No.
That.
It feels awkward to say it directly. Maybe I should be embarrassed that I'm 20 years old and acting this way, but I can't help it.

Since I was 15, I've been stuck at the Front Line just trying to survive, so I've never properly experienced this.
It's embarrassing.

I've had almost no experience in this area, so while I might have seen porn or pictures, this is the first time I've witnessed such a scene in person.

"They're having sex."
"...Y-yeah."

But Harami casually said "sex" out loud, making all my mental excuses seem ridiculous.

Despite being a daddy's girl.
Despite growing up sheltered with limited knowledge about these things!

I feel utterly defeated somehow.

"Hmm..."

Not wanting to lose, I stared intently at the scene. Despite feeling my face heat up, I thought I could manage if I pretended I was watching porn.

"How does it make you feel seeing that?"
"W-what do you mean, how I feel...?"

Just as I was trying to concentrate, an unexpected question shattered my focus. When I turned my head, Harami was looking at me with a mischievous smile while still gazing at the floor.

I understood exactly what that smile meant. My already warm face instantly turned red. If it had been someone else, I might have enjoyed watching, but the situation was different.

They were first-years like us, even if I didn't know them. They might even be in my class next year or the year after.

Wanting to escape Harami's teasing gaze, I turned my head sharply and pretended not to hear.

"Hehe."

I could feel Harami's sticky gaze. Yes, it felt like several snakes crawling up my legs—ticklish yet creepy.

"I mean, how does it feel to be on the receiving end instead of the giving end?"

Finding my silence amusing, Harami spelled out her curiosity.

Her crude phrasing made me uncomfortably aware of the girl in the classroom.

"Y-you're so vulgar! Harami, you weren't like this when we first met...!"
"Blame Chae-eun for changing me from my non-vulgar self."

Chae-euuuuuun...!!

Come to think of it, that's true.
Harami and Chae-eun, who became connected because of me, have influenced each other.

Chae-eun's speech patterns rubbing off on Harami, or Harami's mannerisms subtly affecting Chae-eun.

Thanks to that, Harami has shed a layer of her facade when she's with us, which is good. But on the flip side, she's developed this tendency to push boundaries relentlessly, which can be troublesome.

"So. Have you tried it? I'd like to hear your thoughts. You can't do it like you used to anymore, right?"

Harami, still smiling, throws a loaded question at me.

Have I tried it? What could she mean?
No, I don't even need to think about it.
The past glory of being able to move my sausage up and down is gone now. Obviously, she's asking if I've tried touching myself elsewhere to satisfy my urges since my sausage disappeared.

"I haven't! I don't even look at it except when I'm washing!"
"...That's not what I was asking about. But I guess that makes sense. You still blush when you see your own body, and you don't have any close male friends besides Se-won."

Harami let out a small sigh and looked at me with pity.

I know how pathetic this sounds. No matter how distant I've been from women, blushing at the sight of my own body doesn't make sense.
I'm too innocent for my own good.

"You're a daddy's girl yourself! And you don't know any guys besides Se-won either!"
"I'm planning to give everything to my father, so that's fine, isn't it?"
"W-whatever! ...Sigh. Let's just keep going! We can't stay here forever."
"Hehe. Yes, let's."

I tried to counterattack, but it didn't work at all.



* * *



"So the passage was connected to a place like this."

While the shocking scene we'd witnessed still lingered in my mind, I heard Harami's voice as she exited the secret passage before me.

"Come on, just drop down."

Harami's voice came from below. The exit, like the entrance, seemed to have an opening in the floor with some distance to the ground.

"Here I come."

I threw myself out as Harami suggested.

"You're light. Hehe...!"
"...You did that on purpose, didn't you?"
"Of course."

Harami caught me as I dropped down. She supported me with both arms, in what looked like a Zercher deadlift position.

"Come on. I'm not a barbell."

I appreciate the attitude of trying to exercise even by treating a person like a barbell. Deadlifts are a full-body workout that's most effective when done with proper form and appropriate weight.

However, someone of my weight wouldn't provide much benefit for Harami's current strength, and if I had been much heavier, she could have injured her back.

"Barbell...?"

But after putting me down, Harami tilted her head in confusion.

"Weren't you trying to do a Zercher deadlift? Or should I say Zercher deadlift?"
"Deadlift...?"

Hearing my words, Harami's expression became even more puzzled.

If she wasn't trying to do a Zercher deadlift, then what?

Come to think of it, Zercher deadlifts were a training method used by wrestlers. It's quite different from Harami's fighting style.

Besides, I've repeatedly told her to prioritize her safety during exercise, so I don't think she'd try to work out while catching me falling from above.

"Wait."

I have an uneasy feeling.

If not Zercher, then what remains?
If it wasn't an enthusiastic attempt to exercise even briefly...

The scene from earlier when Harami was teasing me flashed through my mind. And when I asked if she did it on purpose, she smiled slightly and said "of course."

That means Harami just wanted to tease me with a princess carry.

"You...!"
"Look around first. I really wonder who made this secret passage."

When I tried to confront her, Harami ignored me and turned around. Even a simple turning motion looked elegant when she did it.

"Huh?"

There's no point in arguing with someone who won't listen. Reluctantly, I looked around as she suggested.

I saw a structure that was the exact opposite of the girls' changing room where the secret passage entrance had been.

"Is this the boys' changing room?"
"It seems so. Really, what if someone knows about this? Why would they make it this way?"

I've never been in the boys' changing room before, but judging by the socks and gym pants thrown around, it was definitely the boys' changing room.

Harami crossed her arms and complained.

It might seem trivial, but between the shocking scene we saw in the passage and the fact that it connected to the girls' changing room, the person who made this passage must have been quite the pervert.

"This passage is basically useless. Let's go back."
"Yes. And be careful not to tell Se-won about this."
"...I won't."

I wouldn't tell Se-won about this no matter what. It was a meaningless passage anyway.
The changing rooms are only used at specific times, and they're used during school hours. In other words, when girls use their changing room, boys are using theirs too.

Since anyone leaving would be visible, it would be difficult to use this passage unless it's when nobody's around, like now.

"Really? I thought men shared good information with each other."
"You always switch between treating me as a man or woman whenever it suits you."
"Hehe."

It seems Harami has developed a taste for teasing me.
But I wasn't going to just take it, so on the way back, I thoroughly appreciated her panties and thighs.
Even though my face turned red from staring so intently, I kept looking, considering it my revenge.



* * *



"Haah."

Back in my room, I flopped down on the bed.
Like the secret passage we found in the auditorium before, there were duds as well as winners.

I had my hopes up, but with this outcome, I felt drained. My body was fine, but my motivation had vanished.

"Hm?"

Just as I was about to become a lump doing nothing on the bed, my communication terminal rang.

[Teacher Hong Yu-jin]

It was my mother calling.
The timing was just as I lay down, which made me frown.

"Hello?"

Still, I couldn't not answer. Reluctantly, I took my mother's call.

[Eun-ha. Do you have time?]
"...What?"

But her voice sounded strange.
It wasn't that it wasn't my mother, but her tone was the one she used when we met at school—sweetly pleasant or, less charitably, cringingly affected.

She had never used this voice on the phone before, so it was disconcerting.

[It's nothing much. I just have a favor to ask. Could you come over here for a moment?]
"Y-yes, sure."
[Thank you~ I'm in the duty room on the fifth floor of the school, okay? Please come quickly~]

Click.

"Ugh, that gives me the creeps."

Not wanting to disrupt the flow of conversation, I agreed without thinking, and she immediately hung up.

After ending the call, I looked at my arm and saw goosebumps. Even though I knew she was putting on an act, it was hard for me to accept this manner of speaking since I knew her usual self.

After quickly tidying my hair, I went to the place my mother specified—

"Drugs! Druuuuugs!"
"Give us the drugs!!"

And found some guys screaming while restrained to chairs.

Ch.66 - Unexpected Place (3)
Eun-Ha briefly observed the chaotic situation in the duty room, filled with strange screams, before stepping outside.

In the corridor, she saw her mother, Hong Yu-Jin. Eun-Ha still found it awkward seeing Yu-Jin wearing her "kind female teacher" mask instead of the indifferent expression she usually showed when they were alone.

"Teacher, what exactly happened? Why are the students like that...?"

Despite the awkwardness, Eun-Ha had to ask questions, pointing at the duty room door while maintaining her "young girl" act, just as Yu-Jin had taught her.

*Those are clearly severe withdrawal symptoms. Is the drug's dependency as strong as its effects? But Go Soon-Jo wasn't this hysterical.*

There were four students in the duty room—two boys and two girls.

Eun-Ha was shocked by how different these four looked compared to Go Soon-Jo. Her emerald eyes trembled pitifully. While her speech and behavior were an act, her eyes revealed genuine emotion.

"They're all like that because of the drug. It's hard to punish them in that state, so we've restrained them for now."
"Ah..."

Only when Yu-Jin took her hand did Eun-Ha finally calm down.

*That makes sense.*

There was nothing anyone could do while they were screaming and thrashing about. Their minds were likely consumed with thoughts of taking the drug again to regain that false power and euphoria.

"We're meeting again sooner than expected."
"Y-yes..."

Only after regaining her composure did Eun-Ha notice Go Soon-Jo standing beside Yu-Jin. This explained why Yu-Jin was treating her as a teacher would, rather than how she normally treated Eun-Ha.

*I didn't expect to see him again so soon, but I'm actually quite glad.*

She had expected to see him in a month at the earliest, but given the circumstances, his situation remained undecided.

"Unlike him, those kids are showing serious withdrawal symptoms. I thought you might be the reason he's so normal, so I called you here."

*Because of me?*

Eun-Ha tilted her head, unable to understand how she could be responsible.

*All I did was use healing magic on him. Besides that, I just fed him well and took him around... Oh!*

After briefly tilting her head, Eun-Ha's eyes widened as a thought flashed in her mind.

*It's because I used healing magic on Go Soon-Jo that only he's normal!*

As Eun-Ha suspected, her healing magic had been crucial. When she treated Go Soon-Jo after he was beaten by the villain, the dark red blood that came from his mouth was evidence.

"The students inside took the same drug as Go Soon-Jo, right?"
"Yes. They were all deceived by the Villain Association and took the drug. They interfered with the monster subjugation operation and even attacked others."

Eun-Ha nodded and looked back at Go Soon-Jo. He was still looking down at the floor, reflecting on his actions.

*I feel like Go Soon-Jo would accept his punishment quietly after hearing the circumstances, unlike the others. So why is he still here?*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand why Go Soon-Jo was grouped with the others.

"I'll be living with them for a while."

Noticing Eun-Ha's questioning gaze, Go Soon-Jo looked up with a bitter smile.

"Are they managing everyone together?"
"Yes."

Yu-Jin nodded.

The meaning was simple. The academy intended to gather and manage all students who had contact with villains, including him.

*It can't be helped.*

Eun-Ha knew this management approach was reasonable and efficient. And it wasn't just about treating the students as criminals.

The academy was trying to protect the students involved in this incident from the Villain Association. The Villain Association was extremely averse to leaving loose ends, so they might try to eliminate all five students, including Go Soon-Jo, just in case.

"Hang in there. The academy won't abandon you."

Her delicate hand patted his shoulder.
Eun-Ha wanted to encourage the dispirited Go Soon-Jo. He had said he would change, so she wanted to support him.

*Damn. The height difference makes this look awkward.*

She also resented her reduced height. Though she meant to encourage him like a familiar younger sibling would, she ended up having to look up at him.
The height difference was unavoidable, but her pride couldn't accept it.

"Uh, yeah..."

Seeing the fragile girl looking up at him, Go Soon-Jo didn't know how to react. He looked around briefly before nodding.

His heart raced seeing the cute girl looking up at him. Her actions also seemed cute because of her appearance.

"So, I just need to treat those students, right, Teacher?"
"Yes. Oh, Eun-Ha, before that..."

Yu-Jin stopped Eun-Ha as she was about to enter the duty room and whispered something in her ear.

She told her to transform before treating them.

"What? Do I have to?"

Eun-Ha's gaze briefly shifted from Go Soon-Jo to Yu-Jin. She hadn't transformed when treating Go Soon-Jo before.

"Unlike him, the other kids ate all their remaining drugs because they didn't want to give them up."

Yu-Jin sighed deeply, placing her hand on her cheek. In reality, they had only recovered a few pills from them.

"Hmm..."

*So that's why they were screaming like that. They must have taken dozens of pills from each bottle, making their withdrawal symptoms worse.*

Eun-Ha recalled the four screaming students she had just seen. Their reactions were completely different from what Go Soon-Jo had shown during the monster subjugation.

*Then I understand why she wants me to transform.*

Eun-Ha accepted that Yu-Jin, as her senior magical girl, would know that transformed magic was more powerful.

"Alright."

After brief consideration, Eun-Ha nodded. She didn't feel much resistance since she had transformed in front of others several times already.

As Eun-Ha turned toward the duty room...

*Success.*

Yu-Jin raised the corners of her mouth, avoiding Go Soon-Jo's gaze.

"Inhale— Exhale!"

Unaware of this, Eun-Ha took a deep breath as soon as she entered the duty room and looked around.

"No one else around... nothing else here..."

Crack! Crack-crack!

"Let's start with physical therapy first!"

Eun-Ha raised her fist with a bright smile.
Though it was Yu-Jin's request, she wanted to vent her frustration at being called out just when she was about to rest.

They wouldn't remember anything anyway, since they weren't in their right minds.


* * *


"Did it go well?"
"Perfectly. I filmed it from multiple angles as you said. There are some parts that need editing, but I'll handle that."

Yu-Jin tossed a USB drive to Foriner. Unlike her usual attitude toward him, she seemed strangely pleased.
The reason was simple—as a mother, she thought she was helping Eun-Ha.
Even if the method wasn't what Eun-Ha would want.

"You care deeply for your child despite not being blood-related."
"Hmph. What would someone like you, who's never had a child, know?"
"I beg your pardon. Despite appearances, my descendants are numerous enough to form a nation."
"You're insane."

Yu-Jin took three steps back from Foriner, looking at him like he was a beast. She knew from experience that when Foriner prefaced something with "I beg your pardon," it was usually true.

"Anyway, I'll edit it carefully and upload it, so don't worry."
"Fine. Do whatever. Our fate is really something—a mother and daughter both entangled with a pervert like you."
"I won't deny it. I'm not just like a pervert—I am a pervert."

Foriner looked at the USB drive Yu-Jin had given him with eyes full of interest.

Videos filmed from multiple angles. Editing. This was the real reason Yu-Jin had persuaded Eun-Ha to transform—for promotional material!

This was a promotional video! The two had prepared it behind Eun-Ha's back, knowing she regularly checked the news but had little interest in streaming sites like YouTube.

The purpose of the promotional video was obviously to raise Eun-Ha's profile. In the current hero society, where recognition was as important as skill, nothing was better for establishing Eun-Ha's position.

There was another reason for asking her to transform into Virginia—to capitalize on the buzz created when she had previously transformed and appeared on the news.

*I wonder when my contractor will realize. I don't know, but the reward will be worth the wait.*

Foriner was already looking forward to how troubled and embarrassed his contractor would be when she discovered the promotional video's existence.

"By the way, how would you rate my contractor's recent growth?"

Hiding his amusement with a raised corner of his mouth, Foriner suddenly changed the subject.

Topics about his contractor were always enjoyable.
Foriner's contractor, Eun-Ha, was still inexperienced. She was incomparably weaker than Yu-Jin standing before him, but she was entertaining to watch in her own way.
Also, being weak meant her growth rate was faster.

"She's growing quickly~"

Yu-Jin crossed her arms, lost in reminiscence. In her mind, images of young Eun-Ha up to the present unfolded like a panorama.

It was a trap to say she was weak by Foriner and Yu-Jin's standards, but even compared to other superpowered individuals, Eun-Ha had grown considerably since becoming a magical girl.

"Well, her magical power has increased a lot thanks to her active movements, she has plenty of practical experience from her five years there, and she's been consistently training since she was young..."

Yu-Jin happily counted off Eun-Ha's changes on her fingers, seizing the opportunity.

Though she didn't show it much, she was just as much of a daughter-obsessed parent as In Cheon-Yong, Eun-Ha's father, as evidenced by her frequent use of the password "YujinGalaxy."

"Above all, she's gradually getting used to being female, which is the biggest change!"
"That's growth too, I suppose. Yes."

Foriner nodded in agreement with Yu-Jin's words.

A change Eun-Ha herself hadn't noticed.
She was changing due to the combination of knowledge Yu-Jin had semi-forcibly instilled in her when she first became female and the recent influence of Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, who accompanied her.

"She's still lacking, but she seems to be at least conscious of her behavior when people are around."

Yu-Jin continued talking, unaware that the corners of her mouth were pulled up in happiness about her child.

Remnants of her male past still remained. However, through continuous feedback (or rather, hints) from Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, Eun-Ha could at least act like a gentle woman when people were around.

"And above all, she's still stupid but now looks cute! That's because she became a woman, though."
"I agree. It must have been nothing short of a disaster for my contractor, but it was an unavoidable choice for survival."

It looks much better for a fragile figure that evokes protective instincts to act foolishly than for a burly, muscular man to do the same.

Even though both behaviors could damage one's reputation, Eun-Ha's current appearance could make even those actions appear favorable to men.

"And... Oh, by the way."

Yu-Jin, who had been continuously talking about Eun-Ha, suddenly changed the subject.
Her eyes narrowed sharply as she glared at Foriner.

"The one who killed Eun-Ha. Do you know what they're doing these days? They don't even show up on my information network."
"They're doing quite well. Still moving carefully behind the scenes, but I think they'll reveal themselves soon."
"Haa... I see."

A deep sigh escaped from Yu-Jin's lips. As a daughter-obsessed parent, she constantly worried about Eun-Ha, but she couldn't eliminate all potential dangers to her.

Not only would it prevent Eun-Ha from growing, but more importantly, Yu-Jin wasn't someone who could move freely.

"Should we just leave them be..."
"I share your concern. However, that entity is also a trial my contractor must overcome."
"Haa..."

Yu-Jin sighed deeply. It was already spilled milk.

"Perhaps I was too hasty..."
"Come now, you've done your part. Now it's time for generational change—train my contractor further."
"I suppose so. I just need to pass all my techniques on to Eun-Ha."

Foriner comforted the restless Yu-Jin. The two looked different from how they usually treated Eun-Ha. Having maintained a tenacious bad relationship for 15 years, they had formed their own kind of strong bond.

"Seeing Eun-Ha's growth, I think it's time to move to the next stage. As always, she'll overcome difficulties and grow stronger thanks to the techniques I teach her."
"Hmm... perfect timing. I was about to suggest finding something that could help my contractor. Something that would give her dramatic growth."
"......"

The two locked eyes after finishing their sentences.

Crack!

Simultaneously, magical power extended toward each other, creating sparks upon collision.

"My techniques would be more useful, right? Tools are just tools. No matter how good they are, you need strength and skill to handle them."
"Time will solve those issues of strength and skill. Therefore, what's most needed is a tool that can help my contractor step up. A power-up item! What could be more important for a magical girl? Nothing! Absolutely nothing!"

Crack! Crackle!

The two raised their voices. Not only that, but the magical power they shot at each other grew stronger.

"Want to bet?"
"What's the penalty?"

The atmosphere continued to be so fierce that no one dared come between them. If a D-rank monster passed through, it would be decomposed at the molecular level without knowing why.

"The loser gives up something precious."
"Fine! Let's leave the judgment to my contractor!"

Fortunately, this fierce atmosphere didn't last long. There was nothing to gain from fighting each other.

"Hehehehe...!"

Meanwhile,
Having finished her treatment combining physical and magical methods, Eun-Ha was happily rolling around on her bed.

She couldn't even imagine what her mother, Hong Yu-Jin, and Foriner were plotting.

Ch.67 - Omen (1)
The day after I gave those drug-addled guys some magical★physical therapy.

"Today's class will cover events that happened relatively recently."

That's what the history teacher said as soon as he walked in.

His hand danced across the pristine white board. I was already dreading how many characters he was going to write down.

Conscious of my back wanting to naturally slouch, I straightened up and looked at the teacher. This method I'd been practicing for about a month was showing decent results. At least it helped me avoid completely failing to understand the lesson.

"Six years ago, a tragedy occurred at The Front Line. Probably not many people know about this."

In reality, I could only understand about half of what was taught. Or more accurately, it's impressive that I could understand half of it.

After a full day of classes, my overworked brain would throb with pain. Still, I stubbornly maintained this attitude, thinking it was quite an achievement for a blockhead who had previously avoided studying altogether.

"Before I begin, you know that many heroes gather at The Front Line to fight monsters, right? And the monsters that appear there range from D-rank to C-rank, and even B-rank."

This posture had another advantage.

According to my mother, regardless of whether I actually understood the content, the teachers had reported that my willingness to learn was evident. Though my mother herself saw right through me and called me out on it.

Still, I liked having a good image with the teachers, except my mother. I needed to avoid a bad reputation at the academy and cultivate good relationships with both teachers and students to build connections for the future.

And if I could understand even half the material, I might be able to score at least 50% on the upcoming midterms.

"In other words, A-rank monsters rarely show themselves. Scholars theorized this was to preserve their small numbers. But that wasn't it. Six years ago, A-rank entities resembling humans appeared throughout The Front Line."

Wait.
Six years ago?

That single phrase pulled me from my wandering thoughts.
The keyword "six years ago" combined with events at The Front Line was enough to focus my attention completely on the history teacher.

"You said not many people know about this..."
"I'm hearing this for the first time too."

When I muttered to myself, Chae-eun beside me chimed in. If even studious Chae-eun didn't know about this, then clearly most people wouldn't.

"A hero's rank is typically determined by whether they can easily defeat monsters of the same rank, and whether they can take down multiple monsters of that rank. But A-rank monsters are an exception. The gap between B-rank and A-rank monsters is enormous. A-rank monsters, which have evolved beyond animal or deformed appearances to closely resemble humans, are each disasters in their own right."

It felt like scattered puzzle pieces were coming together.

A-rank monsters appearing in large numbers at The Front Line, and the mass resignation of teaching staff I discovered when I snuck into the faculty office. Both happened six years ago.

"That's why, exceptionally, an A-rank hero is defined as someone who, together with two others, can face a single monster of the same rank. Now, how many of these A-rank entities do you think appeared?"

There's no concrete evidence.
But if multiple A-rank monsters revealed themselves—if their numbers exceeded ten by a large margin—would the heroes at The Front Line have survived?

Thinking about it, when I first entered The Front Line, the atmosphere was very gloomy. Gloomy and filled with people similar to me.

They seemed to be scraping together anyone with potential, regardless of whether they came from the academy or what they did in society. Perhaps that's why I was able to enter The Front Line too.

Considering that, it makes sense why most of the academy's teachers suddenly transferred. They needed the help of experienced heroes who, though officially retired, were still capable of active duty, to maintain The Front Line.

I once contacted Soo-Hyun's third-year homeroom teacher, whom Teacher Park Sang-heon had told me about. That teacher mentioned being called to The Front Line too, but what was really important—

"Um... Shin Eun-Ha."
"Ah, yes."

My name was called just as I was sinking back into thought. I blinked once and looked at him again. Could he have noticed I was just staring at him?

My heart raced a little.

"Would you care to answer? How many A-rank monsters appeared at The Front Line six years ago?"

Apparently not. The history teacher wasn't giving me a look that suggested he was testing me for not paying attention. This is why it's important to maintain a good impression.

"Umm..."

I pretended to think for a moment to buy time. At The Front Line, what happened six years ago was taboo, so there was no way to know the details.
That's why I'm only hearing about this today.

But I could roughly estimate the strength of the heroes gathered at The Front Line. When I was there, all the famously powerful heroes had assembled. So even if A-rank monsters were incredibly strong, fewer than ten would have been defeated individually.

"If there were few of them attacking one area, the heroes at headquarters would have suppressed them, so there must have been more than ten. And since they appeared in multiple locations with subordinate monsters, making it difficult for the standby heroes to respond... I'd say about twenty-five."

In other words, I think they were simply overpowered. Though I wonder why famous heroes still have their heads attached if that's the case, but I can't think of anything else.

"Hmm... well said."

The history teacher nodded after hearing my answer. Regardless of whether it was correct, I seemed to have given a reasonable response.

"However, unlike what Shin Eun-Ha suggested, there were actually many more A-rank monsters that appeared at The Front Line. Would you believe it if I said about 100?"

"What?!"

I was so shocked that I blurted out in disbelief.
Fortunately, I wasn't the only one—about five others made similar exclamations.

"Fortunately, most of the core B-rank and A-rank heroes survived, but there were significant casualties among the C-rank and lower heroes who had potential for growth. That's why the incident from six years ago remains a mystery. With those numbers, not a single A-rank hero should have survived."

That's absolutely true. They're not called "disasters" for nothing. Just one A-rank monster could potentially destroy an entire city if things went wrong, so 100 is an unbelievable number.

"But humanity survived in the end. And the surviving heroes all said the same thing."

The history teacher paused to catch his breath.

"A swarm of black stars fell from the sky and devoured all the monsters—that's what they said."

Black stars...?

It's too contrived. There's no way someone with the power to sweep away three-digit numbers of A-rank monsters could exist. If such a person existed, humanity would have already won the war against monsters.

Probably as I suspected, about 20-25 monsters appeared, and the story was exaggerated.

"So the Hero Association and many others speculate that the one who eliminated the monsters with that light was a Transcendent who helped humanity—Foriner."

Unfortunately, that's not the case.
Foriner has such power but can't use it that way. He once told me he could only exercise his power for matters related to me.

It's definitely just heroes exaggerating an incredible experience they had.

"Therefore, humanity—"

After that, I only half-listened to the history teacher's words.

* * *

"I'm home."

I opened the door while clutching my growling stomach.

"Ugh."

As soon as I entered, I frowned. I could confidently say that even an animal pen would be cleaner than the scene before my eyes.

Underwear that had been removed who knows when, along with blouses, skirts, and all sorts of clothes, plus delivery food containers with dried-up black bean sauce noodles.

"I cleaned everything up last time I was here, and now it's turned back into an unsorted recycling center."

It's the kind of visual that makes me want to grab everything and throw it in the trash immediately.
No point hiding it—this is the house where my mother lives alone.

My mother, who constantly sings about wanting to live a new life and get remarried, stubbornly maintains a lifestyle that's far from clean.

"I'll need more laundry racks at this rate."

Thinking I might get dirty while cleaning, I quickly transformed. Even if I get dirty, when I release the transformation I'll return to my original state, and I get a laundry rack too—killing two birds with one stone.

"Ugghhh..."
"Where am I supposed to throw this trash?"
"You're not calling your mom trash, are you...?"
"Then get up! Is this a place for humans to live? It's a pigsty!! Hurry up!"

I poked my mother, who was lying face down on the sofa making dying noises, with my staff. She's a magical girl just like me, so her body must be fine despite her dramatic act.

"Is this what youth is...?"
"You have a young body too, just like me. Just the body, though. Come on, get up. Did you call me just to use me as a cleaning service?"

After poking her for a while, she finally got up sluggishly.
Sitting on the sofa, she stared at me blankly with half-closed eyes.

"Why are you just sitting there in a daze! Let's get moving!"
"I ordered chicken."
"...Let's eat first. People need food for energy. Right?"

* * *

"So, why did you call me here?"

After filling our stomachs with chicken and cleaning the entire house.

I finally asked my mother why she had called me. Now that it looked like a proper home, I sprawled comfortably on the sofa.

"First, release your transformation. Why are you transformed at home?"
"If I release it, that laundry rack will disappear, so no."
"...We'll deal with that later. Anyway, the reason I called you."

*Gulp.*
My mother moistened her throat with tomato juice from her cup.

"Tomorrow's your day off. I wanted to see how much you've grown and put you through some intense training."
"Then you should have called me tomorrow. You just made me come all the way here for nothing."

I couldn't shake the feeling she had just called me to use me as a cleaning lady. Though I wasn't actually bothered by her calling me, I still grumbled with fake complaints.

"It's important for family to sleep together occasionally. Understand?"
"So basically, you called me today because you wanted to do that?"
"What's wrong with wanting to sleep with my daughter?"
"...Tsk."

I looked at my mother's smiling face for a moment before turning away sharply.
It's embarrassing. No matter how many times I see it, I can't get used to her saying things so directly.

Whether it takes months or years, when my mother completely starts her new life, we'll eventually become strangers. It's her choice, and I respect it, so I don't plan to stop her.

So it's not bad to enjoy what we can while we can. My mother probably thinks the same.

But thinking it and feeling embarrassed are completely different things, so whenever she speaks so directly, an indescribable feeling wells up from my chest and colors my face.

Though we bicker normally, at times like this, I'm completely defenseless.

"Actually, I was also too lazy to clean by myself."
"Oh, for fuck's sake."

I should have known.

Ch.68 - Omen (2)
"....."

At five in the morning, when dawn had not yet broken, Hong Yoo Jin woke up.

Normally, she would have risen around 7 AM at the earliest, but there was a reason she was awake at such an early hour.

"Sleep well."

It was because of the girl sleeping peacefully beside her. Eun-Ha.

Slowly—

"Mmm..."

Yoo Jin's arm slipped out from under the blanket and gently stroked Eun-Ha's soft cheek. Eun-Ha's brow furrowed slightly as she turned her head away from Yoo Jin's touch.

*How long has it been since we had a moment like this?*

Yoo Jin gazed at Eun-Ha with fond eyes, lost in sentiment. Though Yoo Jin had been Eun-Ha's family since she was young, they surprisingly hadn't shared a bed many times.

When Eun-Ha was still little, when she hadn't yet recovered from the grief of losing her parents, Yoo Jin had been busy day and night.

Sometimes she had to leave suddenly after Eun-Ha fell asleep, and often she would leave at dawn and return at dawn. Yoo Jin had so few opportunities to connect with Eun-Ha that one might question whether they were truly family or just family in name.

But this was unavoidable for her. Yoo Jin had a contract with Foriner, and fifteen years ago when she became a magical girl, it was a time of rising chaos.

In the rare moments of free time she had while living such a busy life, Yoo Jin had focused on training Eun-Ha. It was necessary for surviving as a hero in this world. In the end, there was almost no time to spend together as a proper family.

*Still, I can't help but regret it.*

Yoo Jin's eyes, filled with regret, poured over Eun-Ha. Both Eun-Ha and Yoo Jin knew it had to be that way back then, but that didn't stop the regret.

*She'll probably sleep for about two more hours.*

It was currently 5 AM, almost time for Eun-Ha to wake up. But Yoo Jin knew very well that Eun-Ha wouldn't wake up right away.

After all, Yoo Jin was the person whose warmth made Eun-Ha feel most secure.

*If only she could express herself like this when she's awake.*

As proof, Yoo Jin's left arm—the one closest to Eun-Ha—was immobilized. Before falling asleep, they had been about 10cm apart, but when Yoo Jin woke up, that distance had closed, and one of her hands was held captive in Eun-Ha's.

If Eun-Ha had been in her right mind, she would never, under any circumstances, have done this. Only in her unconscious state could she show affection so freely, given how awkward she was with expressing it while awake.

It was also evidence that the wounds etched deep in Eun-Ha's heart had not yet healed.

*She's been like this since she was little.*

Looking at her, Yoo Jin was once again lost in sentiment.
Since Eun-Ha spent so much time alone, despite not being particularly clever, she often tried to act grown-up and handle things on her own. This was one of the things Yoo Jin was both grateful for and sorry about.

And perhaps as a reaction to that, on Yoo Jin's days off—especially on days like this when Yoo Jin insisted they sleep together—Eun-Ha would close the distance between them in her sleep.

Despite her efforts to act mature, she was still a child. It was a time when overcoming sadness was difficult, and not enough time had passed to forget.

*Even that only lasted until she was about eight... maybe five times in total.*

But Yoo Jin's insistence on sharing a bed only worked until Eun-Ha turned eight.

From age eight onward, no matter what happened, she would suffer alone.

"Someday..."

A voice full of regret escaped Yoo Jin's lips. Right now, she was Eun-Ha's greatest pillar of support.

But as time passed, once Eun-Ha fully accepted and adapted to her gender as a woman, a man would appear who would become her support.

Yoo Jin found that regrettable and also felt guilty. She hadn't done much as a parent. Time had flown by as she lived her busy life, and before she knew it, Eun-Ha had become independent.

"No matter what happens, if any guy makes you cry, I'll cut him in half."

Once again, Yoo Jin's hand reached out to Eun-Ha. Very carefully and lovingly, she stroked Eun-Ha's hair as she made her pledge.

Though the pledge itself was quite brutal, her voice remained peaceful.

As if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Yoo Jin, who aimed to become a new person and live a new life, confessed to herself that even if she gave up everything else, this was the one thing she couldn't abandon.

She even wondered if it might be better to give up her own goals and properly watch over Eun-Ha as a parent from now on.

But this goal was an opportunity that might never come again if not seized now. A once-in-a-lifetime chance too precious to miss. Besides, Eun-Ha knew about Yoo Jin's goal, so if Yoo Jin gave it up for Eun-Ha's sake, Eun-Ha would blame herself.

*So I can't give up my goal. But at the very least, I need to make sure Eun-Ha doesn't have more reasons to cry.*

If she couldn't give up, she would find another way.

*This is what I need to do for Eun-Ha, who took my name and became my child.*

Hong Eun-Ha.
The name Yoo Jin used before contracting with Foriner.
After giving Eun-Ha her name and living a busy life as Foriner's contractor, she resolved to do something for Eun-Ha to make up for her failure to fulfill her parental responsibilities.

*If only I had given her proper attention even just during elementary school...*

With belated regret.


* * *


Time passed, and at 1 PM, Eun-Ha and Yoo Jin made their way to the training room prepared by Foriner.

The mother and daughter were there to show the results of their training. Depending on how much Eun-Ha had grown, Yoo Jin planned to teach her the next technique.

"How's this?"

When asked to demonstrate her magical power control, Eun-Ha confidently pulled threads of magical power from her hand.

But that wasn't all.
When the threads of magical power extending from Eun-Ha's palm reached just over twenty strands, they intertwined and became one thick thread.

"Ooh~"

Yoo Jin pretended to be impressed, but her face still showed that it wasn't enough.

"Wait and see."

Eun-Ha couldn't miss that expression. With continued confidence, she controlled her magical power.

As Eun-Ha raised her hand upward, the thickened thread extended nearly to the ceiling, and five more equally thick threads emerged from her hand.

The thick threads intertwined, becoming even thicker. It looked like a small tree.
This wasn't just a metaphor. The magical threads extending from Eun-Ha's palm actually created small branches that covered the ceiling.

"I can do this much now."

Puffing out her chest proudly, Eun-Ha watched for Yoo Jin's reaction. When Yoo Jin first taught Eun-Ha about magical power control, she had demonstrated creating a tree with magical threads like the one Eun-Ha had just made, but Eun-Ha's tree was much larger.

"Hmm..."

Yoo Jin's expression changed. She became quite serious.

Her gaze fell on Eun-Ha's palm.
Eun-Ha's eyes followed the same path, feeling as if Yoo Jin's gaze was scanning her palm.

Soon, Yoo Jin's gaze moved from the palm to the tree, to the ceiling covered with branches.

*Gulp!*

Seeing Yoo Jin evaluating her work with such a serious expression, Eun-Ha unconsciously swallowed.
The tense moment stretched on.

1 minute
2 minutes
5 minutes

"It's good."

After carefully examining Eun-Ha's work, Yoo Jin nodded. There were still many shortcomings, but these were things Eun-Ha could correct herself through practical experience.

"Really?"

After what felt like 50 minutes instead of 5, Yoo Jin's approval came, and Eun-Ha's eyes widened as she asked again. A complete contrast to her confident control of magical power just moments ago.

This was because Yoo Jin, despite being a doting parent, was surprisingly strict when it came to training. No matter how positive her reaction seemed, it meant nothing unless the words of approval came from her mouth.

"Really. It's time to move on to the next level."

Yoo Jin pointed her index finger at the tree Eun-Ha had created.

"Now this is mine. I can do whatever I want with it."
"...What are you talking about all of a sudden?"
"Just wait and see."

A very thin thread of magical power extended from Yoo Jin's finger. Unlike what Eun-Ha had created, this thread was black.
When the thread touched the tree, the area around the contact point rapidly changed color.

"Huh?!"

A cry of shock escaped Eun-Ha's lips.

"W-what is this...?"

In the brief moment that Eun-Ha was surprised, the tree had completely turned black. And that wasn't all. The blackened tree no longer responded to Eun-Ha's control.

Just as Yoo Jin had said, control had completely transferred to her.

"What do you think?"

Eun-Ha stared at Yoo Jin with the same shocked expression. Yoo Jin returned the exact proud expression and words that Eun-Ha had used earlier.

"Now it's mine. Like this, I can absorb it into my body and convert it into my own magical power."
"No. No. No...!"

Eun-Ha couldn't accept what was happening before her eyes. Stealing someone else's magical power just like that. And even being able to absorb it. Eun-Ha had never heard of such a phenomenon.

"Using an enemy's power to attack and storing magical power is an extremely useful skill. You don't need to practice this to understand why, right?"
"Of course I do!"

Eun-Ha's voice grew louder.
Excitement emerged between astonishment and disbelief.

*If I could use that skill, dealing with villains would be so much easier!*

This skill would be useful not just against villains but also against monsters, but when facing villains, the goal was to capture them alive if possible.
And villains who rely on supernatural abilities are little more than ordinary people with slightly better physical abilities when they have no magical power.

"Practice this for a while. But don't get too obsessed."
"I got it, so hurry up and teach me! Hurry!"

Uncharacteristically, the excited Eun-Ha clung to Yoo Jin and began to whine. That's how attractive the skill Yoo Jin had shown was.

Just by gradually stealing the opponent's magical power, they would naturally be neutralized. Even against a stronger opponent, if she focused on defense while draining their magic like a mosquito, she could win.

*This works too well with being a magical girl.*

Moreover, a magical girl's body can quickly heal wounds and recover stamina as long as she has magical power.
It was no wonder Eun-Ha was excited, as this expanded her fighting options.

*She's so cute.*

The sight of Eun-Ha clinging to her and throwing a tantrum was a merciless attack on the heart of the doting parent that was Yoo Jin.

"If I get good at it, I could even recreate and maintain muscles with magical power!"
"..."

However, Eun-Ha's next words made Yoo Jin's head cool down rapidly.
Eun-Ha with her cute appearance transformed into a muscular mass composed of magical power.

Horrifying.
It shouldn't exist.
Even if Foriner would allow it, she couldn't.

*Should I really teach her this?*

Yoo Jin's resolve began to waver.


* * *


"Buh wha abou' magih?"

At Yoo Jin's home.
With her mouth stuffed full of meat, Eun-Ha mumbled a question. Despite practically gurgling, not a single piece of meat escaped her mouth.

"Chew first. Chew."
"*Gulp!* But hey, if I completely master magical power control, can I apply it to magic too?"

Meat eaten after hard training tasted like honey. Even while eating, Eun-Ha was focused on becoming stronger, so she questioned Yoo Jin during the meal.

"Of course. You should be able to do it now, actually."
"...Really?"

Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled.
Setting aside shadow magic, healing magic or transformation magic seemed easier to manipulate by controlling magical power.

"Magic, simply put, is the act of taking the formula you've created inside your body and bringing it outside. Even when you just scatter magic or wrap it around your body, strictly speaking, that's controlling magical power."
"Right?"

Thinking about it anew, that was true. Eun-Ha was already naturally controlling magic.

"Of course, it's harder than just controlling magical power. Creating a tree like you showed earlier with your magic would be difficult right now."
"Hmm..."

*Is that really true?*

Eun-Ha tilted her head for a moment, then closed her eyes.

"Don't transform now, test it later."
"...How did you know?"
"How many years have I known you?"

The moment Eun-Ha grabbed the black light cluster on the right among the two that appeared before her eyes, Yoo Jin stopped her.
Transforming at the dining table was bad enough, but trying to use magic could potentially destroy the house.

Even if she controlled it successfully, it would still be a problem. The transformation magic that Optima mainly used and was easiest to control literally transformed everything it touched.
If she created a large tree with branches covering the ceiling as she had shown earlier, the ceiling wouldn't survive.

*Come to think of it, that could have been really bad.*

"Just eat your food. Your growth is already plenty fast. Blindingly so."
"...More meat please."

Belatedly realizing what she had been about to do, Eun-Ha obediently stuffed the pile of meat in front of her into her mouth.

The saying "if your head is stupid, your body suffers" perfectly described this situation.
If Yoo Jin hadn't stopped her, the ceiling might have collapsed, and they would have ended up dining with the neighbors from upstairs.

Ch.69 - Omen (3)
Sunday evening.

"Ugh..."

The first thing I did when I got back to my room was review the technique I'd learned.
Nothing had really changed from when I practiced with my mother in the training room. This technique, which I named "Mana Control," wasn't something you could master after just a day or two of practice.

Mana Control involves infiltrating and controlling someone else's mana rather than your own. Since it requires changing the nature of mana itself, it was incredibly difficult. It seemed similar to transformation magic but was different. After all, I could only use transformation magic—I had no idea how it actually manifested.

Still, being able to steal mana—the lifeblood of magical girls—meant dramatically increasing combat endurance. And that wasn't all; there would be countless applications in battle.

In other words, if I could master this to some degree, I could become much stronger.

"Hehehe!"

The problem was that using it was ridiculously difficult.
Even though I was already overwhelmed thinking about how much practice it would take to use this easily, a smile spread across my face.

Because if I honed this technique, I might be able to get back at Don-Hil who used that unfair power.

"Next time we meet, I'll smack that jaw of yours first, so be ready!"

The memory of being completely helpless against Don-Hil came flooding back. It still makes my teeth grind. The unfairness of not being able to approach or escape.

Despite controlling gravity over a wide area—something that should consume enormous amounts of mana—that girl, Don-Hil, maintained a perfectly calm expression.

"Is her mana consumption actually low? Or does she just have a lot of mana?"

If neither, then something must be covering her massive mana consumption... Ah!

My eyes lit up.
A memory I'd temporarily forgotten.
The most striking difference between us despite both being magical girls.

The existence of an artifact.

"An artifact... but if I can master this technique, I might be able to somehow deflect the gravity."

I don't know exactly what power the artifact possesses. There's hardly any public information about artifacts to begin with.

There is just one artifact I do know about.
The Spatial Needle.
I've heard it's stored somewhere in this Academy District being researched.

"Let's put artifacts aside for now. Being too wary of something I don't understand might create openings."

I'll deal with it when the time comes.
When Don-Hil's artifact power is revealed, I'll just have to improvise.

"Ah, seriously!"

Bang! Bang!

After struggling with Mana Control for quite a while with no results, I got frustrated and started pounding my pillow, even though I knew it wouldn't be easy to master.

"Let's watch the news."

After beating my pillow like a punching bag, I suddenly checked the clock. Come to think of it, it's almost time for the news.

Without any proper connections, I always make sure to watch the news. Not the general news that covers events around the country, but the news that mainly covers hero-related topics. Strangely for a news program, there were no rumors about biased reporting, which is why I frequently watch this channel.

[Breaking news. The Academy has released information about the drug currently being distributed by the Villain Association. They say this information was discovered after the Villain Association's agents appeared during the Academy's monster subjugation operation this week.]

"Hmm... Right. That information needs to be leaked. The price was too—"

Knock knock

"Huh?"

Just as I was nodding along to the news, someone knocked on my door.

"Eun-Haaaa!"
"Oh, um... hi. What brings you here at this hour?"

The first thing I saw when I opened the door was an enormous balloon. The person carrying that wobbling balloon with its overwhelming mass was Chae-eun.

"What do you think~"

Chae-eun greeted me energetically while pushing her chest-mounted balloon forward as she entered.

"I'm just checking what our Eun-Ha is doing at this hour~"
"There's nothing to check. I was watching the news. Looks like the Academy released information to the media about the side effects of that drug everyone's talking about."
"Side effects? What kind of side effects?"
"Well..."

Come to think of it, not many students know about the side effects. Probably just me, Go Soon-jo, and the four who experienced them directly. The severe anxiety symptoms and intense addiction from overdose apparently started after they were transferred to the Academy, so that's probably right.

"They kind of lost their minds. They kept screaming for more of the drug like parrots, but they were in a state with no self-awareness."
"Wow..."

Chae-eun made a disgusted face, seemingly able to imagine what that state was like.

"But is this kind of news interesting?"
"It's not so much interesting as... a habit. Watching the news makes it easy to get information. Browsing the internet is good too, but the news conveniently brings information to you, right?"
"I find it boring."

Sitting on my bed after entering the room, Chae-eun pouted and complained. She looked quite cute, but that didn't make me want to change the channel.

[Next news. The Next Generation Technology Expo, hosted by the Hero Association, will be held next Wednesday. Security in the Academy District will be strengthened as a large number of people are expected to visit not only from within the Academy District but also from outside.]

"Ah, Wednesday... I was planning to go there then."
"To the technology expo? Chae-eun, were you interested in that kind of thing?"
"Well... honestly, I'm not. But I know a senior who's participating. She's a bit unique, but seems really skilled. You know, Choi Ju-min, the senior I told you about who researches at the Academy's research building."
"...Oh~ right, right."

I nodded, pretending to know. I don't remember well, but I feel like I've heard the name Choi Ju-min somewhere before. It must have come up during break time or something.

"Be honest. You don't remember, do you? Right?"
"What? No, I remember perfectly!"
"It's written all over your face! Just be honest. Come on. If you're honest, this big sister will forgive you. Come on. Come on!"
"Wait! Wai—! Eek!"

Chae-eun started mercilessly tickling my sides with a mischievous expression. I don't know when my body became so sensitive, but I couldn't resist Chae-eun's attack at all.

When I tried to twist away from her fingers, she stuck to me like glue and kept tickling. When I tried to flip over completely to escape, she even enhanced her body with mana to match my speed.

"Huff... huff... I surrender. I surrender. Honestly, I only remembered the name..."
"You should have been honest from the start."

After about five minutes of flailing in tickling hell, I was finally able to escape from Chae-eun. It was just tickling, but my whole body was drenched in sweat.

"But..."

Chae-eun withdrew her hands from me and looked around the room with a serious expression. She even added a quiet "but," suggesting she had something to say.

I feel uneasy for some reason.

"Eun-Ha. Are you studying for the midterms?"
"Huh? Um... Yes. Of course I am."

Isn't attending classes at school studying for midterms?
Even I thought this wasn't something I should say out loud, so I swallowed the words that had risen to my throat.

"Really?"
"R-really! It's true...!"

I raised both hands and wiggled them playfully with a smile. Chae-eun's expression reminded me of the hellish tickling from earlier, making me instinctively shrink back.

"For someone who's studying..."

Chae-eun suddenly stood up from the bed.
Then she strode toward my bag.

Thud-thud-thud—

Books that hadn't seen the outside air since Friday came tumbling out.

"How come there isn't a single textbook out of your bag?"

Her sharp gaze pierced right through me.
Chae-eun must have noticed I wasn't studying at all from the moment she looked around my room.

"No study guides, and it doesn't seem like you're studying with anyone either..."
"Uh, well... It just happened that way? I was going to buy study guides tomorrow! Tomorrow! Yeah."

Excuses popped out like from a vending machine every time Chae-eun verbally poked me. Cold sweat ran down my body.

I turned my head away to avoid her words and gaze. I kept looking at meaningless spots like the ceiling, wall, or the corner where the wall meets the ceiling.

"...Eun-Ha."

After examining various parts of the room, Chae-eun looked at me and smiled brightly. Really, she'd be pretty if she just kept her mouth shut.
Yes, she's pretty.
So why is she so scary?

"Let's form a study group."
"S-study...?"

My uneasiness accelerates.
A study group? I never thought such a thing, which seemed like it would never have any connection to me, would come out of Chae-eun's mouth.

I never dreamed I'd be invited to something like a social activity for popular kids gathered for the purpose of studying. And it's really not welcome either.

"Yes. A group that meets after school during exam period. Ab. So. Lute. Ly. A group that studies together."

Chae-eun's smile deepened.
I could see her strong determination not to accept any refusal.

"J-just the two of us?"
"No? Of course not. Ha-ram and Se-won have to join too. Don't you think? How nice would it be for friends to teach Eun-Ha together?"
"Ah... fuck. No way! No way!!"


Chae-eun, who's confident and strict when it comes to studying, and Ha-ram, who's well-rounded in both academics and physical abilities as befitting the daughter of a major corporation.

Just imagining it was horrifying.
The idea of these two flowers monitoring me, ready to entangle me with thorny vines full of murderous intent—I didn't want to think about it.

And lately, it seemed like they were becoming more and more alike, as if Ha-ram was catching something from Chae-eun, so they'd work well together.

"You're trying to kill me! I'd rather be thrown into a monster's nest with just one emergency ration!"

I struggled desperately to avoid that fate.

Absolutely.
No matter what!
Even if I study, I'll do it alone.

"Think about it. In your position, Eun-Ha, you'd face all kinds of slander even if your test scores were just average. What if you can't even reach average? It's only because you at least pay attention in class that you might barely scrape by with average scores. Me, Ha-ram, and Se-won are all worried about this. You see? This isn't us trying to torment you, it's because we're worried about you—"

I-is that so?
...I'm convinced.


* * *


Magical Girl Optima.
The name of a girl who's been heating up the internet recently.

A girl who appears to be between middle school third year and high school second year has created many eyewitness accounts by appearing all over Korea, resolving incidents, and then disappearing.

However. No one has ever had a conversation with her. At most, to those attacked by monsters or villains, she would say:

"Are you okay?"

And when someone asked for her name, she would only say:

"Optima. Magical Girl Optima."

Beyond that, she wouldn't say another word.

Therefore, a girl shrouded in mystery, known only by her name and appearance. In this era of active information exchange through the internet, not a single piece of personal information could be found about her. And the fact that she appears wherever incidents occur made people pay close attention to every bit of information about her.

And I was one of those people.

Kwaaang!

"Ugh...!"

I grimaced at the impact that hit my body along with the sound of something exploding. I instinctively embraced whatever flew toward me and rolled on the ground.
It was a sudden incident that occurred while I was patrolling the Academy District, something that had recently become a hobby of sorts.

"Ugh..."
"A woman...?"

After rolling for a while, a delicate voice flowed into my ears. Following that, the soft sensation in my hands, the warm body temperature, and the fragrant scent that made me want to bury my nose in it.

"Optima...?"

When I opened my eyes that I had closed while rolling, I saw the girl I'd seen in various media.
The magical girl I had just been thinking about had flown right into me.

Ch.70 - Omen (4)
Rewinding time to when Eun-Ha was persuaded by Han Chae-Eun.

"Oh shit. What a stupid idiot I am..."

Drained of energy, Eun-Ha slumped her shoulders, cursing herself for being so easily persuaded by Han Chae-Eun.

"Self-reproach is sometimes necessary, but doing it too often is rather harmful, my contractor."

Foriner appeared before Eun-Ha, exuding his usual air of composure.

"What can I do? Is it because I fell for a few words? It's my fault for giving in."
"Hmm... Is that so? I actually find that quality quite appealing."
"Isn't it a bit much to openly admit you like how easy I am to manipulate?"
"Regardless, you are my contractor. And I'm known for taking very good care of my contractors. I can guarantee I won't do anything that would harm you."

Eun-Ha's lips jutted out in a pout. She felt pathetic about herself.
Now of all times.

*What rumors? What rumors? Are Transcendents just lying around everywhere?*

Eun-Ha couldn't trust his words. To her, Transcendents were beings with transcendental strength. Unless extremely powerful people were commonplace, she couldn't imagine there being many Transcendents powerful enough to be described as overwhelming.

"Anyway, instead of moping around, how about going for a walk? I hear there's a villain hideout in the Academy District."
"In the Academy District?!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened in surprise. Foriner's words made her think the Academy District had poor security.

In reality, it was only possible because it was the Villain Association, but Eun-Ha had no way of knowing that.

"It's the truth, what can I say? Now, before we go for that walk, let's decide on something important. Since Optima's recognition is starting to spread, we need to strike while the iron is hot."
"Something important...?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion.
Important? Was there anything more important than beating up villains right now?

"Yes. Tell me, what comes to mind when you think of magical girls?"
"...What are you getting at?"

A sense of unease crept into Eun-Ha's chest. Foriner's perversion had caused significant damage to both Eun-Ha and her mother, Hong Yu-Jin.
She worried about what kind of nonsense he was planning this time.

"First, self-introduction. If you look at famous media mix magical girls as examples, they often recite a characteristic phrase before revealing their name."
"..."

*What absolute bullshit.*

Foriner was eagerly trying to mold Eun-Ha according to his preferences. She gave him a look of disbelief.

"That's just in cartoons. Being called a magical girl is embarrassing enough—what catchphrase? Do you think I can't talk to people? It's because of that stupid magical girl name. Am I a child? Am I supposed to go around saying 'Hwawawa I'm a magical girl'? Honestly, just carrying the name magical girl is already too much for me."

Eun-Ha began to protest, determined to stop this. This was actually why she tried to speak as little as possible when acting as Optima.

*A grown adult being called a magical girl? What nonsense.*

Her pride screamed that she shouldn't give in to Foriner any further.

"Listen. Sometimes people must bend for the sake of their goals. So what is your goal? To become stronger. To become strong enough not to be disrespected. And to be acknowledged. Furthermore, you also want to find that friend of yours."
"...That's right."

Eun-Ha nodded as Foriner smoothly worked his tongue.

"Then what do you need to achieve that goal? Recognition. What is recognition? It's what not only you but many heroes need and crave. For example, some heroes modify their suits to express their individuality and constantly recite characteristic phrases. How does the public respond? When they hear those phrases, they naturally think of the corresponding hero. It's just the same concept transferred from the hero framework to magical girls. If you think of it as serving your purpose rather than earning money based on recognition, there's nothing strange about it, and nothing to be embarrassed about. You could consider it a kind of professionalism. As a magical girl, you protect citizens and the country. What's wrong with having a phrase that better expresses who you are?"

Foriner recited his words like flowing water, as if he had prepared this from the beginning.

"I... I guess so?"

Eun-Ha found herself nodding unconsciously. It sounded quite plausible to her ears.



* * *



*Think carefully about this.*

Persuaded by Foriner, Optima pondered deeply.
What phrase would best express who she was and suit her?

Her pride had been manipulated and conquered by Foriner's silver tongue.

"I need to focus."

Optima shook her head once to clear her thoughts. Right now, she needed to carry out the villain elimination mission that Foriner had given her as a mood changer.

Surprisingly, the villain hideout was located on a main street. It didn't openly give off the impression of being related to villains.

"Well, they wouldn't advertise that this is a villain hideout."

With that, Optima infiltrated the hideout based on the information she had received.

And then.

"I refuse to die alone!"
"What?!"

BOOM!

The villain, cornered by Optima, blew up the hideout.



* * *



Kim Se-Won, the boy who unexpectedly received Optima's physical attack, stared at the unconscious Optima with a dazed expression.

"To think there would come a day when a magical girl falls from the sky..."

Kim Se-Won was still bewildered. He even had the delusion that his thoughts about Optima had somehow caused this.

"I should move her somewhere else first."

After staring at Optima for a while, Kim Se-Won came to his senses and looked around. Fortunately, perhaps because it was late at night, there was no one around.

"But why did the building suddenly explode...?"

Looking around, Kim Se-Won raised his head. The building that had been perfectly fine until just moments ago was now shattered, scattering debris and dust everywhere.

*It seems certain that Optima flew from that building...*

The spot where Kim Se-Won had been standing was now covered with fallen building debris. If Optima hadn't flown into him, Kim Se-Won might not have survived, a thought that made him shiver briefly.

*I need to move her to a safe place first.*

Kim Se-Won temporarily set aside his questions about why the explosion occurred and why Optima had fallen from there.

For now, he wanted to repay the favor. After all, Optima was the one who had saved him when he might have lost his life at Magica Essential.
She was also one of the people who had solidified his dream.

With Cha Jin-Ho no longer able to block Kim Se-Won's path, he had reset his goal.

Not just to gain power to crush and tear down Cha Jin-Ho, but to become a hero like Optima who could save people in danger.
Having been in a life-threatening situation himself, he understood how reassuring the presence of a hero could be in moments of crisis.

"..."

As Kim Se-Won tried to lift Optima to move her to a safe place, he paused. Then he tightly closed his eyes.
The soft sensation still felt in his hands—only now did he realize that he was still holding Optima in his arms from when he had caught her.

"Ahem...!"

Though he wanted to continue feeling the soft sensation in his hands, Kim Se-Won cleared his throat and shook off the thought, then hoisted Optima up.

*Somehow, these things keep happening with Eun-Ha and Optima.*

This wasn't something he had intended at all, which made it extremely embarrassing. Kim Se-Won felt his face flush slightly as he looked around again.

Fortunately, there was still no one around.

"She's light."

Optima, now on his back, felt light. Despite being a girl stronger than himself, she felt so light that it seemed a gust of wind could scatter her away.

Though there were no people visible nearby, he could faintly hear footsteps and conversations approaching.

*People must be gathering because of the explosion sound earlier.*

Kim Se-Won headed toward an alley where the sounds couldn't be heard.

Ch.71 - Feint Operation (1)
Kim Se-Won moved carefully, choosing deserted paths to avoid attention. His destination was the academy—specifically, the dormitory nearby.

"Who knew this hobby would come in so handy."

He carried the still-unconscious Optima on his back while scanning his surroundings. Fortunately, no one had spotted him on the way. His habit of patrolling the academy grounds had paid off, giving him knowledge of the area.

"...Kim Se-Won?"

Just as he was about to reach the dormitory, a familiar voice called out to him.
"Chae Ji-Won?"

His heart sank as he slowly turned toward the voice. There stood a female classmate, Chae Ji-Won. She had golden hair darker than Eun-Ha's, blue eyes, and wore a slightly thick hoodie with shorts.

"What's that on your back...? A person? Why are you carrying someone...?"

Though they weren't close friends, Ji-Won was curious about why he was carrying someone to the dormitory so late.

"Huh? Oh. It's Bada. He suddenly got sleepy while we were hanging out."
"...Really?"

Se-Won had hastily used his friend's name as an excuse. Thanks to the darkness and his school blazer covering Optima, the flimsy excuse might work.

*Please, just go away...!*

This excuse would fall apart if she came closer. He desperately hoped she would leave.

"See you tomorrow."
"Y-yeah...! See you tomorrow!"

Ji-Won seemed to accept his explanation and headed to the dormitory first.

"Phew... That took years off my life."

Se-Won clutched his racing heart in relief. He couldn't imagine the commotion that would have erupted if he'd been caught. Optima was a mysterious figure, and people would certainly have made a fuss trying to learn more.

"......"

After calming himself, he glanced back at Optima on his back. Perhaps because of the school blazer covering her, he could feel her body heat distinctly. It almost felt like he could hear her heartbeat instead of his own.

"Was Chae Ji-Won always like that?"

Trying to distract himself, Se-Won thought about Ji-Won. Though they weren't close and he hadn't paid much attention to her, he remembered hearing that she strictly maintained her daily routine for conditioning. That was something her chatty friend Yoon Nu-Ri had mentioned.

And now it was 10 PM—usually when she would be preparing for bed in the dormitory.

"...Well, I guess everyone breaks routine sometimes."

Se-Won didn't dwell on it. He didn't know her schedule in detail, and everyone deviates occasionally.

"Phew."

Having successfully redirected his thoughts, Se-Won arrived at his room. Even he was surprised that he hadn't been spotted by anyone despite the late hour.

*Let's just be grateful.*

It wasn't that strange. Thanks to his recent patrols around the academy grounds, he knew there were few or no people in the dormitory at this hour.

Carefully placing Optima on the bed, he wiped his sweat and stared at the unconscious girl.

*She looks familiar somehow...*

There was definitely no one who matched her appearance exactly. Yet Se-Won felt that Optima resembled someone he knew.

Just as he was about to lean closer for a better look—

*Wait.*

Se-Won stopped mid-motion.

"Right now in this room..."

He suddenly realized his situation. Academy dormitories were single-occupancy rooms. The moment he brought Optima to his room, they were alone together.

Gulp.

Se-Won swallowed hard. The sensation of her touch on his fingertips, her body heat against his back, and her intoxicating scent that kept brushing past his nose all came rushing back to his memory.

Above all, Optima was unconscious. She was completely defenseless before him.
In other words, she was vulnerable.

"...What am I thinking?"

She had saved his life. He shouldn't be having such thoughts. Se-Won squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head, trying to rid himself of his lustful thoughts.

"I need to cool off."

He quickly grabbed some clothes and disappeared into the bathroom.

* * *

"Mmm..."

While Se-Won was in the shower, Optima opened her eyes. Still groggy, she rolled around on the soft bed sheets.

*Bed nice.*

The bed she was lying on felt very familiar. Since all dormitories were supplied with the same sheets and blankets, Se-Won's bed naturally felt familiar.

But one thing felt different—the texture of the blanket covering her. It was narrower, more suitable for hugging than covering. In fact, she was unconsciously hugging it.

Optima gently opened her eyes.

"...Huh??"

She looked at what she was hugging with drowsy eyes. What she had been covering herself with and was now hugging wasn't a blanket.

"This smell..."

An academy school blazer. Before wondering why she had this blazer, Optima first thought that she recognized the scent from somewhere.

*When was it...?*

Optima closed her eyes, trying to recall where she had smelled this scent before. It wasn't a very old memory.

*Ah, right. It was from the scarf I got when I first met Se-Won... Scarf? Se-Won's?*

"Huh?"

Having remembered where she'd smelled this scent, Optima's eyes snapped open. The fog in her mind cleared as she came to her senses.

"Whaaat?!"

She jumped up from the bed, spread out the blazer, and looked at the chest area.

[Kim Se-Won]

The owner's name was written on the chest of the blazer.
Only then did Optima look around. The room layout was very familiar, yet completely different from her own room when she looked closely.

"Se-Won's room...?"

Shhhhh—

As Optima regained her senses, she heard the sound of running water. The room's owner appeared to still be showering in the bathroom.

Optima hurriedly looked down at herself. She was still in her magical girl form. That meant her identity hadn't been discovered yet.

Click.

But there was no time to sigh in relief. Her heart sank.

The water had stopped—when had he finished showering? And soon after, the doorknob began to turn. Optima realized that in less than a second, Se-Won would emerge from the bathroom.

"I-I need to get out of here...!"

The bathroom door began to open. In her panic, she turned to look at the window. That was her only escape route.

Optima quickly left the bed, concealed herself in shadows with a stealth spell, and threw herself through the gap of the unopened window, escaping from the room.

"Phew... That feels better..."

In that brief moment—
During those few seconds as the door opened, Optima vanished.

"Optima's gone...?"

Se-Won, having finished his shower, emerged from the bathroom fully expecting Optima to still be unconscious. But the bed where she should have been was empty.

"Wait. My blazer. My blazer!!"

To make matters worse, his blazer that had been covering Optima was also gone.

* * *

"Phew..."

Having dispelled the stealth spell between the dormitory and the surrounding wall, I let out a sigh of relief.
I had nearly run into Se-Won.

"...Wait, no?"

But thinking about it, I couldn't understand why I had rushed to escape from Se-Won. There was no need to hurry like this.

I had lost consciousness in the academy district. Someone passing by could have seen me, or a villain might have spotted me unconscious and taken me away.
In such a dangerous situation, I could have at least thanked the person who saved me.

"Ugh, how stupid...!"

Bonk!

I scolded myself, tapping my head.
I had already confirmed that my transformation hadn't worn off, so why did I rush out of the room?

"And why did you take this too, you idiot...!"

Bonk! Bonk!

On top of that, I realized I was still holding Se-Won's blazer. I even heard him shouting about his missing blazer as I fell from the building, so sneaking it back was out of the question.

Of course, he probably has spares, so I don't need to return it immediately. But I can't just keep it either.

This thing is quite expensive.
It would weigh on my conscience not to return something so valuable.

"Let's think about this in my room."

There's still no one around. I'm hidden by the bushes, and people don't usually come near walls like this. But I have a habit of muttering to myself, so if I stay here any longer, someone might catch me holding Se-Won's blazer.

That would be the perfect situation to get labeled a pervert.
Even if it belongs to a friend, there's no good reason for me to have another guy's blazer.

I need to come up with a plausible excuse.

After dropping my transformation, I went around the wall and entered the dormitory. Thanks to the late hour, the lobby was empty.

"Huup...!!!"

No, there was one person. Someone saw me and gasped.

"Huh?"

Ha-Ram was there.
Ha-Ram in a very suspicious outfit.

She wore oversized sunglasses and a hat pulled down low, making her hard to recognize at first glance.
But perhaps because I spend so much time with her, I could tell it was Ha-Ram.

"...What are you doing dressed like that?"

I sent her a questioning look.
The suspicious outfit.
Her startled reaction upon seeing me.
And the black convenience store bag in her hand.

Come to think of it, Ha-Ram usually tried to avoid snacking. She would only eat occasionally when we were at our secret base.
Even then, she only ate because Chae-Eun pestered her.

But what was in her hand now?

"Hooo~?"

Caught red-handed.

A smile spread across my face.

"Our noble lady In Ha-Ram from Cheonil Group. What's that in your hand~?"
"W-what about you? What's that school blazer you're holding...?"
"...!!"

Oh no!

My eyes darted to the blazer in my hand. My heart sank.

I had forgotten about it!

I had approached her intending to tease her, but I still had Se-Won's blazer in my hand.

I'd dug my own grave.

"This? Th-th-that, ah, right! I found it outside on my way back! It's yours, right? Say it is! Quickly! Then I'm going? Don't stop me? I'm the kind of person who leaves when I say I'm leaving? Got it? Then goodbye!"

In the end, I chose to do what I did when I first ran into Ha-Ram—say what I needed to say and run away.

Ch.72 - Feint Operation (2)
I detected their movements. It's clear that if I don't prevent it in advance, we'll suffer considerable damage.

"Huh...!"

But I won't stop it.

A trial can be dangerous enough to determine life and death. While the risk of death is high, surviving could lead to significant growth.

Besides, I have an inexplicable confidence that my contractor won't lose their life, even in the worst-case scenario.

Still, I can't just wait for the time to come. Everything I've built could collapse in an instant.

I want to actively interfere with that person's growth, but I don't have the means to stop them right now. I could sacrifice my contractor, but I'd rather not do that.
Fortunately, it seems that person doesn't plan to reveal themselves yet...

"I'll have to do something more dangerous."

It's time to make a decision.


* * *


Wednesday, three days after that eventful Sunday.

I was packing my bag, not hiding my good mood.

The reason being that today there's a technology expo, and Chae-eun, who suggested forming a study group, is going there.

In other words! Today is practically liberation from that insufferable studying!

"Monday and Tuesday were hell. Absolute hell. But today is liberation day!"

I clench my fist and let my imagination run wild about what I might do. Everything feels like it'll be fun. Honestly, just imagining it makes the corners of my mouth turn up.

Being swept away by an overwhelming flood of text, acting as a magical girl, and attending classes at the academy. Doing all these things for two days had left me mentally exhausted.

"Liberation day? What are you being liberated from?"
"What else? Liberation from studying!"

Se-won quietly approached and asked in a small voice. Being the diligent student he is, he doesn't seem to sympathize with my sense of freedom.

I feel like there's a good phrase for times like this... Right. Something like "Stop talking and just sympathize!" That's the feeling.

I answered his question with a look that said he was pathetic, and Se-won pulled up the corner of his mouth in a smirk.

"Good grief."

Then he sighed as if I was the foolish one.

"Why, why are you like that...?"

I reacted perhaps a bit too sensitively to Se-won's behavior. I subtly closed the distance between us and waited for his answer.

Because of what happened Sunday evening, I found myself oddly conscious of his every action.

"Did you already forget we're also going to the technology expo?"
"...What?"

What is he talking about?

It feels like a heavy weight just dropped on my head.
No, I don't remember anything like this, so what does he mean?

"Ah, Haram. In Ha-ram. I think you need to show her that thing."
"That thing... Oh. Right. Just a moment."

Unable to hide my bewilderment, I looked at him, and Se-won, with an even deeper smile, called for Haram. Haram, who was also packing her bag like me, smiled slightly and began fiddling with her communication terminal.

"Here. Take a look."

She showed me her communication terminal.
A hologram the size of an A4 paper appeared from the terminal and began playing a video.

[Hey everyone. I'm going to the technology expo tomorrow. Anyone want to come?]

"Hmm?"

The video showed me nodding off. And to my right, Chae-eun's enormous assets jiggled as her voice was heard.

"Was I sleeping?"
"You fell asleep as soon as the study session started yesterday. Don't you remember? I had to tap you to wake you up."
"Ah~"

Now that I think about it, that's right.
Looking back, just as Se-won said, I fell asleep as soon as the study session began.

"So, you guys planned this, right?"

I immediately glared at the two of them. The outcome of this video was obvious. It's strange that Chae-eun would make a suggestion right as the video started recording.

The timing doesn't make sense unless the three of them conspired after seeing me fall asleep.

[As expected! Eun-ha was the first to nod!]

In the video, after Chae-eun makes her suggestion, I nod deeply while dozing off.
And as if she'd been waiting for it, Chae-eun immediately claps her hands.

Just as I suspected. The timing can't be explained by anything other than a setup. Plus, Chae-eun's voice sounds stiff, like a wooden puppet forced to speak human words.

"..."

The video ended with Chae-eun, followed by Se-won and Haram, awkwardly smiling and clapping. After watching it all, I quietly met the eyes of the two.

"Well? Don't you think you absolutely have to go?"
"Th-that's right. There's a saying that a man's word is worth its weight in gold. Even though it was in the past, since you were once a man who nodded, you should keep your word, right?"
"Don't you have something else to say? Hmm?"

This is such a ridiculous excuse. A child throwing a tantrum would be better.

"..."
"Sigh..."

The answer I got was silence.
Se-won and Haram exchanged glances once, then simultaneously put on awkward smiles. I couldn't help but sigh in frustration.

"Fine. Let's go. Let's go."

I told them in a tone that suggested I had no choice.

While I wasn't pleased with the almost-forced video they'd taken, I didn't particularly mind going to the technology expo.
Also, having never had friends other than Soo-hyun, I was curious why they were so desperate to take me along.

Above all.

Even if my friends hadn't asked me to go with them, I was planning to hang around that area anyway.

"Good."
"In return, though it's not much, let's have dinner after we're done. How about it?"
"Dinner? What kind?"

When I indicated my acceptance, the two visibly relaxed and smiled. It seems they felt a bit guilty about trying to force me to go, as they offered to treat me to dinner. Whether they're joking or not, this isn't something to refuse.

"Meat."
"Awesome!"

Can't say no to meat!


* * *


"There are so many people."

The number of people who came to the technology expo was overwhelming.

Come to think of it, I heard that the academy district was opened to the public just for today's technology expo. I understand they used a method of completing entry procedures in advance so many people could enter at once.

I absentmindedly looked around, pretending to take in the surroundings while actually checking for any suspicious movements. Despite the rumors of good security, there had been a villain hideout right under their noses, so I couldn't let my guard down.

"I suddenly feel like I'm going to get a stomachache. What do you think?"
"What do you mean you're 'going to' get a stomachache? You either have one or you don't."
"If you try to sneak away because you're bored, I'll drag you shopping, so decide wisely."

After scanning the surroundings, I joked with Chae-eun and Haram. Actually, it was less of a joke and more of laying groundwork.
Since I don't know when or where an incident might occur, I was trying to set up a timing to appear as Optima. After all, I can't transform in front of my friends.

"..."
"Why are you staring at me like that?"

Especially in front of Se-won, who might figure out that I'm a magical girl if I'm not careful.
Last time I managed to get by, but this time Se-won might find the connection between me and Optima.

"No. It's nothing. By the way, where is that... Choi Ju-min? That person you know?"
"Let's see... Hmm... My sister said her booth had a sign about a power suit something-or-other using a small space displacement device..."

Chae-eun frowned and began looking around. The name seems quite long, even confusing her. But wouldn't such a long name actually make it easier to spot?

[Based on a thesis on the possibility of locating missing persons using the magical power of missing Transcendents and exploration-type Transcendents with exceptional spatial perception abilities—]
[The effects of spatial needle forces on the human body and environment, their aftereffects, and the spatial needle as an artifact—]

Yeah, right. Just glancing around, there were overwhelming texts that could make your head spin.

"...Is it trendy these days to write such long signs?"

I was so dumbfounded that I asked the others, and they seemed to share my sentiment, mouths agape as they looked around.

"Anyway! We'll find it if we keep looking! It's an academy affiliated research lab, so my sister said many people would be interested. So shouldn't we start by looking where there are lots of people?"
"You're not telling us to go into that crowd and find an even more densely packed area, are you?"

Chae-eun tried to sound energetic. However, reflecting our feelings, Se-won challenged her suggestion. As he said, the hall was packed with people. Even though entry time must have been in the morning, people kept pouring in.

"Besides, we're attracting quite a bit of attention."

Haram added another blow.
Indeed, we were receiving a lot of attention. People glancing as they passed by, stopping to stare openly, or even taking pictures with their phones or communication terminals. I felt like an animal in a zoo.

"Ah..."

Chae-eun seemed to realize the attention too, and scratched her cheek.

"I saw her on TV. She's even cuter in person. Wow... Is that appearance even possible?"
"Isn't that the young lady from Cheonil Group?"
"Her chest is—"
"But who's that loser? Doesn't fit in."

People dropped comments as they passed by.

And probably the most uncomfortable person here is Se-won. He suddenly got labeled a loser.
Well, judging by appearances, Se-won was on the ordinary side. Plus, being among people like Haram or Chae-eun who capture attention, it's even more apparent.

Most importantly, our gender ratio is 2:2. No, to onlookers, it's 3:1, an enviable ratio that would explode with jealousy. Being the target of envy is unavoidable.

"Let's not worry about what people say. By the way, I heard there's an artifact on display here today, is that true?"

Since I didn't like seeing my friend being treated as a loser, I forcibly changed the topic.

"Huh? Oh, yes. I heard it's displayed in the center of the hall. Should we go there first before meeting my sister? We have plenty of time until dinner anyway!"

Chae-eun, who also seemed uncomfortable, slightly turned her body to cover her chest and agreed with me.

She often attracts attention to her chest normally, but this many stares must be different.
Though turning her body like that only emphasizes her voluptuousness.

Anyway, among us who were uncomfortable with all these stares, there was one exception.
That's Haram.
As expected of someone from a high-status family, she didn't seem bothered at all by what others said or how they looked at her.

"You get used to it after a while."
"I don't think I ever will."
"I thought the same at first."

As if reading my thoughts, Haram smiled leisurely and took the lead.

"Wow. Amazing. This is the parting of the Red Sea."

The sight of Haram taking the lead was nothing short of spectacular. People in her path moved aside, creating a path for her.
As Se-won said, it really was like witnessing the miracle of Moses.

Well, no one wants to upset the young lady of a major corporation. The people's reaction is understandable, if expected.

'Where are you touching! Where do you think you're touching! Who are you and where do you live!'
'But, but I didn't touch anywhere...'

Something like that would never happen, but I imagined it anyway.

Anyway, enduring the shower of stares, we finally reached the central area where the artifact, the spatial needle, was located.

Unlike the areas with densely packed booths, this place had a barrier set up in a circular shape with a diameter of about 7 meters, centered around the spatial needle. Focusing a bit, I could see something like a membrane, seemingly creating a protective barrier.
As if that wasn't enough, well-known heroes stood guard, visibly tense.

That's how important it is.

"Do you know? The virtual space where we trained. It was created based on that spatial needle."

Haram, as if she'd become a tour guide, began explaining things we hadn't noticed.

The spatial needle, shaped like a compass needle floating in the air. It was almost as if she was saying it had been near us before.
While I was genuinely surprised, widening my eyes, the others and I were busy examining the artifact.

I slightly focused magical power in my eyes to investigate the magical power flowing around, and interestingly, I could see a special magnetic field formed around the spatial needle.
The flow of the magnetic field completely overlapped with the protective barrier I had seen earlier, making it seem like the artifact itself had taken measures to protect itself.

"Shall we go now?"

While the only artifact in our country was fascinating, there's not much meaning in staring at something floating in the air all day.

In other words, I got bored quickly.

At my words, the others nodded and turned their backs.

No.
They tried to turn.

Keeeeeeeeeeee-

"Ugh...!"

Suddenly, an ear-splitting sound erupted from where the spatial needle was. I instinctively covered my ears, it was so painful.
This was clearly an anomaly.

"Ahhh!!"
"What! What's that sound!"
"Kyaaaaaaaaaaa!!"

Perhaps because this phenomenon occurred without warning, the hall instantly turned into chaos.
I couldn't tell exactly what was happening. However, people in panic began moving towards the exits indiscriminately.

Well, such a sound wouldn't occur for no reason. It was ominous.

The heroes guarding the spatial needle were visibly raising their magical power, ready to fight. The lineup looked solid with one A-rank and five B-rank heroes.
But somehow, I felt uneasy.
An inexplicable anxiety colored my heart, suggesting they might be woefully inadequate.

"Everyone! Let's get out of here!"

Chae-eun, realizing something was wrong, shouted. At the same time, she grabbed my hand, trying to run out together.

"Don't panic! As you've seen, there are many reliable heroes here! Please exit the hall without pushing each other!"

In contrast, Se-won prioritized citizen safety over his own. His voice resonated powerfully, but since chaos had spread through the hall so quickly, it didn't reach the citizens.

And then.
A black portal appeared near the spatial needle.
That must be the reason for the ear-splitting sound. It was a kind of warning signal created by the spatial needle.

My gaze fixed on the black portal. I know what that is.
As far as I know, only two beings can use that.
One is Foriner.
The other is.

"Whew! Displaying an artifact so openly like this, I wonder how much they underestimated us."
"Be quiet. My ears are about to fall off. Did they even think we'd appear in a place like this? If it weren't for me, we wouldn't have been able to come here in the first place."

A magical girl with snow-white hair and red eyes.
It's Don-Hil.

"Tsk. A tiny cat-like girl chattering away. Just stay crushed like the courier you are, damn brat."
"I might just abandon you and leave."

Don-Hil appeared alongside a being covered in blood vessels and muscles. Their attitude was incredibly calm. They seemed to pay no attention to the heroes surrounding them as soon as they appeared.
But their appearance doesn't feel strange to me.

"Hik...!"

Chae-eun, who had been holding my hand, trembled greatly. She was overwhelmed with fear after encountering an A-rank monster. As a result, she unconsciously shrank back, and her hand holding mine fell away.

"Why is a person appearing with a monster?!"
"How did they even appear here in the first place?!"
"Quickly, request reinforcements from headquarters! It's an A-rank monster!"

Fortunately, the heroes seemed to recognize their strength and immediately requested reinforcements.

While Don-Hil is a problem, the bigger issue is the being that appeared with her.

"Mr. Del-baldy. Let's retrieve that quickly."
"It's Deltar, brat."

The reason why the incredibly calm attitude of these two doesn't seem strange.
It's because that monster is an A-rank monster.

"Eun-ha! Hurry! Let's get out of here!"
"Wait! I need to use the bathroom!"

I couldn't just stay still. Fortunately, the hand holding me had fallen away. I need to fulfill my duty as a contractor.
And while I'm at it, get revenge on that white-haired one.

Ch.73 - Feint Operation (3)
Even in such a chaotic place where there would hardly be any quiet spots, I ran away from the others, looking for somewhere with fewer eyes on me.

"Eun-Ha, where are you going?! How can you talk about going to the bathroom at a time like this?!"

But Chae-eun was following me, even enhancing her body with magical power. Her face was filled with worry.

"I told you earlier! I said my stomach was going to hurt! This is exactly what I predicted!"

Right. I definitely said my stomach was going to hurt. I said it and even got a reaction.
I thought I'd laid the groundwork perfectly, so why is she acting like this??

"You're not thinking of trying to help when you see an opportunity, are you? No matter how strong you are, you're still just a student! It's an A-class monster! A-class! Running away is how we help those heroes!"

And she hits me with facts too. You should be managing that constantly bouncing chest of yours, you chest-obsessed person.

I continue moving forward while mentally complaining about Chae-eun. The crowd was pressing in with barely any space to move, but thanks to my small frame, squeezing through wasn't too difficult.

"Ack! W-wait! Just let me through! Ugh...! Eun-Ha!"
"I can't hear you! Can't hear you, can't hear you, can't hear you!"

Meanwhile, that chest-obsessed girl couldn't get through so easily.

Thanks to that, I was able to widen the distance between us, and as planned, I safely reached the bathroom—a place that would naturally be empty in this situation.

"Phew...!"

The bathroom was so peaceful compared to outside.
I successfully shook off Chae-eun's pursuit and made it to a completely deserted place.

"I came into the wrong one."

Except for the fact that I accidentally entered the men's bathroom. That was the only downside.

* * *

Five seconds.

"Grrrr...."

Though it was an incredibly short time, it was enough for Deltar, the white muscular monster who appeared alongside magical girl Don-Hil, to take down the heroes.

Compared to the approximately 10 minutes the heroes had spent cautiously watching Deltar and Don-Hil, it was pathetically brief.

"Look at these guys, kiddo. You'll get friendly with the floor too with just one flick from me, huh? So learn to crawl. Know your place, that's what I'm saying."
"You, with muscles even in your brain, think you can defeat me? And telling me to know my place? Ha! Me, who became the Transcendent's proxy in place of my mother? Shouldn't you be grateful I'm letting someone as rude as you remain standing?"

If there was anything fortunate about the situation, it was that they showed no interest in the panicking citizens.

More precisely, Don-Hil was guiding the conversation to ensure Deltar wouldn't pay attention to anything else.

The reason Don-Hil diverted Deltar's attention and guided him to only knock down heroes was simple—because her friend was somehow here.

No need to hide it. Don-Hil was actually Seo Na-bi, a female student in the same class as Eun-Ha, who usually concealed her appearance.

*Why is Eun-Ha here?! Why?? WHY??*

She couldn't understand why her friend (whom she firmly believed to be her friend) had appeared at this place. A technology expo like this wasn't somewhere a normal student would be interested in. In other words, coming to such a boring technology expo meant someone else had lured Eun-Ha here.

*Right. It's because of that girl.*

Don-Hil gritted her teeth as she recalled Han Chae-eun, who had been beside Eun-Ha earlier. One of the trio who always stuck to Eun-Ha and someone Don-Hil considered a thorn in her side.

To Don-Hil, Han Chae-eun, In Ha-ram, and Kim Se-Won were extremely annoying presences.

*That girl is the problem. That girl. Always flaunting that monstrous thing of hers.*

Crunch!

Don-Hil gritted her teeth again.

Her jealousy toward the three students, including Han Chae-eun, was endless.

Don-Hil's only connection with Eun-Ha was a single encounter at the convenience store where she secretly worked, so she was incredibly envious and resentful of the three who had so casually become close to Eun-Ha. She was jealous.

*It's not like I don't want to be friends with her...!*

Unlike when she was a magical girl, Don-Hil was normally so timid that her self-esteem was practically zero. She wanted to become friends with Eun-Ha, who was so different from herself.

Someone who captured everyone's attention without doing anything special, and who was loved despite boasting about being a Transcendent's contractor.

She thought that if she became friends with Eun-Ha, maybe she could change to be like that too.

"For someone who inherited power from that woman, you sure talk a lot. Hmm? Should I call you an experimental byproduct instead of kiddo?"

Meanwhile, Deltar raised the corner of his mouth, thinking Don-Hil's teeth-grinding was a heated reaction to his words. Finding her reactions amusing, his mischievous comments continued.

He wanted to see her get more irritated.

"Experimental byproduct? I'm no byproduct. You should correct that to the first successful case of the experiment. Unlike you, who only has muscles in your head and spends all day pounding metal, I contribute plenty to Gresorion."

However, contrary to Deltar's expectations, Don-Hil spoke with confidence, even bordering on arrogance.

*Pretending, are we?*

Deltar's smile deepened at those words. To his eyes, Don-Hil was just trying to hide her irritation by pretending otherwise.

*I should poke at her a bit more.*

"For someone like that, you haven't been very impressive lately. You haven't found anything since infiltrating that place. And you still haven't found the girl who contracted with humanity's Transcendent. That Op... Op... what was it again?"
"Tsk."

As Deltar's mockery was about to mention Optima's name, Don-Hil's expression crumpled.

BOOM!

An enormous gravity began pressing down on the surroundings. Deltar had unknowingly touched Don-Hil's sore spot.

Optima, whom she had lost due to a stupid mistake, was an extremely irritating existence to Don-Hil.

"AAAAHH!"

The effect of her gravity magic was incredibly wide. Half of the vast hall was affected by her power.

As a result, thanks to the heroes buying those 10 minutes, many people had been able to escape the hall, but those who hadn't yet managed to get out had to endure pain as if a massive boulder was crushing their bodies.

"Hmph! Look at you getting all upset. Listen, kiddo. Power is something you train for yourself, survive battles to claim, and grow through. Look at these muscles! Overwhelming volume! Not just big, but the beauty that comes from discipline! And the strength that comes from them! That's power!"

Meanwhile, Deltar, who was closest to the source of power, snorted as if Don-Hil's gravity magic had no effect on him, and leisurely showed off his body.

Front Double Biceps
Side Chest
Back Double Biceps
And so on.
As if he were a bodybuilder, Deltar moved at the same speed as before Don-Hil used her gravity magic.

"Build some muscle instead of that skinny body, that's what I'm saying!"

He too was a being with protein flowing through his veins instead of blood.

"...Disgusting."

Of course, Deltar's mocking advice had no effect on Don-Hil.
Her face, which had become the embodiment of disgust, glared at Deltar.

"...Ahem. Anyway, train yourself~ that's what I'm saying."

Faced with Don-Hil's unexpected reaction, Deltar awkwardly advised her to train.

*Now I just need to retrieve it.*

Don-Hil ignored Deltar's words as if she hadn't heard them and turned her head.
As she turned her head, the spatial needle came into view.

Though there had been a delay due to Eun-Ha's unexpected appearance, the original goal was that spatial needle. Now that there was no one to interfere with Don-Hil and Deltar, all they had to do was retrieve it.

"Let's quickly retrieve that and go back."

Don-Hil released the gravity magic that had been making the surroundings creak and started to walk casually toward the spatial needle floating in the air—

"?!"

She stumbled badly after tripping on something.
The floor had cracked significantly due to her gravity magic.

"Pfft!"
"Nnnnngh...!"

Her face instantly turned red.
She was filled with shame at the thought that Deltar had witnessed her foolish action.

It was especially painful that it had been seen by Deltar, of all people—someone who enjoyed mocking her.

Don-Hil closed her eyes tightly and shuddered once. After a moment, having forced down her shame, she once again moved toward the spatial needle.

"Now I just need to retrieve this..."

Just as she was about to reach the spatial needle.

"Kiddo. We have a visitor."
"What? What visitor—"

BOOM!

Don-Hil's words were cut off. A magic bullet had targeted her back.

"W-what?!"

Don-Hil was startled by the sudden ambush.
Fortunately, Deltar's muscular arm blocked the magic bullet; otherwise, she would have suffered significant damage from the surprise attack.

*Surely all the heroes were taken down? None of them should have regained consciousness.*

Don-Hil's eyes scanned the surroundings. The heroes that Deltar had just knocked down were still unconscious.

*Then...*

She could be certain that whoever had ambushed her wasn't a hero. It would take time for hero reinforcements to arrive. No, reinforcements couldn't possibly come here in the first place.

The outside would be such a chaotic scene that even with many heroes, there wouldn't be enough. So there shouldn't be anyone to interfere with Don-Hil and Deltar.

"Then there's only one possibility...!"

Don-Hil's face contorted. It was a face filled with hatred.
Her gaze turned toward the direction the attack had come from.

Click, click.

*Despite being weaker than me...!*

Crunch! Crunch!

A sound that had been heard countless times today echoed around.

*Despite becoming a magical girl less than a year ago...!*

Don-Hil hated Optima, who had survived thanks to one of her own critical mistakes.

Unlike herself, who had done so much for the monster faction Gresorion for years and was still struggling for recognition, Optima had gained recognition from many despite becoming a magical girl less than a year ago.
She hated that.

Her unconsciously clenched hand trembled. Because of this, Don-Hil's fair skin lost all color, becoming pale.

Don-Hil failed to notice that her admiration for Eun-Ha and her jealousy and hatred for Optima were separated by a hair's breadth.

"Optima...!"

After uttering the name of the magical girl she despised more than anyone, she caught sight of Optima, who wore an indifferent expression.

* * *

I barely managed to transform.
Although I accidentally entered the men's bathroom, there was no one around, so I didn't need to worry about being seen.

"Phew...!"

I came out of the toilet stall and headed outside.

"Hurry up and go! Can't you see there are people behind you?!"
"Move! I'm going out first!"
"Kyaaah! Where are you touching?! You! I'm going to report you!"

Despite my magical girl outfit being quite eye-catching, people didn't notice me at all.
Everyone was just desperately trying to get out of here as quickly as possible.

"Eun-Ha! Eun-Ha, where are you!"

Among those people was Chae-eun, anxiously looking for me. Seeing her desperately scanning the surroundings made me feel a bit sorry.

I should have made up a different excuse than a stomachache.

I deliberately looked away from Chae-eun. I hid in the shadows with shadow stealth magic so she wouldn't spot me.
Although it consumed a lot of magical power, it wouldn't take long to reach the central area.

BOOM!

"AAAAHH!"
"What! What is it?!"

But just as I concealed myself with shadow stealth magic, a formless power began pressing down on the surroundings. It was as if gravity itself had strengthened.

Yes, it was Don-Hil's gravity magic.

Fortunately, by hiding in the shadows, I was free from the effects of the increased gravity. On the other hand, I was worried about the people in the hall who were directly affected by the strengthened gravity.

However, there was nothing I could do for them right now. All I could do was quickly approach them and beat up Don-Hil.

Fortunately, the advantage of shadow stealth magic was that it allowed me to slide across the floor without being hindered by obstacles, so it didn't take long to reach the central area where the spatial needle was.

And just as I arrived at the central area, I felt the gravity magic being released.

Black!

And the first thing I saw upon arrival was black lace.
No, it was black... something visible between soft-looking thighs.

I saw her panties.

As expected, she's someone who can't be underestimated. To think she'd do something to distract men's attention just in case.

"Pfft!"
"Nnnnngh...!"

Still, she seemed to have some sense of shame, as her face quickly turned red.

This was my only chance.

The basics of a surprise attack are to strike when the opponent is off guard.
And that moment of being off guard includes times like this, when they're consumed by shame.

I deactivated the shadow stealth magic that consumed magical power like a pig and revealed myself. The advantage of this magic is that it allows you to emerge silently onto the ground when deactivated.
Next, I immediately launched myself toward the ceiling. The hall's ceiling had several long iron bars, so I could hang there momentarily.

"Now I just need to retrieve this..."

Conveniently, Don-Hil had her back turned. She seemed to be trying to retrieve the artifact herself.

Seeing this, I drew magical power into my hand. The magic bullet mixed with transformation magic soon changed shape into a thin needle form.
From my experiments so far, transformation magic modified in this way to increase penetration was optimized for surprise attacks.

It was designed to explode inside the enemy's body as soon as it entered.

I fired the magic bullet that would rot the target from the inside if the surprise attack succeeded.

"Kiddo. We have a visitor."

BOOM!

However, the magic bullet was easily blocked not by Don-Hil, but by a pale mass of muscle. They hadn't noticed me when I first revealed myself, but as soon as I attacked, he stood behind Don-Hil and blocked my attack.

I had no choice but to descend to the ground. Having failed the surprise attack, staying up there would only result in being crushed by Don-Hil.

"Hmm?"

After safely landing on the floor.
Instead of looking at Don-Hil who was glaring at me murderously, I turned my gaze to the monster who had blocked my attack.

Magnificent.
That was the first word that came to mind about this giant figure.

He was impressive.
Not just because of his large build, not just because of muscles formed from birth.
He had ideal muscles that he had trained, built up, and sculpted himself.

My eyes sparkled.
For a monster, I quite liked him.

As if entranced, I approached him.

"You, could it be..."

The monster who had been gesturing at me while saying something to Don-Hil widened his single eye and raised the corner of his mouth in a grin.

He also approached me.
The closer he came, the more clearly visible his muscles were. Pulsing veins.

Snap!

I looked at him and raised my hand.

"I like you."
"Unlike the kiddo, you have an eye for quality, huh?"

He also raised his hand.

Slap!

"...What?"

We high-fived each other, leaving Don-Hil bewildered behind us.

Ch.74 - Feint Operation (4)
Deltar, an A-class monster and one of Gresorion's executives, was quite confused. Confused, yet intrigued.

First, a magical girl who should have been his enemy lit up with excitement upon seeing him. Second, she approached him without showing any hostility and extended her hand.

The monster and magical girl high-fived with a loud clap. Optima smiled broadly and began examining his muscles intently.

"What's your name?"
"Optima."

Optima readily revealed her name while focusing on inspecting Deltar. Her eyes radiated the joy of meeting someone of her kind.
She looked at him with a tender gaze, like someone who had lost a lover.

Deltar felt the same way. It was strange. Despite appearing more fragile and delicate than Don-Hil, Deltar sensed that she was as much of a gym enthusiast as himself.

That's why Deltar welcomed Optima's presence. He liked her.
Although he often encouraged other monsters to train their bodies, the monsters of Gresorion, including Don-Hil, showed no interest whatsoever. Optima was the first to show interest in him.

*This must be the joy of meeting one of my kind.*

There were some regrets.
One was that they were adversaries. Another was that Optima didn't seem to have any visible muscles.
Despite these disappointments, they weren't obstacles at the moment.

"Heh heh...! Heh heh heh heh...!"

Deltar felt a tickling sensation in a corner of his chest. It was a feeling he had never experienced before. It fell under the category of joy, but was somewhat different from delight or ecstasy.
He couldn't identify exactly what emotion it was, but it wasn't an unpleasant sensation.

Deltar twitched his body while laughing, then struck another pose.

Front Double Biceps
Side Chest
Back Double Biceps
And so on.

He showed off his muscles by striking poses commonly used in bodybuilding.

"But it's a bit disappointing."
"What is?"

Just as he was expressing his joy, he heard Optima's voice tinged with disappointment. Deltar, who took great pride in his perfect muscular physique, felt like he'd been blindsided.
What part of his body could possibly be unsatisfactory?

Deltar looked down at Optima, who was so small he had to bow his head to see her. With a deeply furrowed brow, he urged her to explain what was disappointing.

"Do you know about tanning?"
"Tanning...?"

Deltar tilted his head and searched his memory.
He had heard the term somewhere before. He'd heard it, but never paid much attention to what it meant.

He soon turned his gaze toward Don-Hil, intending to ask her for an answer, as she had knowledge of human culture.

"Simply put, it means burning your skin."
"Burning flesh?"

Don-Hil, who had been watching the absurd situation between Deltar and Optima, let out a deep sigh. Then she willingly answered Deltar's question.
All she wanted was to end this situation as quickly as possible and retrieve the Spatial Needle.

"What's the point of burning flesh with fire?"
"It's not burning with fire. It's burning with sunlight. You can substitute it with products too..."
"No, I want to know WHY you burn it, woman."

Deltar bent down with curious eyes. His face came right up to Optima's nose as he glared with his large single eye.

"It's to make muscles stand out more. Rather than having skin this pale white, tanning until it becomes bronze and applying oil makes them more noticeable. It looks healthier too."
"Hooo. I see. Makes muscles stand out more... Heh heh heh! I like it! Good information, woman!"
"By the way, how do you train normally?"
"Heh heh heh. Well, about that..."

At Optima's question, Deltar began to tell his story. How he started training, his methods, hardships, regrets, and so on. He started rattling off various stories without pause, even things she hadn't asked about.

*These idiots. What are they even talking about?*

Don-Hil didn't like how Deltar was taking a liking to Optima, smiling from ear to ear.

It wasn't because he had completely forgotten their purpose. She didn't like that he was having a friendly conversation with someone who was an enemy, when he should be crushing Optima with his huge fists.

To be frank, she was annoyed that Optima was accepted within 5 seconds of meeting, while she herself had never been acknowledged.

*This is why I hate monsters who have completed their evolution.*

Don-Hil sighed deeply. This was why she disliked A-class monsters. Their sense of self was fully established, and each monster had distinct desires.

Taking Deltar as an example, he was devoted to the desire for others to notice him. His muscles were proof of this. He wanted everyone to look at him for the muscles he had sculpted through endless training.

Thanks to this desire, Deltar had gained overwhelming strength, but sometimes, like now, he would forget his original purpose and go off on tangents.

"Enough with the useless talk. Let's head back. I've retrieved the Spatial Needle."

The Spatial Needle was already in Don-Hil's hand. She had obtained it without any interference while Deltar and Optima were engrossed in their pointless conversation.

"Ah."

Optima's eyes widened. Only then did she remember her purpose. She was supposed to prevent the artifact from falling into the monsters' hands, but she had unexpectedly hit it off with Deltar and focused on chatting instead.

*That's not why I came here!*

Optima was shocked by her own actions. But there was a good reason.

She was currently in a state of, so to speak, unfulfilled desire. At the academy, she had to be mindful of her image and couldn't properly bring up topics she liked, and her friends weren't particularly enthusiastic about them either.

After all, all three of them exercised out of necessity rather than enjoyment. They wouldn't voluntarily listen to sweaty talk about iron pumping forever.

In the midst of this, when she met Deltar who was proudly showing off his body, they both forgot their purposes and got lost in sweaty conversation.

""......""

Deltar and Optima met each other's gaze simultaneously.

"Let's meet again another time. Woman... no, Optima."
"Yes. Deltar."

They were destined to be adversaries.
Yet they shared a similar position of not being able to freely talk about what they loved.
The two created distance between themselves with reluctance.

"Show me what kind of magical girl bothers our little one!"
"Gladly."

However, neither of them seemed to be raising any hostility or fighting spirit. It looked as if they had no intention of fighting from the beginning.
Optima turned her body toward Don-Hil. The direction in which she distanced herself from Deltar was also toward Don-Hil.

"Deltar. What are you doing right now..."

Swoosh

"Huh...?"

At that moment.
The Spatial Needle slipped out of Don-Hil's hand as she was looking at Deltar and Optima with contemptuous eyes.
It wasn't her will.

As if moving on its own, the Spatial Needle floated in the air and began to fly somewhere.

It was the power of a third party, neither Deltar nor Optima.

"Aah?! W-wait! Stop right there!"

Don-Hil hurriedly turned her gaze in the direction the Spatial Needle was flying. However, the Spatial Needle paid no heed to her cry and flew smoothly toward somewhere.

"Phew...!"

Soon, the Spatial Needle settled in someone's hand.
There stood Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha's friend.

It wasn't that the Spatial Needle moved on its own; Kim Se-Won, who had been watching the three and waiting for an opportunity, had used his telekinesis to extract the Spatial Needle from Don-Hil.

"You! What are you doing! Give it back right now!"

Don-Hil rushed toward Kim Se-Won. She could have used gravity magic, but there was a risk of damaging the artifact if she accidentally targeted Kim Se-Won, so she had no choice.

"Where do you think you're going? I'm your opponent, aren't I?"

But Optima wasn't about to let Don-Hil go. She approached at a speed far faster than Don-Hil's and blocked her path.

*I may still lack proficiency, but I can use it.*

Optima hadn't blocked Don-Hil's path without any thought.

It was possible because Optima trusted the magic control technique she had learned from Hong Yu-Jin. Although she wasn't yet skilled enough to absorb magic, she could at least partially control the opponent's magic.

"Get out of my way!"

Heavy gravity immediately descended upon Optima. A crushing pressure that felt like it would flatten her head. However, Optima seemed unaffected, greeting Don-Hil with a calm face.

"Get out of the way? Why should I, weakling?"
"How?!"

Don-Hil's eyes widened as she saw Optima smiling brightly.
Optima didn't seem to be enduring Don-Hil's gravity magic like Deltar. It appeared as if it had no effect on her at all.

*She's damn strong...!*

In reality, Optima had only partially controlled the magic that formed Don-Hil's gravity magic, but she provoked Don-Hil by pretending to be unaffected, twitching her lips.

"Tsk...!"

Don-Hil composed her expression and stretched out her hand, ignoring the triumphant Optima.

"Huh?!"

At that moment, a cry of astonishment came from behind Optima, from Kim Se-Won.

*There shouldn't be another monster...*

It didn't seem like Don-Hil had ordered another monster to steal the Spatial Needle from Kim Se-Won. Optima hurriedly turned around to look at Kim Se-Won.

Swoosh!

Something brushed past Optima's head.

"Gravity magic can be used like this too."

Don-Hil mocked Optima with a voice that had regained its composure. In her hand was the Spatial Needle that had been taken from her once.
She had used gravity magic to pull the Spatial Needle from Kim Se-Won's hand into her own.

"?!"

The Spatial Needle slipped out of Optima's grasp due to the sudden strong pull that she hadn't anticipated.

The Spatial Needle flew through the air.

"With this, the Spatial Needle is mine...!"
"I can't let that happen!"

The two magical girls simultaneously leaped toward the Spatial Needle.

*This bitch is in my way!*

Don-Hil's gravity magic and Optima's transmutation magic manifested from their hands.
Don-Hil wanted to knock Optima away first and claim the Spatial Needle.
And Optima wanted to injure Don-Hil and secure the Spatial Needle.

KWAAANG!!

The powers of the two magical girls collided.

"......"

The massive collision of forces raised a thick cloud of dust, obscuring everyone's vision.
Everyone waited for the dust to settle.

Crack!
Roll...

But.
A sound that shouldn't have been heard reached the ears of the two magical girls.

Eventually, the dust cleared.
And the Spatial Needle that appeared was...

"KYAAAAH?!"
"We're screwed."

Split in half.


* * *


"KYAAAAH!"
"Citizens, please evacuate to the shelters! Please head to the shelters!"

Meanwhile, outside the technology expo venue, a scene of chaos similar to the inside was unfolding.

-Grrrr!
"Where do you think you're running, vermin! Just be good test subjects!"

Villains and monsters were appearing here and there, harming the Academy District and citizens.
Although heroes who had come to support after receiving the call were driving them back, they couldn't block everything due to the overwhelming numbers coming from who knows where.

"Why are monsters and villains joining forces?!"
"I don't know either!"

But heroes are heroes. Thanks to the efforts of heroes who had come due to someone's foresight-like instructions, the chaos was gradually subsiding.


* * *


Due to this joint attack by monsters and villains, a temporary aid station was set up in the evacuation shelter.

Here, citizens and heroes who had been injured by Don-Hil's gravity magic at the venue or by monsters and villains were groaning in pain, waiting for treatment.

However, there were a total of six shelters scattered throughout the Academy District. It was beyond their capacity to visit all of them while navigating through the chaotic situation outside.
Upon hearing the situation, about half of the patients resigned themselves and waited for the situation to calm down.

"I heard there are injured people here!"

At that moment, a delicate voice echoed through the shelter.
It was the voice of a girl who had rushed into the shelter wearing a magical girl outfit with white and blue tones.

The girl, Eun-Ha, searched for the aid station while moving through the shelter. Her face was filled with concern, and it was obvious at a glance that she was worried about the patients.

*I'm screwed I'm screwed I'm screwed I'm screwed I'm screwed What do I do?! I never imagined the artifact would be split in half.*

At least that's how it appeared on the outside.

Eun-Ha, transformed as Virginia, was moving through the aid station when she spotted a white tent set up in a corner of the shelter and quickly headed toward it.

"Is this the place?!"

As she had expected, the tent was full of patients groaning in pain. Although it hadn't been long since the incident occurred, there were many patients due to the large scale of the event.

"Phew...."

No one could answer her call, but all eyes, filled with pain, turned toward her. Realizing those gazes, Eun-Ha smiled gently while pretending to be a calm person.

"It's okay. I'll heal you."

It was a statement made knowing there would be no response.
Eun-Ha was going around healing people to alleviate some of her guilt for breaking the artifact in half.

Eun-Ha took a deep breath, brought her hands to her chest, and closed her eyes.

Soon, the shelter was filled with a pure white light.

It was a sacred light that gave those who saw it a sense of reassurance.
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"Phew..."

Only after treating the last patient at all six shelters in the Academy District could Eun-Ha finally breathe a sigh of relief.

Her heart felt lighter. She had managed to somewhat alleviate her guilt over breaking the artifact in half through her healing work.

Eun-Ha recalled the number of patients she had treated—hundreds of them. Rather than treating patients one by one, she had saved considerable time by healing groups at once. With heroes now deployed in increasing numbers, the number of injured would surely decrease significantly.

*I can consider the immediate crisis handled.*

However, no matter how many heroes had been deployed, the situation wasn't over yet, so the number of patients would inevitably continue to grow. A fundamental solution was needed.

*I should join in too now.*

Eun-Ha recalled Don-Hil's figure as she returned through a portal under Deltar's encouragement, wearing a vacant expression. Thanks to the unexpected accident that had eliminated their most dangerous enemy, there was plenty of room for her to make a difference with her power alone.

If that was the case, it was time to resume her activities as a magical girl.

"Um, excuse me...!"

As Eun-Ha was about to leave to find a deserted place to transform, a man stopped her. He was one of the patients she had just treated.

"Yes? Are you still in pain somewhere...? Did I not heal you completely...?"

Eun-Ha looked at the patient with a worried expression.

But she couldn't find any wounds on him anymore. This meant he hadn't called her over because the treatment was incomplete.

"No, it's just..."

The man appeared to be around college age. He hesitated, struggling to speak to Eun-Ha, who looked younger than him.

Behind him, several men of similar age were snickering while watching the backs of Eun-Ha and the man.

"Or perhaps there's another patient...? Please tell me whatever it is."

Though she wanted to snap at him out of frustration, Eun-Ha exercised patience and tried to encourage him to answer.

Public image was extremely important to Eun-Ha, so she had to act as kindly as possible to citizens who didn't know her circumstances.

"Could I... get your autograph?"
"...What?"

After waiting for quite some time, the words that finally came out of the man's mouth were something Eun-Ha had never imagined.


* * *


Optima transformed in a deserted place.
As soon as she transformed, her contractor Foriner appeared, and she took out the half-broken Space Needle from her pocket and explained everything that had happened.

"—That's how it ended up."
"Hmm, I see."

Foriner nodded and took the Space Needle from Optima.
However, his face showed no concern. Instead, he wore a faint smile. His expression suggested that the Space Needle breaking in half was actually a good thing.

"Well, it served its purpose sufficiently."
"Ah!"

Optima let out a cry of shock. Foriner had burned the Space Needle as if it were nothing.
The Space Needle, practically a treasure of humanity, turned to ashes and scattered in the wind.

Optima could only stare blankly at the scene, unable to hide her confusion. She had expected at least a word of reproach, but never anticipated he would burn it.

"That was just a fake anyway. No need to worry about it."
"What the fuck?"

At Foriner's next words, Optima unconsciously swore. His statement was like a slap in the face to Optima, who had been feeling guilty about breaking the Space Needle in half.

*Wait, that was a fake? Then what about all my guilt? All my anguish?*

Optima felt the strength drain from her body.
It was disheartening.
Although she hadn't actually lost anything, it felt like she had been fighting all along while being deceived by her allies.

*Well, I guess it's good I didn't actually break something real. But they could have at least told me.*

Optima pouted, expressing her dissatisfaction. Her feeling of being let down outweighed any desire to verbally protest.

"Don't worry. Think of artifacts as concepts, phenomena that have taken physical form. In other words, if it had been genuine, it wouldn't have broken. I didn't tell you beforehand to effectively deceive them. ...It was also insurance, you see."

Foriner said this while handing something to Optima.

"As an apology, I'll give you this."
"What is this?"

Optima accepted it readily since it was offered. But she still pouted, not knowing what it was.

"Do you know what's essential for a magical girl?"
"...Magic?"
"That's correct too. But magical girls are beings that grow continuously. In other words! This is an enhancement item!"
"This is?"

Optima, who had responded curtly, looked again at what Foriner claimed was an enhancement item.

"Is this really it...?"

The object in her hand was a piece of paper. There was nothing about it that could be called an enhancement item. It would have been more plausible to call it a land deed.

*And here I thought he was going to compensate for my mental suffering with money.*

Optima couldn't hide her disappointment. Her mind simply couldn't recognize the paper Foriner had given her as an enhancement item.

"Hoho...! No need to be so disappointed. Ordinary things are boring, aren't they? Come, open the envelope."

*It was an envelope??*

Optima examined the object that had appeared to be just a white piece of paper. It was too dark to see clearly, but when she felt it with her hands, it was indeed an envelope. It was so thin that at first glance it looked like just a plain white sheet of paper.

*But what could be inside that he put it in an envelope...?*

Only now did Optima start to get excited, believing Foriner's words. Despite having been tricked quite a few times, Foriner was still a Transcendent. Creating something she couldn't even imagine wouldn't be that difficult for him.

Optima opened the envelope with a rustling sound, full of expectation.

"Whoa?!"

Something white surged from the envelope, poured over Optima, and was absorbed into her.

It happened in an instant.
Since this process wasn't particularly painful or ticklish, Optima looked at her body in confusion.

"What is this...?"
"It's what you'd call a growth assistance item. I prefer self-improvement over becoming explosively stronger through others. Of course, gaining powerful strength at once isn't bad either."
"What?"

Optima was dumbfounded. She couldn't understand why he had called it an enhancement item earlier.

"Originally, power has limits to growth unless you obtain it yourself. This is no different for magic. That's why I'm taking advantage of your current growth phase."

Foriner smiled and began to explain his intentions and the effects of the enhancement item to Optima, who didn't understand his words.

"—That's what I mean. Do you understand?"

To summarize the lengthy explanation: the item would help Optima not just use magic, but understand it intellectually the more she used it.

To elaborate further, using magic might eventually allow her to use different types of magic even when she was Virginia, not Optima.

"No! I don't understand at all!"

*Thwack!*

"Oh dear."

Unfortunately, since Optima didn't understand this, Foriner could only slap his forehead.
Foriner worried that the item he had given her might be much less effective compared to when used by someone else.


* * *


"I think I'm starting to understand, but also not really..."

In any case, having received the enhancement item from Foriner, Optima actively used magic while defeating villains.

This went on for about three hours. It was already almost 10 o'clock.

During this time, Optima felt something penetrating her mind the more she used magic. Strangely, it didn't feel intrusive. Rather, it felt like her mind was becoming clearer and expanding.

It wasn't bad. Though it would clearly take time to see results, she could definitely feel herself growing.

"I can't believe all of these are villains."

Optima sighed deeply and looked around. Piles of villains surrounded her. There were some monsters too, but the number of villains was notably high.

"That's strange."

When thinking of monsters, it's easy to imagine them suddenly popping out of gates, but in reality, their large numbers are their defining characteristic.

Even in nests, lower-ranked monsters are so numerous they get underfoot, which made this situation seem strange to Optima.

"Did heroes focus on exterminating monsters? But that's not it either."

She pondered with her hand on her chin. During the three hours Optima had spent exterminating monsters and villains, she had seen several heroes, but they too were mostly dealing with villains.

There was no reason for Gresorion, who typically used lower-ranked monsters like water, to suddenly conserve forces just this once.

"Could it be...?"

Suddenly, something clicked in Optima's mind. Uncharacteristically, her brain was working.

"Are the monsters targeting something else? Is there some major operation that requires saving even the lower-ranked monsters that are usually expendable? Or else..."

With her hand on her chin, Optima began to verify if her hypothesis was correct.
The best evidence would be an eyewitness who saw when monsters and villains appeared in the Academy District, but unfortunately, there was no one around.
Perhaps there was another reason.

It felt like trying to solve a puzzle without seeing all the pieces. Optima found the current situation incredibly frustrating, having to rely solely on assumptions without any information.

*Step, step.*

"Who's there?"
"Well, what a coincidence."

As she was pondering, footsteps were heard from inside the alley where she was standing. There were footsteps from two people.

One set was quite large, and the other was small.

"It's been a while? Magic... Yes. Magical girl. It's been a while, right? Or maybe not."

The person who appeared was Kim Woo-Jin.
A genius who had awakened at a young age, and a villain who was Optima's enemy.

"I'm not sure if you're the same girl I met before, but let's finish what we couldn't at Magica Essential...!"
"Tsk, I'm busy, so let's end this quickly."

*Whoosh!*

As soon as Kim Woo-Jin saw Optima, he began to burn with flames emanating from his body, radiating fighting spirit. Optima, unable to leave such a dangerous villain alone, put aside her thoughts and took a stance.

The situation was explosive.

Kim Woo-Jin wanted to finally defeat Optima, whom he had failed to beat before.
Meanwhile, Optima wanted to know the truth behind today's events.

"Brother."
"Huh?"

Just as the fight was about to begin, a young girl's voice stopped them both. It was the owner of the small footsteps heard when Kim Woo-Jin first appeared.

The girl was frail. She looked so weak that she might collapse if pushed.

"...Did you kidnap someone again?"

Optima was curious about the girl who had stopped Kim Woo-Jin. Given his previous attempt to kidnap Jung Hee-Won at Magica Essential, she wondered if this girl was also someone he had abducted.

"Tsk! No! She's a... experiment... no, a clone. A clone just like you. That's it."
"????"

However, the words that came out of Kim Woo-Jin's mouth were something Optima had never imagined.
The fact that she wasn't a kidnapped person meant that the girl was also a villain.
But that wasn't the important part right now.

"C-Clone...?"

The word "clone" that came from Kim Woo-Jin's mouth. And he had definitively stated that not only the girl beside him but also Optima herself was a clone.
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"Clone...?"

Optima couldn't hide her bewilderment at the sudden word.

Her gaze slowly shifted to the girl peeking out from behind Kim Woo-Jin's back, looking at her.

Clone.
In other words, a replicated human.

*She's saying that girl is a clone...? And me too?*

The word "clone" was something Optima vaguely remembered hearing before. But it had only been in jokes like, "If clone technology existed, wouldn't The Front Line be full of identical faces?"

She had always believed such technology was merely the stuff of jokes, not something that could actually exist.

"Yes. Clone. Just like you. Right? We know the reason you can appear all over the country is because they've placed clones like you nationwide."

Kim Woo-Jin confidently recited what he'd heard from Jin Yong-Han, an executive of the Villain Association, as if it were the absolute truth.

As someone unaware of magic's existence but familiar with clone technology, he had naturally concluded that Optima must be a clone.

"...I... I suppose so."

Optima gave a lukewarm response to his statement.
The reason Optima could appear anywhere in the country was thanks to Foriner's assistance.

She realized Kim Woo-Jin had seriously misunderstood, but couldn't deny it. Partly because she was too dumbfounded by his sudden accusation of her being a clone.

*That fragile-looking girl...*

And there was another reason: the presence of the girl behind Kim Woo-Jin.

The girl wore only a thin hospital gown. She looked so weak that Optima thought she might collapse if poked with a finger, making it difficult for Optima to focus on her conversation with Kim Woo-Jin.

"Feeling a connection because you're in the same situation? Ah, this one is called Dolly. Unlike other clones, she possesses power remarkably close to the original. She's quite exceptional."

"Power remarkably close to the original...?"

"Yes! Recent mass production technology has advanced to the point where we can continuously produce ones like her! Though none have been as successful as this one, just like how the Hero Association has scattered clones like you across the country, we can replenish our numbers as needed. They're disposable, one-time-use tools."

From Kim Woo-Jin's words, Optima realized the girl possessed some kind of power. If they brought her to this battlefield where heroes, villains, and monsters clashed, she must have considerable strength.

"I don't like it."

*Crack!*

Optima glared at Kim Woo-Jin, gritting her teeth. Whether the girl was a clone or not, how powerful she was—none of that mattered.

She didn't like that they had brought such a fragile child who could barely stand on her own to the battlefield. Even if she was a clone. Even if she was a villain.

"Why? Feeling jealous? Unlike Dolly, are you pathetically weak compared to your original?"

Meanwhile, misinterpreting Optima's reaction, Kim Woo-Jin smirked and raised the corner of his mouth.

"Well, being a clone made by the Hero Association, you must have defects. As you know, clone technology was originally conceived by the Hero Association. We villains just perfected it. In other words, unlike you who's far from the original, this one is a highly perfected clone. Un.like.you."

"..."

"Hmm? Since I'm only stating facts, you can't—"

"Oppa. I'm cold..."

"Tsk...! Wait a little longer. I'll finish this quickly. Here, wear this for now."

In the middle of Kim Woo-Jin's provocation, Dolly's body trembled. Despite the weather not being particularly cold, the fragile girl's body couldn't easily withstand it.

*Whoosh!*

"Stay right here. Got it?"

"Yes."

Kim Woo-Jin looked at Dolly, draped his coat over her, and after looking around, gathered flammable materials like cardboard boxes and wooden sticks to make a temporary bonfire.

"How kind of you."

"Shut up! If the test subject dies, I'm the one who takes responsibility!"

"How thoughtful."

Kim Woo-Jin's actions contradicted his earlier statements.

Unlike his claim that clones were disposable one-time-use tools, his behavior resembled that of an older brother caring for his fragile sister.

As evidence, Dolly seemed to follow Kim Woo-Jin quite well. She clearly recognized him as someone who would protect her.

Optima watched Dolly crouching in front of the makeshift bonfire, warming herself.

*The Villain Association might be worse than Gresorion.*

It was a scene that would naturally bring a smile, but Optima couldn't be entirely happy. The drug that draws power at the cost of life, clone technology—none of it was normal. It all seemed to treat human life as consumable.

*Perhaps we should be watching the Villain Association more closely than Gresorion. They'll surely use and discard someone like her without mercy.*

Her eyes, filled with bitterness, moved from Dolly to Kim Woo-Jin.
Kim Woo-Jin seemed concerned about Dolly who had complained of being cold earlier. While trying to keep Optima in check, he kept glancing at Dolly. His body was facing Optima, but his attention was divided.

"Are you really a villain?"

This question naturally arose in Optima's mind as she observed the scene. A villain was someone who casually committed acts that humans shouldn't, and the Villain Association was the group they belonged to.

Although Kim Woo-Jin had previously attempted to kidnap Jung Hee-Won at Magica Essential, his actions that Optima witnessed now didn't seem like those of a villain.

"Mind your own business."

Kim Woo-Jin frowned at Optima's question, clearly displeased. It was as if she had touched a sore spot.

"You're a clone too, anyway. Why bother caring about such things when you'll live such a short life?"

"..."

*A clone, huh.*

Optima pondered for a moment.
The Villain Association's guess was half right and half wrong.

The idea that she had placed clones nationwide to appear anywhere, and that these clones were made by the Hero Association—this was wrong.

However, it was true that Optima herself couldn't go anywhere on her own. This was only possible because of the Transcendent named Foriner.

But she was definitely not a clone.

*Should I clarify this? Or not?*

Optima's dilemma continued.
Being suddenly treated as a clone made her feel dehumanized, which was unpleasant. But was there any need to spread the fact that Foriner was behind her?

*It's not good for me to volunteer information.*

If the enemy misunderstood her, perhaps it was better to leave it that way. If they continued to underestimate her thinking she was a clone, she could defeat them more easily.
Uncharacteristically, Optima deduced from Kim Woo-Jin's words that clones were generally weaker than their originals.

"Think whatever you want."

After finishing her thought, Optima's response was neither here nor there. It was similar to her previous reaction, born of sheer incredulity.

There was one reason for this response.
While her mind urged her to let the enemy maintain their misunderstanding to create an opening, her heart refused.

*I don't like losing face.*

Yes, it was pride. A rather unnecessary pride that could potentially back her into a corner.

"Whatever... Fine. I guess you don't want to admit you're a clone. Say whatever you want. You're going to die here anyway...!"

Fortunately, Kim Woo-Jin assumed Optima was trying to hide her circumstances. That was accurate enough.

Kim Woo-Jin had suffered a major defeat at Optima's hands before, and he wanted nothing more than revenge.

*Whoosh!*

Flames erupted from his body, illuminating the surroundings. The heat that spread around was of a different caliber than ordinary pyrokinesis.

*His control over flames has become more skillful than before.*

The way he openly displayed his fighting spirit caught Optima's eye. Yet, she noticed that the heat wasn't directed at Dolly.

*At such a young age, he's reached awakening and adapted almost perfectly...*

It was a stark difference from before when he couldn't properly control his power. Optima involuntarily frowned at Kim Woo-Jin's absurd talent.

*I'm jealous.*

Unlike Optima, who only became stronger through her contract with Foriner, Kim Woo-Jin was born with the talent to become naturally strong. If they had been on equal footing, the gap between them would be immeasurable.

Hating this thought, Optima embraced her jealousy for the umpteenth time.
Then she lowered her body slightly, taking a stance. Soon, thick black magical power flowed from her body.

*Still, I can maintain the upper hand for now.*

It was true that Kim Woo-Jin was strong. It was also true that Optima could be defeated without a chance if she wasn't careful.
But that was only if she couldn't get close to him.

Filled with confidence, Optima's body shot forward. The magical power that exploded from the soles of her feet created an instantaneous acceleration.

*Still not enough.*

Although she succeeded in closing the distance and attacking in the blink of an eye, Optima was still not satisfied.

Optima's goal was movement that seemed to delete the intermediate process.
To confront that monster, one of her targets, she needed to match its speed, and she knew she was still far from reaching that speed.

*What the hell!*

Shocked that Optima had approached him in an instant, Kim Woo-Jin immediately pulled his flames forward. It was an almost unconscious defensive action.

But before his flames could shift forward to defend, Kim Woo-Jin found Optima's fist being drawn into his solar plexus.

*Bang! Whoosh-*

"Ugh...! That's nothing...!"

Kim Woo-Jin grimaced while putting on a brave front. However, his body had been pushed back about 30cm from where he originally stood, and his entire body screamed from the sudden impact.

Realizing that defense with flames would be difficult, he managed to block the attack with his hands by whipping his arms, but even with this success, his body felt like a rag.

*Damn it...!*

Close combat with Optima was overwhelmingly disadvantageous. Kim Woo-Jin didn't want to admit it, but he had to acknowledge that relying on his enhanced physical abilities from awakening for close combat was a mistake.

*What a brute of a woman.*

*Whoosh!*

Having made this judgment, Kim Woo-Jin spewed flames to create distance, obscuring Optima's vision. This hastily created flame barrier didn't reach its full potential.
But it still emitted tremendous heat that would prevent an ordinary ability user from even approaching.

*If a clone is this powerful, then the original must be...*

Kim Woo-Jin felt cold sweat pouring down.

*Is the original an awakened one? No, results have already shown that clones of awakened ones can't be made. They self-destruct before properly utilizing magical power.*

If it were possible to create clones of awakened ones, villains would have conquered the world long ago.

*Wait, is she even a clone to begin with?*

The explosive increase in physical abilities and magical power after reaching awakening. And strength.
The acceleration that even he, with such growth, couldn't react to. The current situation where his entire body screamed in pain starting from his hands and wrists, despite blocking the attack.

Kim Woo-Jin belatedly began to doubt the "Optima clone theory" he had heard from Jin Yong-Han. If Optima were a physical enhancement ability user, such power would be understandable.

But she had a delicate body without a trace of muscle. It was strange from the start that she'd discard the efficiency of physical enhancement.
And then there was the unknown superpower she claimed was "magic."

*First, I need to create distance!*

There was no time for leisurely thinking. The flame barrier Kim Woo-Jin created was a temporary measure to buy just a few seconds.

*Crack!*
*Hiss-*

"Where do you think you're going? After all that provocation, you're running away when it's time to fight? Why don't you just cut off your balls if you're going to be like this?"

The temporary measure didn't last long and crumbled. Despite witnessing the impossible phenomenon of flames solidifying and turning to ash right before his eyes, Kim Woo-Jin had no time to be shocked.

"Do you fight shit piles with your bare hands? Look at these hands! They're turning blue from shit poisoning!"

Even while saying this, Kim Woo-Jin was creating distance. And to create even more distance, he raised flames once again.

*Whoosh!*

A pillar of fire rose around Optima. It had enough power to melt everything with just its heat, but Kim Woo-Jin felt an inexplicable anxiety rising from his chest.

*That brute of a woman probably won't be stopped even by this!*

The four pillars of fire surrounding Optima soon transformed into a vortex. And a massive pillar of fire enveloping that vortex rose layer upon layer into the sky.
Kim Woo-Jin's flames trapping Optima resembled the formation of a barrier.

Though he might be easily classified as weak based on description alone, Kim Woo-Jin was undeniably a powerful awakened one. Optima was sucked into the pillar of fire meant to trap and kill her before she could react.

"This should be enough..."

Despite having created it hastily, it was a sight that even he admired. Kim Woo-Jin marveled at the pillars of fire that were layered and burning even more intensely.

He judged that even Optima would find it difficult to survive inside such pillars of fire. Even if she survived, she would be trapped for a long time.

The time he had managed to create was precious. Kim Woo-Jin immediately embraced Dolly with one arm and created distance from the pillars of fire.

"Oppa. Are you okay...? You look like you're in a lot of pain."

"No, I'm not okay. More importantly, it's dangerous, so go over there, to that corner. Got it? If anything touches you while we're fighting, it'll hurt. Understand?"

"Yes..."

Kim Woo-Jin made sure his coat, which was too big and loose on Dolly, was well-fastened before placing her at a distance.
Then he drew up his magical power to intercept Optima at any moment.

The distance between them was 50 meters.
No matter how quickly Optima might charge, it was a distance from which he could react, intercept, and reduce her to ashes.

*You monster of a woman. Come if you dare! ...Though I'd appreciate it if you just died in there.*

5 seconds, 10 seconds.
The pillars of fire fiercely burned the surroundings, increasing in size.
Kim Woo-Jin watched with bated breath. Clearly, he should have the upper hand, but strangely, it always turned out like this when facing Optima.

*Crack-*

And 15 seconds after the pillars of fire were created.
With the sound of something freezing, a slender leg emerged from the pillar of fire.

"You know what?"

*Step.*
*Step, step, step.*

It was the same as what he had seen at Magica Essential. The scientifically inexplicable phenomenon of fire pillars freezing.

"I heard from someone that among the magical girls in some manga— Oof?!"

"What would you know, you idiot!"

Kim Woo-Jin didn't even acknowledge Optima's voice, which was tinged with composure, and immediately threw a fireball.
And that fireball hit Optima's face perfectly, causing her head to snap backward from the impact.

"Ugh...!"

"Serves you right."

Fortunately, Optima wasn't severely injured. When the fireball came right in front of her, she barely managed to block it by surrounding herself with transmutation magic.

However, having her attempt at showing off so unceremoniously cut short left her feeling embarrassed.

*Shit, trying to act cool for nothing...*

Optima crouched down, covering her face in embarrassment. Kim Woo-Jin's mocking voice felt like it was piercing her entire body.

"This is why those who only know how to charge mindlessly— Huh?"

*Bzzt, bzzt-*

There was noise from the radio inside Kim Woo-Jin's clothes.

[Let's start- now.]

After a moment of static, a calm voice flowed from the radio.

*So it's all ready now.*

The radio message meant it was time to retreat. There was no reason to linger here any longer.

"Dolly."

"Yes, Oppa."

Kim Woo-Jin turned his head and called for Dolly.
At his call, Dolly, who had been at a distance, quickly approached him and smiled brightly.

Then Dolly brought both hands to her chest and closed her eyes.

"■■■■■─"

Dolly's voice, which sounded like both singing and screaming, echoed around.

*Thud-*
*Thud-*

Soon after, the ground shook.
Very heavy presences began approaching Optima.

"What the...!"

Optima, who had been crouching in self-loathing, quickly rose and looked around.

Monsters.
Monsters.
Monsters.
Monsters were everywhere.
The monsters that had been nowhere to be seen until a few hours ago now appeared before Optima's eyes.

*Is this Dolly's ability?*

Optima remembered that the ground tremors she had just felt were ominous. The dozens of monsters she was seeing now were surely not the end.

Yes. These monsters revealed themselves after the radio message that had faintly been heard from Kim Woo-Jin's side ended.

And that voice was one she had heard somewhere before. Optima thought about where she had heard this voice and remembered it was from TV.

Jin Yong-Han.
A villain wanted by the Hero Association and an executive of the Villain Association.
And a considerably skilled aerokinesis user.

At his word, Dolly and other clones must have summoned the hidden monsters.

"I see."

Only then did Optima realize their purpose.
The reason they had allied with Gresorion and attacked the Academy District.

It seemed like capturing new experimental subjects and forces, the monsters, while simultaneously sending a warning to the Hero Association and Gresorion.
That their power wasn't just about drugs.
That they had the power to bring in monsters along with clone technology—informing the two forces of this.

"This is really, really dangerous."

Optima once again drew magical power from her entire body.
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Optima stared at Dolly with a cold gaze.

Did the girl deserve blame?

*I don't know.*

Was she dangerous?

*But she's far too dangerous.*

Dolly was dangerous.

Even though she was still an immature child, being able to control numerous monsters at such a young age was truly perilous.

*What if her ability to control monsters grows? What if that growth leads to an awakening? What if she could grasp not just low-level monsters but even B-class ones?*

The power balance between heroes and villains would clearly tilt toward the villains. This was what Optima feared.

*If she's dangerous, she shouldn't be with the Villain Association.*

She stared only at Dolly, paying no attention to the monsters surrounding herself.

"Eek...!"

Perhaps frightened by that gaze, Dolly let out a small scream and hid behind Kim Woo-jin's back.

"That child. I think you should leave her behind. No, you need to leave her. I'm asking nicely."
"My goodness, anyone watching would think you're the villain, not me. ...And, fuck off. There's no way I'm leaving her behind just because you say so."

Kim Woo-jin raised his middle finger toward Optima, who was glaring at Dolly with a fierce gaze.

A clear rejection.
Kim Woo-jin had to protect Dolly, while Optima needed to eliminate or capture Dolly as a dangerous individual.

Neither could back down an inch.

Optima assessed Kim Woo-jin's capabilities and the surrounding situation.

*If I go at him directly, I'll definitely lose. Awakened ones have too much raw power.*

If she approached carelessly, she'd be the one to suffer. If she took a direct hit from those flames even for a moment, she could die instantly.

She could see ten enormous fireballs infused with tremendous magical power circling around Kim Woo-jin. The fireballs clearly conveyed his intention to intercept her the moment he detected her approach.

*That guy is such a nuisance.*

Meanwhile, Kim Woo-jin had already been badly beaten by her before. Since she would immediately exploit even the slightest opening, he had to remain vigilant against Optima's sudden acceleration toward him.

With other superpowered individuals, he could simply overwhelm them with firepower, but that wouldn't work with Optima.
He needed to proceed cautiously.

"Then I have no choice."

A situation where charging in recklessly would result in becoming a lump of charcoal. Despite this, Optima had no intention of backing down.
She had a way to approach Kim Woo-jin, who was extremely wary of her.

Ominous magical power began to swirl around her hand. No, it wasn't just magical power.
It was magic. Specifically, the corruption magic that Optima frequently used.

Whoosh—

As Optima lightly flicked her hand, the corruption magic left her hand, cutting through the air and shooting high into the sky.

"Dolly. Be careful. Stay still behind me."
"Okay."

Throwing her magical power into the air was a puzzling action. But judging from Optima's demeanor, it wasn't done carelessly. Kim Woo-jin moved Dolly slightly away from him, then created multiple layers of flame barriers.

All the while, he kept his eyes fixed on Optima.
Her mysterious black magic was something to be wary of. But above all, what he needed to guard against was her explosive acceleration.

Having already been caught off guard by Optima's acceleration twice before, Kim Woo-jin had no choice but to focus on Optima herself.

While Kim Woo-jin was keeping watch on Optima...

Plop.

—Kee?

One of the low-level monsters surrounding Optima, an arm-sized lizard, suddenly felt something drop on its head.

It was very small. Just like a single raindrop falling.

—Grrrr...

Probably nothing important.
Just as it was about to dismiss it and continue guarding Optima as its master had ordered...

Drip.
Shhhhaaaa—

—Kee...! Keeeee...!

Rain suddenly poured down from the sky, followed by piercing screams.

—Kyak! Kyeeeeeek!
—Keeeeee!

The monsters that had been surrounding Optima to keep her in check began rolling on the ground. The sound of flesh burning could be heard along with a foul smell from the monsters drenched in the rain.

It wasn't rain. Each drop was corruption magic made of ominous magical power, pouring down on them like rain.

This was one result of the consistent magical control practice that Hong Yu-jin had assigned her. It was a technique that remotely dispersed magical power thrown high into the sky, showering it down on enemies.

"Kugh...!"

The corruption magic downpour wasn't only falling on the monsters.
It also poured down on Kim Woo-jin, who was protecting himself and Dolly with flame barriers, mercilessly eroding his magical power.

Kim Woo-jin noticed his layered flame barriers melting away in an instant. Like pouring water into a bottomless jar, he could barely maintain the status quo by continuously pouring in magical power.

"You know, there's a saying."

Amid the relentless downpour, Optima's voice, the only one maintaining peace, pierced Kim Woo-jin's ears.

"If you can't have it, destroy it. Something like that."

Boom!

In the brief moment when Kim Woo-jin's attention was focused on the flame barrier, Optima seized the opportunity to kick off the ground and charge at him.

While defending herself from the falling corruption magic by surrounding her body with the same corruption magic, she easily penetrated Kim Woo-jin's flame barrier and entered inside.

"What...?!"

By the time Kim Woo-jin realized it, it was too late. He had only looked away for a moment, less than a second, but Optima was already right in front of him.

While Kim Woo-jin was flustered, Optima gathered magical power in her hand and extended her arm toward his stomach.

Her plan was to knock Kim Woo-jin away with concentrated magical power and take Dolly. This was quite different from her earlier statement about destroying what she couldn't have.

"No!"

At that moment.

Dolly, who had been behind him all along, jumped between Optima and Kim Woo-jin.

Halt!

*Whew...!*

Seeing Dolly leap forward, Optima barely managed to stop her outstretched arm. The concentrated magical power in her palm flickered dangerously close to Dolly's face without exploding.

Thinking about what might have happened if she had extended her arm just a little further made her heart sink. The impact would have merely left a large bruise on Kim Woo-jin, an awakened superpowered individual, but if the still-underdeveloped Dolly had taken the hit, it would have been catastrophic.

Instinctively realizing this, Dolly trembled with a face contorted in fear. Yet she didn't run away and glared at Optima, conveying her desperate determination.

"Don't... don't hurt my big brother! Stupid! Idiot!"
"......"

Optima couldn't hide her shock. Her mouth hung open involuntarily.

This made her seem like the villain.

Her arm trembled before returning to her side. She stared blankly at Dolly with a hollow expression.

"Tsk! I told you not to do anything reckless...!"

Kim Woo-jin scolded Dolly with a contorted face.

Then he looked at Optima. Thanks to Dolly's outburst, she was staring blankly at Dolly, having lost her fighting spirit.

Although he knew she was on the villain side, she couldn't have imagined that Dolly would go so far as to put her body on the line to protect Kim Woo-jin.

*But this is my chance.*

Kim Woo-jin saw this as an opportunity.
The corruption magic rain had stopped long ago.

[Support team has arrived.]

Reinforcements were arriving just in time. Though they were small fry, they were enough to buy him time to escape.

Kim Woo-jin pulled the still-trembling Dolly close with one arm and kicked off the ground.


* * *


Five minutes later.

"Tsk."

Optima clicked her tongue as she looked around.
The corpses of monsters rotting from the corruption magic rain. And the small-time villains who had attacked her.

Unlike with the monsters, Optima had held back her power against the villains, merely knocking them unconscious.

Thwack!

Out of spite, Optima kicked one of the unconscious villains.

While she was momentarily stunned by Dolly's desperate action, Kim Woo-jin and Dolly had retreated, and these villains had blocked her way.

"I shouldn't have hesitated."

It was regret welling up from deep within her chest. A moment of hesitation and shock had ruined everything.

"Ugh...! Stupid! Idiot!"

Bonk! Bonk!

Optima repeated the words Dolly had said to her while giving herself light knocks on the head.

"...Still. It wasn't all bad."

After spending some time destroying her own brain cells by hitting her head, Optima lowered her arms and smiled softly.

Although Kim Woo-jin had awakened at a young age and lacked combat experience, Optima had performed well against him.
It meant she didn't need to think she would automatically lose to an awakened individual.

"Thanks to magic."

Even if it was due to the power of corruption magic that could alter all sorts of things, Optima had clearly gained the upper hand against an awakened superpowered individual. This would have been unimaginable when she was a man.

Of course, it wasn't achieved solely through the power of magic.

Optima closed her eyes and recalled past memories.
The experience of countless battles against monsters on The Front Line over five years. And memories of witnessing the powers of various superpowered individuals.

These memories and experiences weren't in vain. The years she had endured with her friend, Jung Soo-Hyun, definitely had meaning.

And these memories, harmonizing with the experience in human combat she had accumulated while raiding villain hideouts, gradually shone brighter, leading to her current state.

"It's not like capturing that kid would have solved anything anyway."

Then Dolly's face appeared in Optima's mind. A child so fragile she seemed like she would shatter if touched. That child was one of many clones. Even if she had taken her, it wouldn't have been a fundamental solution.

Belatedly realizing this, Optima began tying up the villains while mentally justifying to herself, "Even if I brought Dolly back, there's nowhere suitable to take her."

"How did he manage to win over a child who's only a few years old...?"

By the time she had tied up all the unconscious villains,
Optima suddenly recalled how Dolly had particularly followed Kim Woo-jin.

Optima had experience saving people a few times in her life, but to children, she was someone to be avoided.
After all, though not so much these days, in the past she appeared to children as a monster with a huge body and bulging muscles.

"Did he lure her with candy...?"

So Optima, who was secretly envious of someone who could get along well with children, began seriously considering whether she should prepare something for future opportunities.


* * *


"It was somewhat successful."

In one of the Villain Association's hideouts.
Jin Yong-han, an executive of the association, assessed that this operation had ended successfully as he compiled information coming in from various places.

Though his tone was light, Jin Yong-han stared at the monitor with utterly expressionless eyes.

"We've gained something, so it's not bad."

Though less than expected, sufficient gains had fallen into his hands.

One was demonstrating the Villain Association's power by stealing Gresorion's forces.

Another was obtaining information that Gresorion had failed to seize the artifact.

"Still, it's a shame~"

Jin Yong-han soon relaxed his expressionless face into a light smile and skimmed through other information brought by his subordinate.

[Seo Na-bi]

"It would have been perfect if we'd gotten the leash to control that guy too."

The screen displayed detailed information about a student, including personal details.
It was information about Seo Na-bi, a magical girl Don-Hil and a hero aspirant in Class A like Eun-Ha.

"Well, there will be other opportunities."

[Hanrim Kindergarten graduate]

Jin Yong-han looked at the content on the screen and resolved to wait for the next opportunity.
After all, there would be plenty of chances unless Seo Na-bi suddenly met with misfortune.

Ch.78 - Feint Operation (8)
9 PM.
The cleanup after Gresorion and the Villain Association's attack on the Academy District was incredibly swift.

Thanks to that, I managed to arrive at the dormitory without any worries... which was good, but—

"Tell me straight."

As soon as I arrived, I was caught by Chae-eun who had been waiting in the lobby.
Not just Chae-eun, but Se-Won and Ha-ram were there too, though they were just taking observer positions.

"W-well..."

I tried my best to think while avoiding Chae-eun's glare as she interrogated me.
Why was the cold sweat dripping down my face particularly bothersome at such an important moment?

"Well what...?"

I desperately tried to get my uncooperative brain to work.

*I can't possibly commit suicide by saying something like "Actually, I'm Magical Girl Optima☆!" I need to come up with a plausible excuse, but why is my brain going on strike at this crucial moment? I can't think of anything.*

"Why on earth did you try to go to the bathroom at such a dangerous time? Huh? And when I went to the bathroom, you weren't even there!"

Chae-eun's voice echoed throughout the lobby.
But for some reason, the lobby only had Chae-eun, me, Se-Won, and Ha-ram.
With no one else around to hear, there was no one to stop her either.

"No, actually... Ah!"

That's it!

Suddenly, a good idea flashed in my mind.
They say lies are more believable when mixed with truth.

"Actually, I was in such a hurry that I went into the men's bathroom instead of the women's."

This was true.
I really did accidentally enter the men's bathroom, and even transformed there.

"So, I was in a rush and just took care of business there, but when I came out, everyone was gone. So I ran straight to the shelter. Yeah."

This was also somewhat true.
The only lie was that I didn't go straight there.
Slowly, my gaze moved from Chae-eun's chest to meet her eyes.

"You went to the men's bathroom and then to the shelter..."

After hearing my lie, Chae-eun frowned and pondered my words.

"I see."

Then she nodded and dropped her shoulders.

"Come to think of it, I heard there's talk and evidence online about a cute blonde girl going around the shelter providing medical care. C-cute! Pfft! Eun-Ha...! Puhuhuh...!"
"I heard about it from someone I know too. In situations like this, civilian safety is the priority, so they urgently recruited medical staff, but then they weren't needed anymore. I never thought it was because of Eun-Ha."

Se-Won and Ha-ram chimed in to support my story. I was annoyed at Se-Won for laughing at the word "cute," but since they were essentially extending a helping hand to me, I held back.

"..."

Anyway, with their supporting fire, Chae-eun's intensity visibly weakened. Her fierce glare gradually softened.

Yes. She's starting to think that she might be the one at fault, not me. She's beginning to realize that with all the chaos in the Academy District, I might not have been able to contact her.

"Um... sorry! I'm really sorry! Truly sorry! Things were a bit hectic, so I couldn't contact you. Ahahaha..."

This was the perfect timing for an apology. A great opportunity to cover up my mistake and end things with mutual apologies.
If I missed this chance, my lies would likely be exposed, and it would take a lot more effort to turn around Chae-eun's sulking.

So I apologized to Chae-eun with as much sincerity as I could muster.

Not that I was sorry for running off on my own, but for not contacting her. There's a huge difference, but it's all in how you interpret it.

"...I'm sorry too. I was too harsh."

After my apology, Chae-eun's expression changed to one of genuine remorse.

Yes!
Yes!
Yeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeees!!

While inwardly cheering, I carefully made sure it didn't show on my face and nodded quietly.

"I'm just glad everyone's safe. All of you."

I concluded by mentioning not just Chae-eun, but also that Se-Won and Ha-ram were safe.



* * *



"Is this enough...?"

I stared at the small bag full of chocolates and candies in my hand.
I pretended to part ways with my friends and secretly bought these at the store, but I was doubtful whether they would be useful.

I'm not particularly fond of chocolates or candies. The reason I bought them was because of Dolly, who kept lingering in my mind.
It was obvious to anyone that she was following that villain, and I wondered how he had persuaded her. This bag was the result of my pondering.

"Alright. Expecting good results from the start would be greedy."

I muttered to myself as I entered my room.

As I plan to continue my activities as Optima... that is, as a magical girl, I'll inevitably face trial and error in achieving a dream I couldn't fulfill as a man.

I might as well be honest. My dream was to be a hero popular with children.
Frankly, I'm not particularly fond of children. I might even say I dislike them.

Well, they're all rude and arrogant. Though I wasn't much different when I was young.

Anyway, the reason I want to be popular with kids despite disliking them is simple.

Because it's cool!
After saving a child from a monster or villain! Showing my reliable back! Asking coolly and nonchalantly if they're okay!

"Heeheeheehee...!"

This scene is quite appealing no matter how many times I imagine it.

Even though my height and muscles have shrunk considerably now, I'd still look big to a child, so it shouldn't be a problem.
In fact, when I saved a young boy before, he just stared at me blankly.

"Even with this body, I have enough potential to become an idol!"
"Idol? Are you aiming to be an idol too?"

A very familiar and unwelcome voice reached my ears.
My mood, which had brightened at the sight of hope, plummeted.

"Not that kind of idol. I mean an idol figure."

I glared at the habitual trespasser, Foriner, while pouting. He's either senile from living too long or just talks nonsense.

As I stared at him sitting on my bed, he approached me with a smirk.

"I think it's fine, you know. After all, heroes, idols, and in the current situation, magical girls too, can all function as mental sanctuaries for citizens, can't they?"
"Yeah, right."

For once, he's making sense.
I don't mean to disrespect idols as a profession, but I do think they lack the abilities that heroes have.

Top-tier heroes practically monopolize public popularity, and they actually protect citizens from monsters and villains.
These days, some heroes even double as entertainers, appearing in various advertisements, TV programs, and streams, further reducing the standing of ordinary entertainers and idols.

"I was quite serious. Anyway, what you did today wasn't bad. In effect, you protected the Space Needle."
"What?"

That came out of nowhere.
The Space Needle was a fake to begin with, so how could I have protected it? I cautiously wondered if he really was becoming senile, just like with the idol talk earlier.

"Think about it. Even though most people evacuated, there were certainly citizens who saw Optima facing off against Gresorion, who was targeting the Space Needle."
"...Well, I guess so?"
"And the Space Needle is safely in humanity's possession without a scratch. Isn't that right?"
"...I suppose so?"
"That's right."

Foriner smiled with satisfaction without finishing his sentence.
I belatedly realized what he was trying to say.

Everyone was too busy escaping from the tech expo hall to see the outcome of our fight.
Oh, except for one person. Se-Won.
He still thinks the Space Needle was split in half.

Anyway, except for him, the only witnesses were Deltar, Don-Hil, and me.

In other words, regardless of what happened to the fake, the real Space Needle remained intact, making it easy to package the outcome of the incident as desired. So Foriner used his power a bit to make it look like I had protected the Space Needle.

Even with my limited intelligence, I could understand this.

"And I forgot to mention earlier, but your proactive efforts to go around the shelter healing citizens and heroes is truly praiseworthy."

Clap, clap, clap.
Foriner smiled brightly and applauded.

"R-really...?"

It was a bit of an unexpected compliment, but it didn't feel bad to be praised.
My lips twitched awkwardly. It felt good to be complimented, but the fact that it was coming from Foriner made it a mixed feeling overall.

"I don't know what your intentions were. Still, quite a few people got to see you directly this time. Did you know? There are dozens of people who took candid photos of you."
"...Huh?"
"Kukukuku...!"

My mind went blank at the mention of candid photos. It was a word I'd never associated with myself, so it felt strange.
As I stared blankly at Foriner, he started laughing unpleasantly.

"That might sound bad. Let me rephrase. Many people have shared your good deeds on the internet through various means. You must have been quite focused on healing multiple people at once, so you probably didn't hear the camera shutters."

Come to think of it.
While being interrogated by Chae-eun, Se-Won, who took my side, said something like that.
He mentioned seeing something about me on the internet.

So that's what it was.

"So I should give you a special gift for accomplishing such a commendable deed on your own."

Foriner said that and snapped his fingers.

Snap.

And two objects landed in his hands.

"...That's supposed to be a gift?"

I couldn't hide my disappointment when I saw them. I had honestly been expecting something better, but the objects in front of me seemed completely useless.

"No need to be so disappointed. Think about it. How do you make a fake look real?"
"...Just make the appearance convincing, right?"

I grumbled, unable to hide my disappointment. Who would be happy to receive a fake—and a broken one at that—as a gift?

"Then why do you think this functioned like the real Space Needle at the expo hall?"
"Huh?"

My eyes widened at Foriner's words.
Come to think of it, I had completely forgotten.

That fake was floating in the middle of the hall.
It created a strange magnetic field-like barrier.
And it even issued warnings right before Deltar and Don-Hil appeared.

This wouldn't be possible if it were just a visually convincing fake. Thinking about it this way, it seemed quite different, even if it was a fake.
Not just convincing in appearance, but also somewhat convincing in function.

"That's right. It's an object designed to mimic the Space Needle as closely as possible. Being artificial, it can't match the original, but it can function with your power. In that sense, it was a good move not to let it be stolen. I should praise you for that too. Well done. Well done. As expected of my contractor!"

Foriner's hand touched the top of my head.

"Heh, hehehehe..."

Then he slowly started stroking my hair.
Even though it was like being treated as a child, strangely, Foriner's petting felt good.

"Coochie coo."
"...Fuck."

But only for a very brief moment.

I glared at him with a frown, trying to convey my displeasure, but it was useless. It had no effect whatsoever.
If anything, he seemed pleased by my reaction, smiling more happily than usual.

"How long are you going to keep smiling like that?"
"Oh my, that's right. I was. Well then, now it's time to transfer the power contained in this to you."

After laughing for quite a while, Foriner finally came to his senses when I spoke up.

"Now, this power is yours."

The Space / Needle (fake) in Foriner's hand floated into the air. Soon after, the fake lost its form and changed into a blue light, merging into one.

Then it seeped into my chest without any resistance, and that was it.
It was both fascinating and anticlimactic.
An object that I could definitely touch with my hands had transformed into a ball of light—or more precisely, a ball of magical power—and seeped into my body, and that was the end of it.

"...Did my magical power just increase?"
"In a manner of speaking. It was merely mimicking the form and function through magic. I've simply given you the power that was contained within it."

So it just ended with an increase in magical power. Still, it's quite a significant gain.
My magical power, which had increased by about 1.5 times since I first used the Shadow Magic, has now approximately doubled.
In other words, I can now use Shadow Magic without hesitation.

I can now actively use it in battle too, I'd say.

"...Thank you."

At times like this, it seemed best to simply express gratitude.
Although it felt incredibly awkward, I bowed my head to him.

"So, what's in that bag?"
"This? Candies and chocolates... Hey! Don't just eat them! You're rich enough!"
"Somehow they taste better when bought by my contractor! Well, I can see right through your thoughts, but let me tell you, there's no need to carry such things around. If you want to be popular with children, there's just one action you need to take."
"Ugh...!"

I got goosebumps.
Not because he was rudely taking candies from the bag and crunching on them, but because he had accurately seen through my concerns.

I suspect that when you reach the level of a Transcendent, you might be able to read minds.

But I couldn't help being intrigued by his claim that I only needed to take one action, rather than offering bribes like these.

"...What is it? This action."

I glanced at him cautiously as I asked.
Since it was one of my goals, I would be the only one to lose out if I didn't hear it.

"A smile."

The words that came out of his mouth as he pulled up the corners of his lips with both hands were nonsense.

I should have known better.
It was my mistake for believing him.

Ch.79 - Doppelgänger (1)
As soon as I opened my eyes, I felt a smile forming on my lips.

"Yes!"

There was a good reason why I was in such a great mood right after waking up.
Due to yesterday's sudden attack by Gresorion and the Villain Association, today had become a day off.

For reference, the reason for the school closure was apparently because the teachers needed to clean up the mess in the Academy District.

And there was something else I hadn't known—not only were the Academy District and the technology expo venue attacked, but the Academy itself had also been hit.

I heard this news just before falling asleep yesterday, when I received the school closure notice through my communication terminal.

As soon as I got out of bed, I remembered this and approached the window. The scene that I hadn't noticed in the darkness came into view.

"It's really true..."

The Academy was just as much of a mess as everywhere else.

Woong—

"Good morning, my contractor. I've come to share an interesting fact with you."
"Interesting or not, please don't try to kill someone on their day off. I'm begging you."

Foriner appeared, deliberately making a sound that resonated through the space, as if wanting to announce his presence.

"Oh my, I wasn't being considerate. Well, it will only take a moment, so spare a little time for me."

I complained about his unwelcome appearance, but it didn't work at all. He had a firm—no, a completely natural determination to say what he wanted to say.

"So what is it?"

At times like this, giving up is easier on the mind. It's a method I've learned over the months of knowing Foriner.

"It's about the medicine you brought back when you went to Magica Essential last time."
"Ah, that... thing! Nngh!"

Stretch—

I listened to him while stretching. Far from attentive listening, but honestly, I had zero desire to pay attention, so this was the best I could do.

"After examining that medicine, I discovered something quite interesting."
"Something interesting?"
"Would you believe me if I told you this medicine wasn't made solely with the power of villains?"
"...What?"

What was he talking about now?

I stopped stretching and looked at him.
Foriner's words sounded like he was saying the Villain Association and Gresorion had been working together for quite some time.
If it hadn't been for yesterday's events, I would have impulsively told him to stop talking nonsense—it was that unbelievable.

There's an old saying that the enemy of my enemy is my friend, but that's not always true. Just because someone is the enemy of your enemy doesn't mean they're your ally.
And the perfect example of this was the three-way conflict between heroes, villains, and monsters.

Villains and monsters couldn't join forces because villains fought for their own ideals while monsters aimed to exterminate all of humanity.
Yet despite this, the fact that they were working together was honestly hard to believe, even though I'd seen it with my own eyes.

"To think villains and monsters have been working together all this time..."

This had become quite a headache.
Both were targets that needed to be eliminated, but facing them one by one was completely different from facing them as a united force.

"I suspect this was created by different entities than those who caused yesterday's incident. Just as there are different factions within a single group, the same applies to monsters."
"Ah..."

In other words, factions.
He was saying that different factions had been working together for some time, separate from those who caused this incident.

I could somewhat understand that monsters formed factions similar to humans. Even the A-rank monster Deltar that I recently encountered was quite human-like, so other A-rank monsters probably were too.

"So, for a fundamental solution, we need to take down both Gresorion and the Villain Association... is that it?"
"That's right."

This was troubling news.
Taking down the Villain Association might prevent the medicine from being distributed to the public.

But what if monsters directly reached out to those craving the medicine?
If that happened, a third force claiming to be Gresorion's servants might emerge.

A group of people addicted to the medicine, loyal only to monsters, disguised as ordinary people who could stab us in the back at any moment.

This wasn't an exaggeration.
The proof was those four students I saw before. They swallowed all their medicine at once for fear of losing it and ended up screaming for more—people who had been taking it for a long time would likely end up the same way.

"I do plan to come up with countermeasures. ...Ah, and one more thing."
"And?"

By the time our conversation ended, I had finished stretching. The rather intense stretching had made me sweat quite a bit this morning.

I'll take a shower as soon as Foriner leaves.

Looking at my clothes sticking to me with sweat, I raised my head at Foriner's words.
If he had more to say, I hoped he'd finish quickly.

"Since it's a rare day off, enjoy it well. Why not go out with friends? Constant training is good, but rest is also necessary."
"Yes, sir. Got it."

I was planning to have fun today anyway.
After giving him a perfunctory response, I gathered clothes to change into and headed to the bathroom.

Now it was time to shower and then lie in bed thinking about how to spend the day.

"Ah, yes. Despite becoming a woman, you still seem to have no interest in your own body, so let me tell you. Take some time to expl—"

SLAM!

Sensing that Foriner was about to say something weird, I quickly entered the bathroom and shut the door.

That damn old man.

"Haah..."

In the bathroom, I looked down at my body.
I saw curves that could never compare to Chan-eun's or Haram's, and fair skin without a single blemish.

Normally, I would have deliberately looked away or not paid attention to my body, but his words, though cut off, made me self-conscious.

"Come to think of it, women feel better than men... No. Don't think about it. Thinking about it means losing."

Feeling my face suddenly heat up, I squeezed my eyes shut.

I wasn't mentally prepared for this yet.


* * *


"What? You're alone?"
"Why? Don't like it?"

I met Se-Won in the dormitory lobby. He was dressed quite nicely for our outing.

Seeing his clearly disappointed look, I pouted. I wanted to hang out with pretty girls too.

"No, that's not it. Where are Chan-eun and Haram?"
"They both said they had things to do. Chan-eun said she was meeting some older friend because of yesterday's chaos... and Haram, what was it again? Something about company business?"

Anyway, the first thing he asked about was the other girls, proving he was just another guy after all.

I understood.
It's easy to forget because we hang out so often, but Chan-eun and Haram were the kind of girls who would stand out anywhere, so he was probably disappointed.
He probably dressed up for one of those two.

"I see."

After hearing my explanation, Se-Won gave a faint smile that could have meant anything. I guessed he was disappointed they weren't coming but couldn't show it openly.

"So, you were saying you wanted me to take you somewhere?"
"Yeah. Take me somewhere fun."

I moved closer to him and smiled sweetly, trying to humor him. This wasn't something I'd normally do, but I had a reason.
I felt sorry for him since he had dressed up to impress Chan-eun or Haram.

Anyway, the reason I called Se-Won out was to have him act as my navigator.

After showering, I tried to think of what to do for fun, but the sad reality was that all I could think of was training, so I decided to ask for his help.

"..."
"Why are you staring at me like that?"
"Nothing, just..."

Se-Won stared at me for a moment, then chuckled. Sorry, but a guy's chuckle doesn't get him anywhere.

"Let's go."

Seeming to realize this himself, he looked embarrassed and started walking ahead.


* * *


"What a mess."

Eun-Ha offered a brief assessment as she stepped out onto the street.

Half-destroyed buildings, overturned and cracked roads, burnt or broken wooden debris scattered on the ground.

As she said, the streets were a mess. The roads had been somewhat cleared overnight, but the sidewalks were still problematic for pedestrians.

"Is it really a good idea to go out on a day like this?"
"Hanging out at the secret base isn't bad, but we'd get bored if we used it every day."

So let's go out today.

Eun-Ha said this with a bright smile. Having little experience going out with friends, she was quite happy just to be out with a friend.

"Hmm... Alright. Let's make the others who didn't come jealous."

Kim Se-Won smiled along with her.
Until this morning, he hadn't expected to be going out with Eun-Ha, but it wasn't so bad.

"Eun-Ha will probably call you soon."
"I can't go, so take good care of her. And be her bodyguard while you're at it."

Kim Se-Won recalled the two phone calls he had received that morning.

The callers were In Haram and Han Chan-eun. In other words, Kim Se-Won had known from the beginning that he would be going out alone with Eun-Ha.

"Make the others jealous... Like taking pictures and stuff?"

Eun-Ha blinked her emerald eyes as she looked up at Kim Se-Won. Having never properly hung out with friends before, her heart was full of vague expectations.

"That's right. So let's go somewhere else. I heard places with less damage are still open today."
"Really? There are places open?"
"Yeah. Trust me. I did some research in advance."

Unlike Eun-Ha, who had come out without much thought, Kim Se-Won had already done his research.

Not only had he checked which areas were heavily damaged and which were less affected, but he had also researched places to eat and places to spend time.

"Really? Truly? Where?? Where is it??"

Eun-Ha's expectations soared at Kim Se-Won's words as he beat his chest and told her to trust him.

There was a clear reason for her excitement.
While Eun-Ha's social circle consisted only of Kim Se-Won, Han Chan-eun, and In Haram, his was different. Unlike Eun-Ha, who currently had only one male friend in Kim Se-Won, he had proper male "friends" in the plural. And he went out with them quite often.

"First, it's a place where we can eat."
"Yes! And?"

Wanting to tease Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won raised the corner of his mouth and began to build suspense.

"What kind of place is it that he's being so mysterious?!"

With her heart full of anticipation, Eun-Ha took the bait and nodded eagerly.

"And we can spend time there too. As long as you have money, you can stay as long as you want."
"Uh-huh!"

Eun-Ha's eyes began to sparkle.

"Plus, there's plenty to do together! We can take pictures too!"
"So where is this place?!"

Growing impatient with Kim Se-Won's continued suspense, Eun-Ha grabbed his collar and shook it vigorously.

"What amazing place is it that you're being so mysterious??"

Her behavior reminded him of a child whining, and Kim Se-Won barely managed to suppress his rising smile.

"This place is..."
"Tell me quickly!"

Kim Se-Won deliberately dragged it out, curious about what expression Eun-Ha would make when she learned the truth.

"Ahem!"

After clearing his throat once, Kim Se-Won glanced at Eun-Ha cautiously. She was waiting for his answer with sparkling eyes.

"...An internet cafe."

Feeling a bit guilty, Kim Se-Won averted his gaze as he gave his answer.

"..."

But there was no reaction from Eun-Ha.

"Is she stunned from disappointment?"

Even after a minute, there was still no reaction. She should be disappointed or angry, but her silence made him feel uneasy instead.

"Did I drag it out too much?"

Thinking she might be dazed from extreme disappointment, Kim Se-Won slowly turned his head to look at Eun-Ha.

"Hehehe...!"

There she was, grinning broadly. Her eyes were still sparkling, completely immersed in anticipation.

"An internet cafe! Not bad!"
"R-really...?"

Eun-Ha's standards were incredibly low.
They were so low that even Kim Se-Won, who had expected her to be disappointed, was surprised.

"I was just joking."

In truth, Kim Se-Won had already decided where to take Eun-Ha.

As soon as he received her call, he had hurriedly researched good places for the two of them to go.

But now that she seemed so happy about his joke, it felt awkward to admit it was a lie.

"I thought she wouldn't like it since she enjoys physical activities."

Eun-Ha was, in many ways, a person who defied his expectations.

Ch.80 - Doppelgänger (2)
"Sometimes I think that rather than heroes who just know how to fight, those civil servants who specialize in city restoration are more amazing."
"Where did that come from?"

Eun-Ha spoke as she pointed to their surroundings while heading toward their destination, the internet café.
Indeed, as Kim Se-Won had mentioned, this area was much less damaged than the chaotic roads she had first seen. Most stores were intact enough to open for business, and several were already welcoming customers.

But damaged areas still needed repairs, and workers were scattered along the roads, sidewalks, and buildings, restoring the infrastructure.

Cylindrical robots stood by these workers, providing necessary materials and capsules that temporarily replenished magical power to help the superpowered individuals with their restoration work.

Superhumans weren't just specialized for combat—some focused on urban disaster recovery, while others, like Jeong Hee-won from Magica Essential, excelled in specific situations. It was just that combat specialists received more attention because of the constant threat of monsters and villains, and the ongoing war at The Front Line.

"Well, contributing to society isn't just about defeating monsters with force. Restoring destroyed homes, buildings, and roads is cheaper and faster when done by superhumans rather than construction companies. Isn't that great?"

Eun-Ha recalled something she'd overheard before.
Being a hero was considered a "red ocean" career. Lower-ranked heroes were easily replaceable in monster battles, while specialized heroes like these were precious. As with Jeong Hee-won at Magica Essential, specialists were rare and therefore highly valued.

"So heroes are the ones who visibly protect humanity, while these specialists support them and protect people's workplaces and homes?"
"Ah, I see. I guess I've taken it for granted that everything gets fixed within days no matter how damaged it gets."

Kim Se-Won nodded in understanding after Eun-Ha finished speaking.

As he said, most citizens didn't pay much attention to these behind-the-scenes specialists.

Even though they were superhumans who protected citizens just like heroes did, it was always the heroes who directly saved people from monsters and villains. Plus, unless there was a large-scale attack like this one, these workers usually operated when few people were around, making them less visible.

"See, I know quite a lot despite appearances!"

Emboldened by Kim Se-Won's reaction, Eun-Ha puffed out her chest. Her modest chest made a slight assertion of itself, though it was tearfully inadequate compared to Han Chae-eun and In Ha-ram.

Eun-Ha's pitiful yet lovable appearance had the power to make passersby smile unconsciously.

Kim Se-Won was no exception.
However.

"Come to think of it, when was the last time I went to an internet café...?"

At this rate, they would actually arrive at the internet café.
Kim Se-Won felt anxious about this. His goal was to get closer to Eun-Ha, so going to the internet café wasn't ideal.
Meanwhile, he also wondered when he had last visited such a place.

About a month ago, perhaps, when he went once with a friend named Bada.

"Huh? Is that...?"

Suddenly, a familiar face caught the edge of Kim Se-Won's vision. Not someone he talked to often, but someone he saw frequently—a classmate.

"Where is she going?"

His classmate, Chae Ji-won, was walking on the sidewalk opposite from where Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were, heading somewhere.

Unaware of Kim Se-Won's presence, she turned and entered an alley while walking.

"I'm sure she knows what she's doing."

Kim Se-Won wondered if the girl entering such a sketchy place between buildings was really the Chae Ji-won he knew.

He stared intently at the alley where she had disappeared and noticed something strange.

"Did she always have that expression?"

The glimpse he caught of Chae Ji-won's face was extremely mechanical. Her face seemed devoid of emotion, almost like a doll.

"Maybe that's her true nature."

But his interest ended there.
They weren't particularly close, and he was already struggling to focus on Eun-Ha.
Besides, as Eun-Ha herself demonstrated, people's outward appearances could differ greatly from their true nature.

"No. At this rate, we're really going to end up at the internet café."

Having lost interest in Chae Ji-won, Kim Se-Won returned to pondering his current dilemma. He felt he had wasted energy thinking about Chae Ji-won when he was already overwhelmed with the Eun-Ha situation.

He desperately wanted to get closer to Eun-Ha. Despite being the closest male to her at the academy, he yearned to take one step further.

"This is tough. Really tough."

This wasn't Kim Se-Won's first attempt. He had tried several times before, but each attempt was thwarted by Eun-Ha's impenetrable attitude.

"Was she really a man? No, that can't be right. She must have just been raised like a boy."

While Han Chae-eun and In Ha-ram had accepted that Eun-Ha used to be male, Kim Se-Won still couldn't fully process this fact.

Part of it was because Eun-Ha's appearance was that of an adorable girl. But the real reason Kim Se-Won wanted to get closer to her was something else.

It was her occasional display of dignity. Despite being the same age, she sometimes showed a reliability that made her seem much older than him. This trait stood out even more in contrast to her usually lovable appearance.

This was also why Kim Se-Won couldn't accept that Eun-Ha had been male.
He wanted to believe that Eun-Ha's dignity wasn't because she had been a "man."

"By the way, what do you do at the internet café?"
"Huh? What do I do...?"

While Kim Se-Won was lost in thought, Eun-Ha suddenly closed the distance between them and asked. Though the distance had only decreased slightly, the mysterious scent emanating from Eun-Ha's body made Kim Se-Won dizzy.

To Kim Se-Won, it felt like she was practically clinging to him.

"This is dangerous."

Though Eun-Ha had no ulterior motives, Kim Se-Won couldn't help but be conscious of her every unintentional action.

That's what made it difficult.
She had an impenetrable wall because she saw Kim Se-Won strictly as one man to another.
And because Eun-Ha approached Kim Se-Won with the mindset that she was male, she often showed incredibly unguarded behavior.
Her attitude—seducing with her whole body while thoroughly blocking him with an invisible armor—seemed to challenge him to break through if he could.

That's why Kim Se-Won wanted to shatter that armor and close the distance with Eun-Ha.

"What do you mean? I'm asking what you do to pass time at the internet café. I've never been to one."
"N-nothing special. Just playing games?"
"I see. Games..."

Eun-Ha stepped away from Kim Se-Won and rested her chin on her hand, deep in thought.
Due to her five years at The Front Line, Eun-Ha had lived far from gaming. Though she'd had opportunities recently, she naturally hadn't developed the habit.

"Whew!"

Only after Eun-Ha fell into contemplation could Kim Se-Won escape the intoxicating scent that had been tormenting him. If he had lost control for even a moment, he might have unconsciously embraced her.

"Come to think of it, it's been a while since I played games, so maybe the internet café isn't a good idea..."
"Huh?"

Unexpectedly, Eun-Ha's words contradicted her earlier enthusiasm for the internet café.

"Is this my chance?!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes lit up.
A good opportunity, albeit unexpected.
He could see that Eun-Ha's interest in the internet café was waning.

Determined not to miss this chance, Kim Se-Won started thinking about how to completely change Eun-Ha's mind.

"What's that, Chae Ji-won?"

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha shifted her gaze from Kim Se-Won to look around.
As her heart was changing from wanting to go to the internet café to considering other options, she naturally looked around for alternative entertainment.

She spotted a café.
And by the café window were classmates from their class.
Though not close friends, the faces of Chae Ji-won and her friend Yoon Nu-ri were familiar from seeing them often in class.

"Is chatting at a café that fun?"

To Eun-Ha, the two women looked strange. She would run out of things to say after just a little conversation, but these two seemed like they could chat endlessly if given the time.

"Maybe I should ask about it later?"

Han Chae-eun's face then appeared in Eun-Ha's mind. Among her friends, she was the most talkative.
Her other friend, In Ha-ram, became much quieter when not discussing her father, so the choice naturally narrowed to Han Chae-eun alone.

"We're here. Shall we go up?"

After walking for a while, they finally reached their destination, the internet café.
Even though her interest had begun to drift away, they had arrived before she could think of another destination.

"Wait."
"Huh? Why?"

As Eun-Ha was about to enter the internet café, resigned to her fate, Kim Se-Won stopped her. His expression was very solemn.

"Did you eat before coming out? Let's eat first."
"I already ate."
"Aren't you hungry?"
"No, I'm not."

Determined to change Eun-Ha's mind no matter what, Kim Se-Won took action.
But unfortunately, he brought up food.

It was just past 10 o'clock.
For Eun-Ha, who diligently ate breakfast, lunch, and dinner, this wasn't a time when she would be hungry.

"Oh no!"

Seeing Eun-Ha staring blankly at him, Kim Se-Won realized his mistake.

"But if you're hungry, we could just go to the internet café like you said. You mentioned we could order food there."
"No... that's..."

Kim Se-Won found himself in a crisis.
He was caught by his own words.

"Should I switch to another option? No, that might be too obvious. It's already obvious, but I can't make it more so!"

He needed to say something.
Kim Se-Won desperately racked his brain for a solution.

"Got it!"

Fortunately, an answer came quickly. The research he had done that morning proved useful here.

"Meat! I want to eat meat...! You know, after everything that happened yesterday. I wanted to eat something substantial, get some energy. You know, we need energy to have fun...!"

He rambled, saying whatever came to mind. But he wasn't just randomly mentioning meat. Since meat was available at the internet café too, he needed to offer something different.

"There's this really delicious Western restaurant nearby. I heard their meat is amazing. It's super famous."

Kim Se-Won recalled one of the restaurants he had hurriedly researched that morning, a place rumored to serve delicious meat. He judged that this restaurant could captivate Eun-Ha, who went crazy for meat.

"Meat...!! A famous place?! Do they serve a lot?"
"...I think so!"
"Let's go!"

His judgment was spot on.
Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled as proof.
Not just the keyword "meat," but the added assurance of it being a "famous place" had captured Eun-Ha's interest.

*Grab*

"Hurry!"

Excited at the thought of eating meat, Eun-Ha felt her stomach growling and grabbed Kim Se-Won's hand. The word "internet café" had long disappeared from her mind.

"Phew..."

Kim Se-Won sighed in relief as he felt the soft touch of the hand holding his.

Ch.81 - Doppelgänger (3)
After arriving at the restaurant that was supposedly so good, Eun-Ha noticed it had just opened. Despite the awkward time before lunch, there were already several customers inside—clear evidence of its reputation.

"Welcome!" called a husky voice as they entered.
"Thank youuu~" Eun-Ha replied cheerfully, excited about the prospect of eating meat.

"WELCOME!!!"

Her voice was drowned out by several enthusiastic greetings that followed the husky one.

"What an interesting place..." she said.
"Right?"

It was certainly unique—memorable, to say the least. As Eun-Ha looked around, Kim Se-Won clenched his fist, confident that his choice had been correct.

"Oh."

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's voice dropped. She sounded like she'd spotted something unwelcome. Following her gaze, Kim Se-Won noticed a large framed picture on the wall.

"Oh... shit..."

Se-Won heard the quiet curse as he examined what had caught her attention. There in the frame was a very familiar girl—Eun-Ha herself, awkwardly smiling while surrounded by dozens of muscular men.

"That's...!"
"Se-Won, let's go some—"

Eun-Ha couldn't hide her embarrassment at having her friend see this memento of her past. Though she had the same photo hanging in her room, seeing it enlarged and displayed in public was mortifying.

*How many people have seen this at such a popular restaurant?!*

Just as she was about to suggest leaving, there was a loud crash from the kitchen.

"My goodness! Isn't this the Holy Maiden herself?!"

A booming voice filled the restaurant. It belonged to the owner who had first greeted them.

"Oh my! I should call you Ms. Virginia! If I'd known you were coming, I would have rolled out a carpet!"
"No, that's really not necessary..."

The muscular man hurried over to Eun-Ha.

His previously husky voice had disappeared completely, replaced by a high-pitched, fawning tone. Combined with his deferential manner that didn't match his large build, it was only a matter of time before he drew everyone's attention.

*He's one of those people.*

Watching this, Kim Se-Won recalled something Eun-Ha had once mentioned. He realized the restaurant owner must be one of the many muscular men whose lives Eun-Ha had saved.

*Looking at it now, In Cheon-Yong is there too.*

In Cheon-Yong, In Ha-Ram's father, was the most imposing figure in the enlarged photo. Se-Won had only noticed Eun-Ha at first, so he'd missed this detail.

"How could I not? I can run this restaurant again thanks to you! Remember my arm? I would have been disabled for life without you!"
"Ah, hahaha..."

Though the muscular man's voice was fawning, it was loud enough to echo throughout the quiet restaurant.

"Hey, isn't that...?"
"I think I've seen her on TV..."
"Wow..."

People in the restaurant began recognizing Eun-Ha.

The Holy Maiden of Hair. The Saint. Virginia. She'd appeared in the media under various names.

"And who are you?"
"Huh?!"

Naturally sidelined, Kim Se-Won had been searching for the owner in the framed photo when a voice suddenly pierced his ears, startling him.

He looked around, but no one was looking at him. Everyone's attention was focused on Eun-Ha.

"Did I mishear...?"

No one seemed to be paying him any attention. Se-Won was confused as he tried to focus on the photo again.

"I asked who you are."

But the voice came again.

"What the...?!"

The voice was definitely directed at him. It was coming from nearby, speaking directly to him.

"What's going on...?"

Still, no one seemed to notice him. It was like someone was playing a prank.

Slightly annoyed, he frowned and tried to look back at the photo when—

"?!"

Se-Won locked eyes with the restaurant owner who was bowing to Eun-Ha.

He was shocked. Though their eye contact lasted only a moment, the owner's gaze was so cold it gave him goosebumps.

It was a gaze sharp as a knife, capable of stabbing someone to death—not something you'd develop just from working out.

"How many times do I have to ask?"

*This is insane!*

Se-Won was shocked again.

The owner, who was bending down to match Eun-Ha's height, seemed to have two voices, directing a question specifically at Se-Won that only he could hear.

So the muscular restaurant owner was the one who had been questioning him all along.

*What kind of person is he?!*

Far from ordinary.
The owner's behavior was so bizarre that his muscular build seemed normal by comparison.

"Oh my! You must be hungry, and I've been keeping you too long! Please, sit wherever you'd like! I'll bring out the food right away!"
"Um, well, uh, okay..."

Meanwhile, unaware of Se-Won's repeated shock, Eun-Ha had barely recovered from her embarrassment and moved toward a visible table.

Thanks to the owner's noisy welcome, all eyes in the restaurant were on her. If she'd had time to prepare mentally, she might have been more confident, but this was too sudden.

*Why can't I speak properly?!*

Eun-Ha was embarrassed at her inability to speak properly just because of a few stares.
Still, she believed the attention would gradually fade once she sat down.

"Haah..."

Only after sitting could Eun-Ha finally sigh. As she expected, once the muscular owner disappeared, the stares slowly diminished.

"You're quite popular~"
"You...!"
"When would students like us ever get this kind of treatment? It's all thanks to our Holy. Maiden."

With the muscular man gone, Kim Se-Won regained his composure and started teasing Eun-Ha with a grin.

"That damn Holy Maiden, Holy Maiden, Holy Maiden...!"

Eun-Ha trembled and blushed again.
Despite having treated many people without asking for anything in return, Eun-Ha was often called the Holy Maiden even though she had the magical girl and hero name Virginia.

However, Eun-Ha didn't appreciate this embarrassing title, especially since "Holy Maiden" emphasized her gender, which made her even more uncomfortable.

"But seriously, what a coincidence. Don't you think?"
"If I'd known, I would've just gone to the PC room..."
"Weren't you the one singing 'meat, meat' and urging us to hurry just a moment ago?"
"Yes! It was me! Me!"
"That's right~ Our Holy Maiden~"

Like a fish in water, Kim Se-Won's teasing was endless. It was a reaction to the threat he'd felt while Eun-Ha was flustered by the muscular man.

"I'm going to shut that mouth of yours—"
"Here you are! You must be thirsty after coming all this way. Please drink this to wet your throat!"
"Huh? Oh, yes. Th-thank you?"

Eun-Ha, who had been growling at Kim Se-Won's continued teasing, was startled by the owner who had placed orange juice in front of her without making a sound.

Thunk!

In contrast, what he placed in front of Kim Se-Won, without even a glance, was a mysterious brownish liquid.

"If you want to get close to the teacher, build more muscle. Kid."

Another cold, sharp voice followed. Once again, the owner used his directional voice to speak words only Kim Se-Won could hear.

"Is this... ugh?!"

Kim Se-Won picked up the cup with disbelief and took a sip.
A very familiar chocolate taste.

It was protein mixed with milk.

"Ah, perhaps orange juice doesn't suit your taste? If there's something else you'd prefer, I'd be happy to bring it. Yes."
"No, I like orange juice too..."

"Make a wrong move toward the teacher and you're dead."

Flex! Flex!

The contrast in customer service was stark.
It was like the left and right sides of his body were operating independently. The owner's arm facing Kim Se-Won twitched threateningly.

By now, the killing intent in the owner's eyes was more than Kim Se-Won, who had only experienced a few fights, could handle.

*This guy's insane. Is he some kind of fanatic?!*

Kim Se-Won felt his face turning pale from the pressure.

"Huh? Se-Won, what's wrong?"

Noticing this change in Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha tilted her head. It was natural to be concerned when someone suddenly turned pale for no apparent reason.

"Hahaha, it's nothing at all, teacher. Hahaha. Oh, by the way, have you decided on your order? I overheard your companion saying you like meat. Our restaurant is exceptional at grilling meat. How about it? Beef, pork, lamb. We can prepare anything for you."

The owner skillfully blocked Eun-Ha's view of Kim Se-Won with his large body, just before she could see his face. His timing was impeccable.
At the same time, he gradually withdrew the killing intent directed at Kim Se-Won.

"Um... I like them all..."
"All of them! Excellent! Then how about this menu? I also recommend this!"

He even bought time for Kim Se-Won's complexion to recover!

"Please wait just a moment, teacher."
"...Phew. You're not hiding somewhere doing something weird, are you?"

After the muscular man who had covered up his actions toward Kim Se-Won disappeared, Se-Won could finally breathe again.

The owner's customer service was as peculiar as the restaurant itself. He seemed to revere Eun-Ha.

*I can understand... No, I can't!*

Kim Se-Won shook his head, almost accepting it. Even though Eun-Ha had enabled him to continue working, it was strange how respectfully he treated someone younger than himself.

That's why one hypothesis formed in Kim Se-Won's mind:

*Did she secretly establish some cult? Like a "Never Lose Your Gains" church or something?*

"W-what... s-suddenly...!"

Meanwhile, startled by the sudden question, Eun-Ha couldn't help but stammer.
The question "Are you hiding somewhere doing something weird?" sounded like it was targeting her identity as a magical girl.

"No... never mind."

Her vehement denial sounded more like confirmation. Or maybe, given Eun-Ha's simple and straightforward nature, she really wasn't hiding anything.

Kim Se-Won drank the protein the owner had given him, seriously considering:

*Maybe I should build some muscle too.*

Ch.82 - Doppelganger (4)
As darkness fell over the sky, Eun-Ha returned to the dormitory with Kim Se-Won.

"Haah."

Realizing that the day was almost over and school would resume soon, Eun-Ha entered the dormitory lobby and let out a deep sigh.

"I wish we could have taken tomorrow off instead."

Today was Thursday.
Eun-Ha complained belatedly that having three consecutive days off would have been better than going back to school after just one day off.

She had completely forgotten the very important fact that regardless of when her day off was, she wouldn't have any free time for three days starting Friday.

"By the way, Se-Won. The evaluation day is coming up. How's your preparation going? Want to spar together?"

Eun-Ha suddenly looked at Kim Se-Won.

The evaluation day she mentioned was a kind of performance assessment.
Given the nature of heroes who must fight monsters and villains, these combat evaluations happened several times per semester, and on these days, students were assessed through mock battles with each other.

"Evaluation day? Midterms come first. The evaluation day won't start for at least another week or two."
"...What?"

Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha as if she was talking nonsense.

Having skipped the study group yesterday, Eun-Ha's memory seemed completely wiped clean. After hearing Kim Se-Won's words, she looked like she'd been hit on the back of the head with a hammer.

*I'm screwed! I'm screwed! I'm screwed! I'm screwed! I'm screwed!*

A loud alarm blared in Eun-Ha's head.
There wasn't much time left until midterms.
And thanks to taking two days off, all her academic knowledge had completely vanished from her mind.

*If I mess up the midterms, I don't know what Foriner and my mother will do to me...!*

Realizing in real-time how screwed she was, cold sweat began pouring down Eun-Ha's face.

"So the time I have left is..."
"Three days? Maybe four if we're being generous?"
"I'm doomed...!"

This was no time to be relaxing and hanging out with friends.
The Academy was a place where aspiring heroes from all over the country gathered. Naturally, there was a lot to learn. Three days wasn't nearly enough at Eun-Ha's pace.

*There's only one answer...!*

With her face turning pale blue, Eun-Ha remembered what she had heard directly that morning.
Inharam was busy with company work.
Han Chae-Eun was also gone, visiting an older friend.
The only one left was Kim Se-Won right in front of her.

"Se-Wooooon!!"
"W-wait...!"

Eun-Ha suddenly grabbed onto Kim Se-Won's pant leg. Not noticing that students in the dormitory lobby were watching her, she desperately clung to his pants.

"Study! Let's study! It's dangerous! Our grades are in danger!"
"When you say it like that, it sounds like I haven't prepared for the exams at all!"

Unlike Eun-Ha who had built a wall between herself and studying, Kim Se-Won was a diligent student. He was so diligently boring that he could still rank in the upper tier even if he took the exam now without any preparation.
In fact, all of Eun-Ha's friends except for herself were such academic achievers.

"How can you be so mean?! We've eaten together, watched movies together, even gone to the betting hall together...! And I paid for dinner, how can you heartlessly abandon me...!"
"Okay, okay. So calm down! Look around first!"
"Around...?"

When Kim Se-Won reluctantly agreed, Eun-Ha finally looked around.
The surroundings were shrouded in silence.
But that didn't mean there were no people.
Students who had stopped in their tracks or paused what they were doing were staring at Eun-Ha.
Although there were only about ten of them, Eun-Ha had definitely drawn attention to herself, and the students were all staring at her with blank expressions, at a loss for words.

*Click!*

No, someone even took a picture of her clinging to Kim Se-Won's pants.

"...Ahem! Ah, anyway, I'll see you later. I'll, um... grab my books and come!"

In this situation, Eun-Ha had only one choice.
What could be called a dignified pants-run.

Eun-Ha stood up, pretending nothing had happened, and quickly walked toward her room.

* * *

"Ugh...!"

Five minutes after updating her dark history.
Eun-Ha was trudging down the quiet dormitory hallway toward her room.

Her face was flushed red as if steam might come out of her head. It wouldn't be strange if she exploded right now.

"What the hell...!"

Eun-Ha began tapping her head with her small hands. Her already struggling brain cells were being exterminated in real-time.

"No matter how urgent it was, how could I not consider the time and place...!"

Her face, soaked in shame, showed no signs of returning to normal. At this rate, it would take quite some time before she could go find Kim Se-Won.

"Huh?"
"I should go to my room and wash my face... Hmm?"

In the midst of this, a soft voice reached Eun-Ha's ears.
Eun-Ha looked up in the direction of the sound.
There stood a small girl with flowing brown bob-cut hair.

Yang Se-Hee, a puppy-like girl who wouldn't look out of place with droopy dog ears on her head.

Looking at her with her head bowed and not a shred of confidence on her face, like a puppy who had done something wrong, Eun-Ha smiled broadly at Yang Se-Hee.
Her face was now red for a different reason.

"Oh, h-hello...? Eun-Ha? Is something... wrong...?"

Upon noticing Eun-Ha, Yang Se-Hee waved her hand with an awkward smile. She didn't raise her hand above her head, but rather waved it timidly at chest level with hunched shoulders, emphasizing her cuteness even more.

"Ah~ No. N-nothing special. Nope. Nothing at all."

Wanting to appear reliable to the puppy-like Yang Se-Hee, Eun-Ha quickly fixed her expression, summoning all her non-existent bravado.
Her face was still red.

*If it's Eun-Ha...*

Yang Se-Hee stared at Eun-Ha's face.
Having just run into Eun-Ha while wrestling with her worries, there was a faint expectation in her hesitant eyes.

*But would she listen to someone like me...?*

Yang Se-Hee considered Eun-Ha to be the closest person to her in class, so Eun-Ha was the only one she could talk to.
However, Yang Se-Hee didn't talk with Eun-Ha often. If anything, they were just classmates.
It was an awkward relationship to easily share her concerns.

"What about you? Is something wrong?"

Eun-Ha spoke to Yang Se-Hee, who was still hesitating about whether to share her worries. Even to Eun-Ha, Yang Se-Hee looked extremely anxious.

Having just put on a brave face, she thought she could listen to one of Yang Se-Hee's concerns if she had any.
The memory of telling Kim Se-Won she would come find him soon had long been pushed to a corner of her mind.

"If it's hard to talk here, want to talk in my room?"

*She definitely seems to have something on her mind.*

Eun-Ha smiled gently as if coaxing a child. She thought it wouldn't hurt to try using what Foriner had told her, even though she had dismissed it as nonsense.

* * *

"...Is this story true?"
"Yes..."

After moving to Yang Se-Hee's room.
In the pink-filled room, Eun-Ha and Yang Se-Hee nodded at each other.

*This is crazy...*

Eun-Ha wanted to enjoy being in the cute Yang Se-Hee's room for once, but she couldn't. Because of what Yang Se-Hee had said.
It was a story that was completely unbelievable, or rather, one she didn't want to believe.

Yang Se-Hee had said:

*Today, I heard many heroes were coming to help with the restoration of the Academy district, so I was walking around downtown and met Ji-Won. Chae Ji-Won.*

Up to this point, there was no major issue.
Eun-Ha also remembered meeting Chae Ji-Won, and Yoon Nu-Ri was with her as well.
It wasn't a strange story. Yes, up to this point.

*Well, I like heroes, but I also wanted to copy their abilities and try them myself, so I was walking around. And then...*

Yang Se-Hee paused briefly and barely managed to swallow.

*I spotted Ji-Won and looked at her without thinking, and I saw that Ji-Won had two abilities.*

First, doppelganger ability users can distinguish between superhumans and ordinary people at a glance due to the nature of their ability.
And when they see a superhuman, they instinctively know what kind of ability that person has. This is how Yang Se-Hee can peek at other people's abilities.

But Yang Se-Hee's statement that there were two abilities is something that shouldn't normally be possible.

There are ability users who can steal heat from objects and use both cold and heat, making it seem like they have two abilities, but this is two powers based on a single ability. And when a doppelganger like Yang Se-Hee looks at such an ability user, it still appears as one ability.

So when she said there were two abilities, Eun-Ha couldn't help but cry out.

*What are you talking about? Two? Are you sure you didn't see wrong?*
*...I'm sure. I saw it correctly. One felt like Ji-Won's Aerokinesis, and the other was...*

At this point, Yang Se-Hee hesitated greatly. Her face wore a puzzled expression.

*Doppelganger.*

Back to the present.

"...Honestly, I find it hard to believe."

No matter how many times Eun-Ha thought about it, she couldn't believe Yang Se-Hee's words.
One was Aerokinesis.
The other was Doppelganger.

Yang Se-Hee had never seen another doppelganger ability user besides herself, so she wasn't confident in what she had seen.
But despite having seen many ability users before, this was the first time she had seen someone with two abilities, and one of them being a doppelganger, which is why she had been worrying.

"So, until a few days ago, she just had Aerokinesis alone, right?"
"Yes."

Eun-Ha asked Yang Se-Hee about the past to confirm.
Did she suddenly gain another ability?
If not, she wanted to find out if it was something involving the doppelganger power.

Yang Se-Hee, still looking uncertain, lowered her head slightly. She couldn't expect Eun-Ha to easily believe her when she herself wasn't confident.

*Could this be the work of villains?*

In this situation, Eun-Ha suddenly had a thought.

The drug that forcibly activates superhumans' powers, the attack on the Academy district, the Academy attack, the public release of cloning technology, and so on. With the Villain Association's activities becoming more active recently, Eun-Ha wondered if this incident might also be their doing.

"Just in case, have you told anyone else about this?"
"N-no... You're the first person I've told, Eun-Ha. A-anyway, no one would believe someone like me."

Yang Se-Hee, who lacked confidence almost entirely, spoke with her head lowered.

*So I'm the only one who knows... What if what Se-Hee saw was a subspecies of doppelganger? What if it's an awakened one?*

Assumptions began to form in Eun-Ha's mind, and anxiety started to creep in.

All the security devices in the Academy are based on biometric recognition and magical wave detection, like when she went to the women's locker room with Inharam and disabled the security devices.

But what about this situation?

*Whether it's an awakened one or a subspecies, if a doppelganger is mimicking Chae Ji-Won exactly, it could develop into a very dangerous situation.*

Eun-Ha remembered that yesterday, villains had attacked the Academy but ended without even entering the Academy building. This was because they couldn't break through the security devices.

As a result, the villains who were trying to destroy the security devices were stopped by the teaching staff.

However, if there exists a doppelganger who can copy a person's appearance, the story changes.

*This time, they might really be able to infiltrate the Academy...*

It's just a hypothesis, but if it were true, it would be an extremely dangerous situation.

*And if they were targeting the Academy in the first place...*

Eun-Ha's gaze turned to Yang Se-Hee, who had her head bowed low.

*Maybe...*

It's just a hypothesis, but if they were targeting the Academy and borrowing the body of Chae Ji-Won, who was in the same class as Eun-Ha and Yang Se-Hee, they might have done some preliminary research just in case.
Perhaps that research was conducted today.

Eun-Ha recalled seeing Chae Ji-Won with Yoon Nu-Ri while she was out with Kim Se-Won today.

*Se-Hee might be in danger.*

If the person with Yoon Nu-Ri was a doppelganger, there was a high possibility that all the basic personal information of their classmates had already been passed to the doppelganger.
And Eun-Ha judged that Yang Se-Hee, who could potentially recognize their identity, might be targeted first.

"Se-Hee."

Regardless of whether it was true or not, Eun-Ha couldn't ignore this as a hero.
Then the first thing to do was to protect Yang Se-Hee, who was likely to be in danger.

"Want to exchange phone numbers? We're friends, but we haven't even known each other's numbers until now."

Eun-Ha spoke gently, as if persuading a child.

"R-really?!"

At Eun-Ha's words, Yang Se-Hee widened her eyes and leaned forward.

"Y-yeah."

Not expecting Yang Se-Hee, who had been lacking confidence and feeling down, to react this way, Eun-Ha was caught off guard by the shampoo scent emanating from her.

*She's cute.*

Thinking she looked even cuter up close, Eun-Ha's facial muscles threatened to go on strike.

*No. Dignity! Solemnity! Seriousness! All three!*

Wanting to appear reliable in front of this cute girl, Eun-Ha desperately tried to control her facial muscles.
But her face refused to stay firm and kept trying to break into a silly grin. Eun-Ha was surprisingly weak to cute things.

*Something, something to make my expression firm... Ah...!!*

As she fought with herself, Eun-Ha recalled one scene in her mind and finally managed to harden her expression.

*I'll have to clean it up again when I go to ask about this.*

What she recalled was the image of Hong Yu-Jin's room, which turned into a pigsty within a day no matter how many times it was cleaned.

"Wow.... Hehehe...! Yes! Yes!"

After some time, Eun-Ha succeeded in exchanging numbers with Yang Se-Hee.
Unlike Eun-Ha who barely managed to keep her expression firm, Yang Se-Hee couldn't contain her joy, her eyes sparkling.
She even jumped up and down in excitement.

"...Ah!"

But Yang Se-Hee's joy didn't last long. She suddenly realized she had momentarily forgotten that Eun-Ha was right in front of her.

"No...!"

Yang Se-Hee, whose face had instantly changed from pink to red, sat back down and desperately covered her face.

*She's cute.*

And Eun-Ha watched all of Yang Se-Hee's actions with a contented smile.

Ch.83 - Doppelgänger (5)
"Sorry! Tomorrow! Let me study tomorrow!"

"What's this?"

Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his disappointment as he looked at the message on his communication device and glanced around his room. The room was unusually clean—he had hurriedly tidied it when he heard Eun-Ha was coming, only to receive this message right after finishing.

"I was going to help her review the basics."

Kim Se-Won flipped through the notebook he had carefully prepared, feeling let down. He had created it specifically for occasions like this, but now it might never be used.

"She probably didn't suddenly lose interest in studying."

Recalling Eun-Ha's earnest expression that was still vivid in his mind, Kim Se-Won checked his device again, hoping for a follow-up message saying it was just a joke. But no matter how long he waited, no message came.

* * *

After hearing what happened from Yang Se-Hee, Eun-Ha dropped everything and rushed to Hong Yoo-Jin's home.

She needed to tell someone trustworthy and experienced about this situation, as carelessly spreading this information could put Yang Se-Hee or Cha Ji-Won in danger.

To be honest, Eun-Ha only truly trusted one person—or maybe two if she stretched it: Hong Yoo-Jin and Foriner.

"...That's what happened. What do you think?"
"Yaaawn... Not good, not good at all."

Though it hadn't been long since her last visit, Hong Yoo-Jin's home was a complete mess. Eun-Ha didn't even think about scolding her for the state of her home and immediately explained everything to Hong Yoo-Jin, who couldn't hide her exhaustion.

Having pushed her body to its limits without rest for days, Hong Yoo-Jin was visibly tired. Thanks to her special magical girl body, she felt no physical fatigue, but mental exhaustion was another matter.

*Even with how tired I am, I should listen since Eun-Ha is being so serious...*

Hong Yoo-Jin blinked her eyes and organized the facts Eun-Ha had shared. No matter how tired she was, she wanted to help with her child's request.

"Hmm... First, your hypothesis is quite plausible. Even with their small numbers, doppelgangers would naturally develop subspecies, and it's not strange for one who trained desperately to awaken. I haven't heard of such a case yet, but if it's affiliated with the Villain Association, they would have kept it hidden, so it's not impossible."

Hong Yoo-Jin raised her index finger with drowsy eyes.

"And if this hypothesis is true, there's something you need to do first."
"What is it?"
"Find out where Cha Ji-Won is. And rescue her. I can protect Se-Hee at school, but not Ji-Won. That should be your top priority."
"I see... You're right. But wait."

Eun-Ha nodded in agreement with her words. She didn't know exactly how strong Hong Yoo-Jin was, but as Foriner's contractor, she assumed Hong Yoo-Jin possessed at least A-rank hero-level power.

Eun-Ha glanced at her communication device, then rested her chin on her hand with a serious expression.

*With her mother around, I don't need to worry about Se-Hee at all? And I can just ask Foriner about Ji-Won's whereabouts.*

*But if she's been kidnapped by villains and is terrified, and then I show up...?*

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's eyes widened as if something had clicked in her mind. A mischievous smile spread across her face.

"Wait, could I score some points with Cha Ji-Won with this? There's nothing cooler than a hero appearing in a moment of crisis."
"Good grief... Hold on a second."
"Huh?"

Hong Yoo-Jin, who had been watching Eun-Ha with a disapproving expression, stood up and went somewhere.

Thud!

"Here, transform. Transform now."
"Huh?"

Hong Yoo-Jin had brought a full-length mirror.
Though confused about why she'd brought a mirror, Eun-Ha did as told and transformed into Optima.

Her emerald eyes changed to amethyst purple, and her sunny hair took on a deep darkness.

"Look at yourself. What do you see?"
"..."
"Cute. Pretty. Objectively speaking, what do you think? Sure, you might look cool with this appearance too. But normally, people's first impression would be that you're pretty, you dummy. What nonsense about scoring points."
"Damn it."

Optima frowned and turned her head away at Hong Yoo-Jin's merciless attack. Hong Yoo-Jin was right.
Her flawless appearance radiated light whether she was still or frowning.

Even Optima herself couldn't deny Hong Yoo-Jin's words. It was because of this appearance that Optima had become famous more easily.

Strong, mysterious, and beautiful "magical" girl.
The reason few people mocked Optima despite her calling herself a magical girl was obviously due to her face.

"Fine! Anyway, it's certain that my image will improve if I save her."
"That's true. Now, put that back and undo your transformation."
"You brought it out but want me to put it back?"

Despite grumbling, Optima easily carried the mirror back to its original place.

Plop!

She plopped down as soon as she returned, and then her body emitted light, revealing a magical girl in white and blue attire—Virginia.

"I said undo the transformation, not change into something else."
"I'm staying here tonight, okay? I'll need a clothesline to clean up this garbage dump. You don't expect me to sleep with my limbs stretched out in this mess, do you?"
"..."

Hong Yoo-Jin had nothing to say since she knew what state her home was in. The staff with blue jewel decorations would once again serve as a clothesline today.

"But I'm curious about something. I understand the Academy District, but why was the Academy itself attacked?"
"I don't know either. They seemed to have a purpose, but they couldn't even get inside. They just poked around with telescopes before getting thrashed by the teachers who came to fight the villains."
"Looking for someone..."

*Could the target have been Cha Ji-Won?*

Eun-Ha tilted her head with a puzzled expression. The villains' recent activities were too unpredictable to understand their purpose.

*Why? Why specifically Cha Ji-Won and not someone else?*

Was there a reason it had to be Cha Ji-Won, or would any Academy student have sufficed? The situation was unclear.
Frustrated, Eun-Ha frowned and eventually gave up thinking about it.

With so little information, continuing to make assumptions was like searching for a needle in a vast desert of possibilities.
In other words, a waste of time.

"Anyway, I just need to ask one more person..."
"What? About the Ji-Won problem you told me about?"
"Yeah. I think I should ask that person to find out where Cha Ji-Won is."

Eun-Ha nodded and looked at her communication device again.

"But I don't want to contact him directly. He'll probably say something annoying like 'Do you need my help, my contractor~' with that smug attitude."
"Ah~"

Eun-Ha made no effort to hide her dislike. The address book she pulled up on her device was pathetically sparse—not even twenty contacts. Among them was a number that had been there from the beginning, one she had never contacted first.

"And—"
"Still no room to step in, I see."
"—like this, I figured he'd show up without me having to contact him anyway."

As if on cue, Foriner tore through space and appeared just as Eun-Ha was speaking.
Neither was surprised anymore. Eun-Ha had expected it, and Hong Yoo-Jin had experienced this for over a decade, making it almost mundane by now.

"Greetings, my contractors. First, it seems we should tidy this place. I worry about you—you haven't improved in this regard for years. In fact, it seems to be getting worse lately...?"
"Shut up."

Foriner looked at Eun-Ha with a sly expression. He suspected that Eun-Ha was the reason Hong Yoo-Jin's home had become even messier recently.

After briefly surveying the room, Foriner snapped his fingers and began tidying up.
Garbage and discarded clothes floated into the air, with trash being sorted into the trash can.

"Oops, thought that was trash."

The clothes, which almost went into the trash can, changed direction and were stuffed into the washing machine.

Whirr- Whirr-

Detergent and fabric softener were added, and the washing machine started running.

"Anyway, I sensed something like a call from you. I have quite the intuition for these things."
"Useless intuition, really."

Hong Yoo-Jin glared at Foriner with a sulky expression. It wasn't actually about her clothes being treated as trash, but because he had seen through the reason she had become more negligent.

Eun-Ha, unaware of Hong Yoo-Jin's thoughts, just stood there blankly.

"No need for such praise—I'm well aware of my excellence, contractor. Now, about Cha Ji-Won... The forces that kidnapped her are indeed villains."

Foriner, who had assumed a sitting position in mid-air, crossed his legs and recited Cha Ji-Won's name. This was evidence that he had been eavesdropping on Eun-Ha and Hong Yoo-Jin's conversation all along.

"She doesn't have any special characteristics... but I know where she is. I didn't expect them to use an awakened doppelganger so soon."

*No special characteristics, he says...*

Eun-Ha felt like she was sinking into a quagmire again at Foriner's words.
It sounded like the villains' attack on the Academy wasn't because of Cha Ji-Won after all.

*Is there something in the Academy that villains would target? Or... No. There's no point in thinking further. For now, I'll just assume Cha Ji-Won was unluckily targeted by the doppelganger.*

The lack of information remained a problem. It was too early to jump to conclusions. So Eun-Ha decided to consider Cha Ji-Won simply as someone who had unfortunately become a villain's target.

"So, you do know where Cha Ji-Won is?"
"That's right."

Eun-Ha stood up and looked at Foriner.
Setting aside the lack of information, she focused on her goal of rescuing Cha Ji-Won and once again enveloped herself in dense magical energy, transforming into the black-haired girl.

"Then please send me there."
"I shall. But before you go, do you know what villains have been calling you lately?"
"What?"

Optima tilted her head at the sudden question. She wanted to get to rescuing Cha Ji-Won right away rather than engage in idle chat.

*Is there something I should be cautious about?*

Still, just in case, Optima focused on what Foriner was saying.

"Though it's only among the lower ranks... Recently, they've been calling you 'The Black Nightmare.'"
"What bullshit."

As expected, it wasn't helpful information.

* * *

*How did it come to this?*

Kim Do-Jung, a minor villain assigned to guard the hostage, trembled with fear. A viscous terror rising from deep within his chest was consuming his body.

The hideout, which had been peaceful until a few hours ago, was now in chaos.

"P-please, spare me...! Aaaagh!"
"Aaaaargh!"

Crack!
Bang!

The sounds of something being smashed and bodies hitting walls were getting closer and closer. Those sounds were heading straight for Kim Do-Jung.

The guy he had been arguing with just moments ago.
The guy he had shared a cigarette with less than 10 minutes ago.
All of them were being swallowed by the nightmare and disappearing.

Soon, silence fell outside.
The area beyond the room became quiet as if nothing had happened.

*She didn't leave! She couldn't have!*

But Kim Do-Jung knew all too well that the silence didn't mean the Black Nightmare had disappeared. He had heard too many stories not to know. This wasn't the Black Nightmare leaving—it just meant all the minor villains waiting outside had been taken down.

The Black Nightmare never left any villain alive in a hideout she invaded.

Step.

"Eek?!"

Kim Do-Jung, who had been listening intently while swallowing nervously, jumped at the sound of footsteps. It was just a single step, but he reacted with excessive surprise.

The footsteps were light enough to tell they belonged to a slender girl. Yet to Kim Do-Jung, these footsteps were terrifying.
Because he knew they belonged to the Black Nightmare.

He couldn't escape.
Like all nightmares, she would find you wherever you were, and even if you tried to run, even if you did run, she would follow you to the ends of the earth—an existence humans could never shake off was now approaching him.

The Black Nightmare—because she painted her targets' futures pitch black. Because of her pitch-black hair. And because she devoured everything.

"Why! This place was supposed to be unknown to everyone!"

Kim Do-Jung's voice, soaked in fear, echoed through the room.

"Wh-what's happening...?"
"Sh-shut up...! Be quiet!"
"Eek!"

Slap!

Kim Do-Jung shouted at the girl restrained in the chair and slapped her cheek. At the height of tension, he couldn't control his emotions even though he knew they were running wild.

Hours ago, he had been told not to harm her as she might be useful, but facing imminent death, he had no room to care about such orders.

"Is-is it an earthquake?!"

Soon, Kim Do-Jung's vision shook violently. He felt his entire body trembling as if an earthquake had struck.

But there was no earthquake. Nor was anyone shaking him. He was simply trembling with fear.

The Black Nightmare was a nightmare incarnate for minor villains like him.
She would find you wherever you were and hunt you down until she dealt with you.

She was so feared that even Eila Thompson, who toyed with her victims by keeping them barely alive, was less terrifying in comparison.

Step.
Step.

The footsteps, which seemed almost leisurely, were approaching.
Perhaps due to his terror, Kim Do-Jung heard those sounds with crystal clarity.

"St-stay away! Stay away!!"

Kim Do-Jung screamed at her, though she hadn't even shown herself yet. He wildly swung the knife in his hand at the empty air.

*I must survive. I must survive. I must survive. I must survive...!*

Had his knife always been this small? This unreliable?

The knife he gripped tightly with both hands seemed as insignificant as holding a twig. It felt devoid of any killing power.

Bang!

"Eek!"

As the footsteps stopped, the thick iron door vibrated, shaking the room. The ceiling light began to flicker unstably.

Bang!

The iron door vibrated again. This time, it didn't just vibrate. The shape of a small girl's fist protruded from the door.

Crash!

When the sound came once more, Kim Do-Jung's consciousness faded.

"I hit it too hard."

Optima, who had not only shattered the door but sent it flying into the room, realized her mistake with an indifferent voice.

"Magical... girl..."
"Are you Cha Ji-Won? I'm here to get you."

She smiled and spoke to the kidnapped Cha Ji-Won.

* * *

"Is this... a training room?"
"I've been using it for a few days. Once this situation is resolved, I'll send you back to where you were living."

Optima and Cha Ji-Won instantly moved from the villain's hideout to a building. This was the power of an item Optima had received from Foriner not long after she became a woman.

A card that teleports the user to a designated location. Since it could only transport between the original location and this training room, it wasn't something she normally used.

"This used to be where I trained. I don't use it much these days. But it's safer than anywhere else. Even I don't know where this place is, and no one else does either."

After rescuing Cha Ji-Won, Optima had been wondering where to hide her and decided to protect her here for the time being.
She had plenty of resources. The only inconvenience was that she would have to bring everything herself, but that wasn't a major issue.

Cha Ji-Won listened to Optima and looked around. Everywhere she looked were exercise machines—a place that seemed like it would reek of sweat just by looking at it.

"Um... Follow me."

Optima took the hand of Cha Ji-Won, who was blankly surveying the training room, and led her to the lounge. She figured the sofa there would be better than sleeping on the bare floor.

"You can sleep on that sofa for now. I'll bring you blankets and other necessities..."

Optima's gaze briefly scanned Cha Ji-Won's body, covered in wounds and dust.

"There's a shower room when you leave here. It's connected to the changing room, so you can change clothes and shower right away. See the TV in the lounge? There's also a computer you can use freely. If you get really bored, you can use the training room too."

This facility prepared by Foriner was quite suitable as a residence, except that one couldn't leave without the card.
Though prepared for Optima, she hadn't used it for nearly two months.

"And... wait just a moment."

Seeing Cha Ji-Won nod at her explanation, Optima disappeared, leaving only these words behind.
After about 10 minutes, she reappeared with a blanket, pillow, and various food items in her hands.

"These are yours, right? I got them from your room, so they should be."
"..."

Cha Ji-Won was speechless as she watched Optima casually set up the blanket and pillow on the sofa.
She wasn't surprised that Optima had prepared everything in just 10 minutes.

As Optima had said, the blanket and pillow she brought were definitely Cha Ji-Won's belongings.
The evidence was the sauce stain clearly visible on the blanket from when she had been dipping snacks in sauce and spilled some.

* * *

Meanwhile, at the Academy dormitory, in Cha Ji-Won's room.

"...Where did the blanket and pillow go?"

The doppelganger returned from an outing to find an empty bed and stared at it with a blank expression.
With no spare pillows or blankets, it seemed she would have to sleep without any covers.

Ch.84 - Doppelgänger (6)
The next day after school

About two hours had passed since the end of classes. Outside the window, the sunset was painting the world in crimson. This reddish glow seeped through the windows, coloring the hallway.

The doppelganger, transformed into Chae Ji-Won, walked down this hallway toward the faculty office.

*It's been a while since I've pretended to be a student. But how much money did they spend to make facilities this nice? The Korean national treasury seems bottomless.*

Though it was work, pretending to be a student wasn't so bad. The doppelganger momentarily recalled memories from when he was still ordinary, unconsciously comparing his old school with the academy's facilities.

"Excuse me—"

An unfamiliar voice flowed from the doppelganger's throat. The unfamiliar pronunciation and speech habits came out naturally.

Though aware this wasn't his normal way of speaking and feeling awkward about it, he pulled it off perfectly.

This was the power of the doppelganger, Chris Bizal—the ability to become someone else completely. Not just appearance and voice, but speech patterns, memories, and even abilities.

There was some dissonance with his original habits whenever he used his power, but as long as he didn't abuse it, it didn't greatly affect him. However, he had only been transformed as Chae Ji-Won for two days. He needed more time to get used to it.

"Ah~ Student Chae Ji-Won. What brings you here? At this hour, there's no one left in the faculty office."

A teacher with a kind expression greeted Chris as he entered the office. Only one teacher welcomed him—or more accurately, only one teacher remained in the office.

"I wanted to ask you something, sir. About what you mentioned in biology class."

Chris glanced around briefly and continued speaking smoothly while making a gesture.

It was a gesture that meant, *Is there no one else here?*

"Haha, then come this way. I'm always happy to answer a student's questions."

Park Sang-Heon nodded slightly with a kind expression. Then, as if guiding Chris somewhere, he slowly began to walk.

"I can't believe a place like this exists..."

Chris's eyes widened.
The place Park Sang-Heon led him to was extremely out of place—somewhere he never imagined would exist in a teaching facility.

"I discovered it by chance. I've confirmed there are no surveillance devices. And as you saw, with that entrance, no one will stumble upon us. I found it purely by accident. So there's no problem bringing a villain like you here."

From what Park Sang-Heon said, it seemed this place had been prepared from the beginning.

The place Chris was guided to was about the size of a classroom. He couldn't tell exactly where it was located.

Starting from an unexpected entrance and traveling through a dark, winding path to reach this place.
The layout of this space was too strange for Chris. Half of it was filled with various home training equipment, while the other half contained tools for research.

Considering that the skinny Park Sang-Heon was once feared and revered as "Mt. Tae-San," this wasn't such a strange scene, but the impression of oddness remained in Chris's mind.

"So. Why did you come looking for me? Doppelganger."
"Hmph! My name is Chris Bizal... Ahem. It's Chris Bizal."

Park Sang-Heon stared at Chris with sharp eyes. What was strange was that Park Sang-Heon knew from the beginning that Chris was the doppelganger.
Chris wasn't surprised by this fact at all. He even stated his real name. It seemed as if he already knew that Park Sang-Heon was aware of his identity.

And indeed, he did.

"Our side wants to know how much progress you've made with your research."
"Research... research..."

Park Sang-Heon began fiddling with a flask on the desk. His skinny appearance paired with the flask made him look very much like a scientist.

"There's a lot of talk on our side. They say the side effects are too severe. The expendables can't handle it, so they want something more reliable."
"I see. Come to think of it, it's been two years since I gave you that drug."

Park Sang-Heon spoke with a nostalgic expression.
His mention of two years meant he had been collaborating with the Villain Association for at least that long.

It was a stark contrast to his past, when he was revered by both citizens and heroes.

"I can't give you the recipe right away... but I can provide a few improved prototypes. They have significantly reduced side effects."
"...Is that true?"
"Is there really a need to verify? You can take them back to headquarters for testing anyway. If you can decode the collaboration with Gresorion like last time, you should be able to mass-produce it."

Park Sang-Heon casually deflected Chris's suspicious tone.

"Here. These are in this vial. By the way, Chris. Is your mission progressing well?"
"They're both such boring honor students that I'm getting sick of watching them. One is too quiet, and the other has too many people watching her, which is annoying. Still, the work itself is easy since this body's owner can observe both of them."
"I see. So that's how it is. I'm glad I gave you the tip."

Park Sang-Heon nodded while chuckling.

There was a reason why such a rare and awakened doppelganger was deployed. And there was also a reason why Chae Ji-Won became Chris's target.

Eun-Ha, sitting in the back seat closest to the window.
And Seo Na-Bi, not far from Eun-Ha.
Chae Ji-Won was in the best position to monitor these two and gather information.

"So, where did you put the real Chae Ji-Won?"
"In an abandoned area far from here. Even if the heroes notice, it will take them a long time to get there."
"Hmm... abandoned area... That's good, but what about the magical girl?"

Magical girl.
The magical girl Park Sang-Heon mentioned was a very troublesome existence for villains.
Quite a few villains could face her. Even more if they didn't need to win.

Yet she was still called troublesome for one reason:
Her ability to appear anywhere.
Additionally, the expendables that the Villain Association referred to as consumables had no way to resist her, resulting in helpless personnel losses and the destruction of hideouts and research facilities.

"I figured there's no way they'd place a clone in that abandoned area too, so I decided not to worry about it."

Chris shrugged at Park Sang-Heon's words. As Kim Woo-Jin had previously stated, the Villain Association believed Optima could appear anywhere because she was a clone.

Mass-producing clones and placing them throughout the country. Knowing that the Hero Association possessed cloning technology, this was the most plausible explanation for those unaware of magic's existence.

"Is that so? ...Then how do you explain what happened during the monster subjugation at the academy? I know there was a report that the magical girl appeared there too, even though it was just one location."
"...!!"

Park Sang-Heon's words struck Chris's mind.
As he said, Optima had appeared even in an abandoned city far from urban areas.

Chris's eyes widened as he fell into thought.

"No. That might be an exception. Many of the academy's students are closely watched by the Hero Association. Especially Shin Eun-Ha. They're particularly focused on her with her unprecedented healing ability, so they might have placed a clone in advance only in the abandoned city she was scheduled to visit."
"...That makes sense."

He soon came up with his own answer. Park Sang-Heon agreed.

Neither of them knew that the hideout where they were holding Chae Ji-Won hostage had already been destroyed.



* * *



"Phew."

I take a deep breath to calm my nerves. It's definitely not a sigh.

*You'll need to look after her after school, right? That works out well. We can study together since midterms are coming up soon.*

I recall what my mother said. Yes. To be honest, I'm standing nervously in front of Yang Se-Hee's room.

I wonder how to persuade someone as timid as Se-Hee. If I'm too forceful, she'll just curl up in a corner like a cat in an unfamiliar place.

So I need to coax her gently...

"Wait, do I look like some desperate guy trying to get into a girl's room?!"

Suddenly struck by this thought, I frantically look around.

"...No way."

Se-Hee is in my class, and outwardly we're the same gender, so there's nothing suspicious. Above all, I'm one of the few people who knows Se-Hee's number! Plus, her room is relatively close to mine, so we're closer than most students... right?

I was an idiot trying to rationalize to myself.

"..."

As I look around frantically, my gaze lands on someone.

"Hmph. What are you looking at? ...Have, have you had dinner yet?"

Somehow Chae Ji-Won, or rather the doppelganger pretending to be Chae Ji-Won, was standing in front of her room.

While Chae Ji-Won had been docile in front of me as Optima, her original personality was like this. In other words, the doppelganger was playing Chae Ji-Won very well.

Chae Ji-Won is the type who seems to get a rash if she doesn't snap at people. I heard there used to be a word for people like her, but I can't quite remember it.

Tsun...tsun...something vaguely circled in my mind.

"Yeah. The dorm dinner was delicious today. Did you eat, Ji-Won?"
"I-I'm about to go eat! ...If it's good, that's fine."

Despite speaking so awkwardly that even an AI voice program would sound smoother, the doppelganger mimicked Chae Ji-Won's behavior pattern perfectly, like an AI itself.

The doppelganger barked out a response almost like having a fit, then closed the door.

Poor thing.
There must be nothing in that room.
After all, yesterday I brought Chae Ji-Won a pillow and blanket, then snuck back in at dawn to bring her various things.

Bag, books, notebooks, stationery, refrigerator, wardrobe, and so on.

I worked Foriner so hard bringing all these things that even I thought it was a bit much.

"..."

But now a problem occurred to me.
There are only 3 days left.
Left until midterms, that is.
Yes, those dreaded midterms.

And among the tasks piling up for me, there are four urgent matters besides midterms:

One. Protecting Yang Se-Hee.
Two. Beating up the doppelganger.
Three. Taking care of Chae Ji-Won.
Four. Dealing with those drug-dealing villains.

A magical girl living under the pressure of too many tasks to handle alongside the time-consuming monster called exam preparation.
That was me.

The challenge of nurturing... or rather raising a classmate, protecting another friend, and studying for exams. I couldn't combine these tasks, making it extremely difficult.

"Damn..."

I felt like collapsing on the spot. It's already a struggle just to pass my exams, and now all these tasks are piling up. I should have ignored Se-Hee's words yesterday.

No, that's wrong. If I had, Se-Hee would have suffered alone. With bad luck, she might have been silently killed by the doppelganger.
For a hero, life is more important than anything else, so I shouldn't regret something like this.

"Wait a minute... Heheh!"

Suddenly, my mind clicked.
Thinking about it, I could handle three of these tasks at once. My mood improved at this realization, and the corners of my mouth lifted. I patted my head, proud of my brain working well for once.

Now all that remained was to wait for the right opportunity.

"Se-Hee!!!!"

Bang! Bang!!

"Open the door!"

If I could just deal with the doppelganger, three tasks would essentially be resolved, so I needed to beat that guy up in a magical, magical girl way as soon as possible.

To do that, I needed to handle the immediate issues while waiting for the right moment.

Eek!

From behind the door, I heard Yang Se-Hee's startled voice as she hunched her shoulders in surprise.

Bang bang!

"Don't be scared! It's me, me!"

I needed to strongly emphasize that it was me to reassure her.
So I kept knocking on the door until a nearly crying Yang Se-Hee opened it.

Ch.85 - Doppelganger (7)
"A-Are you okay...?"
"I'm fine. Come on, over here."

After knocking on Yang Se-Hee's door for about 10 minutes, Eun-Ha finally managed to bring her to her room.

"Finally, you're here."
"Eek?!"

There were three people waiting to greet Yang Se-Hee.
Han Chae-Eun, who had been waiting for Eun-Ha and ranked first in the academy for her massive size.
Inha-Ram, the rich daddy's girl.
And Kim Se-Won, the ordinary, diligent guy.

Including Eun-Ha, they were the famous four who received a lot of attention not just in their class but throughout their grade. Yang Se-Hee already felt something crumbling inside her heart.

*This is how it turned out.*

And Kim Se-Won, the only male in this space, was watching the situation while inwardly sighing.

He deeply regretted the opportunity he missed yesterday. Or rather, it would be more accurate to say he regretted the opportunity that slipped through his fingers after only catching a glimpse of it. If that opportunity had remained in his grasp, he might have gotten closer to Eun-Ha.

Perhaps that's why Kim Se-Won wanted to demand an explanation about what happened yesterday. Yet he couldn't say anything. After all, Eun-Ha had personally called him late last night to apologize profusely.

"Yang Se-Hee... Eun-Ha, you didn't bring her here with ulterior motives, did you?"
"Huh? What do you mean?"

Inha-Ram glanced briefly at Yang Se-Hee, who was fidgeting beside Eun-Ha, before addressing Eun-Ha directly.
She was giving quite a disapproving look.
Her question almost sounded like she was asking why, of all people, Eun-Ha had brought Yang Se-Hee.

*Does she dislike Se-Hee after all?*

Eun-Ha recalled what happened at the beginning of the semester. Inha-Ram, the daddy's girl, had once impersonated a doppelganger just as Yang Se-Hee was passing by, on the day she had picked a fight with Eun-Ha.

*Maybe she hates doppelgangers?*

Perhaps because of this, Eun-Ha waited with slight anxiety in her heart for Inha-Ram to continue.

"She's the top student in the entire school."
"That's so unfair."
"I guess we weren't enough."
"...Huh?"

It wasn't just Inha-Ram who was displeased.
Following Inha-Ram's sharp comment, Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won added credibility to it. With not just Inha-Ram but also Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won expressing dissatisfaction, Eun-Ha couldn't help but be confused by the situation.

"Top student? What? Se-Hee?"

Eun-Ha raised several question marks as she recalled the day of the entrance ceremony. However, she had no memory of seeing Yang Se-Hee in the auditorium where new students were seated according to their grades.

Surely she would have remembered someone as small as Yang Se-Hee if she had been sitting at the front, but her memory was blank.

"To be precise, in written exams. She ranked first in that difficult entrance exam. She's the best at written tests among all first-years."
"Hehe... though my practical skills are in the lower ranks, so my overall score is low..."

After the proud Inha-Ram gave her praise, Yang Se-Hee, who had been shrinking beside Eun-Ha, added an explanation in a small voice.
Unlike her usual timid and humble attitude, there was a hint of confidence in her voice when she said this.

"Ahem! In other words, the reason she could enter the academy despite having a doppelganger, which is difficult to develop, was because of her written exam scores. Just to be clear, I have no intention of looking down on doppelgangers. Back then, I was just... anyway! That wasn't my intention."
"Um... so..."

Eun-Ha stared at Yang Se-Hee with blank eyes. She understood that Yang Se-Hee wasn't just the cute girl she had thought her to be. Even Eun-Ha could grasp that much.

"So everyone except me is good at studying, is that it?"

Eun-Ha had unwittingly drawn the joker card.



* * *



"No one's around, right...?"

Well past midnight, after finishing her study session, Eun-Ha carefully opened the door and slipped out of her room.

But her outfit was a bit unusual. It suited Eun-Ha well, but it wasn't like her typical style.
Instead of the large t-shirt she usually slept in, Eun-Ha was wearing pink pajamas of unknown origin.

*Just this once. Just this once. I'm enduring this just for today. I...!*

Eun-Ha could barely contain her shame at having to wear this outfit.
There was a reason why Eun-Ha had forced herself to overcome her embarrassment and wear clothes that could only be described as "cute."

Eun-Ha looked at her communication device and read the last message she had received.

[It can't be helped, just for tonight!]

This was the reason.
The message, which seemed like mere grumbling, was from Chae Ji-Won.
Or more precisely, from the doppelganger wearing Chae Ji-Won's skin.

Eun-Ha looked away from her communication device with a displeased expression.
Even though it was to free herself from a mountain of work, she couldn't help but wonder if it was really okay to throw away her pride like this.

But the water was already spilled.

Eun-Ha had come out, put on pajamas to evoke sympathy, and already promised to go to her room.

"Haah..."

*This is what they call using beauty—or rather, cuteness—as a weapon. You use your appearance to appeal to emotions. No matter how heartless and inhuman a doppelganger is, as long as they're pretending to be a classmate, they have to mimic human behavior to some extent. That's what we're exploiting.*

The advice Eun-Ha had received from Foriner earlier resurfaced in her mind.

As always, appearing just as the study session ended and Eun-Ha was left alone, Foriner had seemed to see right through Eun-Ha's concerns, offering advice and even deciding on her outfit.

"I have no choice. Yes. For myself. For my time. For my sanity. Yes. That's right. That's it."

Eun-Ha muttered quietly in the empty hallway. She desperately tried to suppress the shame welling up in her chest through self-justification.

Eun-Ha understood Foriner's words—filled with ulterior motives—intellectually. Though she didn't want to admit it, her appearance was quite—no, very—attractive. She knew that looks that surpass a certain level can exert power that transcends gender barriers.

However, the masculine pride remaining in Eun-Ha's heart was vehemently rejecting this.

Eun-Ha had to decide whether to preserve her meager pride by postponing the resolution of the issue, or to set aside her pride temporarily and resolve the matter as quickly as possible.

And now, the fact that she was wearing pajamas was evidence of which decision she had made.

"Phew..."

Slap! Slap!

Eun-Ha let out a long sigh and patted both her cheeks. She intended to cool down her flushed face before heading to her destination.

"Right! They say strike while the iron is hot. Let's end this in one go!"

After steeling her resolve...

"As long as no one sees me on the way, it's as if I never wore this...!"

Eun-Ha went through another round of self-justification.
Her thinking was this: just as some claim assassination is eliminating all witnesses, if she physically erased the memories of all witnesses, it would be as if she had never worn these pajamas.

Eun-Ha clenched her small fist.

If someone caught her wearing these pajamas on her way to Chae Ji-Won's room, she planned to erase their memory with physical impact. Since she could heal any injury, external or internal, there was nothing to fear.

And this applied to the doppelganger as well.

"Phuuuuu."

Taking one careful step after another, Eun-Ha arrived at Chae Ji-Won's door.
She hugged the pillow she was carrying tightly to her chest and sighed again.

*Why did they tell me to bring a pillow anyway?*

Eun-Ha still didn't understand the purpose of the pillow that Foriner had insisted she take, even stopping her as she was about to leave. She just took it because she was told to.

Knock knock.

Then she knocked on the door.

"J-Ji-Won."

Tremble, Eun-Ha's voice shook.

When Eun-Ha first messaged the doppelganger, she had baited her by saying she was scared to sleep alone and asking if they could sleep together.
And Eun-Ha put on a surprisingly smooth act. Anyone listening would immediately sense that Eun-Ha was steeped in fear.

Click!

Finally, the door opened, revealing blonde hair.

"You really came. C-Come in."

The doppelganger, looking reluctant, let Eun-Ha in.

"...Why is it like this here?"
"Th-That! Something happened! Anyway, that Yoon Nu-Ri has such a loose tongue. This is why I didn't want to show you..."

Chae Ji-Won's room was desolate.
Even though she was responsible for it, Eun-Ha couldn't help but gape in surprise.

Yesterday, as Optima, Eun-Ha had handed a pillow and blanket to Chae Ji-Won.
But that wasn't all.
While the doppelganger was asleep on the bare bed without a pillow or blanket, Optima had infiltrated Chae Ji-Won's room once more.

Optima's actions were ruthless.
She had taken away so many things that "desolate" was the most appropriate word to describe it.
Wardrobe, vanity, refrigerator, desk, textbooks, and more—she had taken everything that would prevent the doppelganger from living a normal school life.
The only consolation for the doppelganger was that Chae Ji-Won's wallet and school uniform had been left behind.

*Was I too harsh?*

Eun-Ha glanced cautiously at the doppelganger. This was why the doppelganger had adamantly refused to show her room, despite it not being her own.

Because of this, when Eun-Ha found out Chae Ji-Won's contact number through the loose-lipped Yoon Nu-Ri and reached out, the doppelganger only agreed to let her into the room after much pleading.

"Did you send your blanket to the laundry?"

Suppressing the guilt that was creeping up, Eun-Ha pretended not to know anything and sat on the bed, still hugging her pillow.

Rustle.

"Hm? Newspaper?"

As Eun-Ha sat on the bed, she felt something rustling beneath her.
Lifting her hips slightly to look, sure enough, there was a pile of newspapers on the bed.

"Ah, no...! That's...!"

Seeing this, the doppelganger blushed and hurriedly cleared away all the newspapers.
Yes.
Those newspapers were the result of Optima's actions.

*So that was her pillow and blanket.*

Newspapers folded over and over to add volume, serving as a pillow on the rather luxurious bed.
And newspapers crudely taped together to function as a blanket.
Even in the well-heated dormitory, one couldn't sleep without any cover, so she must have hastily procured these.
Eun-Ha looked at the doppelganger, who was flushed with embarrassment.

"What is that?"
"No, well, um...! I spilled sauce while eating snacks last time, so I had to send everything to be cleaned. Yeah. That's why I told you to look for other friends..."

*Life...*

The doppelganger, still not intending to reveal her identity, desperately pretended to be Chae Ji-Won and made excuses.

*Why did the target insist on coming to my room? We're not even close!*

No matter how much she searched through Chae Ji-Won's memories, there was no connection with Eun-Ha. That's why she was so flustered when Eun-Ha called her directly.

*Damn it! What a situation! I should have firmly refused...*

The doppelganger resented Eun-Ha, who was staring blankly at her. Yet, even in her resentment, she couldn't easily blame her.
The harmony between her innocent appearance and the pajamas evoked a protective instinct, creating an emotion that was hard to describe.

*Should I turn her away now? But that wouldn't align with Chae Ji-Won's thinking. So should I just gloss over it? No. Maybe I should use this opportunity to take her to the association...*

Kris stared at Eun-Ha, lost in various thoughts.

*Time to make my move.*

While Kris was in confusion, Eun-Ha decided to execute her planned strategy. It was the perfect timing, as she could see that Kris was in disarray.

Ch.86 - Doppelganger (8)
The blue mana began to seep through the room from where Eun-Ha sat on the bed. This was the moment when all her practice in mana control finally paid off. Soon, the mana formed a barrier that surrounded the entire room.

"What's wrong? You don't like me after all? Did you hate me coming so much that you prepared this newspaper? Am I supposed to sleep under this?"

Eun-Ha stared at Chris while speaking in a tone lower than usual. Without changing her expression, she just tilted her head as if genuinely confused.

Then she stood up from the bed and approached him.

One step.
Another step.

"N-no! No, that's not it...! How could I dislike you...!"
"I see... so you do like me."

Chris frantically waved his hands and stepped backward.

Despite being an Awakened, under normal circumstances, he would have detected something unusual the moment Eun-Ha used her mana.

But in his confused state, caught off guard by Eun-Ha's sudden 270-degree change in attitude, he didn't even notice she was using mana. He couldn't understand how things had escalated to this point.
So he could only stare with trembling eyes at Eun-Ha as she approached him.

"Then why are you running away?"

Her voice dropped even lower.
By now, Eun-Ha's mana had completely taken control of the space that was Chae Ji-Won's room. Whatever happened here, no sound or vibration would escape to the outside.

"No, I'm not running away, it's just that you're suddenly acting so strang— Huh?!"

Thud!

As Chris kept backing away from Eun-Ha, he eventually hit the wall.

*Oh no!*

His heart sank.

"Ji-Won."

Bang!

Eun-Ha's small hand struck the wall right next to where Chris was leaning. The sound that came from her slender arm was unbelievably powerful, ringing in Chris's ears and spreading throughout his body.

*What is this, what is this what is this what is this...!*

Chris's confusion accelerated. Why had Eun-Ha suddenly contacted him? Why was she acting this way? The memories he had brought while impersonating Chae Ji-Won contained nothing that could answer his questions.

After all, Chae Ji-Won and Eun-Ha had no connection to begin with. If there was any weak link, it was just that they were classmates in the same homeroom.

That's why he couldn't have predicted this situation, nor could he understand what was happening now.

*Was she always this crazy?!*

Chris's eyes widened as if finding an answer amid his confusion. Among heroes, there were occasionally those who hid their twisted inner selves while active.
Surely, Eun-Ha must be one of them.

Her sudden contact, and then the abrupt change in attitude shortly after arriving at the room.

From this, Chris judged Eun-Ha to be similar to those heroes with twisted insides.
In other words, she was acting innocent, pure, and fragile, while behind the scenes, she was the type to forcibly devour women.

*That's it! She's crazy! A crazy lesbian!!*

She must certainly be a lesbian.
This was quite credible.

According to his investigation, even though it was still early in the semester, Eun-Ha was already being praised as a "saint." She had treated critically ill patients multiple times as part of volunteer activities. During the recent Academy Earth attack incident, she had volunteered to go around shelters treating patients. Her good deeds were well-known to everyone who mattered.
Except for those who spread rumors out of jealousy, there were no negative comments about her! Even the rumors were self-denied by people saying "that can't be true"!

In other words, she was good at making people lower their guard, and unlikely to be involved in any scandals. So she must have been doing these crazy things behind the scenes without hesitation.

As a result, there must already be numerous women who had fallen for Eun-Ha's looks.
She was that lethal. Even Chris, who had confidence in not falling for ordinary looks after having transformed into various women as a doppelganger, had his heart swayed like this.

"W-what, why are you doing this, Eun-Ha...!"
"It's your fault. You rejected me."

Chris desperately tried to calm her down while inhaling the subtle fragrance emanating from Eun-Ha. Though he was a man who liked women, Eun-Ha was far from his type.
Even if he were to have a relationship with her, he was certain he would only be left with guilt.

Just as Chris tried to push away Eun-Ha's small body—

"Ugh?!"

Chris staggered. His vision spun sideways as he fell to the floor. Eun-Ha had kicked his leg hard and pushed his upper body sideways, knocking him down.

Thud!

"Guh...!"

Chris groaned as he absorbed the impact of hitting the floor hard. Like when she had slammed the wall earlier, she was surprisingly skilled in close combat despite appearances.

*Come to think of it, there was such information...!*

Chris belatedly recalled the unbelievable memory of Eun-Ha fighting In Ha-Ram and winning easily. He had seen it clearly through Chae Ji-Won's eyes.

"Heh, hehehehe...!"

Eun-Ha climbed on top of the fallen Chris. The classic mounting position.

*This is unexpectedly fun?*

Mounted on top of Chris, Eun-Ha looked down at him while immersed in her act. She had gained the upper hand against an Awakened opponent through acting alone, when she would have inevitably lost without using magic.

*Carelessness sometimes leads to fatal mistakes. Use that to your advantage.*

As Foriner had said, her appearance could be a powerful tool when used properly. Chris had lowered his guard upon seeing her appearance and had become absorbed in his role.
This was like a stroke of luck.

Look.
As a result of his carelessness, Chae Ji-Won... no, the doppelganger was still unable to hide his confusion!

The original plan was to lure the doppelganger into lowering his guard like this and then deal with him, but Eun-Ha had completely forgotten about it. She felt an unknown emotion boiling in her chest as she brought her face close to Chris's.

"So. We need to get closer."

Eun-Ha brought her lips to Chris's ear and whispered softly. She was already over-immersed in her acting.
A gentle yet slightly manic voice flowed into Chris's ear.

*Crazy bitch!!*

Chris felt goosebumps all over his body as he heard Eun-Ha's whisper. At the same time, he felt dizzy from her scent that flooded his nostrils as she drew closer.

*She's insane. Truly insane! Filthy heroes!! With someone like her as their representative, their future looks bleak!!*

Chris felt as if a violent alarm was ringing in his head.
He needed to escape immediately. Even if it meant abandoning the mission, he had to get away from this woman. Even if it meant killing the girl in front of him with his own hands, he had to escape.
This thought filled Chris's mind.

Just as Chris was about to give up on his mission and actively resist—

*Oh. Right.*

Eun-Ha belatedly remembered the original plan.

Thwack!

"...Huh?"

Sensing the killing intent emanating from Chris, she instinctively reached out toward his face.

"W-what the..."

Chris's killing intent vanished like a lie. He reflexively touched his face where he had been hit.
His cheek burned hot, and the inside of his mouth was torn by his teeth.

Chris could immediately understand what had happened to him.
The girl in front of him was indeed crazy. Not just a lesbian, but like Ayla Thompson from the Villain Association, she was clearly the type who got a thrill from abusing her prey.
The critical difference between her and Ayla Thompson was that Eun-Ha could heal those she injured. In other words, no evidence would remain.

"Yes. If you're going to reject me to the end... I have no choice but to use magic."

The word "magic" flowed coldly from Eun-Ha's lips.

*She's completely insane...! She must have a drug farm growing in her head!*

Chris was dumbfounded by her absurd words.

"So, this is the power of magic~"
"What magic!"
"Magical Punch!"
"Ugh!"

Bang!

Having gone this far already, Eun-Ha went even further and threw a punch. After all, once she took down Chris here, she would never see him again.

"Magical Kick!"
"Magical Hammer!"
"Magical... magical... anyway, magical!"
"Magical..."

Bang!
Bang!
Bang! Bang!

The floor shook violently each time Eun-Ha extended her fist filled with mana. As expected of an Awakened, Chris's endurance was impressive.

After a while of pounding with tightly clenched fists, forcibly attaching all sorts of names to her attacks—

"Phew!"

Finally, Chris passed out. Or rather, was allowed to pass out.

"One down... no. Three problems solved!"

Eun-Ha smiled broadly, covered in blood. By now, Chris's disguise had worn off, revealing the appearance of an androgynous man.

"Then I'll leave the cleanup to you!"
"...Quite brutal. Well, as I said before, he's still alive, so that's fine. Awakened doppelgangers are quite rare, after all."

When the cheerfully smiling Eun-Ha called out to the empty air, Foriner revealed himself.

Snap!

With a flick of his fingers, the blood that Chris had splattered around the room was cleanly erased. It became spotless as if nothing had happened.

Soon, Chris's body floated up and was bound by darkly glowing mana.
Then space split open, and Chris was thrown into it.
And so, our magical girl protected the Academy from the villain's clutches.

Ch.87 - Doppelganger (9)
In Foriner's training room—or rather, the training room Foriner created—a girl with dark blonde hair lounged in the rest area.

"I mean, this can't be real, right? It's all staged! They're definitely using special effects makeup to pretend someone's being healed!"

"Well, it is hard to believe if you haven't experienced it yourself~"

Crunch! Crunch!

The girl couldn't be more carefree. Lying on the sofa, she munched on snacks she'd bought earlier while watching videos to pass the time. Despite her dangerous situation, there wasn't a trace of anxiety in her heart.

This girl's name was Chae Ji-Won.
She was a poor girl who 'had been' targeted by a doppelganger and had her place stolen.
Currently, Ji-Won was blissfully unaware that the doppelganger had been eliminated hours ago, enjoying peaceful days under Optima's protection.

*If this situation continues a bit longer, does that mean I won't have to take the exams myself?*

"Hehe, hehehehe...!"

Ji-Won couldn't contain the laughter bubbling up from deep inside as she recalled what Optima had told her.

*It seems the doppelganger who infiltrated the academy has all your memories. You know what that means, right? It won't be easy. I know it's frustrating, but you'll be safe here, so stay put for now.*

Despite recalling Optima's calm yet concerned words, she had her own reason for laughing.

The doppelganger's intention to use her body for whatever scheme made her blood boil. But Optima would probably handle it.

Once, she hated herself for being powerless and only able to wait, but knowing there was nothing she could do right now, Ji-Won decided to change her perspective.

If you can't avoid it, enjoy it—isn't that what they say? With exams looming over the weekend, Ji-Won chose to view this situation positively and enjoy it.

There was a reason she could think this way despite exams being right around the corner.
While this was the first time she'd seen a doppelganger capable of copying someone's appearance, if what Optima said was true, the doppelganger had essentially become Ji-Won herself.

This meant the doppelganger would certainly behave just like Ji-Won to avoid suspicion.

She'd already done a fair amount of studying.
If exam day came, the doppelganger would take the test based on what Ji-Won had studied.

"Playing all day during exam period while still getting good grades!"

It was like having someone take the test for her, but not quite.
Plus, she had plenty of convenience store food, which wasn't as good as the dormitory meals, but still. She had dramas and movies she hadn't been able to watch due to studying. And YouTube channels were piled up like mountains.
Not enjoying such an opportunity would be a self-inflicted loss. It would be creative damage, so enjoying it was the better option.

So Ji-Won began her YouTube tour.

"This week's Magical Girl news! Hello! It's Nelf's Magical Girl news time, marking the start of the week!"

*The people watching this probably have never seen a real magical girl~*

What she started watching was an information channel that collected news from across the country. It was known for providing factual information while excluding unverified rumors as much as possible, so many people subscribed to it with trust.

Watching this channel, Ji-Won felt her cheeks rising uncontrollably.

The superiority of having actually seen a magical girl! Not just seeing, but talking to one and even being saved by her—the overwhelming pride from experiencing something others rarely could showed on Ji-Won's face.

While she was grinning and enjoying the video...

"...You're quite positive, aren't you?"
"?! Wh-what are you—?! Ack!!"

An incredulous voice reached Ji-Won's ears.

Startled, she tumbled off the sofa.

Thud-thud-thud—

The snack bag beside her also tipped over, spilling crumbs all over her.

"No. It's nothing! Nothing, okay? I was just... just feeling a bit better so I wanted to rest a little!"

Ji-Won prioritized jumping up and hiding behind the sofa rather than brushing off the snack crumbs.

She was mortified to show such an undignified side to someone she admired. Ji-Won wished she could crawl into a mouse hole and hide if one existed.

"...Alright then. Let's go back."
"Where to?"

What was this about?

Ji-Won was dumbfounded by Optima's sudden words. As far as she could tell, there was nowhere for her to return to. Right. Unless the situation had already been resolved.

*Could it be...?!*

After considering all possibilities, two scenarios came to Ji-Won's mind.
One, Optima had actually dealt with the doppelganger.
Two, she was being abandoned.
Both seemed unlikely. At least, that's what Ji-Won thought.

"Was that doppelganger more of a klutz than expected...? How did you manage to deal with it...?"
"......"

As Ji-Won muttered to herself, Optima avoided her gaze. It was certainly a forced solution even in Optima's mind. And how it was handled was quite embarrassing to admit.

"I had help. An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth. For a doppelganger, another doppelganger."

So Optima decided to give some credit to a third party. She really didn't want to explain how she'd acted cute to approach the doppelganger and lure it into letting its guard down.

"Doppelganger...?!"

A small girl appeared in Ji-Won's mind. Smaller than Eun-Ha, with a distinctively short stature even among the entire academy. Yang Se-Hee.

*Could it be her...?*

As far as Ji-Won knew, Se-Hee was the only doppelganger in the academy district.

A timid girl who always hunched her shoulders. Had she somehow contacted Optima?
Doppelganger was known as the epitome of useless superpowers. So rare that people joked it was fortunate. That's why many people with this ability hide their identity.
Ji-Won judged the possibility of another doppelganger to be very low.

"Yes. A doppelganger. So let's go back."

Not noticing Ji-Won lost in thought, Optima reached out to her as she peeked over the sofa.

It was time to go back.

* * *

"What should I do...?"

Yang Se-Hee, the only doppelganger ability user in the academy district. Despite exams being just around the corner this weekend, she paced around her room, unable to hide her anxiety.

The aerokinesis and doppelganger abilities she had clearly seen with her own eyes. With the established theory that one person cannot possess two abilities, the only conclusion from what Se-Hee saw was that another doppelganger had copied Ji-Won's appearance.

But she couldn't do anything about it with her own power. She had asked Eun-Ha for help, but she was even more anxious about potentially causing trouble for Eun-Ha.
Because of this, Se-Hee hadn't slept a wink since the study session ended yesterday.

"No. Even someone like me might be able to help somehow. Power isn't everything. So something, something... That's right! The only one who can prove it's a doppelganger is me, another doppelganger."

How long had it taken her to reach this conclusion? Se-Hee clenched her fists tightly and raised her head. The light returned to her eyes, which had been drowning in fatigue.
Even while thinking this, Se-Hee's legs kept moving, circling the room.

"...But how? Even if I identify the doppelganger, there's no way to prove it. People won't believe someone like me, and only I can tell it's a doppelganger. Ugggh...!"

The light in her eyes didn't last long.
She was about to be consumed by negative emotions again.

Knock knock.

"Eep?!"

After pacing around her room for who knows how long, just as Se-Hee was sinking into anxiety and diving deeper into negative thinking, someone knocked on her door.

"Wh-who... is it...?"

Startled stiff, Se-Hee's small shoulders began to tremble.
The tiny voice that barely escaped her small lips didn't reach the door, hitting the floor instead.

"Se-Hee? Are you in your room? I sent you messages but got no reply."

*Eun-Ha...?*

The voice of a girl who was relatively close to Se-Hee came from beyond the door.
It was Eun-Ha, a girl as bright as sunshine.

"Huh...?"

Thud!

The moment she approached the door after hearing Eun-Ha's voice, Se-Hee felt her legs suddenly give out. Before she could react, her body collapsed.

"Ugh... ungh...!"

Fortunately, she collapsed right in front of the door, so Se-Hee managed to grab the doorknob with difficulty and twist it.

"Oh, so you were here... Se-Hee?!"

As the door finally opened, the voice from beyond became clearer. The girl's voice was filled with relief.

"H-hi... hehehe."

Se-Hee greeted Eun-Ha while collapsed on the floor.

*I see.*

Understanding why she had suddenly collapsed.

As Eun-Ha approached the fallen Se-Hee, relief began to emerge from her heart.

*I've been pacing in the same spot for hours without sleep, so of course I'd be exhausted.*

The reason Se-Hee collapsed was the price of abusing her small body, carrying anxiety and tension while continuously overexerting herself.
Crushed by anxiety, she hadn't even realized her body was screaming in protest, suffering alone with her worries until she finally realized it when Eun-Ha arrived.

*I guess I'm getting tired.*

She watched Eun-Ha approach with a broad smile. Se-Hee's gaze wouldn't leave Eun-Ha, and her eyes gradually closed.

But.

*!!!!*

In a fleeting moment.
Another blonde entered her field of vision.
Not Eun-Ha's sunshine-like blonde, but a darker blonde.
Her closing eyes forcibly opened, and her gaze turned to the owner of that dark blonde hair.

"Ch-Chae Ji-Won...?"
"Oh, yes. Since it's morning, I thought I'd have breakfast with Ji-Won. So I was going to invite you too... but that won't work. Se-Hee, you should rest more. Okay?"
"Huh, huuuh...?"

Despite Eun-Ha's words, Se-Hee's eyes wouldn't leave Ji-Won.
Her expression was like someone who had witnessed something impossible.

Just days after saying that a doppelganger had taken Ji-Won's place, Eun-Ha appeared before her with Ji-Won in tow.

*Thank goodness.*

A smile formed on Se-Hee's lips as she looked at Ji-Won. It was a smile tinged with relief, similar to when she had looked at Eun-Ha.

In Se-Hee's eyes looking at Ji-Won, she could see only aerokinesis.

* * *

Later at lunch.
This unexpected combination of Se-Hee and Ji-Won drew the attention of several students in the dormitory cafeteria.
The pairing of a prim girl and a timid one seemed unlikely to communicate properly, so the outcome was predictable without even watching.
Still, curious about what conversation they might have, the gazes of students who knew them naturally focused on the pair.

"This isn't a dream...?"
"It's not a dream. It's reality. Seriously."
"S-sorry."
"What are you sorry for? Just... that... No. Anyway! It is reality, but it's easier to think it was just a dream!"

In reality, their conversation only progressed after Ji-Won, who wasn't usually honest, softened her attitude a bit.

However, after this exchange, only an awkward atmosphere hung between the two. Neither knew who should speak first, so they just picked at the food in front of them.

*This won't do.*

In the end, Ji-Won decided she needed to take the initiative.

Optima's words, "For a doppelganger, another doppelganger," clearly meant that the small girl in front of her had helped Optima defeat the doppelganger. Ji-Won couldn't help but think this.

So just this once, she had to suppress her usual personality and speak honestly.

"A-anyway. Th-thank you...."

With slightly flushed cheeks, Ji-Won hesitated, fidgeting with her lips for a while before finally speaking. Thanking her for helping to save her.

"Huh? For what?"
"...Eh?"

Se-Hee's reaction was quite different from what Ji-Won had expected.
She didn't wave it off modestly, nor did she startle and reluctantly accept it.
Se-Hee's reaction suggested this incident had nothing to do with her.

*Huh? This isn't right?*

Ji-Won was bewildered. What she had assumed seemed quite far from the truth.
She needed to confirm.

"Um, did you perhaps... the doppelganger who changed into me...."
"I saw it. I saw it, but...."

To Ji-Won's careful question, Se-Hee swallowed the rest of her words and shook her head.
She was too ashamed of being unable to help and couldn't bring herself to say it out loud.

*What does this mean?*

Ji-Won couldn't understand the situation at all. From Se-Hee's reaction, she was indeed the one who had detected the doppelganger.
However, she hadn't influenced the resolution of the incident. This meant there was another doppelganger besides Se-Hee and the one who had taken Ji-Won's place.

*Come to think of it, Optima never specifically mentioned Se-Hee.*

Optima had only said "doppelganger," without any words that would directly or indirectly link to Se-Hee, like saying she was small or a girl or mentioning Se-Hee by name.

*So I just jumped to conclusions?!*

Ji-Won's cheeks, which had been only slightly pink, instantly burned hot.
Nothing was more embarrassing than when assumptions spectacularly missed the mark. Especially when those assumptions were voiced to someone else.

Ji-Won's eyes trembled unstably as she watched Se-Hee's reaction.

"I-I didn't do anything special. I just... just saw it and... told Eun-Ha."
"Eun-Ha...?"

Ji-Won recalled what had happened that morning.
Shortly after restoring her room to normal with Optima's help, a girl knocked on her door.

Eun-Ha had shown Ji-Won their communications from the previous night with a pouty face.
Eun-Ha, afraid to sleep alone, had begged for permission to stay over, but when she actually visited the room, she was turned away as if it had never happened.

It was something the doppelganger had done, which Ji-Won had no memory of.

*So does that mean Eun-Ha tried to handle the doppelganger by herself...?*

Se-Hee said she had told Eun-Ha about the doppelganger who had taken Ji-Won's place. And Eun-Ha, full of a sense of justice, had approached the doppelganger with a forced excuse.

*Then, it's not Se-Hee but Eun-Ha who has a connection with Optima...? ...No!*

*Eun-Ha didn't go to deal with the doppelganger directly. She tried to pin down its location. And there wasn't a third doppelganger either. Eun-Ha passed the information she got from Se-Hee along with the doppelganger's location to Optima and requested its elimination. And she came to me this morning to check if the doppelganger was gone or not.*

Since the incident was resolved last night, she could return to the academy. Eun-Ha, who came with perfect timing, took Ji-Won to Se-Hee's room for no apparent reason.

This seemingly inexplicable behavior actually had a purpose.

*She wanted to confirm if I was the real Chae Ji-Won.*

*...She's not just a kind-hearted girl after all.*

Ji-Won began to feel afraid of Eun-Ha's bright smile.

It would take an unimaginable amount of time to realize that these thoughts were nothing more than forced delusions.

* * *

Meanwhile.
In the dormitory, Eun-Ha's room.
While Ji-Won was forcibly piecing together the situation with her rich imagination.

"Please save meeeee!!!"

Eun-Ha was clinging to Foriner's pant leg, begging him.

Ch.88 - Practical Evaluation (1)
So, the day after I returned Chae Ji-Won to the dormitory—that is, the day after I beat up the doppelganger—I had to pull an all-nighter to cram for midterms. I hadn't properly prepared at all, and my to-do list was mountainous.

The one advantage I had over others was being a magical girl, meaning I could function for days without sleep. Though my body could keep moving, my mental strength was steadily draining away. Still, I figured I could manage for about a week without major issues.

"Foriner is my only hope now!"

I decided to rely on Foriner. I absolutely didn't want to, but there was no one else who could stay up with me for several nights and help me study.

My mother, also a magical girl, could have helped me, but I never considered asking her. It was obvious she'd immediately discover how lacking my fundamentals were. Of course, even if she found out, she would have patiently taught me everything—while giving me that ice-cold stare. I had no desire to endure that.

More importantly, I didn't want her knowing what was going on in my head right now.

"Just this once. Really, just this once."

Looking at Foriner's contact information, I repeatedly promised myself this would be the only time I'd ask for his help.

"Is this right? Yes? No, this is the only way."

My hands trembled as I debated whether this was the right decision, but my choice remained unchanged. My only options were to fail the exam or survive by any means necessary.

"Deep breath—exhale!"

After a deep breath, I steeled myself. Even though I'd already decided to contact Foriner, I was inexplicably nervous about actually doing it.

Just as I pressed the call button—

Woooong—

"What a splendid day, my contractor. To think you would contact me of your own accord. I'm deeply moved."

—the space right beside me vibrated briefly and split open.

"......"

Seeing Foriner appear at the exact moment I pressed the call button made me wonder if having his contact information served any purpose at all. I was so dumbfounded that I just stared at him blankly.

"Were you surprised by my entrance? You were, weren't you? Of course. My intuition is always accurate at times like these."

Whether I was dumbfounded or not, Foriner was looking down at me with a smile full of satisfaction.

"You're lying."

With such an obviously transparent lie.

"So, what business do you have with me, my contractor?"

Though I stared at him with a sour expression, Foriner just maintained his pleased smile. No, it was more of a lecherous smile. He probably already knew why I called. That smug look suggested he'd long since pierced through my thoughts and discovered my purpose.

Yet he deliberately asked. He wanted me to say it myself. To show sincerity by putting it into words to survive.

It was like a victorious general commanding the king of a defeated nation to surrender.

*Gulp!*

I swallowed and steeled myself again. Foriner continued smiling and wiggled his finger, urging me to show some sincerity.

I will not submit. Even if I bow my head now, it's just this once. I'll never ask for his help again.

With that determination, I—

"Please save meeeee!!!"

—grabbed the hem of his pants as he floated in the air. I planned to pull them down as a petty act of revenge, exposing him to his contractor.

"...?"

But the pants I tried to pull down didn't budge at all. Even with my enhanced strength, the fabric remained perfectly in place.

"Tsk, tsk."

A contemptuous sound reached my ears. Looking up, I saw Foriner wagging his index finger.

"I've already memorized your behavior patterns. Now it's my turn."

Foriner's smile deepened.

"Well, receiving help for anything requires payment. Isn't that right, my contractor?"

His smile grew even deeper. It wasn't just that his mouth corners turned up—it was more like they were torn apart, closer to a maniacal grin.

"Kuh...!"

Whenever he made that expression, something bad happened to me.

"As it happens, I once served as a teacher. I've trained many warriors, imparting knowledge to them. Some even grew enough to touch the threshold of transcendence."

Snap!

When he snapped his fingers, space itself tore apart. The ceiling of my room split in half. Through the tear, I could glimpse the vast universe.

That wasn't all. The entire room shimmered like a heat haze and gradually expanded. The space itself was inflating, growing larger.

"As a result, my reputation grew, and many came seeking my tutelage. And whenever warriors came to learn from me, I told them this."

Thud-thud-thud-thud!

After expanding for quite some time, the space stopped growing, and all sorts of clothing rained down from the ceiling. It was like a downpour of fabric. Countless clothes on hangers appeared from the sky, each seeming to have a will of its own as they landed neatly on the floor.

"Just as one wears a uniform to school, there is appropriate attire for seeking my teachings."

Foriner's bright smile appeared simultaneously with my face turning pale blue. Somehow, he was holding a maid outfit identical to the one in my closet.

"Here. Put it on. By yourself."

Shit.


* * *


On Friday, after the midterms were completely over.

Trudge, trudge.

"Haaaaaah..."

I let out a sigh heavy enough to sink the ground as I returned to my room. Actually, it wasn't the ground sinking but my soul that felt like it was escaping. It wasn't relief or despair—just a sigh at the thought that I could finally rest. In a way, it was closer to relief.

Plop!

After trudging back to my room, I collapsed onto my bed. My body sank into the mattress as if becoming one with it.

The soft, plush sensation enveloping my body automatically closed my eyes. It was a coziness that made me feel like I was melting. It was as if all the knowledge I'd crammed over the past week was flowing out of my head and dissolving into the mattress. An overwhelming fatigue washed over me.

"I did it."

Despite everything, a smile spread across my face.

I did it. The hellish exam period was over. The sleepless nights were finally at an end.

My grades were upper-middle tier—closer to the upper end—ranking 280th. This was all thanks to Foriner's pinpoint lectures.

"It was horrible."

To achieve such impressive results in such a short time, I had to endure considerable hardship. Others might not consider it hardship at all, but for me, it was hell. Recalling this past week made me grimace involuntarily.

"Aaaaargh!!"

As the nightmarish memories flooded in, I covered my face with both hands and rolled around on the bed.

"I'm crazy. Crazy, crazy, crazy, crazy!"

It was hell. A nightmare. Who called me the Black Nightmare? I'm the one who experienced a black nightmare.

First, it was fortunate that Foriner's power gave me 4 days instead of 2. He said he extended time itself with something similar to an artifact, but honestly, I couldn't understand his explanation no matter how much he tried.

So far, so good. But only up to there.

Chinese dress, maid outfit, swimsuit, women's dress, and so on. Have you ever experienced your clothes periodically changing into dozens or hundreds of different outfits?

Have you seen your hairstyle and makeup gradually changing with each outfit? Have you realized that all these changes happened in the blink of an eye?

Have you experienced someone shoving a mirror in your face each time to confirm the changes? Have you been made to reflect on yourself through clever rhetoric just as you were getting used to your changing appearance?

"I'll study hard by myself. So that by the final exams, I won't need Foriner's help at all."

The memory of the past few weeks was so horrible that even I, who had no interest in studying, made such a resolution. I closed my eyes, wanting to forget those memories quickly.


* * *


Three weeks after the midterms ended, the academy and its district had regained peace.

And Eun-Ha, who had successfully erased the memories of the horrible midterm period from her mind, was enjoying her peaceful days following the routine of academy → dormitory → magical girl.

"Everyone! Completely! Completely insane news!"

As lunch time was ending, Han Chae-Eun, who had been somewhere else, burst into the classroom making a fuss. Seeing her behavior, In Ha-Ram began to glare at her sharply.

"What insane news? Really, I've told you so many times to try speaking more elegantly...!"

"Aw, is our Ha-Ram upset because of how I talk~?"

"Who's upset! Just finish what you were going to say!"

But Han Chae-Eun, already accustomed to In Ha-Ram's attitude, was unfazed. Instead, she beamed and hugged In Ha-Ram to show her affection.

"Ahem! Anyway! Breaking news! You know the evaluation day is coming up, right?"

The three, including Eun-Ha, nodded at Han Chae-Eun's words.

The practical evaluation before the final exams. To be frank, it was a one-on-one match between students. Unlike regular sparring, these matches could be more intense, and with significant points at stake, all students were eager to perform well.

'I'll just be watching anyway.'

Except for Eun-Ha. She was officially classified as a non-combatant. Considering that the academy was meant for superpowered individuals who could function as combatants, this was a highly unusual situation.

Because of this, both teachers and students in Eun-Ha's class assumed she would be exempt from this evaluation. In fact, there had been discussions among faculty about excluding Eun-Ha from this evaluation.

So Eun-Ha was the only one showing no interest in the practical evaluation.

"Ahem!"

Anyway, after bringing up the evaluation, Han Chae-Eun briefly glanced at In Ha-Ram and Kim Se-Won before clearing her throat. In Ha-Ram and Kim Se-Won, curious about why she was making such a fuss, focused their attention on her.

"S-class! An S-class hero, Senior Yoo Ji-Yeon, is coming to observe this practical evaluation! I just saw the teachers totally freaking out about it when I passed by the faculty office!"

"What?!"

Han Chae-Eun's words instantly captured the attention of every student in the classroom. They couldn't hide their shock at the mention of an S-class hero.

With only five S-class heroes in the entire world, they were incredibly powerful and widely renowned. It was no wonder everyone was surprised to hear one was coming here.

"Huh?"

And Eun-Ha was no different. Even at The Front Line, where every bit of power mattered, it was rare to catch a glimpse of an S-class hero.

"And... Eun-Ha."

"Yes?"

Amid the classroom buzzing with the sudden news of an S-class hero, Han Chae-Eun, who had been hugging In Ha-Ram, approached Eun-Ha.

"And there's one more piece of news..."

"What is it?"

Han Chae-Eun brought her lips close to Eun-Ha's ear and began to speak carefully.

"You might have to participate in this evaluation too. Someone complained that it was unfair. Quite a few students, actually."

"What a pain..."

Unlike the previous news, this was quite annoying for Eun-Ha. She sighed deeply and looked at Han Chae-Eun.

"Really?"

"For real."

To emphasize that her words were true, Han Chae-Eun put her index finger on her tongue and her pinky on her forehead.

Ch.89 - Practical Evaluation (2)
"I'll get straight to the point!"

Life is full of unexpected twists. You never know when or where something might happen. Take me, for example—I nearly died, was forced to become a woman, and now I'm playing the role of a magical girl.

"Be my bride!"

Of course, I never could have predicted this development—being proposed to by an S-class female hero.

***

As the sun set and the sky began to darken...

"This must be the place..."

Optima arrived at an abandoned rural village through Foriner's spatial transfer technique, commonly known as a portal.

The village, abandoned after the Great Invasion, was desolate. Not a single house remained intact. It was truly a place where nothing remained.

Yet Optima was here searching for something, alternating her gaze between her communication device and her surroundings.

However, the destroyed buildings, collapsed structures, and overgrown weeds made it difficult to identify the specific location she was looking for. With visibility diminishing, Optima had to rely solely on the GPS displayed on her communication device.

Splash, splash.

"...?"

Amidst this situation, the sound of footsteps reached her ears.

Stopping in her tracks, Optima immediately cast a stealth spell and slowly moved toward the source of the footsteps.

'Footsteps here means...'

No matter how she listened, they lacked the heaviness characteristic of monsters. Monster footsteps were either heavy or completely silent—one of the two. The former due to their large bodies, the latter because they moved as quietly as wild animals.

"So this is it. Seriously, just like a villain to live in some remote corner..."

'A woman? Who is it?'

As Optima closed the distance to the source of the footsteps, she heard a voice—a female voice expressing clear dissatisfaction about coming to such a remote location.

'She's definitely not a villain. So is she not yet a villain? Or perhaps a hostage of a villain?'

The woman's tone didn't seem villainous at all. But there was no reason for someone who wasn't a villain to be here. It was impossible to come here by chance. Even Optima only learned about the villain's laboratory in this area after hearing information from Foriner.

There was only one answer then. A villain had lured this mysterious woman here.

Approaching the woman under her stealth spell, Optima's eyes widened.

'Silver Flash?!'

In the moonlight, the woman's silver hair was faintly visible. Her face was one that anyone living in Korea would recognize.

Silver Flash, Yoo Ji-Yeon.
An S-class hero nicknamed for the way she swept through enemies with her ash-gray silver hair fluttering.

'Why is she here?!'

Why would this savior, who had prevented the collapse of humanity's last bastion and front line multiple times, appear here where a villain's laboratory was located?

'Could she be joining hands with villains?! No, that's impossible. Then...'

An uneasy feeling swept over Optima.
The Enhancement Activator, a drug that forcibly draws out a superhuman's power, would be meaningless to someone who had already reached S-class.

There must be another reason.

'Whatever her reason for coming to the laboratory, I can't let Ji-Yeon's biological information fall into villain hands.'

Regardless of the reason, she couldn't allow Ji-Yeon to fall into villain hands.

Because of cloning technology.

Although the Villain Association was still unable to create clones of awakened individuals, Optima was unaware of this information.

'It's horrifying just to imagine.'

Having already seen the example of Dolli, Optima imagined the worst-case scenario where Ji-Yeon's clones might be mass-produced.
She had to stop it at all costs.

'But how? How do I persuade Ji-Yeon? No matter how much stronger I've become, I can't handle an S-class.'

She needed to persuade her somehow. Even if it meant risking her life, she had to stand in her way. These thoughts dominated Optima's mind.

'No time to hesitate!'

But Ji-Yeon continued walking even as Optima watched. If she hesitated any longer, Ji-Yeon would reach the villain's laboratory.

Halt.

'What?'

Just then, Ji-Yeon suddenly stopped walking.

"Why don't you come out? No need to be shy."

Then, turning around, Ji-Yeon pointed directly at the shadow where Optima was hiding.

There was nothing else around.
Nothing but Optima and Ji-Yeon.

'Is she really pointing at me?!'

Optima felt her heart sink. Her stealth spell had never been detected by anyone before, but it seemed useless against an S-class.

'No, maybe not.'

Hasty judgments were dangerous.

'Who knows? Maybe talking to empty space is her hobby.'

Creating an implausible hope, she continued observing, but Ji-Yeon kept her gaze fixed on the shadow where Optima was hiding.

"...You. What are you doing here?"

Finally, Optima dispelled her stealth spell, revealed herself, and spoke as calmly as she could.

"You follow me around and only speak up now? Seriously."

Ji-Yeon was incredulous. She had noticed Optima's presence from the moment she cast the stealth spell, yet Optima pretended nothing was wrong even after being called out.

"Well, I didn't expect to actually see an S-class hero. More importantly, what are you doing here?"

Regardless, Optima tried to maintain her composure while looking at the ash-gray silver hair shimmering in the moonlight and the long sword at Ji-Yeon's waist.

'So that's how you want to play it?'

Ji-Yeon reluctantly nodded. Sometimes brazenness was necessary.
She just didn't like that it was being used to block her path.

She had heard rumors about a magical girl who appeared everywhere to solve problems. And if those rumors were true, this girl would persist until she gave up.

So she decided to play along for now. Ji-Yeon barely suppressed her rising irritation.

"You're... Right. You must be that magical girl or whatever who's become famous lately?"
"That's right. Now answer me. Why are you here? Do you know what's here?"

Sweat ran down Optima's back.

The fact that Ji-Yeon had pinpointed her exact location while under the stealth spell meant that if a fight broke out, there would be no escaping from her.
If she had noticed the stealth spell, she would also know which direction Optima might flee.

"Have you considered what might happen if you enter that laboratory?"

'I must stop Ji-Yeon from falling into the Villain Association's hands! Yes, at least that.'

Despite feeling anxiety welling up in her chest, Optima didn't take her eyes off Ji-Yeon.
Even if she had to fight her, it was easier to think about that problem later.

"That's none of your business. Little kids should go home and sleep. What are you doing playing hero at this late hour?"

Ji-Yeon refused to reveal her purpose despite Optima's question. She wasn't even trying to properly engage with Optima.

'Does she not know about cloning? Or is she going despite knowing? Either way, I have to stop her.'

In response to Ji-Yeon's attitude, Optima swallowed hard and steeled herself.
She wanted to eliminate both the possibility of Ji-Yeon herself defecting to the Villain Association and the possibility of her clone being created.
So she needed to continue the conversation and persuade her, even if it meant saying something provocative that might offend her.

"Sister? More like auntie. Act your age. Act your age."

Thump! Thump-thump!

'Am I screwed? Is this okay?'

Optima felt like her heart might leap out of her chest. It was beating so violently.

One well-known fact about Ji-Yeon:
Her sore spot was being treated like an older person.

"...R-Really? Kids these days are all so bold. This sister will let it slide just once. Now go home."

'Huh?'

Despite making a comment that could have immediately triggered a fight, Ji-Yeon was trying to suppress her anger and let it go.

That was strange.
Optima tilted her head, watching Ji-Yeon turn her back to continue on her way.

'Because I'm a magical girl? No, there must be another reason. What is it?'

It was incomprehensible behavior.
Despite touching Ji-Yeon's sore spot, she seemed to be pretending to be fine and avoiding conflict.

"No, wait. Do you really know where you're going? If you continue, what will—"

As confusion turned to frustration, Optima grabbed Ji-Yeon's arm.

"Ugh! Let go!"
"?!"

Ji-Yeon hastily shook off Optima's hand and created distance between them. Her face was contorted, expressing pain.

'What's going on?'

A question appeared on Optima's face.
She didn't understand why Ji-Yeon was in such pain from just a light grasp.

'Wait. The reason she's going to the villain's laboratory could be...!'

And soon, she reached a possibility.

"You... Don't tell me! Are you badly injured? So you're seeking treatment from a villain? Are you insane?!"

Optima's angry voice echoed.
It was too foolish to reach out to a villain just to treat an injury. Even Optima, who wasn't the brightest, wouldn't make such a choice.

As an S-class hero, Ji-Yeon would have received preferential treatment at any hospital. Optima couldn't understand her choice at all.

"Ha! Think about it! If it were just an injury, I'd go to a hospital. Why would I come to a place like this? Leave me alone!"

Shing-

Ji-Yeon drew her sword with a grimace. Her intent to cut Optima down if she didn't leave immediately was palpable.
But Optima took no action.

"..."

She was just speechless at the sight.

"So that's why you tried to just walk past me."

Optima nodded in understanding.
Ji-Yeon, pointing her sword at Optima, didn't exude the spirit befitting an S-class hero. Moreover, the magical energy flowing from her body was extremely unstable.

It was clear that not only her body but also her core, her second heart, had issues.
Something was eating away at her entire body, and she was barely enduring the pain. That much was visible.

Tremble, tremble—

Optima's gaze shifted slightly downward.
The tip of the sword was trembling. It was evidence that Ji-Yeon's condition was so poor she could barely hold her sword properly.

"Your recent decrease in activity is related to your current condition, isn't it?"

Optima tried to estimate when Ji-Yeon had last been active.
About three months ago.
This might be the reason she hadn't fulfilled her duties as a hero for a quarter of a year.

'Persuasion. I need to persuade her somehow. First, I should show that I mean no harm.'

Optima approached Ji-Yeon, who was warily holding her sword.
Slowly. Like approaching a small, cautious animal, she moved her legs with her arms slightly spread to the sides.

"You're not regressing as an S-class. Even if you're a genius, you'd have to go very far to hit a wall."

'There are no visible major injuries. If I were in my normal state or as Virginia, I could see what the problem is.'

As Optima, not Virginia, she couldn't use healing magic on others. And unlike when she had observed Kim Ha-Yoon's condition, she couldn't see the status of another person's body.

She couldn't transform back here either. Optima didn't want to imagine what would happen if it was revealed that she was Shin Eun-Ha.

'I have no choice but to persuade Ji-Yeon to speak for herself.'

"Why are you doing this? I may not be a hero, but I'm a ma... ma... gical! girl. If there's any way I can help, please let me. It's for your sake and everyone else's."

Optima reluctantly said words she didn't want to say. Though she should be getting used to it by now, she still felt uncomfortable referring to herself as a magical girl.

'So embarrassing.'

For no particularly important reason.

"..."

Ji-Yeon maintained her silence as she watched Optima slowly approach her.

'What is it? Why is she so concerned about me?'

But there was a change. A moment of hesitation flashed in her eyes that had been glaring at Optima.
Her heart wavered at Optima's actions that seemed to show concern. No, she was confused.

"?! Stop!"

In the midst of this confusion, Ji-Yeon belatedly realized that Optima was about to reach the tip of her sword.
She hurriedly shouted, and only then did Optima stop.

The distance between her sword and Optima was about the thickness of a sheet of paper. If she moved just a little, Optima would immediately be pierced by the sharp blade.

"Are you crazy? Do you know what this sword is made of?! You would have been cut just by walking toward it, yet you stupidly tried to approach?"

Ji-Yeon's confusion accelerated.
No matter how many incidents this magical girl had resolved and how many citizens she had helped, she couldn't understand why Optima would risk her life for someone she had just met.
Moreover, in her current state, she couldn't even guarantee she could defeat a B-class hero, let alone an A-class, making it even more incomprehensible.

"Then tell me. Why are you like this?"
"...Sigh. Fine. Fine."

Optima kept her eyes on Ji-Yeon despite being at a distance where she could be pierced if Ji-Yeon leaned forward just a little.

She was too stubborn.
Stubbornly foolish to a fault.
Faced with this aspect of Optima, Ji-Yeon surrendered with both hands and feet up.

***

Some time later.
Optima and Ji-Yeon sat side by side, talking.
Optima explained her purpose for coming to this place and why she had desperately tried to stop Ji-Yeon. Ji-Yeon also explained why she had reached out to villains to try to heal her condition.

"I... see."
"Yes. Current medical knowledge has no means to heal my body. The only option left... is to reach out to villains who don't discriminate in their methods. But cloning..."

Ji-Yeon sighed for what must have been the umpteenth time after saying this.

The number of citizens she could protect by getting treatment. And the possibility of clones being created if she received treatment from villains.
It was overwhelming to decide which to prioritize.

'So it's that creature.'

Meanwhile, Optima frowned as she pondered what Ji-Yeon had said.

Body contamination by a mutant monster.
She said that after being ambushed one day, she felt her condition continuously deteriorating.

'It seemed quiet for a while, but that wasn't the case.'

A long, torn mouth, sharp nails, a hunched back, arms so long they touched the ground. And a long, thin tail with the shape of bones clearly visible.
Finally, a body painted entirely black.

The monster that attacked Ji-Yeon matched the description of the mutant monster that had attacked Optima... no, "Hero Shin Eun-Ha."
Ji-Yeon also mentioned movement that seemed to have its preliminary actions and processes deleted.

'Even if it was an ambush, to threaten an S-class hero... and a deadly poison that eats away at the body. Yes, if it's the poison of a mutant monster, I can understand why it can't be treated immediately.'

There are various treatments now, but right after the Great Invasion, they couldn't treat the poisons of many venomous monsters. It's the same with mutant poison.
Methods exist, but they haven't been discovered yet.

"I'm an S-class hero. I have a duty to protect citizens and lower-ranked heroes. So I need to recover my body by any means necessary and return to the front lines. But..."

Words full of hesitation poured from Ji-Yeon's mouth.

A hero exists to protect citizens.
They have a duty to prioritize citizen safety above all else.
That's why she couldn't help but agonize.

Until now, she had only thought that she must protect citizens even if it meant paying a price and borrowing a villain's hand—an almost obsessive mindset. But now, cloning had entered the equation.

The fact that her own clone—not just any clone—might threaten citizens made it impossible for her to choose either option.

"If a new threat appears because I receive treatment, it's as good as saying I should just wait for death slowly."

Ji-Yeon buried her face in her knees.

"I, I..."

The voice of Ji-Yeon, who had always been full of pride, trembled faintly. Her pride had long since disappeared. Faced with the bleak future of waiting for death, she had become incredibly vulnerable.

"Why is that the only option?"

A voice of disbelief pierced her ears. It sounded as if she was overlooking something.

"What do you mean...?"
"You're going to the academy soon, right?"
"The academy..."

Guilt crossed Ji-Yeon's face. The upcoming practical evaluation at the academy. The reason she had agreed to attend was because of the Villain Association's demand.

'I had no choice.'

Although it weighed on her mind that she was sacrificing her juniors to regain her strength, she prioritized the sliver of hope that she might be able to heal her body.

Despite knowing it wasn't the right thing to do, Ji-Yeon, backed into a corner, had no choice but to accept the Villain Association's demand.

"Yes. The academy. That's where the answer is."
"...Huh?"

What was this about?
Optima's words sounded as if the answer lay with the juniors she had tried to turn away from.

"...Ah!"

And belatedly, Ji-Yeon remembered a certain girl.

Ch.90 - Practical Evaluation (3)
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The venom of the mutant monster was incredibly cruel.

It had been three months since Yoo Ji-Yeon was infected with this poison. Throughout this long period, she had to watch herself gradually becoming powerless.

On the first day, she felt so normal that she almost forgot she was poisoned. She simply wielded her sword as usual.

After a week, something changed in Ji-Yeon's body. A sudden pain erupted deep in her chest, as if something had burst.

But this pain came just once and lasted only a moment. Ji-Yeon dismissed it, thinking she might have simply overexerted herself. The battle against the mutant monster had been that intense.

By the second week, a week after the initial pain, Ji-Yeon felt her body growing heavy. Her whole body trembled and ached all over.

"My period is hitting me hard this month."

Since it coincided with her menstrual cycle, Ji-Yeon thought it was just her ongoing poor condition combined with her period, and didn't think much of it.

She had no idea that the poison was slowly eating away at her from the inside.

By the first month, Ji-Yeon noticed definite changes.
The intervals between chest pains shortened, and her magical energy wasn't circulating properly. The core that should circulate magical energy throughout her body, like a heart pumping blood, wasn't functioning correctly.

Even at this point, she couldn't connect these symptoms to poisoning. She thought the problem lay elsewhere.

Even with monster venom, unless it caused immediate death, there should have been external changes. But her body, toned and firm from years of training, showed no visible changes, making it impossible to link her deteriorating condition to the poison.

"I need to take care of myself for a while. I've got vacation days saved up, so I'll rest for some time."

She believed she was simply exhausted from overworking her body.

A fleeting anxiety about citizens she wouldn't be able to protect during her absence crossed her mind, but Ji-Yeon decided to use the vacation days she had accumulated.

Six weeks after being poisoned.

The poison's activity intensified.

*It hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts*

She couldn't leave her bed.

By the seventh week.

She occasionally lost consciousness.
Pain from head to toe dominated Ji-Yeon's body.
This inescapable agony couldn't be overcome by writhing in pain.

"Ugh..."

With a short groan, Ji-Yeon, who had been writhing on the bed, found momentary peace.
These occasional lapses in consciousness were her only comfort.
At least then she could forget the pain.

By the eighth week.

Ji-Yeon lost consciousness again and dreamed.
The day she was saved. The day she decided to become a hero.

When she was young, on a dark night.
A medium-sized gate suddenly appeared and destroyed the city where Ji-Yeon lived.
Before her eyes, her neighbor was crushed to death by a building. Her mother burned to death, and her father was eaten alive by a monster while trying to protect her.

Young Ji-Yeon felt a large hole opening in her chest as she watched everything she had disappear.
As the hole formed, what had once filled her chest flowed out endlessly through her tears.

Still wanting to live, Ji-Yeon ran and ran.
She ran endlessly to survive.

But there was no way a young Ji-Yeon could outrun the monster.

Just as she was about to die at the hands of the monster.

"Are you okay? Are you hurt?"

Ji-Yeon's life was dramatically saved by a woman who appeared.

A reassuring voice.
The eyes visible through the mask on her face were kind.
And they seemed so empty. Eyes emptied by great sorrow. Eyes that Ji-Yeon empathized with, as they seemed just like her own after losing everything.

*Yes. I who have nothing left...*

The woman who defeated the monster with mysterious powers that Ji-Yeon had never seen before or since became her object of admiration.

Though she still hadn't met the woman she admired, idolized, and set as her goal, Ji-Yeon became a hero to save people, following in her footsteps.

"Thank you!"
"Thank you, big sister!"

Every time she saw the faces of people whose lives she had saved, Ji-Yeon's empty chest filled a little more.
But it was still terribly insufficient. Despite saving people as a hero for 15 years, the hole in her chest remained vast.

*This isn't enough. I must protect people.*
*I must protect them like she did.*
*That's all I can do, having been saved that day.*

No matter how many people she saved, the hole in her chest demanded more.

*Save more. Fill me up,* it demanded, compelling her to do good deeds.

And Ji-Yeon opened her eyes to the pain tormenting her body.

By the tenth week.

The pain persisted.

For better or worse, Ji-Yeon had grown accustomed to the pain. She no longer needed to writhe in agony and could move her body as she intended.
Her body was still a mess. Every movement felt like hundreds of needles pricking her, but she moved through sheer mental strength and determination built over 15 years as a hero.

Now able to move again, she visited hospitals and searched for information.
She looked everywhere for something that might cure her body.

Impatience, anxiety, worry, unease.
All kinds of emotions dominated her mind.

If she became useless as a hero.
If she could no longer save people.
The hole in her chest would never be filled.
She would meet death with that hole still in her chest.

With these thoughts, Ji-Yeon used all her connections to search for information.

[Girl Cures Incurable Disease!]

When searching for information indiscriminately, such absurd, useless information inevitably comes along.

But she couldn't trust what she hadn't seen with her own eyes.

By the eleventh week.

Someone visited Ji-Yeon's home.
Although she had warned the association to keep everyone away, it seemed unavoidable in this situation.

"I heard you were poisoned by a monster and came to find you."

No.
That wasn't it.
The visitor was a villain.
A thin man with an utterly despicable smile.

I don't know who told him, but he claimed to know how to cure my body.

*What should I do? Should I accept?*
*I don't know. But I must protect people. I must cut down monsters.*
*I must follow in the footsteps of that woman who no longer appears. There are still many lives to protect.*

After hesitating, Ji-Yeon finally nodded.
It felt as if her impatience and anxiety had forced her head to nod.

The villain, satisfied with Ji-Yeon's answer, clapped his hands and left a note before departing.

*I must protect people even if I have to sell my soul to the devil. I must fill the hole in my chest.*

Gulp, Ji-Yeon swallowed and steeled her resolve.

*If I live like this, maybe someday I'll meet that person again.*

After the villain left, Ji-Yeon, alone again, stared at the note sitting on the table.
The note contained the address of a rural village far from the city, long since fallen into disrepair.

* * *

Practical Evaluation Day

[Hahaha. This is the S-rank hero Silver Flash, Yoo Ji-Yeon, who will be observing your practical evaluation.]

The principal introduced Ji-Yeon while showing off his shiny head.
Eun-Ha looked at the principal briefly before shifting her gaze to Ji-Yeon.

"Wow..."

She let out a low exclamation and frowned. Eun-Ha's eyes could roughly see a patient's condition.
Through these eyes, Ji-Yeon's body emitted a dark blue light. Though she didn't know what this blue light meant, she instinctively knew it indicated a very serious condition.

*If she weren't an S-rank hero, she'd have been dead long ago. Wait. Come to think of it...*

Though she hadn't realized it when she was Optima, seeing the visibly pained Ji-Yeon reminded Eun-Ha of something Hong Yu-Jin had said years ago.

*You want to be S-rank? Get real. They're not called S-rank because it comes after A. They're S for psycho! What? P for psycho? Whatever, I'm right.*

*S-rank isn't something you can achieve with talent alone. You need overwhelming talent compared to others, plus madness. It's a place only for lunatics obsessed with something.*

If Hong Yu-Jin's words weren't a joke but the truth.
Then the reason Ji-Yeon could still move wasn't just superhuman endurance, but an obsession born from some kind of madness.

*Come to think of it, she drove all the way to that rural village in this condition!*

And Eun-Ha realized that Ji-Yeon's determination was extraordinary.

*She's properly insane, isn't she? I mean, everyone wants to recover quickly when they're sick, but this is...*

Eun-Ha didn't know exactly how much pain Ji-Yeon was experiencing, but she instinctively knew it was enough to prevent normal daily life.

*It hurts just looking at her, and I'd like to go heal her, but... who knows what kind of crazy she might be? I'm hesitant to approach her. Should I just wait for her to come to me?*

A serious dilemma!
Eun-Ha hadn't realized it when they first met, but now that she knew Ji-Yeon was clearly insane, she was reluctant to approach her.

*Okay! I'll just ignore her! If she comes, fine! If not, that's fine too! I'll try to avoid getting involved as much as possible!*

Eun-Ha decided to pretend she hadn't recommended herself to Ji-Yeon.

[Ahem! I hope for good results in today's practical evaluation!]

After five minutes, when hundreds of yawns had echoed across the field, the principal's speech finally ended.

"Eun-Ha! Let's go watch!"
"Huh?!"

As soon as the speech ended, Han Chae-Eun, who was standing next to Eun-Ha, spoke to her.

"Where?"
"Where else! Let's go see Senior Yoo Ji-Yeon!"
"Ugh..."

Squish!

"Don't you want to?"
"No! I was just about to suggest that to you!"

Eun-Ha surrendered to an indescribable volume.

Ch.91 - Practical Evaluation (4)
"Hahaha. This is the S-rank hero Silver Flash, Ms. Yoo Ji-Yeon, who will be observing your practical evaluation."

Ji-Yeon listened to the principal's introduction with half an ear while slowly scanning the students looking up at her. She was searching for a particular girl.

*She really stands out. Why is that?*

The girl she was looking for was easy to spot, which naturally raised questions.

*Despite her distinctive appearance, she's short enough that she should be less noticeable. Well, I suppose it doesn't matter. I only know two faces among all these kids anyway. But still...*

*"I'll vouch for her. That child can heal your body."*

After spotting Eun-Ha, Ji-Yeon narrowed her eyes, recalling Optima's words.

*Is the rumor about her curing an incurable disease really true? Can that tiny girl actually heal me?*

Nothing was certain. She couldn't completely trust it.
Ji-Yeon was the type who wouldn't fully believe something unless she saw it with her own eyes.

*Even if she does have healing powers, what if they're only good for treating minor wounds?*

Doubt sprouted from within Ji-Yeon's heart.
Verifying the news and articles about curing an incurable disease was extremely difficult in the current situation. There was a good chance that healing a simple illness had been exaggerated in the reports.

*Still... no. I need to see it with my own eyes to believe it.*

Though anxiety and impatience invaded her mind, commanding her to stop doubting and beg the girl immediately, her suspicions wouldn't fade.

Many doctors had shaken their heads.
They said it was true that poison had infiltrated her body, but they found it miraculous that she was still alive.

A researcher who tried to analyze the poison in Ji-Yeon's blood had said:

*"The poison itself seems to have a will. Normally, your body should be dissolving from the inside... it's as if it's regulating its own toxicity. Like it wants to kill you slowly."*

Ji-Yeon lowered her gaze to look at her hands. Even simple movements like raising her hand or slightly dropping her head brought excruciating pain, as if her body would tear apart.
Despite her core's inherent power and her well-trained body remaining intact, she felt powerless.

*Even so.*

Clench!

As she tightly clenched her fist, she felt pain like burning fire.
She endured it with superhuman willpower.

Her hands, which had swung a sword countless times, looked terrible. Though her calluses, scars, and twisted bones had returned to normal after her awakening, her hands had been restored only to swing the sword again.

*Let me believe just once.*

Ji-Yeon wasn't one to blindly believe the words of a girl she had met by chance just a few days ago.

*Especially since it was a magical girl who told me.*

Nevertheless, she decided to believe Optima's words just this once.

*After all, that person also called herself a magical girl.*

Ji-Yeon recalled the memory of when she was saved. A woman who stuttered terribly as she barely managed to say the words "magical girl."

Then Optima's straightforward gaze appeared in Ji-Yeon's mind. Though they seemed to have nothing in common, there was something similar. Voice, face, build, power. Despite everything being different, Optima resembled the magical girl who had saved her.

*If I get healed, great. If not...*

Ji-Yeon recalled the contents of the note in her pocket.

[A practical evaluation will soon take place at the Academy. Participate as an observer and bring out one girl. First year, Class A, Seo Na-Bi.]

*I'll have no choice but to take her out and get treatment from a villain.*

Ji-Yeon looked at the photo of a female student enclosed with the note.
A girl with no particular distinguishing features, who had half-covered her eyes with her hair. Ji-Yeon had no idea why they wanted this student.

If Eun-Ha couldn't heal Ji-Yeon, she would lure Seo Na-Bi out of the Academy.


* * *


*Since I'm not going of my own will, it doesn't matter, right? Right?*

Being dragged along by Han Chae-Eun, Eun-Ha was rationalizing to herself. It wasn't her choice to go. She was just accompanying her friend who had made a desperate request.

Her attempt at mental victory despite being unable to resist her friend's forceful persuasion looked somewhat ugly.

"Argh! To think that S-rank hero would come to school in person! Surely she's not a fake, right?! The Villain Association attacked recently. What if they found someone who looks similar!"

Unaware of Eun-Ha's mental gymnastics, Chae-Eun was excited at the thought of seeing Ji-Yeon up close and making all sorts of fuss.

"How can a person be fake... right? Besides, Silver Flash has looks that wouldn't be outshined anywhere. Finding someone similar would be quite a task."

Due to the recent doppelgänger incident, Eun-Ha briefly thought, "Could that be possible?" but quickly dismissed the idea.

"Right? Wow... I'm actually going to meet an S-rank hero. She's usually busy working every day. Normally she stays at the headquarters at The Front Line, right? Is that right?"

"I think so? I heard she only appears briefly when high-ranked monsters attack and it gets really dangerous, then she sweeps them all away and disappears."

"Wow... just imagining it is so cool. She swings her sword once and then disappears, right? After cutting them down, she puts her sword back in its sheath with a snap and says, 'You can rest easy now,' then vanishes. Wow..."

It was a circular expression of admiration.

"Wow... why are there so many??"

After letting her imagination run wild, Chae-Eun arrived at the lounge where Ji-Yeon would be waiting and exclaimed in amazement again.

The area in front of the lounge was packed with students.
They were all trying to spend the remaining 30 minutes before the practical evaluation began just to catch a glimpse of Ji-Yeon's face.

"At this rate, we won't be able to squeeze through..."

Chae-Eun's face showed clear disappointment. It was obvious that they would end up just looking at Ji-Yeon from a distance for 30 minutes.
Eun-Ha nodded at Chae-Eun as if she understood.

*There's no way she could get into such a tight space carrying that watermelon.*

It was an observation with a very subtle emotion attached.
Eun-Ha tilted her head slightly as she realized there was something subtle in her thought.

*There's something... something that feels off.*

It wasn't just pure admiration like before.

*No. It must be my imagination.*

Looking at Chae-Eun again, Eun-Ha shook her head and dismissed the thought.

"With this many people, it seems impossible unless we throw something over their heads. By the way, why is she just standing there instead of going in?"
"...!!"

Meanwhile, Chae-Eun, who had been focused solely on meeting Ji-Yeon, heard Eun-Ha's joking remark and opened her eyes wide.

"That's it!"
"Huh?"

Chae-Eun snapped her fingers, brightening up.

"Hmm... yes. That's the only way. Eun-Ha, at least you should meet her!"
"What??"

Then, after a moment's consideration, she grabbed Eun-Ha's waist with both hands.

"Make sure to get her autograph when you come back!"
"Whaaaat???"

Ignoring Eun-Ha's bewilderment and panic, Chae-Eun lifted her up.
Suddenly, Eun-Ha could see Ji-Yeon beyond the crowd of students, which had been difficult to see due to her short stature.

"........."

The middle-aged woman and the young girl's gazes met.
Ji-Yeon, who had been dealing with adoring students while secretly hoping Eun-Ha would come to her directly, slightly raised the corners of her mouth.

"You there!"

And Ji-Yeon pointed at Eun-Ha.

"Eun-Ha! It's you, right? You, right?? Are you going?"
"Going where?!"
"Hyaaah!!"

As soon as Ji-Yeon's voice was heard, Chae-Eun pulled back her arms that were holding Eun-Ha up.
And Eun-Ha's body flew into the air.

"Aaaah?!"

Chae-Eun's strength, enhanced by magical power, sent Eun-Ha flying in a parabolic arc toward Ji-Yeon.


* * *


"........."

The students were all speechless as they watched the scene unfold.
A girl falling from the sky, and an S-rank hero naturally catching her. Even though they were the same gender, the image was quite picturesque.

*Was she aiming for the national shot put team before becoming a hero aspirant? How did she throw so well? And why is this person catching me so naturally? This is embarrassing.*

Having shown her disgraceful display to all the students, Eun-Ha was barely enduring the rising shame with a flushed face.

"Ah, ahem! Please put me down."

But she couldn't just stay like this, so Eun-Ha cleared her throat and asked Ji-Yeon to put her down.

*Seeing her up close, her condition is even more serious.*

Ji-Yeon's condition was like having death right behind her.

*If that's the case, how should I approach offering to heal her... It might seem strange if I just blurt out that I can heal her.*

The key was how to persuade her. Eun-Ha started searching for a method, fully engaging her blank, white-paper-like brain.

*Healing...*

She still didn't trust Eun-Ha's abilities. Still, it was better to finish the job quickly.
And if Eun-Ha couldn't heal Ji-Yeon, she would just have to comply with the Villain Association's demands.

"This works out perfectly."

After carefully setting Eun-Ha down on the floor, Ji-Yeon looked at her with a gentle smile. Ji-Yeon had also been wondering how to approach Eun-Ha.
In the midst of that, having Eun-Ha literally fly into her arms saved her the trouble.

"What do you mean by 'works out perfectly'...?"

Eun-Ha pretended to question Ji-Yeon's words.

*Phew!*

Inwardly, she was relieved that Ji-Yeon had spoken first.

"I have a favor to ask. Could you heal this wound? I got it while fighting a monster before coming here."

As Ji-Yeon carefully rolled up her sleeve, there was a bandage stained dark red.

Rip! Riiip!

"Eek!"
"Kyaaah!"
"T-to show such a wound without hesitation...!"

And as Ji-Yeon removed the bandage layer by layer, making a chilling sound as the dried blood cracked, the students who witnessed it directly made a fuss, while her expression remained perfectly calm.

"...Yes."

Eun-Ha's expression hardened when she saw Ji-Yeon's arm.
A wound as if something had bitten into it. Half of the flesh and muscle of her arm had been torn away.

*She's really, truly insane!*

This wound hadn't been there when they met in the countryside. Judging by Ji-Yeon's words, it was clear she had deliberately let a monster bite her.

*It would be normal to go straight to the hospital, but she came to the Academy because Eun-Ha was here and she wanted to get treatment* - it was a kind of disguise to make it look that way.
And it was also an outward reason to meet Eun-Ha.

Eun-Ha realized anew that she was quite an unhinged person.

*Mother was right after all. Nothing good comes from keeping her close.*

An S-rank hero is truly like an unwanted gift.
From the perspective of humanity as a whole, they're indispensable. But from a narrower perspective, from an individual's viewpoint, they could be extremely troublesome.

To understand what "troublesome" meant, one could simply think of Foriner.
S-rank heroes were the trinity of force, power, and capital. In that sense, they were a downgraded version of Foriner, but since Foriner's scale was too large to comprehend, the presence of S-rank heroes was much more tangible.

It was bound to be troublesome.
It was bound to be difficult.

*I'll finish this in one go, and if she offers any reward, I'm running away immediately!*

With this determination, Eun-Ha closed her eyes and grasped the white sphere that appeared in front of her chest.

Ch.92 - Practical Evaluation (5)
"Eun-Ha is... gone...?"

I frantically looked around.
While one by one, students from class 1-2 were entering the classroom, taking their seats, or chatting with friends somewhere in the room, the small girl was nowhere to be seen.

Wondering if her already small stature had somehow shrunk even more in the brief moment I wasn't looking, I climbed onto my desk and scanned the area, but the result was the same.

Did she go to the bathroom? Or was it something else?

"No...!"

Suddenly, a thought flashed through my mind, and I felt the blood drain from my face. That sinking feeling in my chest. Soon, my heart began pounding loudly.

This was no time to be standing around.
I hurriedly left my seat and dashed toward a certain place.


* * *


Murmurs filled the air.

Students gathered near the lounge had different reactions to Yoo Ji-Yeon's behavior, but they all shared one common response: shock.

For students unaware of the full situation, the meaning of the wound Ji-Yeon revealed was clear—that there existed an enemy powerful enough to injure an S-class hero, especially one who specialized in speed.

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha briefly looked at Ji-Yeon's wound before raising her head. Ji-Yeon remained expressionless. Despite having flesh so deeply gouged that the bone was nearly visible, she maintained her composure.

*This crazy woman—nothing good will come from staying around her.*

Eun-Ha, transformed as Virginia, swallowed hard and placed both hands toward her.

*I wonder, can you actually heal?*

Ji-Yeon carefully examined Eun-Ha's expressions and actions. Despite looking like someone who might faint at the mere sight of blood, she showed no disgust when facing Ji-Yeon's wound.

She simply closed her eyes quietly, trying to concentrate.

*Does she have the confidence to heal a wound of this severity?*

Ji-Yeon couldn't help but find this intriguing. Even if the rumors were wrong and she couldn't heal diseases, being able to heal wounds of this magnitude meant she could be a valuable asset in addressing the manpower issues at The Front Line.

*And a child familiar with blood and wounds...*

Her calm gaze pierced through Eun-Ha's closed eyes.

Two assumptions formed in Ji-Yeon's mind.
One, due to the nature of Eun-Ha's ability, she had inevitably seen countless such wounds while healing people.
Two, she had grown up seeing such wounds frequently, or perhaps even worse things.

These might sound similar, but their implications were vastly different.
Especially the latter, which suggested she had witnessed the dark, stained world that rare ability users often encountered.

*Either way... huh?*

While lost in thought watching Eun-Ha, Ji-Yeon suddenly sensed something strange.

It was quiet.
Despite students being all around, it was quiet.
No chatter.
No breathing sounds.
No sounds of swallowing.
No rustling of clothes as bodies moved.
Nothing could be heard.

As if no one was there.

Click.

"Stop."

A somewhat heavy footstep and an unknown girl's voice echoed through the corridor. At the same time, Eun-Ha, who was about to perform healing, opened her eyes.

"I've cleared away the interference."

Both Eun-Ha and Ji-Yeon turned their heads simultaneously toward the voice.
The corridor, where students should have been, was now completely empty. And in that corridor, a girl in white and red-tinged attire was slowly approaching them.

*Why are you appearing here?!*

Eun-Ha couldn't hide her shock and covered her mouth. She barely swallowed the words that had almost escaped.

There stood the girl who had fought with Eun-Ha about a month ago. A girl who had no reason to be here was confidently walking toward them.

Magical Girl Don-Hil.
Eun-Ha's... no, Optima's rival.

*So you were here after all. If I'd been even a little late, who knows what might have happened.*

Unlike the shocked Eun-Ha, Don-Hil looked at Eun-Ha and Ji-Yeon with relief, inwardly sighing.

*She must have been ordering Eun-Ha to heal her, throwing around her status as an S-class hero.*

S-class heroes were beings who wielded their power and authority without restraint. Don-Hil's thoughts were based on this premise.
It was a ridiculously self-serving preconception.

With a piercing glare, Don-Hil, lost in her misconception, looked at Ji-Yeon. Confused by the situation, Ji-Yeon momentarily lowered her guard, showing bewilderment.

*Well, this works out perfectly.*

Whether Ji-Yeon was confused or not, the misconception based on false assumptions continued. Don-Hil recalled the order she had received last night.

[Currently, one S-class hero is in a neutralized state. Eliminate her.]

An order from Melissa, a monster who held a position similar to Don-Hil's direct superior.

[The target is expected to visit the academy tomorrow, so you can aim for that time.]

And the targeted S-class hero was none other than Ji-Yeon.

*Eun-Ha, I'll save you from that S-class hero's clutches!*

Don-Hil glanced at Eun-Ha and charged herself up. All while maintaining her expression as she glared at Ji-Yeon.

*Still, Eun-Ha is the variable here...*

Another quick glance.

The neutralized Ji-Yeon could be easily eliminated with Don-Hil's power. But there was one variable here.

Shin Eun-Ha.
The only healing ability user.

The first thing to do to deal with Ji-Yeon was to separate Eun-Ha from her. If Eun-Ha were to heal Ji-Yeon, the outcome would be obvious.

Eun-Ha was very displeased with Don-Hil's constant glances. No, to be precise, she disliked this entire situation.

She currently had no means to neutralize Don-Hil. She could use the technique she had shown Don-Hil before, but using it now might reveal the connection between herself and Optima.

*To think I can't use such a useful technique that I've finally mastered...!*

She felt like she was about to burst with frustration. With that technique, she might be able to push back Don-Hil, who still lacked close combat experience, but this wasn't the time to use it.

*Should I slip away and transform? No, she wouldn't allow that. Then...*

Healing Ji-Yeon would clearly resolve the situation, but it wasn't as easy as it sounded.
While she could instantly heal wounds or minor illnesses, treating cases like Kim Ha-Yoon before and Ji-Yeon now took time. Don-Hil wouldn't just stand by and let that happen either.

*Is there no way? No solution?*

"It's okay. Just trust me."

While Eun-Ha was desperately searching for a solution, Ji-Yeon looked at her and stepped forward.

"So, you're Don-Hil?"

Despite being in pain that made it seem like she might collapse at any moment if she let her guard down, Ji-Yeon's voice was filled with confidence.

"Acting composed won't help. I already know you're in a weakened state."
"...!"

A fact she hadn't told anyone.
Only the Villain Association and Optima should know.

Ji-Yeon stiffened in shock at Don-Hil's words. Knowing information that only a select few should have meant that Ji-Yeon was in a state worse than a common pebble on the road.
With all her cards revealed, there was no way out.

"So..."

Don-Hil's hand, with a relaxed expression, pointed toward Eun-Ha.

*I can't involve Eun-Ha in this. Ji-Yeon is just a scarecrow anyway, so I'll move Eun-Ha away first and then deal with her.*

"The remaining interference must also disappear."

With a smile that seemed almost arrogant, Don-Hil's magical power resonated around her.

Soon, a black hole formed beneath Eun-Ha's feet, and gravity magic enveloped her, pressing down.

"Ha!"

Sensing the impending danger, Eun-Ha rolled to the side just before being affected by the two spells.

"You dodged my magic...?"

It all happened in less than a second.
Don-Hil's eyes widened in disbelief at what had just unfolded.

*Right. Eun-Ha could do that. I was careless.*

But soon, Don-Hil regained her composure, remembering the movements Eun-Ha had shown a few times that didn't match a support-type.

*But that's all.*

No matter how skilled Eun-Ha might be, she couldn't completely escape the influence of Don-Hil's magic. This was just a result of making the range too narrow.

Composing herself, Don-Hil once again extended her hand toward Eun-Ha. She just needed to predict Eun-Ha's movement path and widen the range.

"Who are you?"

Eun-Ha pretended not to know Don-Hil and spoke with a grave voice.
Her clear eyes were burning with fighting spirit.
A will to fight, regardless of the opponent.
And a will to protect Ji-Yeon.

*Something's off...*

Amidst this situation, a question arose in Don-Hil's mind. Clearly, Ji-Yeon must have forcibly brought Eun-Ha here, yet Eun-Ha was willingly standing in her way.

*Has she been hypnotized or something? Yes, that must be it. Eun-Ha wouldn't have such a look in her eyes. ...Oh, right, I'm transformed right now.*

Don-Hil was beyond questioning; she was confused by Eun-Ha's behavior. Her inner feelings, which had already elevated Eun-Ha from a mere friend to a close confidant in her delusions, were pitiable.

"I am Don-Hil. Magical Girl Don-Hil. A magical girl of Gresorion and the epitome of competence."

Nevertheless, Don-Hil regained her composure and introduced herself with her chest puffed out in an excessively arrogant manner.

*What bullshit*

In contrast, Eun-Ha struggled to suppress a laugh at Don-Hil's words.
She had already witnessed Don-Hil's clumsy behavior during the previous academy attack at the technology exhibition hall.

*Ah, ahhh...*

The memory was vivid: when the fake space needle on display split in half, Don-Hil had glared at her with teary eyes, not realizing it was a fake.

Eun-Ha wanted to tease Don-Hil by reminding her of that memory. She wanted to see her face flush with shame and those eyes well up with tears again.

*No, that might make her go berserk. I should hold back for now.*

Having lost an important card, she couldn't afford to provoke her opponent recklessly.
Controlling her emotions and adjusting her expression, Eun-Ha looked at Don-Hil with a straightforward gaze.

"I am Virginia. An aspiring hero."

Eun-Ha introduced herself and took a stance.

"I'm the one who will stop you."

And she lunged toward Don-Hil. In her hands, a pure white light was gathering. A white light that seemed to have a hint of green mixed in.
It was magical power that was gradually changing from green to a pure white as she used healing magic.

"How foolish, Virginia."

When faced with the situation of Eun-Ha charging toward her with fighting spirit, Don-Hil regained her composure beyond confusion.

Judging by the magical power gathered in Eun-Ha's hands, she intended to directly clash with her using concentrated magic.

*Without that despicable technique, Eun-Ha has no chance against me.*

The distance between Don-Hil and Eun-Ha was about 10 meters.
And Eun-Ha's specialty was close combat with no means of long-range attack. In contrast, Don-Hil, as a magical girl, could cover any distance as long as it was within her sight.
No matter how much Eun-Ha struggled, it was clear she would be restrained by gravity magic before reaching Don-Hil.

Don-Hil was confident in her victory.

*She's also created distance from Ji-Yeon. I'll just extract Eun-Ha, place her somewhere safe, and then deal with that woman.*

Once again, a black portal formed beneath Eun-Ha's feet. It was of a different magnitude than what she had shown earlier. And a gravity field formed above Eun-Ha's head as she approached Don-Hil, ready to press down on her.

At that moment.

Bang!

With a sound like air bursting, Eun-Ha disappeared from Don-Hil's sight.

"?!"

Don-Hil quickly searched for Eun-Ha's position.

The time it takes for magical power flowing from the core to become magic when interlocked with a formula is barely a second. Even for someone with fast legs, unless they were Silver Flash, they couldn't escape Don-Hil's attack from a distance.

They shouldn't have been able to.

*Behind!*

While turning her gaze left, right, up, and down in search of Eun-Ha, Don-Hil felt a chilling sensation from behind and deployed spatial magic behind her.

Whoosh!

She felt something entering the hastily connected spatial magic.

*Eun-Ha is behind me...!*

As soon as she realized this, Don-Hil leaped forward to distance herself from Eun-Ha, turned around, and faced her.

"Hehehe...! You were so composed just a moment ago."

Seeing Don-Hil's face contort, Eun-Ha reached out her hand toward Ji-Yeon, who was behind Don-Hil.

"No!!"

Realizing the meaning behind Eun-Ha's extended arm, Don-Hil hurriedly drew magical power from her core and exerted gravity magic.

Boom-!

"Ugh!"
"Aagh!!"

Soon, an irresistible formless violence manifested throughout the lounge corridor. Eun-Ha, who had been right in front of her, collapsed and slammed into the floor. From behind, she heard Ji-Yeon's scream as she barely endured the pain.

*I can't waste too much time*

The corridor began to tremble due to the overwhelming gravity.
Don-Hil looked at the clock falling due to the gravity's influence.
There were 15 minutes left until the practical evaluation began.
She needed to enter the classroom within 15 minutes to avoid suspicion.

She shouldn't be too hasty, but there was a need to hurry.

Crash!
Eventually, the clock, completely detached from the wall, shattered.

"Ugh...!"

Eun-Ha, slammed to the floor by the unexpected gravity, trembled all over.

*Damn...! This is intense...!*

Crack!
Crackle!

As she tried to stand up, forcibly resisting the power pressing down on her entire body, her whole body screamed in protest. Every joint in her bones howled, threatening to be crushed immediately, begging her to stop.

"Urgh...!"

Yet she still stubbornly tried to stand up. She couldn't lose such a talented individual as an S-class hero right before her eyes.

Weeeeeeee--!!

"?!"

The sudden blaring of a siren.

"Oh no...!"

Don-Hil flinched, realizing her mistake. She knew that using such power within the academy would naturally trigger an alarm.

*Forget 15 minutes, I don't even have 5 minutes left!*

Don-Hil hated herself for using magic without thinking. If she had just thought a bit more, this wouldn't have happened. The already limited time had become even more scarce.

*The teachers will be rushing here soon. In that case...!*

Don-Hil, the only one unaffected by the gravity magic, hurriedly looked in Ji-Yeon's direction. Eun-Ha, who was interfering, couldn't move now, so she just needed to quickly deal with Ji-Yeon.

"At least you--"

I'll kill you before I leave.
As she turned her back and was about to utter these words, Don-Hil's eyes widened without finishing her sentence.

"Heh, hehehehe...!"

There was Ji-Yeon, who had been screaming in pain just moments ago, now letting out a chilling laugh.
She wasn't lying flat on the ground but standing on both legs.
As if completely unaffected by Don-Hil's gravity magic, she stood naturally.

"Phew...!"

Another voice from behind.
Hurriedly turning around again, there was Eun-Ha, still lying flat, still under the influence of the gravity magic.

"Hehehe...! Success...!"

Eun-Ha, barely lifting her face to smile.
Her arm was pointing toward Ji-Yeon.

Ch.93 - Practical Evaluation (6)
A red flower blooms, staining the hallway.
Don-Hil belatedly realized she had been cut by the sword and frowned.

"Ugh...!"

Only when she saw the blood flowing from the diagonal wound stretching from her side to her chest did the delayed pain finally hit her.

Soon, the gravity that had been pressing down on the hallway disappeared. Don-Hil's magic had been disrupted by the sudden pain.

*To think she could use her ability even while being crushed by gravity...!*

Don-Hil looked at Eun-Ha as she fell backward. Unlike Don-Hil, who couldn't maintain her magic due to the pain from being cut, Eun-Ha was different. A stream of light still flowed from Eun-Ha's arm as she lay face down on the floor. That light was healing Yoo Ji-Yeon.

*If it weren't for Eun-Ha...!*

Don-Hil glared at Eun-Ha with resentful eyes.
The situation was turning increasingly unfavorable for Don-Hil. She had about 15 minutes left.

Though not at full strength, Yoo Ji-Yeon had recovered enough that Don-Hil couldn't defeat her quickly. This meant Ji-Yeon was in a position to approach the collapsing Don-Hil and deliver a follow-up attack.

To make matters worse, the alarm was blaring in real-time, meaning reinforcements would arrive soon.

Don-Hil had to make a decision.
Whether to retreat or risk everything to kill Yoo Ji-Yeon.

*I need to retreat for now.*

Of the two options, Don-Hil chose the former.

Thud!

After falling backward with her wound, Don-Hil immediately got up and looked at Yoo Ji-Yeon. Instead of the pained expression from earlier, a smile so intense it could be called manic had settled on her face.

"Heh, hehehehe...!"

Yoo Ji-Yeon clenched her fist, feeling the overflowing power. The poison still afflicting her body and core remained potent, causing her body to scream in pain as soon as she exerted force.
But such pain no longer mattered.

"To think it can not only heal but also amplify power itself."

Greed settled in Yoo Ji-Yeon's eyes as she ignored the pain completely.

Eun-Ha's continuous healing magic had allowed Yoo Ji-Yeon's body to draw out about 20% of her power, when she previously couldn't even manage 10%.

With Eun-Ha's buff added on top, she had regained enough strength to easily crush an A-rank hero.

*Power befitting an S-rank...! With that child's power, I could save more people. No, I could even annihilate monsters entirely!*

Yoo Ji-Yeon took her stance again as she looked at Don-Hil.
If she could apprehend Don-Hil quickly and receive proper treatment from Eun-Ha...
And then receive another buff after that, what would happen?
Just imagining it made her laugh.

"Hehehehehehe...!"

So let's finish this quickly.
Yoo Ji-Yeon's blade pointed toward Don-Hil.

*Has she gone mad?*

It was a chilling laugh.

Don-Hil felt cold sweat running down her entire body. She doubted whether this was the same woman who had been feigning calmness earlier, the same one who had been suffering under her gravity magic.

*I'd rather face Deltar!*

Disgusted by Yoo Ji-Yeon's maniacal laughter, Don-Hil backed away, gradually increasing the distance between them.

*Eun-Ha should be... fine, right?*

All she needed to do now was escape using spatial magic. But suddenly, the sight of Eun-Ha still collapsed on the floor caught Don-Hil's eye. She worried about what Yoo Ji-Yeon might do to Eun-Ha, what kind of coercive actions she might take.

*Even if she's crazy, surely Eun-Ha will be...*

Don-Hil squeezed her eyes shut. Still, her own survival had to come first.
Soon, a pitch-black portal opened behind her.

"Where do you think you're going!"

At the same time, Yoo Ji-Yeon pursued Don-Hil with her silver hair fluttering. Perhaps due to regaining her power after nearly three months, the corners of her mouth wouldn't stop rising.

Closing the distance that Don-Hil had created wasn't difficult for Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had earned the title of Silver Flash.

"...Next time, I'll definitely get my revenge, so prepare yourself."

Don-Hil raised her middle finger with a voice filled with intense hatred, as if crawling up from the depths of hell.

"?!"

Soon, an immense gravity pressed down on Yoo Ji-Yeon. Don-Hil had anticipated that she would pursue and had laid gravity in front of her.

Yoo Ji-Yeon, who hadn't fully regained her strength, was once again crushed by the gravity. Her steps toward Don-Hil noticeably slowed.

Meanwhile, Don-Hil completely disappeared into the black portal.



* * *



*I'm screwed. I'm screwed, screwed, screwed...!*

The hallway where Don-Hil had disappeared regained its silence.
Eun-Ha, who had been pretending to be unconscious while monitoring the situation with her magical senses and ears, had clearly heard Yoo Ji-Yeon's maniacal laughter.

*Did I use the buff unnecessarily? Would it have been better if I'd used a different method?*

Eun-Ha reflected on her actions, revisiting the "what if" possibilities.

*No, without the buff, she might have been defeated. This was the best option in this situation.*

No matter how many times she racked her brain for alternatives, her mind insisted that what she had done was the best course of action.

*I should pretend to wake up now.*

The situation seemed to be over. Eun-Ha wanted to get up from the floor. Her whole body ached from being face down for so long.

"Ugh, uugh..."

Eun-Ha let out a slightly awkward groan as she got up from the floor. Her body, which had been crushed by the strong gravity, had already healed.

"Where is... Ah..."

With hazy eyes, Eun-Ha looked around.

*It seems Don-Hil escaped and Yoo Ji-Yeon is...*

Yoo Ji-Yeon came into Eun-Ha's view.
But the smile had disappeared from her face. Not only that, but her legs were trembling, her hand barely gripping the sword, and her complexion was deathly pale.

"Ugh!"

With a brief groan, Yoo Ji-Yeon's body collapsed. She was barely standing, half-kneeling and leaning on her sword for support. Blood was flowing from her left arm, which wasn't holding the sword.

*Didn't the healing magic treat her arm? Did it prioritize other areas over the torn arm? Were other parts more critical than the arm?*

Eun-Ha, who had been continuously using healing magic rather than just once, found this situation puzzling.

*I can't just leave her like this. Even if she's a bit crazy, she's a valuable S-rank, and I can't watch someone die in front of me.*

Eun-Ha hesitated briefly, recalling Yoo Ji-Yeon's maniacal laughter, but then rushed toward her.

"Are you okay?"
"Ugh!"

When Eun-Ha placed her hand on Yoo Ji-Yeon's shoulder, her body trembled violently.

Thud!

Eventually, she collapsed sideways while still holding her sword. Despite the battle not being particularly long, Yoo Ji-Yeon's body was screaming in protest because she hadn't taken care of her condition.

*No wonder she's in this state, fighting on while bleeding so profusely.*

The amount of blood flowing from the arm wound was alarming.

*Anyway, she'll really die if I don't treat her immediately.*

Eun-Ha swallowed hard and laid Yoo Ji-Yeon in a proper position. Now it was time to use substantial magic for healing.

Just like when she had treated Kim Ha-Yoon, Kim Se-Won's mother.
And like when she had revived the principal's dead hair follicles.

"Eun-Ha!"

Just as she was about to concentrate while sitting next to Yoo Ji-Yeon, a familiar voice reached Eun-Ha's ears.

*Why is she alone? Did she get stuck with the dirty work again?*

However, only Hong Yoo-Jin was approaching Eun-Ha. It was strange that only she had come among the teachers, despite the sirens blaring so loudly.

"S-s... I mean, Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin?"
"I came when the alarm went off, but what happened here?"
"More importantly, why did you come alone, teacher?"
"...I told them I didn't need to come. Said I'd just check the situation since it wasn't a big deal. So?"
"..."

Understanding the situation, Eun-Ha glanced at Yoo Ji-Yeon's condition before answering Hong Yoo-Jin.

"Haah...! Haah...!"

Yoo Ji-Yeon was breathing heavily, sweating profusely. She didn't seem to have lost consciousness.

Turning her gaze back, Eun-Ha pressed her lips tightly and beckoned with her hand. Soon, understanding Eun-Ha's intention, Hong Yoo-Jin quietly approached and brought her ear close to Eun-Ha's mouth.

"This person's condition is terrible. She said she was poisoned by the creature that killed me."
"?!"
"And while I was trying to heal her, she was attacked by Don-Hil."
"I... see."

Having received a rough explanation, Hong Yoo-Jin looked at Yoo Ji-Yeon with a subtle expression.
It was closer to displeasure than concern.

"Why?"
"Well, it's..."

This time, Hong Yoo-Jin beckoned with her hand.

"She was saved by me when she was young."
"Yes."
"But, how should I put it... she's a bit excessive."
"Ah. I see."

Eun-Ha understood why Hong Yoo-Jin had made that expression. Given that she herself had judged Yoo Ji-Yeon as not just crazy but very crazy, there must have been a lot of obsession toward Hong Yoo-Jin.

*More precisely, she probably used every method to find the mysterious magical girl who saved her. It's understandable to be disgusted. Maybe the saying that all S-ranks are crazy was referring to Yoo Ji-Yeon.*

Eun-Ha nodded, recalling Yoo Ji-Yeon's behavior that she had briefly observed.
What would happen if she discovered that the woman who had saved her was Hong Yoo-Jin?
And what if she learned about the relationship between Hong Yoo-Jin and Eun-Ha?
Just thinking about it made her shudder.

"Go. Go."

Once again beckoning with her hand, Eun-Ha urged Hong Yoo-Jin away in a small voice.

"...Make sure to heal her. Even if you don't want to, she's a necessary person."
"Yes."

Hong Yoo-Jin reluctantly nodded.

*Well then, let's try healing.*

Left alone again, Eun-Ha stared at Yoo Ji-Yeon, who was breathing heavily. The wound on her arm was still bleeding.

*Desperately. With strong will.*

Eun-Ha clasped her hands together and closed her eyes.
Even with her eyes closed, she could clearly sense Yoo Ji-Yeon's presence in front of her.

Woong-

Without particularly focusing, magic flowed from her core to her hands. The healing magic imprinted in her mind emanated from her hands, beginning to color the surroundings.
If what she had used earlier had a faint green tint amid pure white, now it was so pristinely white it could be described as sacred.

*No. More. I need to squeeze out more magic.*

The healing magic took 20% of her total magic, but Eun-Ha instinctively realized this wasn't enough.

*More.*
*MORE!*

As she tried to squeeze out a large amount of magic rapidly, her core screamed in protest. The blood vessels through which the massive magic passed writhed as if in turmoil.

"Ugh...!"

Eun-Ha involuntarily let out a groan. Unexpected intense pain spread throughout her body.

*That creature, just for spraying one poison, isn't it too strong?*

While complaining about the mutant monster that was still vividly in her memory, Eun-Ha continued to squeeze out magic.
20%, 30%, 40% of her total magic.
Only after using 50% did her instinct tell her it was enough.

*Now all that's left is to activate it.*

The magic that had started in Eun-Ha's hands and spread around began to move.
As if with a will of its own, the magic clumped together, transformed into dozens of light clusters, and circled around.

Woooong-

Half of the formed light clusters soon flew toward Yoo Ji-Yeon, creating a massive magic circle. It was the magic circle imprinted in Eun-Ha's mind, which had been revised once.

As the magic circle formed, the remaining light clusters seeped into it one by one.

*It's getting better and better.*

Each time a light cluster seeped into the magic circle, the toxins inside Yoo Ji-Yeon's body were eliminated.
The blood she had lost through her arm was replenished.
The arm that had been deliberately bitten by the monster was being restored.

Eun-Ha sensed the entire process even with her eyes closed.

One by one, the light clusters entering the magic circle had now left only the last one.

Whoosh!

As the final light cluster was sucked into the magic circle, Yoo Ji-Yeon's body was completely healed.

"Phew..."

Only then could Eun-Ha open her eyes and look at Yoo Ji-Yeon.
Her head was dizzy from consuming half of her total magic.

Eun-Ha looked at the shattered watch on the floor. Perhaps because it was made in the Academy District, it still maintained its function despite the exterior being badly damaged.

"I should rest a bit before going back."

With about 10 minutes left until the practical evaluation began, Eun-Ha decided to rest for about 5 minutes before returning and looked at Yoo Ji-Yeon.
Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had been breathing heavily, had now regained her composure and was breathing steadily. Her previously pale complexion had returned to normal.

"It would be nice if she woke up in the meantime."

Eun-Ha muttered to herself as she adjusted her posture.
Then she reached out her hand toward Yoo Ji-Yeon's head.
Soon, Yoo Ji-Yeon's head rested on Eun-Ha's thigh.

Ch.94 - Practical Evaluation (7)
"Are you okay?"
"I was worried. You collapsed from pushing yourself too hard."

A face comes into focus in my blurry vision.
A pleasant, melodious voice flows into my ears.

"I'm glad you're alright."

Even the soft sigh—"haah"—sounds sweet, making me smile unconsciously.

"Hehehe...! How do you feel? You used a lot of magical power, but you should be fine now, right?"

Soon, my blurred vision becomes clear.
I see a girl with a bright, sunshine-like smile.

Just as she said, my body had somehow recovered. My withered core was pulsing roughly, and the pain I'd felt throughout my body had vanished completely.

And then, the soft, warm sensation beneath the back of my head.

Ah. I see.
A lap pillow.

"I know you've been pushing yourself too hard all this time."
"So please rest a little before going back out in front of everyone."

Even as I'm lost in the moment, the girl continues speaking. Perhaps she's happy that I've woken up.
My heart beats in sync with her emotions.
Some unknown warmth flows into the hole in my chest.

I wished I could stay like this longer, but

"Not as an S-rank, but as a hero who protects people."
"I'll watch over you from behind. If you get tired again, please rely on me then."

As she finished speaking, the girl smiled shyly, and her face was so beautiful that I couldn't say anything.


* * *


Watching the practical evaluation from the viewing area prepared for her, Yoo Ji-Yeon's expression was simply blank.

"What is this feeling?"

Ji-Yeon felt confused by the unfamiliar sensation.
She knew she had felt this sensation before, but it was from such a distant past that she couldn't even remember when, making it difficult to identify exactly what emotion it was.

Yet she could clearly tell that her chest felt warm.

"Why..."

Ji-Yeon realized that the overwhelming greed she had felt just before losing consciousness was now completely gone.
Her mind was filled only with Eun-Ha's smile that she had seen when she regained consciousness.

The soft sensation supporting her head.
Her smile, warm like sunshine.
What was that feeling she experienced in that moment, when even she couldn't help but smile?

"Haha. What do you think, Silver Flash? I would appreciate your thoughts on our students."
"...Ah, yes."

Just as she was drifting back into that memory, Ji-Yeon was pulled back to reality by the principal's voice beside her.

"Phew."

Though she felt disappointed, this was probably for the best.
If not for his voice, she might have kept dwelling on what had just happened.

Ji-Yeon sighed inwardly and racked her brain. She needed to respond to the principal now.
But having been in a daze all day, she hadn't really been paying attention.

"Yes. I see several promising students."

In the end, Ji-Yeon glossed over the principal's question with a plausible answer. Given her position, even a casual comment would carry weight with the principal.

"But... wasn't that child originally in rear support?"

Ji-Yeon continued speaking. Her voice, tinged with slight curiosity, was directed at Eun-Ha.
An innocent-looking girl. A pure girl who seemed ill-suited for combat was standing in the arena.

"Well... despite appearances, that young lady possesses combat abilities that rank her among the top in her year. Haha. Even in all my years, I've never seen a girl quite like her."

The middle-aged man with lustrous, thick hair, Principal Hwang Jong-In, recited information he had received from the teachers, looking somewhat embarrassed.

"Is that so? How very interesting."

Ji-Yeon's eyes carefully observed Eun-Ha. Though the viewing area was quite far from the arena, her magically enhanced vision made it seem as if Eun-Ha was right in front of her.

Ji-Yeon had asked the principal about information she already knew from her own observations. The reason was simple.

"So she's not hiding her fighting ability... Perhaps she just doesn't want to be someone who only receives protection from behind."

Eun-Ha's smile appeared in her mind again. That warm smile. A reassuring, embracing smile that unconsciously put her at ease.

"You don't need to do that. You don't need to fight."

A longing rises in her chest again.
She wants to possess her.
To keep her by her side, to make her smile forever.

It was similar to the greed she felt before losing consciousness, yet somehow different.
If the greed she felt before losing consciousness was for Eun-Ha's power, now she wanted Eun-Ha herself as a being.

Ji-Yeon recalled what happened when she had just woken up.

The sensation of the hole in her chest being filled.
Unlike the feeling of tiny grains of sand filling up one by one that she felt when saving many people.
A large lump entered her and filled her chest. Just looking at that smile, something warm filled her heart.

"No. Even so, right now..."

Ji-Yeon suppressed that desire with superhuman willpower.
Now is not the time.
She's not someone who would respond well to being forced.

Slowly.
She can get closer very slowly.

After losing everything, this was the first time she had met someone like Eun-Ha. Someone who could fill the hole in her chest must be treated preciously, not carelessly lost.

"For now, I'll be satisfied with just watching."

The suppressed desire in Ji-Yeon's chest writhed incessantly. It screamed at her to throw away everything—the practical evaluation, her S-rank status, everything—and seize the girl.

She forcefully suppressed the desire that was now becoming viscous.

"When she leaves the academy cage. I'll take her then. Until then, I should focus on making her like me."

Ji-Yeon quietly closed her eyes, removing her gaze from Eun-Ha.


* * *


What is this?

That sticky, clinging gaze from earlier. Eun-Ha didn't know what to make of it.
Of course, she knew who was sending such a gaze.

Yoo Ji-Yeon.
An S-rank hero and the woman Eun-Ha had treated.

"Was I too much...?"

Eun-Ha reflected on what she had done after treating her. Certainly, she had done things one after another that the usual Eun-Ha would never do.

"Ugh...!"

Eun-Ha shuddered briefly, regretting her recent actions.

After Ji-Yeon woke up, Eun-Ha had spouted lines that made her want to curl up not just her hands and feet, but her entire body.
But above all, comforting her with that sweet voice was the worst part.

"No, it couldn't be helped. I had to make the best impression possible on Ji-Yeon."

After shuddering once more, Eun-Ha soon nodded slightly.

"Go Eun-Ha!"

While Eun-Ha was regretting her actions, Han Chae-Eun was jumping up and down at the edge of the arena, waving her hands.
Her beaming smile and the massive bouncing that accompanied her jumping caught people's attention.

"Right. I only did it to get the autograph that Chae-Eun first asked for. It wasn't my true feelings at all, so it's fine."

Looking at Han Chae-Eun, Eun-Ha closed her eyes tightly and rationalized her behavior. It was definitely something Eun-Ha would never have done if she had been in her right mind.

"The problem is..."

While she had successfully obtained the autograph, a problem had arisen. Ji-Yeon's gaze toward Eun-Ha was unsettling.

A gaze that pretended to be indifferent but was too gleaming. It was the gaze of a predator looking at its prey.
If Eun-Ha hadn't deliberately ignored it, she would have broken out in a cold sweat if their eyes had met directly.

"Alright then! Are you both ready?"

A booming voice sounded next to Eun-Ha.
It was the voice of Choi Cheol-Jin, a teacher mainly in charge of physical education—that is, body training.

"Today, Teacher Choi Cheol-Jin's muscles are shining as usual."

Looking at Choi Cheol-Jin, Eun-Ha barely maintained her composure. To Eun-Ha, Choi Cheol-Jin was one of the few teachers she liked.

"Yes."
"Yes, sir!!"

Eun-Ha nodded and looked at her opponent.

A man with a body so large it was hard to believe he was a high school student, Cha Bo-Ram.
Since they weren't in the same class, this was the first time Eun-Ha had met him directly.

"I've heard his name occasionally."

However, in the academy, the more capable a student, the more rumors spread, so Eun-Ha had heard his name a few times.

"Ugh, he's like a pig."

Looking at Cha Bo-Ram, Eun-Ha frowned slightly. It wasn't that Eun-Ha particularly liked muscle-bound men.

She preferred balanced muscles.
If someone had developed a sturdy upper body, she liked it when they also developed core muscles and lower body to support it.
A good example was Choi Cheol-Jin.

"With that muscle imbalance..."

Eun-Ha tried to smooth out her frowning expression while observing Cha Bo-Ram.
As mentioned earlier, Cha Bo-Ram had particularly trained his upper body. His lower body looked relatively puny in comparison.

"Nice to meet you."

Eun-Ha greeted Cha Bo-Ram with a bright smile.
Whether she liked him or not, Cha Bo-Ram was her opponent. She had decided to give advice after knocking him down.

"......"

When Eun-Ha greeted him like this, Cha Bo-Ram just nodded, his lips tightly closed as if nervous.

"Different from how he looks, huh?"

Cha Bo-Ram observed Eun-Ha, who appeared delicate.

Eun-Ha was so famous that every student at the academy had heard her name at least once.

That Eun-Ha had revitalized the principal's hair follicles.
That Eun-Ha had knocked down an arrogant corporate heir with one blow.
That she liked muscles regardless of gender, and so on.
With so many rumors, it was inevitable that he had heard of her.

And what Cha Bo-Ram was most concerned about now was the rumor that she had knocked down the corporate heir, In Ha-Ram, with a single blow.

Cha Bo-Ram didn't dismiss as mere rumor the story that In Ha-Ram, who had been rumored to be quite strong since enrollment, had been knocked down with a single blow by a support-type superhuman rather than a combat-type.

"If the rumor is false, I'll win easily. If not... there's no harm in being cautious."

Gulp!

"So I'll end this quickly!"

Cha Bo-Ram swallowed and took his stance, waiting for the match to begin.

"Then... begin!"

Bang!

Following Choi Cheol-Jin's voice, the sound of a starter pistol, more suited for a running race, echoed through the air.

With the sound of the pistol, Cha Bo-Ram, who had already taken his stance, began to move.

But Cha Bo-Ram's preparatory movement was quite peculiar. Like guarding against an opponent's attack in boxing, he raised both arms and lowered his body.

"That move... I feel like I've seen it somewhere."

Seeing Cha Bo-Ram, Eun-Ha tilted her head. In this ambiguous situation where she almost remembered but couldn't quite place it, she focused more on searching her memory than on fighting.

Whoosh!

Soon, Cha Bo-Ram's entire body burst into flames. As massive as his body was, the fireball was equally enormous.

"Hyaaah!"

Boom!

Following this, the ground vibrated as Cha Bo-Ram's body shot forward rapidly.

"Ah!"

Seeing this, Eun-Ha's eyes widened.

"He corrected the ignition point from his hands to his entire body, then poured in magical power to charge forward! This is that pervert's technique!"

The image of a hero who once gained cult-like popularity became clear in Eun-Ha's mind.
A hero nicknamed "Fire Boar" due to his technique. His technique was exactly like this.
Setting his entire body on fire to use as armor, and gaining propulsion from the flames to push forward with mass.

Boom boom boom boom!

"Kyaa!"
"He's crazy. How can he use that technique against someone like her?"

Students in the audience screamed.
Anyone could imagine what disaster would unfold if a massive man charged at a small girl with full force.

"It's actually not bad."

In contrast, Eun-Ha just smiled as she watched Cha Bo-Ram.

"The technique is simple but powerful. It could be useful depending on the situation."

She even praised Cha Bo-Ram for copying the Fire Boar's technique.

"But the speed is lacking."

When Cha Bo-Ram had closed half the distance to Eun-Ha, she sighed softly in disappointment.

Everything was good except for one problem: the speed was too slow. Compared to the Fire Boar, it was far too slow.

"I could just dodge at this point... but I don't like that idea"

At Cha Bo-Ram's speed, she could easily dodge. And like a bullfighter, she could toy with him.
However, Eun-Ha didn't like that idea.

Depending on the opponent, Eun-Ha preferred to meet brute force with brute force, strength with strength.

Having decided on her course of action, Eun-Ha drew magical power from her core to strengthen her body. Not stopping there, she used a buff to enhance herself further.
With physical abilities far greater than her appearance suggested, Eun-Ha ran straight toward Cha Bo-Ram.

"She's crazy!"
"What is she doing!"

Students from other classes screamed in shock at Eun-Ha's action. To their eyes, Eun-Ha looked like a moth diving into a flame.

"I'll break through his guard head-on!"

Eun-Ha, who had leaped toward Cha Bo-Ram, aimed for his arms that were raised to protect his face.

"Hup!"

"She's coming at me?! Great! I'll counter her!!"

That was his intention, but

"?!"
"Huh...?"

An unexpected situation unfolded. Eun-Ha's attack was precisely aimed at his arms. However, just as Eun-Ha extended her arm, Cha Bo-Ram's body suddenly flinched and twisted slightly.
And Eun-Ha's fist slipped perfectly into the gap between Cha Bo-Ram's guarding arms.

The gap that Cha Bo-Ram had deliberately left to maintain minimal visibility matched the size of Eun-Ha's fist perfectly.

Kwang!

A sound that was hard to believe came from a fist meeting a head echoed around them.

Thud!

And Cha Bo-Ram's massive body came to an abrupt halt.
The audience, who had been screaming in anticipation of the terrible scene to follow, fell silent.

"Ugh..."
"I, I didn't expect this...?"

Cha Bo-Ram, his nose crushed by Eun-Ha's fist, lost consciousness and collapsed.

Ch.95 - Practical Evaluation (8)
"...Sigh."

Yoo Ji-Yeon looked at Eun-Ha, unable to hide her feeling of having made a mistake.

She already knew that with Eun-Ha's skills, she could easily defeat someone like Cha Bo-Ram, but she never thought she would carelessly make such an error.

"I did it without thinking."

Eun-Ha possessed excellent physical abilities despite her appearance. Yes, that was the problem.

"Despite her appearance"

Even though Ji-Yeon knew this fact, she had thoughtlessly released her magical energy toward Cha Bo-Ram, worried that Eun-Ha might get badly hurt by that large opponent.

Right after releasing her magic, she immediately realized her mistake and withdrew it, but like spilled water, her magic had already affected Cha Bo-Ram.

"????"

Fortunately, no one present noticed the magic Ji-Yeon had released, but Eun-Ha herself realized that someone had interfered in the match.

Eun-Ha looked around in confusion. There was clearly something there, but no concrete evidence.

"Why did I do that?"

Ji-Yeon watched Eun-Ha's behavior and wondered why she had acted that way. She couldn't understand why she had done such a thing. To commit such misconduct at an evaluation meant to fairly assess a student's abilities, and for her, an S-class hero, to do so.

"Did only Eun-Ha notice?"

Even as self-loathing washed over her, she felt relieved that Eun-Ha was safe.

"Right. No one noticed, so I'll never do it again. It was something I shouldn't have done in the first place."

Even though Eun-Ha's match was over, Ji-Yeon repeatedly made this promise to herself as she composed her feelings.

* * *

In the afternoon after the practical evaluation.
As the sun was setting, Eun-Ha remained at the field, still unable to hide her dissatisfaction as she continued to ponder.

"What could it have been...?"

Sitting in the stands, Eun-Ha stared blankly at the field where she had taken her evaluation. No matter how she thought about it, she couldn't believe that Cha Bo-Ram had voluntarily jumped toward her fist in that brief moment.

"Did someone interfere? Why? There's no reason for that."

But the assumption that someone else had influenced Cha Bo-Ram didn't make sense no matter how she thought about it. Why would anyone need to do that?

"Did they think I was that unreliable? Did they want me to win so badly they had to do this?"

Her pride was hurt.
Even if she appeared unreliable on the surface, people who knew would know that Eun-Ha had some fighting ability.

"Or was there an issue with Cha Bo-Ram? ...No, the students would know that using supernatural abilities outside the arena would immediately trigger the sensors."

Moreover, numerous sensors were installed near the arena to prevent any possible cheating. Unless someone could manipulate magical energy with enough precision to evade these sensors' detection, cheating was nearly impossible.

"Could it have been Mother? No, that's impossible."

The first possibility that came to mind was Eun-Ha's mother, Hong Yu-Jin. However, she knew Eun-Ha's abilities well. Even if Eun-Ha were losing, she wouldn't have interfered.

Knowing this, the incident became more and more puzzling for Eun-Ha. Her pride was hurt by this unnecessary help, and she wanted to give the culprit a piece of her mind if she found them, but she couldn't figure out who it was.

"Hmmmm..."

No matter how much she thought about it, she couldn't find an answer, so Eun-Ha frowned and groaned.

"Should I just keep it in mind for now?"

But the answer that hadn't come after hours of thinking was unlikely to come now.

"Good job."
"...?!"

Just as she was about to return to the dormitory, a voice came from right beside her. Not having sensed anyone approaching, Eun-Ha was startled and turned her head, caught in an awkward position between sitting and standing.

"Did I startle you? Haha."

There stood S-class hero Yoo Ji-Yeon, looking a bit embarrassed at Eun-Ha's startled reaction. She seemed quite happy about something, her eyes curved in a smile.

"Ah, no... well, I was a bit surprised."

Realizing that an S-class hero would naturally be skilled at concealing their presence, Eun-Ha nodded and sat back down.

"But why are you here to see me...?"

The question that had formed in Eun-Ha's mind came out through her lips.

"Well, that's... Oh! I was just wondering why you're still here alone when everyone else has gone back?"

Ji-Yeon hastily changed what she was about to say.

"Ah...!! This isn't right!"

Given the academy's nature where each evaluation greatly impacts one's future, she felt guilty about having influenced Eun-Ha's future.

Her conscience whispered that she should honestly admit it as an S-class hero rather than hide it. But when she tried to speak and looked into Eun-Ha's eyes, the words wouldn't come out.

"I need to keep the conversation going somehow. Then I can properly confess."

Ji-Yeon mentally stomped her feet while trying to figure out how to change the topic. Meanwhile, she subtly closed the distance between herself and Eun-Ha.

Even though they were both women, the subtle fragrance emanating from Eun-Ha captivated Ji-Yeon.

"Is it difficult to talk about?"
"Ah, well..."

Eun-Ha hesitated for a moment, looking at Ji-Yeon.

"If I say the wrong thing, could the whole academy be screwed?"

As an S-class hero—one of only five top-tier heroes in the world—Ji-Yeon's words carried tremendous weight. If Eun-Ha carelessly mentioned this to her, it might not just end with finding the culprit; the entire academy could be blamed.

This was a real possibility, not an exaggeration, so even Eun-Ha had to be careful with her words.

"If things go wrong, achieving my goal would become extremely difficult..."

Eun-Ha glanced at Ji-Yeon. Her face was full of concern, evoking sympathy from anyone who saw it.

"Is it really that difficult to talk about...? What could it be...?"

This was no different for Ji-Yeon. She wondered what could be causing such concern on Eun-Ha's face.

"Well..."

Eun-Ha kept hesitating, unsure whether to speak or not. Her mouth would open as if she was finally going to speak, then close again, increasing the sense of pity.

"Then!"

Finally, unable to bear the sight any longer, Ji-Yeon spoke up.

"Would you like to go somewhere with me?"

She forcibly changed the subject.

"Go where...? Where?"

Eun-Ha responded quite eagerly, seemingly relieved that Ji-Yeon had changed the topic.

"Why is she getting so close?"

Slightly increasing the distance between them.

"Anywhere. A small token of appreciation for our Saint who healed an S-class hero."

As Eun-Ha created distance, Ji-Yeon closed it by the same amount.

"Saint..."
"If, if the term 'Saint' makes you uncomfortable, I won't use it! Yes! I won't!"

Eun-Ha lowered her head at the word "Saint."

"It's a title I'll have to get used to eventually, but it still feels awkward."

Though she had already half-accepted the term, it still felt unfamiliar. Ji-Yeon was startled by Eun-Ha's reaction and waved her hands frantically.

"Does she dislike being called a Saint? No, more importantly, why am I acting like this?"

She couldn't understand her own behavior. As an S-class hero, there were few people in the world she would take such a humble attitude with. And a small girl like this wasn't among them.

Even if this girl was someone she had finally met after decades who could fill the void in her heart, it wasn't a reason to be so deferential.

But one thing was certain: Ji-Yeon's heart didn't want this girl to be sad. That much was clear.

"No, it's fine. I need to get used to it."

While Ji-Yeon was flustered, Eun-Ha took her hand with a bitter smile.

Though "Saint" was an embarrassing title, it was one she needed to bear for her goal. Even Eun-Ha knew that to become accustomed to it and accept it naturally, she had to approach it herself.

"So, if it's okay, please continue to call me that. Saint."

The bitter smile on Eun-Ha's lips changed to a gentle one.

"Yes, I need to adapt to it somehow."

She was determined to adapt, even if it meant using the overwhelming presence of an S-class hero.

"Really? You're sure?"

When Eun-Ha confirmed, Ji-Yeon's face brightened. The change was so dramatic that one might doubt whether this person was truly the S-class hero Silver Flash.

"And I don't need any reward. It was simply what I had to do."

With a smile, Eun-Ha declined Ji-Yeon's earlier offer. To be honest, she didn't want to be further involved with her. She had already experienced Ji-Yeon's strangeness firsthand and preferred to keep this distance.

Just acquaintances who knew each other's faces.

They had already met, and she had even healed her, so she didn't want their relationship to expand beyond that. That's why she deliberately declined Ji-Yeon's offer.

"Is that so... Then...!"

At that moment, Ji-Yeon suddenly covered Eun-Ha's hand, which was holding one of her hands, with her other hand.

"What the?!"

It wasn't clearly a rejection. Ji-Yeon's face was full of regret.

"Sis, sis, sis, sis, sis...!"
"Sis...?"

"What the hell is this???"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened at Ji-Yeon's sudden behavior, almost like a car accelerating too quickly. Not only had her form of address suddenly changed, but she was holding Eun-Ha's hand with both of hers to prevent her from escaping.

She was already afraid of what Ji-Yeon was going to say in this situation.

Gulp.

Eun-Ha unconsciously swallowed.

Gulp.

Ji-Yeon also swallowed unconsciously due to nervousness.

"Um, would you like to be secret friends with your big sis...?"
"...Pardon?"

Eun-Ha doubted her ears.

Ch.96 - Secret Passage (1)
"....."

Eun-Ha's brain stopped working as she failed to process the current situation.

*"Um, do you want to be secret friends with me...?"*

Yoo Ji-Yeon's words kept echoing in her head. Those words, spoken with such courage, were difficult for Eun-Ha to accept.

How long had Eun-Ha's brain been on strike?

*Damn. What is this? Did I start this by being too kind earlier?*

Finally coming to her senses, Eun-Ha closed her slightly parted lips and tried to organize her confused thoughts.

Just before the practical evaluation began, Eun-Ha recalled how she had shown excessive kindness just for a signature. She realized she might have gone too far.

She had been right to think it was excessive. The lap pillow and overly friendly words she'd offered to score points with Ji-Yeon had been forced.

*Sigh, I really did sow these seeds myself.*

Eun-Ha acknowledged and accepted that all of Ji-Yeon's actions stemmed from her own excessive behavior.

*But wait. Secret friends? What does that even mean? Friends who are secret? Me? With her?*

Yet her confusion didn't subside. Whatever the cause, why "secret" friends instead of just friends? Could there be some hidden meaning?

*Should I just accept it?*

Maybe Ji-Yeon simply wanted to be friends and get closer. Was Eun-Ha overthinking and potentially hurting her feelings? Could that lead Ji-Yeon to seek revenge against her?

Eun-Ha couldn't organize her thoughts easily.

*Even if she wanted revenge, Foriner has my back, so it doesn't really matter. But... okay. Let me just confirm.*

"C-could you... say that again?"

After thinking it through without finding an answer, Eun-Ha cautiously spoke up.

*Oh no...!*

This was a disaster.

*What am I saying to such an innocent child!*

Seeing Eun-Ha looking up at her with anxiety, Ji-Yeon felt guilt and sin tightening around her chest.

*No! Hesitating won't get me anywhere! This is exactly when I need to make a proper decision!*

After a moment's hesitation, Ji-Yeon made her decision quickly. Light filled her eyes as she moved even closer to Eun-Ha.
The distance between them was now so close they were practically touching.

"Huh?"

Eun-Ha was bewildered by Ji-Yeon's sudden action. She had a serious look in her eyes as if she'd made some decision, but all she did was take out her wallet.
And Ji-Yeon's next action confused Eun-Ha even more.

"Here! Today's share!"
"......????"

*???????????????????????*

Eun-Ha didn't know how to react to this series of events she'd never experienced before.

*Is this right? Is this really right?*

Another person—an S-class hero with such a high position—suddenly taking out their wallet.

Thud!

And then handing over a stack of bills! 50,000 won bills at that!

Dumbfounded, Eun-Ha received the stack of bills with both hands, still not understanding what was happening as she silently looked up at Ji-Yeon.

"What do you mean by 'today's share'?"
"Exactly what I said! Today's share! I'll bring more next time! Now hurry and give me a lap pillow!"
"What? I mean, what??"

Her bold behavior was now becoming ridiculous. Eun-Ha looked down at the stack of bills in her hands.

*How much is this...?*

A rough count showed it was easily over ten 50,000 won bills.

*Trying to buy a person with money...!*

It was a strange feeling. At first, Eun-Ha was too shocked to react to this first-time experience, but now she trembled with belated shame.

*This is completely...!*

Eun-Ha's body shuddered. Something she had never experienced before. An older adult giving a large sum of money to a younger person was like, not friendship, but...

*Allowance... no, compensated dating?!*

Eun-Ha's eyes widened as she slowly looked at Ji-Yeon. Her eyes filled with disgust.
How could an S-class hero with a reputation for protecting citizens try to buy people with money?

*Wait.*

Suddenly, Eun-Ha reconsidered the meaning of compensated dating. It meant paying for an opposite-sex person's time and sexuality. That's right—opposite sex, not same sex.

*Does she know I used to be a man?*

Her heart sank. The disgust in Eun-Ha's eyes gradually disappeared as the blood drained from her face.
And in its place came fear and dismay.

"It's... it's okay."

With trembling hands, Eun-Ha returned the money to Ji-Yeon.

*Right. Why would an S-class hero approach me unless she wanted something?*

She had thought Ji-Yeon wanted to become friendly, but she was actually approaching her because she knew her weakness.
She couldn't understand what Ji-Yeon intended to do with this weakness. And where had she been exposed? Where had the information leaked?

Eun-Ha's face turned pale beyond what seemed possible, yet her head was gradually heating up.

*Was the money not enough? No, that's not it. Is she saying she wouldn't accept any amount?*

Meanwhile, the foolish Ji-Yeon, who had wanted to buy Eun-Ha's friendliness with money, was shocked by how pale Eun-Ha had become.
Eun-Ha's pitifully trembling hands seemed to be saying "take the money back."

"So...?"

Guilt welled up again at Eun-Ha's every movement. Ji-Yeon reluctantly took the money back from Eun-Ha's hand. As Ji-Yeon's hand brushed Eun-Ha's palm while retrieving the money, her shoulders gradually slumped.

*Why is she acting like this?*

Ji-Yeon was noticeably dejected. Now it was Eun-Ha's turn to be confused. Ji-Yeon's behavior was completely different from what Eun-Ha had expected.

*Did I misunderstand something?*

Eun-Ha stared at Ji-Yeon. It didn't make sense that she would become so visibly dejected just because Eun-Ha returned the money, especially if she knew Eun-Ha's weakness.

Why would a grown adult—someone with many responsibilities who shouldn't show weakness to others—act this way?

*Does she really want to be... that "secret friend" thing?*

Eun-Ha finally reached the truth. If Ji-Yeon didn't know Eun-Ha's big secret—a secret she had only revealed to close friends when drunk—then there was only one answer left.

"Sorry for holding you up."

The dejected silver-haired woman turned around. With heavy, powerless steps, Ji-Yeon began walking toward the school gate.
Her back, which should always appear strong, looked utterly miserable.

"I feel a bit sorry."

Eun-Ha hadn't expected her to look so miserable and mumbled her inner thoughts quietly.

"A lap pillow..."

Then she remembered what Ji-Yeon had said earlier.

*What's so good about these thighs that she'd even pay money for them?*

Eun-Ha looked down at her own thighs. They were soft and flawless, but given her small frame, they weren't really suitable for someone to rest on.

*Still, I might understand.*

Nevertheless, Eun-Ha roughly understood why Ji-Yeon wanted her. There was a similar person very close to her—her mother, Hong Yu-Jin.

When Eun-Ha was young, despite being so busy, Hong Yu-Jin always clung to Eun-Ha during her breaks. Eun-Ha had thought her mother's claim that it helped relieve fatigue was just an excuse.

*Right. People need warmth.*

But now she realized it wasn't an excuse but the truth. Ji-Yeon, like Hong Yu-Jin, probably wanted to feel human warmth.
Given her position, she couldn't easily lean on others. But Eun-Ha was different.

Not because Ji-Yeon wanted it, but because Eun-Ha herself had given her that warmth.
And she couldn't forget that warmth.

*Will I ever want such warmth someday...?*

Eun-Ha blankly stared at Ji-Yeon's retreating figure. She looked lonelier and more pitiful than anyone else.

*But I still can't.*

Even so, for her goal—to create more connections and find out her friend's whereabouts—an S-class hero steeped in madness was dangerous.

*Wait, connections...?*

Suddenly, the word "connections" popped into Eun-Ha's mind. Connections meant people who could potentially help her.

"Excuse me!"

And an S-class hero was one of the most exceptional connections one could have. Letting Ji-Yeon go now would be like kicking away good fortune that had fallen right in front of her.

Ji-Yeon's footsteps stopped at the sound of someone calling her.

Tap tap tap tap!

Eun-Ha hurriedly approached her. Though dangerous, this person could also be a great help. Eun-Ha, who wanted to find her friend's whereabouts as quickly as possible, couldn't miss this opportunity.

"Do you really, truly just want to be... secret friends?"

Nod.

Still dejected, Ji-Yeon silently nodded.

"Then."

Facing Ji-Yeon, Eun-Ha extended her hand.

"Let's be friends. Not with that 'secret' thing attached—just friends."

Eun-Ha looked up at her with a bright smile. The silver-haired woman, who had been dejected, stared blankly at Eun-Ha.

"Really?"

Gradually, life returned to her eyes.

"Yes, really. When you're tired and exhausted from work, please come find me."

*Good. This should be fine.*

This statement might sound purely kind, but it had Eun-Ha's calculations behind it. Basically, S-class heroes are extremely busy. Moreover, Ji-Yeon, who hadn't been able to work for the past three months, would have mountains of work piled up.

In other words! At the very least, she wouldn't see her in person for about three months!
If she needed information or help, they could talk through communication devices!

"Will you give me lap pillows too?"
"What? Oh, um... hmm... yes."

The excessive actions she had taken for a signature were now like karma for Eun-Ha.
Eun-Ha reluctantly nodded.

*She probably won't be able to come for about three months anyway.*

Three months is a long time—if someone is buried in work, they might forget everything else. With that thought, Eun-Ha nodded vigorously.



* * *



When dawn came, Eun-Ha slipped out of the dormitory. Her destination was a convenience store with an ATM machine.

However, Eun-Ha's outfit was suspicious to anyone who saw it. A large hoodie she used to wear when she was male, with the hood pulled down to cover her face as much as possible.
Thanks to the hot pants she wore for ease of movement, her lower half seemed almost bare.

"Ah. Done. Now I can take this off."

After leaving the convenience store, Eun-Ha looked around and then removed her hood.

Rustle

Her long hair, hidden inside the hood, flowed out gracefully.

"I can't believe she suddenly gave me this money."

Relieved, Eun-Ha spoke with a sullen expression. The reason she had to go out at dawn was because of Ji-Yeon.

Ji-Yeon had forcibly handed her a stack of money nearly double what she had given initially, then disappeared as if fleeing. Because of this, Eun-Ha had no choice but to sneak out of the dormitory at dawn to store this money somewhere.

*Rather than going back to the dormitory, maybe I should stay at mother's apartment.*

Since she had come quite far from the dormitory, Hong Yu-Jin's apartment was naturally closer. She could spend the night there and sneak back into the dormitory.

"Oh?"

As she walked, Eun-Ha suddenly remembered a friend.

*Come to think of it, I think Nabi works at this hour.*

Just as Eun-Ha didn't want to be seen depositing a large sum of money, Seo Na-Bi didn't want others to see her working.

Feeling a strange sense of kinship, Eun-Ha decided to visit her and changed her direction.

"Welcome... oh, Eun-Ha?!"
"Hi. You seem less energetic than usual?"

Na-Bi's voice was much weaker than when Eun-Ha had heard it before.

"Ah, that. We had the practical evaluation today, right? The injury from then still hurts a bit..."
"What?! You should have told me! I said anyone who needs treatment can come to me anytime."
"I didn't want to bother you when you're busy."

Eun-Ha was startled by Na-Bi's lack of confidence and approached her.

Looking closely, not only was her voice weak, but her overall complexion was poor. This was the result of not getting proper treatment for her wounds and forcing herself to work.

"Come here for a moment!"

Unable to stand by, Eun-Ha grabbed Na-Bi's wrist and took her to the storage room inside the convenience store.

"Take it off!"
"Uh, huh?!"
"Where does it hurt? Stomach? Back? Back, right? Yes! Let me see your back!"

Even if they weren't extremely close, they were in the same class and could ask each other for favors.

*That much is reasonable to ask.*

Eun-Ha didn't like that Na-Bi was trying to hide a serious injury when people came to her for even small cuts.

*Huh?*

After semi-forcibly removing Na-Bi's uniform, Eun-Ha noticed a distinctive wound.

*A cut from the waist to the chest... Did I see wrong?*

A thin, white line-shaped wound.

*I must have seen wrong.*

Rubbing her eyes and looking again, the wound had disappeared without a trace.
Relieved that she hadn't mistaken her friend for an enemy, Eun-Ha sighed in relief.

"Eun-Ha...?"
"Ah~ No, it's just. Your skin is so pretty that I couldn't help... hahaha."

When Eun-Ha just stood there without providing the treatment she'd promised, Na-Bi turned her head to look at her.

"Pervert."

Na-Bi muttered quietly, unable to hide her embarrassment. Being told her skin was nice was certainly a compliment and made her happy, but it was also embarrassing.

"Keep it a secret, okay? I-I had no choice for the treatment."
"If Eun-Ha asks like that... okay."

As Eun-Ha pleaded for secrecy, Na-Bi couldn't help but smile.

*I was acknowledged even without transforming.*

She gained a little confidence in her natural appearance.



* * *



"I'm here, Master~ ...though you're probably sleeping."

After buying Na-Bi a drink as both a thank-you and hush money, Eun-Ha arrived at Hong Yu-Jin's apartment as planned.

The apartment was dark. It was natural since the homeowner, Hong Yu-Jin, had long since gone to bed. Moreover, with the curtains drawn, no light came in.

The only light sources were the small lights from electronic devices. However, these small light sources were of no help in brightening the view.

"Oof!"

Thud!

Nevertheless, Eun-Ha moved without any hindrance and lay down on the sofa.

"Time to sleep..."

Soon, Eun-Ha's eyes closed, and she fell asleep.

A few minutes later.

The bedroom door opened quietly.

"...Sigh."

Hong Yu-Jin, who had been sleeping in her underwear in the bedroom, appeared.

Without making any sound, she quietly and carefully approached Eun-Ha, lifting her from the sofa where she was sprawled out sleeping.

Eun-Ha was in deep sleep. Despite having spent five years at The Front Line, there was only one reason she could sleep so deeply.

*Because this is my home.*

Hong Yu-Jin smiled slightly as she looked at the peacefully sleeping Eun-Ha. Unlike the living room, moonlight seeped into the bedroom, revealing Eun-Ha's fair face.

After watching the sleeping Eun-Ha for a moment, Hong Yu-Jin quietly enhanced her body and concentrated all her nerves on her fingertips.

Rustle rustle rustle!

Soon, the clothes covering Eun-Ha's body were swiftly removed, leaving only her underwear. It was a speed and precision that bordered on magical.

"Sleep well."

After removing Eun-Ha's clothes without waking her, Hong Yu-Jin neatly folded them, lay down beside her, and went back to sleep.

Ch.97 - Secret Passage (2)
"...Hmm?"

I opened my eyes to an unfamiliar ceiling. Actually, it wasn't unfamiliar at all. It was a ceiling I'd seen several times before.

And there was a blanket I recognized too.
The soft blanket covering my body was definitely something I'd seen before. And the plush feeling against my back was clearly a mattress.

Still half-asleep and dazed, I stared at the ceiling for a while before sitting up. The blanket that naturally slid off my body looked quite expensive.

By now, I could figure out where I was. My mother must have carried me from the sofa to the master bedroom.

Looking around confirmed it.
From the left: balcony-cum-window, curtains, wardrobe, clock, vanity table, and... my mother.

"Why don't you sleep a little longer?"
"I'm good."

I don't know how long she'd been awake, but my mother was watching me with a faint smile. Feeling embarrassed for no reason, I answered curtly.

As I turned my head, I checked the time on the wall clock.
5 AM.
If I left soon, I could arrive just in time for morning training with the others.

"...??"

As I was about to look away, something on the table caught my eye.
I squinted slightly. It was clothes. My clothes that I'd been wearing.

Neatly folded on the table, they stood in stark contrast to my mother's clothes scattered messily below.

My face flushed red.
Those clothes—my clothes from just hours ago—made me acutely aware that I was only wearing underwear.
Come to think of it, when I first woke up, I could feel the blanket against my stomach, shoulders, and arms.

"...You could organize your own clothes like that too."
"Too much trouble. Too much trouble~"

When I complained to hide my embarrassment, my mother sighed deeply.

How should I put it? It felt like going back in time.
She was careless with her own things but still tried her best to take care of me.

Maybe I was already feeling nostalgic because I knew days like this wouldn't last much longer. Feeling sentimental, I got up from the bed and started tidying up.

"Leave it~ It'll just go back to normal in a day anyway."

Mumbling with her face buried in the pillow, she looked no different from a whining child complaining about parental interference. It was as if our roles were reversed. Yet, this scene was natural for us.

"Master, you'll be hungry again in a day, but that doesn't mean you skip meals. Ugh, when did you even wear this rag?"
"That's different~ Oh, I took that off yesterday."
"Ugh, gross."

I pinched a pair of day-old underwear with my fingertips and tossed it onto the pile of clothes.

"..."

When I was almost done tidying up, I looked again at my clothes on the table.
My clothes, folded so neatly it was hard to believe my mother had done it.

In a few months, or maybe years, she would be folding someone else's clothes like this.
Not as my mother.
Not as Hong Eun-Ha who "was" Hong Yu-Jin, but as Hong Yu-Jin, just a woman with a difficult past.

Living as a new person, she would meet a man, get married, and have a child—a real blood-related child.

Realizing this, I felt a pain like someone pounding on my chest. I couldn't help feeling jealous of my future sibling who hadn't even been born yet.

"Sigh."

Even though I'd prepared for this long ago and knew I couldn't ignore my mother's long-held wish, I still couldn't shake off these feelings.

I thought I was being pathetic, so I ignored the ache in my chest and reached for my clothes.

"Wait~ Inspection time~"
"??!"
"Oh my! Prohibited items found. I'll have to confiscate these."

Just as my hand was about to grab my clothes, they disappeared from my sight.
My mother had somehow snuck up behind me, hugging me while throwing my clothes far away. She also blocked me with her other arm for good measure.

"What's with you suddenly?"

When I questioned her in a sulky voice, she just smiled slyly. I wondered if her personality had been influenced by spending too much time with that Foriner.

"Go wash up first. You didn't even shower after coming home yesterday."
"I'm just going to morning training with the others anyway."
"That's even more reason. What if they think you smell? Even among friends, there are things you should and shouldn't show."
"Mmm..."

She had a point. To be completely open with each other—we weren't quite there yet.
If it had been Soo-Hyun, I wouldn't have hesitated.

"Anyway, let go of me. What are you doing to your grown son?"
"What grown son? You're the one who grew up and then shrank~ And eat breakfast before you go."
"What? I just told you. I need to do morning training."
"Missing one day won't matter. They'll all get good scores on the practical evaluation anyway. You just did it once for show, but the others all went through the tournament format, remember?"

That was true.
Many students had protested that it was unfair for someone to get points without fighting at all, so I participated in the practical evaluation. Otherwise, I would have gotten points for free.

"That's... true, but..."

Seriously.
What a person.
At a time when we should be growing apart, she's trying to bring us closer.

She was right that the others could train by themselves for a few days without me. Plus, they had all survived to the end of the tournament, securing high scores.
I wasn't sure how strong the other grades were, but my instinct told me that my kids were strong enough to rank high not just in their grade but in the entire school.

"The kids are still weak. They're only strong among the Academy students. If they were thrown into The Front Line like this, they could be slaughtered in a day."
"But you shouldn't coddle them too much. They must have realized what they lack after fighting this time, right? Sometimes it's best to let them figure things out on their own."

There was no point in me pinpointing the Academy's overall problem.
It wasn't a talent issue but an environmental one—the dangerous weakening of aspiring heroes in this non-ideal situation.
In fact, except for Haram who recognized this problem, I doubted whether the others could survive if thrown into The Front Line or another battle.

"And..."

My mother, who had been blocking me from getting my clothes, finally released me.
Her voice, right next to my ear, didn't hide her joy.

"I bought meat yesterday."
"...!! No, no. I still have a responsibility and duty to look after the kids."

How dare she try to tempt me with meat! This is why I'm wary of people who know me too well.
But thinking she could capture me with just meat was too naive. I'm not so easily swayed by meat.

"Really?"

I thought I had successfully refused by exercising restraint, but my mother's expression was strange. As if she had anticipated this, she smiled knowingly.

"I was planning to make that pork cutlet you love so much. I prepared everything yesterday. Enough to make you burst, with plenty left over."
"Kuh! It... it won't taste good..."
"I already made some and tasted it properly. There are meatballs too."
"Kugh."

How could someone be so underhanded, taking hostages like this?
With the poor pork cutlet as a hostage—something I could stuff into my mouth whole—I had no options left.

It felt like watching a heroine captured by a villain. I felt helpless and sorry watching it. At the same time, I was determined to save it, even at a cost.

"I'll... eat before I go."

With no choice, I picked up my communication device and sent a message to the others.
It was an unavoidable choice to rescue the hostage from that devil's hands.

"Now go wash up. I'll prepare your clothes."
"Clothes? ...Okay?"

As I was about to pick up my clothes that she had thrown earlier, my mother stopped me. Well, if it saved me some movement, I was fine with it and nodded.

"What the hell is this?"

When I came out after showering, I immediately regretted it when I saw what was placed in front of the door.

"What's with these briefs?!"


* * *


Later, after school.

[First-year Class A student Shin Eun-Ha. Shin Eun-Ha. Please come to the faculty office.]

"???"

I heard the announcement as I was about to return to the dormitory. I couldn't imagine who might be visiting me so suddenly. Chae-Eun, who was packing her bag next to me, also looked puzzled as she stared at me.

"What's going on?"
"Maybe someone came for hair loss treatment like the principal?"

Chae-Eun giggled as she joked. Come to think of it, the principal had been more energetic than dignified lately.
He might have been going around boasting about his revived hair follicles with all that energy.

"Should I wait for you?"
"No. You don't know how long I'll be. Just go ahead."

I stopped Chae-Eun from waiting and got up.
When I stepped into the hallway, I drew the attention of several students who hadn't returned to the dorms yet. I guess it's natural to look at someone who was suddenly called over the announcement.

Maybe because I've been getting more attention lately, I didn't think much of three or four students looking at me.
Whether that's good or bad.
No, it's good.

Being a hero means inevitably receiving people's attention.

After walking through the hallway, I arrived at the reception room near the faculty office. The vice principal, who had been waiting for me right in front of the faculty office, guided me there.

Why? Why did the vice principal himself come out to guide me? I couldn't understand. I could only guess that someone important enough to warrant his personal guidance had arrived.

*Slide*

"Excuse me...?"

As I carefully opened the sliding door and entered the reception room, my eyes widened at the person inside.

"Hello!"
"..."

There was Yu Ji-Yeon, the woman who had just become my "friend" yesterday.
Just yesterday, the news and newspapers had headlines like "Silver Flash Finally Returns!" What was she doing here?

Yu Ji-Yeon, who had deliberately dressed in a neat suit, looked more radiant than ever.
No, it wasn't just a feeling—she was literally glowing.

"Here, sit here!"

The fact that she was glowing so brightly that it hurt my eyes was proof of her excellent health. It meant her core was actively sending mana throughout her body.
Though only I could see it that way.

"...Is something wrong?"

I never expected such a busy S-rank hero to visit again just a day after meeting.

"Just... one moment."

*Rustle rustle*

At my puzzled words, Yu Ji-Yeon's expression changed dramatically. Her bright smile suddenly became calm as she began to take something out from under the table.

It would be more accurate to say she was pretending to be calm. Tension was evident on her face as she rustled around and pulled out a small box.
Somehow, I could almost hear her heartbeat.

If an S-rank hero like her was this nervous, it must be an extremely serious matter. Still, I preferred this to her being steeped in madness.

"Ahem! I'll get straight to the point!"

Mana spread from her. The massive chunk of mana dispersed like fog, circling the room before gathering back to her.
It was as if she was expressing her desire for attention through the movement of her mana.

*Gulp*

*Swallow*

As she closed her mouth and swallowed, I found myself swallowing too, as if her tension was contagious.
What could she possibly want to say?
What was this direct thing she wanted to tell me?
Surely she wasn't asking me to go to The Front Line with her?

All sorts of possibilities crowded my mind.

"Phew...!"

Intense eyes and cold sweat began to form on Yu Ji-Yeon's forehead.

What kind of matter could this be...!

"Be my bride!"

*Slide*

Spitting out her words, Yu Ji-Yeon thrust the small box toward me.
Inside the box was a ring.

"What...?"

What is this...?

Ch.98 - Secret Passage (3)
I felt like this was exactly what people meant when they say their mind went blank.
The image of Yoo Jin-Ah standing before me seemed to grow distant. Though the physical distance between us hadn't changed, I found myself increasingly unable to focus on her.

A bride?
As in, a wedding bride?
No, suddenly?
Why?
Is she crazy?
Is she messing with me?

Soon, my blank mind began racing furiously, as if gathering momentum.

Had she really said "bride" just now, standing before me with that slight blush and sharp gleam in her eyes?
It made absolutely no sense.

For starters, we're biologically the same gender. Even though I used to be male, there's no way Jin-Ah could know that.

"Um... are you perhaps talking about a priest? Like at a church?" I asked cautiously.

I had to check. Based on the context, it seemed absurd, but if she really was talking about clergy, I'd have seriously jumped to conclusions.

"No!" Jin-Ah firmly denied.

"Marry me and become my bride! I'll make you happy! I'll give you a luxurious life without a single hardship!"

She really drove the point home.

"S-suddenly? Why...?"

I struggled to keep my mind from going blank again. Or rather, it felt like her will was holding my consciousness in place. Her determination was so strong and intense that I felt it gripping my shoulders.

"...I see. I suppose this might feel too sudden."

Jin-Ah cleared her throat in response to my careful question and took a sip from the water that had been prepared beside her.

Why
On earth

These two words kept spinning in my head as I waited for Jin-Ah to speak again.


* * *


"—And that's how it happened."

About two hours had passed.
I mentally congratulated myself for telling Chae-eun not to wait for me and nodded in response to Jin-Ah's words.

During this long time, Jin-Ah had shared her past story.
How her life changed 180 degrees when a medium-sized gate appeared above her city. And simultaneously, the huge hole that opened in her heart.
It was a common story, one that many in our generation had experienced.

The difference was that she hadn't become a hero to save people in similar situations or to reduce the number of people who might end up like her—she'd done it for herself. And she had a talent that no one else could match.

She said that every time she saved someone, she felt the hole in her heart filling up a little, so she devoted herself endlessly to that feeling.

"I... see."

A single tear rolled down my cheek.
It was a tear I'd managed to squeeze out by gathering all the sad thoughts in my head as her story concluded.

While this must be an incredibly sad story for the person who experienced it, unfortunately, our generation is overflowing with people who've had similar experiences.
If you grabbed any active hero and asked them to share their past, about three out of ten would have similar backgrounds.

Still, revealing one's past isn't easy, so I shed a tear as a minimum courtesy.
Also because I was in a similar situation.

"Oh... I'm sorry. Was it too depressing? Hahaha."

Jin-Ah hurriedly pulled out a handkerchief and wiped my tears. If others saw this respected figure fussing over every little action of a small kid, they'd be shocked.

Still, I didn't mind her behavior. It made me feel special, even a bit proud.

"No, it's fine."

I smiled faintly to reassure her, as her excessive concern was almost unsightly.

And then.

*Snap!*

I closed the small box in front of me.
I closed it a bit forcefully to make a sound, and Jin-Ah's eyes widened.
Her heart seemed to sink as she flinched once, then stared blankly at the closed box.

This should have changed the atmosphere a bit. Now it was time for a more serious conversation.

"So then. What does your past have to do with wanting me as your bride?"

I deliberately lowered my voice to sound cold. Although I'd heard her past, I still felt like I was missing something important.

I needed to dig a little deeper to understand why she wanted to take me, a biological same-gender person, as her bride.

"...Right. The story isn't over yet. A little more. I need to tell you about what happened recently."

Jin-Ah, who had looked surprised, soon gave a bitter smile and turned her gaze toward me.

Recent events.
The reason she was looking at me while saying this was obvious.
She felt something when she met me. Something that I, the person in question, didn't quite understand.

"I realized it when I met you."

Jin-Ah's bitter smile transformed into the expression of a shy girl. Her eyes sparkled like stars, as if she were a 25-year-old who had never experienced love before.

"The only person who can fill the huge hole in my heart. I realized it's you."

Now it was my turn to be surprised.
What on earth had made her like this?
Had I done anything that could have affected her so deeply?

...Well, I suppose I had.

"You mean me?"

Instead of answering, Jin-Ah nodded.

I never imagined that a single autographed snowball would roll this far.
On the other hand, I now understood her sudden behavior—offering me a large sum of money while asking to be secret friends.

Thanks to my completely fake behavior, the hole that had been tormenting her for decades was filled in an instant.

Unfortunately.

I looked at Jin-Ah while barely suppressing a sigh that was about to escape.

"You're the first person who has filled the hole in my heart so completely. The moment I saw you, I realized you're the only one who can do this."

Jin-Ah, who had been shyly glancing at me, slowly raised her head to look at me fully.

"So I wanted to have you."

With these words, a meaningful madness leaked from between her pupils.

I got the distinct feeling that if I casually rejected her, things would go very badly.

Was this the sign of becoming a yandere?
I shivered momentarily at the uneasiness flowing from deep within my chest.

This was no joke.
Her eyes were saying that her words were completely sincere.

My instincts were warning me that if I made a wrong move, I'd be screwed.
What a troublesome woman.

"...So. That's why you asked me to be your bride?"
"Yes! That's right!"

She looked innocent as she nodded vigorously while answering me.

Now, what should I do?
How should I navigate this situation?
First, it would be best not to upset her too much. Even with Foriner as my reliable backup, an S-rank would be on a different scale entirely.

But.

"I'm going to decline."
"...!"

I had to make this clear.
I rejected her proposal while deliberately speaking in a voice so low it might be perceived as cold.

When I clearly expressed my intention to reject her, Jin-Ah's body flinched noticeably.

"Wh—"
"Let me say this first: I'm not rejecting you because I dislike you. There are other reasons."

I couldn't give her time to ask questions here.
Clearly. I needed to hammer into her mind that it wasn't because I disliked her personally, but because there were reasons I had to decline.

If Jin-Ah had approached me using her S-rank hero title and authority, I might have just said I disliked her and left the room.
But right now, she was seeing me as a person. Beyond age, status, or power, she was looking at me purely as one human to another.

As evidence, she had shown me a desperate expression right after nodding vigorously earlier.
An expression that an S-rank hero should never show others. An expression that could make others look down on her—that was the proof.

"Other reasons...?"
"Yes."

From here, I put aside the coldness. I also put aside the firmness.
I needed to persuade her gently, as if talking to a child.

"I, just as you want me, also have someone I need to find for my own purpose. Someone who is the reason I can be here, the reason I'm alive. It's a bit embarrassing, but... I think you feel the same way about me."
"That's right. I can't live without you now."

She recited her words slowly with her hand on her chest.

"Even if I have to use everything I have. Even if I can't find them no matter how hard I look, even if I have to reach out to the shadows."
"...!! That can't happen!"

*Bang!*

Jin-Ah shouted, slamming the table roughly. "Shadows" meant villains.
It referred to groups that heroes shouldn't touch.
In reality, I had no such intention whatsoever, but.

It was absurd that Jin-Ah, who had already reached out to villains herself, was trying to stop me.
I barely managed not to show it outwardly, but I still found it ridiculous and absurd.

"...I said 'if.' I meant that's how important this person is to me."

I smiled gently as I clarified my statement.
It was just a hypothetical.
Because it was hypothetical, Jin-Ah, the listener, would feel uneasy. It also implied that I might reach out to villains if things went wrong.

"We got a bit sidetracked, but to continue—I'm practically living to find that person."
"Is that person so important to you...?"
"That person is practically the reason I exist today."

They're a friend, but.
There was no need to specifically mention they were a friend, so I just kept referring to them as "that person" as I continued.

"...What if. What if you can't find that person? What then?"
"I wonder."

I've never thought about it.
No matter how long it takes, I'll find them, even if it's just bone fragments.

I owe them too much.
And I also need to ask why they suddenly disappeared.

So I'll definitely find them.

"Then, if you're not rejecting me because you dislike me..."
"Also. Even setting aside my goal, we've only known each other for a day, right? I still don't know much about you. All I know is that you're an amazing person."

Jin-Ah's expression changed.
When I answered her question about "that person"—that is, Soo-Hyun—by cutting off the conversation midway, she stroked her chest in relief.

"Ah...! That means!"

Soon, as if realizing something, Jin-Ah opened her eyes wide.

"There's still a possibility for me?!"
"It means my goal takes priority right now."

I didn't deny it here.
Complete denial could backfire, so I left a small possibility to prevent her from going too wild or misinterpreting my meaning.

The misinterpretation I wanted to avoid was this:
That I rejected her because she's a woman, because we're biologically the same gender.

If Jin-Ah misunderstood my intention and thought I rejected her because she was a woman...
I was afraid that crazy woman might use any means necessary to change her gender.


* * *


"Phew."

In the hallway.
Four hours after the end of classes, Eun-Ha, finally freed, sighed in relief as she wearily made her way toward the dormitory.

In the end, Eun-Ha's persuasion had succeeded.
And her relationship with Jin-Ah remained unchanged.
A friendship where they were careful not to let others discover the relationship between Eun-Ha and Jin-Ah.
Nothing more, nothing less.

"Secret friends..."

Eun-Ha turned her gaze toward the window as she recalled what happened after her conversation with Jin-Ah.

Jin-Ah had said, with a shy smile, that this was the first time she'd made a friend since she was 10 years old. As proof of their friendship, she had shared one of her secrets.

"Not bad."

Eun-Ha thought this kind of relationship was fine. A connection between two people that definitely existed, even if they couldn't proudly reveal it to others.

Though the woman steeped in madness made her uncomfortable, Eun-Ha was proud of the fact that she was friends with that S-rank hero. That's why she evaluated it as "not bad."

"I never thought she'd say she'd buy an entire officetel— Huh?"

Just as she was about to recall the bombshell Jin-Ah had dropped right before they parted ways, when they exchanged contact information, something caught Eun-Ha's eye.

A small groove visible when walking down the corridor after leaving the faculty office.
There was something in the small rectangular groove that ran along the floor, wall, and ceiling.

"Come to think of it..."

Eun-Ha put her hand on her chin as she recalled something from a book.
She remembered reading about these grooves in the academy guidebook left by her friend, Jung Soo-Hyun, and brought her face closer to whatever was in the small groove.

Inside the groove was a small pentagram. It was positioned slightly higher than Eun-Ha's height, so she couldn't see it up close, but it was definitely a pentagram.

"This must be..."

Eun-Ha frowned, trying to recall the memory.

"I'll think about it later."

Unable to immediately recall the content she'd briefly seen in the book, Eun-Ha decided to just remember that there was a pentagram in this location.

She didn't have the energy to focus on anything else right now. Her smooth, unwrinkled brain had done too much today.

*Ding!*

[I bought the officetel!]
"..."

And her energy was further drained by the incredibly proactive Jin-Ah's eccentric behavior.

Ch.99 - Secret Passage (4)
*Thump, thump*

In this place, pulsating sounds came from all directions—floor, walls, and ceiling.
Don-Hil, a snow-white girl, frowned as she walked down the corridor.

"I can't get used to this place no matter how many times I visit... Tsk!"

As she walked down the corridor complaining quietly, Don-Hil's expression soured further when she noticed something in her peripheral vision.

A strange scent leaked through a slightly open door. This smell, which stirred one's mind and created odd sensations, was unpleasant no matter how many times she encountered it.

"Both the hosts and the seeds..."

A sight she couldn't look away from despite her disgust. Don-Hil cast a sympathetic glance at the humans staring blankly into space with fish-like eyes.
The occasional groans they let out seemed mechanical rather than human, devoid of vitality.

*Tap*

"?!"

At that moment, someone's hand landed on Don-Hil's shoulder. A thick hand with prominent tendons, connected to an arm with muscles that looked ready to burst.

"What are you doing, getting all emotional while staring at the spawning room again? Kiddo."
"How many times do I have to tell you to call me Don-Hil, you muscle pig."
"My, my, not even calling me Mr. Deltar anymore. You damn little earthling. Remember? When you were little, you used to follow me around going 'Mr. Deltar~ Mr. Deltar~'. Hmm~ That was about ten years ago now. Maybe our little earthling is going through delayed puberty~ Well, you're half-human after all."

The one who placed his hand on Don-Hil's shoulder was none other than Deltar, an A-class monster and a high-ranking official in Gresorion.
Deltar continued chattering about old memories, ignoring Don-Hil's prickly words.

"Shut up! How old was I back then?!"
"When else? When you first came back... Right. Seven years old, wasn't it?"
"Tsk...!"

Don-Hil's face reddened as she recalled her past, clicking her tongue. This was why she disliked him.
Among all the monsters affiliated with Gresorion, he knew her best and had known her the longest.

"Anyway, don't worry about it. You might be concerned because you're half-human, but that also means you're half-monster. Got it? The spawning room is just like the law of nature. The weak are captured and used. They became seed-spreaders or hosts simply because they lost."
"If you're going to talk, say it right. Not humans, but magical girls."
"Same difference. They look the same. Do they have horns like us? Tails? Four arms? They're all the same. So why are you worried? Anyway, your habit of worrying about unnecessary things hasn't changed in years. That's why you're not growing—not in height, chest, magical power, or strength."

*Glare* Don-Hil shot Deltar a sharp look after hearing his casual words. His comments were hitting all her sore spots.

"What's the point of glaring at me like that? Anyway, don't feel too sorry for them. Nothing can be done. Once soaked in that scent, they can never return to normal. You know that, right? Even you're affected by it, albeit slightly. So hurry along now. Shoo, shoo."

After looking Don-Hil up and down, Deltar waved his hand dismissively and closed the door to the spawning room.

"Haah..."

Accepting Deltar's words, Don-Hil moved away from the spawning room and leaned against the wall, holding her still-dizzy head.
Despite not having inhaled the scent for long, Don-Hil felt a strange, ticklish sensation and rubbed her thighs together.

*I need to think about something else... Come to think of it, it's already been ten years.*

Ten years.
Recalling the word Deltar had mentioned, Don-Hil took out a photo from her pocket and looked at it.
A picture of a timid-looking girl and an energetic-looking boy standing side by side. Both were children.

*I miss you today especially.*

A precious friend. Her only friend.
And now, a childhood friend she could no longer see.

Don-Hil stared at the photo of herself and her childhood friend for a long time, her fingers moving restlessly.


* * *


Around the time Don-Hil and Deltar were talking.

"Kyaaaah!"
"Run away!!"
"Where are the heroes? Tell them to come right now!"

An apartment complex in Pyeongtaek City was in chaos.
People were screaming and evacuating in a hurry as a small gate suddenly appeared in mid-air.

*Weeeeee-*

Of course, sirens and warnings had been issued to citizens just before the gate appeared, but complacent citizens who thought, "Surely a gate won't open where we are?" were now belatedly running toward shelters in a panic.

-Krruaaa!!
"Aaaaargh?!"

But ordinary citizens had no chance against monsters. Even the wrist lizard, often looked down upon as the lowest-ranking monster, was a terror with eight eyes to the average citizen who encountered it directly.

And the first victim was a man who appeared to be in his twenties.
The wrist lizard approached him with agility that seemed impossible for its bulky body and opened its mouth wide.

Sensing that those sharp teeth would soon tear into him, the man trembled uncontrollably, cursing himself for carelessly ignoring the Association's warning.
Even so, he desperately hoped that someone, anyone, would save him.

"S-save... Aaaaargh!!"

But it had been less than a minute since the gate formed. Even if heroes came as quickly as possible, it would take at least four more minutes.
There was no one anywhere to save him.

Just as the wrist lizard with its open mouth lunged forward to close its jaws—

"Star... star... Five-pointed star..."

*Crack!*

Simultaneously with a delicate girl's voice, the wrist lizard's body split apart.

*Splash!*

"Hick?! Huh...?"

The man, who had been cowering, realized after a while that his body was still intact.

And before his eyes
was the corpse of the wrist lizard, cut into a star shape.


* * *


"I'm back!"

Optima's work was finally finished at 1 AM.

*Plop!*

As soon as Eun-Ha returned to her dormitory room, she roughly took off the clothes she had been wearing and collapsed face-down on the bed, closing her eyes.
From evening until now, traveling around the country to beat up monsters flowing out of gates was no easy task.

"Of all days, the annual event had to happen today."

This wasn't the first time multiple gates had appeared simultaneously. It happened almost yearly.
Eun-Ha deeply resented that this annual event had to occur today of all days. Thanks to it, she had spent all day thinking about the meaning of the five-pointed star while eliminating monsters.

"Star... A star..."

Eun-Ha closed her eyes and gradually drifted off to sleep.


* * *


"Star shape!!!"

*Bolt upright!*

At 5 AM.
Eun-Ha jumped out of bed at a time when others would be deep in sleep.

She immediately ran to her desk and pulled out a book from the bookshelf.
She was looking for the meaning of the five-pointed star that she had been thinking about all day yesterday.

*Rustle rustle rustle!*

After taking out the Academy Guidebook from the bookshelf, Eun-Ha hurriedly flipped through the pages to find the page with the five-pointed star.

"So... Yes! Here it is!"

After turning many pages, she finally found one.
There, the five-pointed star that Eun-Ha had seen was drawn exactly the same.

[This puzzle is presumed to be a simple one where you connect five points on the ceiling, both walls, and the floor to form a star. However, one question is that when you connect the points in the shape of a five-pointed star, it doesn't actually form a five-pointed star. Perhaps my assumption is wrong.]

"What, is this a place even Soo-Hyun couldn't enter...?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head and examined the page more carefully.

[The curious thing is that every time I come to check this five-pointed star, the positions of the points change. Do the points move after a certain time?]

"The points move...?"

The author of the guidebook, Jung Soo-Hyun, seemed unable to enter this place, as the page about the five-pointed star was full of question marks.
It was filled with hypotheses and conjectures rather than answers.

[There's one thing I'm certain about.]

"You're certain?"

[It responds to magical power placed randomly on four lines. If so, these five points must be a puzzle that is solved by performing some action with magical power. I'm not skilled enough at controlling magical power to solve it, but if I ever come back here, I will definitely solve this puzzle.]

"Magical power control..."

Eun-Ha closed the Academy Guidebook after reading Soo-Hyun's final words.

"Fine, I'll do it for you! I'll have to tell Soo-Hyun when I see him next."

Eun-Ha's heart was already swelling at the thought of teasing Soo-Hyun.

"But when..."

*Beep beep beep beep-*

"......"

Her excitement was short-lived as an alert sound began to ring.

*Beep
Beep
Beep
Beep
Beep
Beep
Beep
Beep
Beep
Beep
Beep
Beep*

"This is driving me crazy. Really."

The communication terminal rang endlessly.
And the beeping ringtone that only sounded when she contacted her.

[Yoo Ji-Yeon]

Wondering if she had accidentally changed other people's ringtones too, Eun-Ha checked her communication terminal and confirmed that her expectations had been spectacularly wrong.

[Hello!]
[Good morning!]
[You wake up early every morning, right?]
[You're awake, aren't you?]
[Right?]
[What are you planning to eat for breakfast today?]
[I'm thinking of just having toast]
[I want you to eat well! You already look so frail, I'm worried.]
.
.
.
.

Did she send each message as soon as she wrote a single line?
Yoo Ji-Yeon's messages were endless.

"Should I block her?"

Even if these messages only came in the morning, they were frequent enough to serve as an alarm.
Eun-Ha seriously began to consider blocking her number.





Ch.100 - Secret Passage (5)
After school.

"Great...! Let's turn off all notifications."

Eun-Ha finally solved the problem she'd been worrying about all day.
She changed all message notifications from a certain woman on her communication device to mute.

"Phew..."

She had set it to vibrate mode during class, but the constant vibrations all day had nearly made her wrist sore.
Eun-Ha stared at her now-silent communication device with a complicated expression.

"Still, I can't just ignore her completely. Maybe I should visit in a few days to satisfy her needs."

The childish desire of an S-rank hero wanting to rest her head on the lap of someone much younger than herself was definitely something that shouldn't become public knowledge.

And this desire was like a balloon—if it inflated too much, it might burst out and who knows what would happen.

Thinking about it now, it seemed both pitiful and pathetic.
Still, Eun-Ha understood how difficult it was to control one's own feelings, so she somehow managed to accept it.

"Oh, Eun-Ha. Can we talk for a moment?"
"Hm? What is it?"

As students packed their bags and prepared to leave, In Ha-Ram approached Eun-Ha.

In Ha-Ram, who exuded a calm atmosphere that could be called dignified, rose from her seat and sat down next to Eun-Ha with graceful movements.

"This time, my fa—ahem, my father would like to invite you."
"Invite me?"

What was this about now?
Eun-Ha stared blankly at In Ha-Ram's face at the unexpected statement.

"Yes. Since you're officially affiliated with us, we should at least appear to have a friendly relationship. He's trying to book somewhere that won't make you uncomfortable. What do you think?"
"Hmm... dinner..."

In Ha-Ram conveyed her message in a quiet voice that only Eun-Ha could hear.

*Come to think of it, it's been a while since I met In Cheon-Yong. It wouldn't be bad to meet and build a relationship with a corporate chairman. He's not a bad person himself.*

"Okay."

After thinking briefly, Eun-Ha nodded. In Cheon-Yong was someone whose personality matched well with Eun-Ha's—not as the leader of the global corporation Cheonil, but as an individual.
That's why Eun-Ha quite liked him.

"Really? Then I'll let you know the schedule later through the bracelet."
"Huh? Bracelet...?"

Eun-Ha looked alternately at the bracelet on her wrist and In Ha-Ram with a puzzled voice.

From when she first received the bracelet until now.
The bracelet on Eun-Ha's wrist had only functioned as an ornament, never serving its actual purpose.

The reason was simple.
She wasn't interested.

But now being told to use this bracelet seemed too sudden.

"...Ah, right. That's right. By the way, that bracelet can also partially function as a communication device. It's part of the cross-platform linking process, and one of its current functions allows for exchanging messages with enhanced privacy."

In Ha-Ram sighed softly and explained the bracelet's function.

"Uh..."

After hearing the explanation, Eun-Ha's eyes slid down to fix on the bracelet. The bracelet on her slender arm had been nothing more than an accessory to her.
And that probably wouldn't change in the future.

*What is she talking about? Plat... platform?*

In other words, Eun-Ha didn't properly understand In Ha-Ram's explanation.
There was no use pretending to know in front of her, so Eun-Ha readily showed that she didn't understand.

"Hold still for a moment. ...Like this, if you tap the bracelet a couple of times, a screen appears, right? It's similar when a message arrives. When it vibrates, tap it twice and the message will appear."

In Ha-Ram, as if reading Eun-Ha's thoughts, moved closer to her and tapped her bracelet a couple of times.

Then the word "Cheonil" appeared from the bracelet, followed by a small holographic interface. She had demonstrated it directly, thinking Eun-Ha might not understand from words alone.

"I see."

Finally understanding the bracelet's function, Eun-Ha fiddled with the interface briefly and nodded.

"Good. Well, I'll be going now. See you tomorrow."
"Yeah. See you."

Having finished her explanation, In Ha-Ram stood up. Even in this simple action, every movement exuded dignity.

*She smelled nice.*

Eun-Ha stared blankly at In Ha-Ram's retreating figure. She thought the fragrance from In Ha-Ram's hair when they were close earlier still lingered in the air.


* * *


"Now all the kids are gone."

Eun-Ha, who had been dawdling in the classroom until all the students left, finally got up from her seat when the room was empty.

*No one there?*

Eun-Ha poked her head out of the classroom with her bag on her back. She looked around carefully, checking if anyone was in the hallway.

*It would be troublesome if someone discovered the secret passage right in front of the faculty office, so I need to move carefully.*

Tiptoeing quietly.

She moved slowly toward her destination, muffling her footsteps.

"Eun-Ha?"

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, who had returned to the classroom to retrieve a forgotten book, spotted Eun-Ha moving suspiciously.

"...What is she doing?"

Eun-Ha was tiptoeing, sneaking around as if performing an infiltration action despite no one watching. Kim Se-Won couldn't understand her behavior and carefully observed her from behind.

Swish!

Sometimes hiding her body behind pillars built into the corridor walls.

Swish-swish!

Sometimes quickly slipping into other classrooms to hide.

"This is driving me crazy."

Kim Se-Won, watching all this from behind, couldn't understand why she was acting this way. If anyone else were watching this scene, it would be embarrassing not for Eun-Ha but for Kim Se-Won himself.

Thankfully, there was no one else around.

"If someone catches her, I'll have to defend her somehow."

Kim Se-Won slowly followed behind Eun-Ha, ready to defend this foolish and somewhat pitiful-looking girl if necessary.

The place they arrived at was the hallway in front of the faculty office.
More specifically, a spot with a rectangular recess in the corridor wall.

This rectangular recess was designed to perfectly fit a fire shutter that would prevent the spread of fires.

"Hmm... magical power..."

Eun-Ha approached this recess for the fire shutter and checked the position of the pentagram she had confirmed yesterday.

"Huh?"

But it wasn't there.

"Huh?"

Eun-Ha's gaze thoroughly searched the inside of the recess, but the pentagram that had been there until yesterday was gone.

"How is this possible?!"

Thinking she might have seen wrong, Eun-Ha lay flat on the floor and began checking.

*What is she thinking, doing that where someone might see her...!*

Kim Se-Won watched her clearly.

"That's strange...?"

Eun-Ha, who had been staring at the floor for a while, got up and tilted her head.
Then she started hopping up and down.
It was to look at the sides and top of the recess.

"It's gone!"

However, the pentagram Eun-Ha had discovered yesterday was nowhere to be found. It was clearly written in the academy guidebook, but it had disappeared overnight.

"Why...?"

With a dejected voice, Eun-Ha fell to her knees. She had finally found this place. Moreover, she thought she could finally step into this mysterious place that even her friend couldn't enter.
Eun-Ha knelt on the floor, staring at it for a long time with a downcast expression.

*Your underwear is showing, you idiot...!*

Of course, this scene too was clearly visible to Kim Se-Won's eyes.

He was so frustrated that he couldn't bring himself to speak to her, stomping his feet anxiously.

"What the heck. The guidebook clearly had the mark drawn and an explanation, but it suddenly disappeared."

Muttering.

Dejected and now pouting, Eun-Ha squatted on the floor, endlessly complaining while drawing circles on the ground.

"What good is it responding to magical power when the pentagram that's supposed to respond is gone... Huh?"

After squatting for about five minutes.
Eun-Ha's head, which had been buried toward the floor, lifted up.
Her eyes began to shine as if she had discovered something she'd been looking for.

"Right! Magical power!"

Hop!

Recalling the keyword "magical power," Eun-Ha stood up and looked again at the rectangular recess.

*Maybe the pentagram isn't gone but hidden!*

Eun-Ha's thought was correct.
No matter how inconspicuous the location, a pentagram was too out of place in an educational setting.
That's why the pentagram was normally hidden from view.

Having realized this possibility, Eun-Ha spread her hands and scattered magical power around.

"Oh!"

There was an immediate response when she scattered the magical power.
Exclaiming in surprise, Eun-Ha looked at the recess in the floor and saw the pentagram exactly where it had been yesterday.

"Hmm..."

Having discovered the pentagram, Eun-Ha crossed her arms and began to think. She had finally succeeded in finding the pentagram, but the problem wasn't solved yet.
She had only just taken the first step.

"Is it like a sensor?"

As Eun-Ha pondered how to solve the puzzle, the first thought that came to her mind was "sensor."

*Oh my goodness...!*

Kim Se-Won hit his forehead as he watched her immediately put her thought into action.
She started doing something ridiculous—trying to match her limbs to the positions of the pentagrams on both walls, ceiling, and floor.
Two with her arms, two with her legs.
And the last one with her head.
The result was a ridiculous posture with one leg raised and both arms spread out.

"Is this not it...?"

After wasting about five minutes maintaining this posture, Eun-Ha realized this method was wrong.

"Then..."

Groaning again with a "nngh" sound.

"This time, this is it!"

Eun-Ha hypothesized that it might involve using magical power again. The academy guidebook had clearly stated it was a puzzle solved using magical power.

Soon, magical power gathered at Eun-Ha's fingertips. Her finger, tipped with pure white magical power that could be called sacred, touched the pentagram on the floor.

"Huh...?"

The part touched by Eun-Ha's finger glowed. The entire pentagram didn't light up, but there was definitely a response.

"Could this be...?"

Eun-Ha's eyes began to shine again.
One at the bottom, two on the left, one on the right.
Finally, she jumped up to touch one on the ceiling.

After touching all five pentagrams with her fingertips, Eun-Ha stepped back to observe the situation.

"...This isn't it either?"

But there was no change.
Eun-Ha's voice was filled with disappointment as she failed to solve the puzzle again.

"Hey."
"Kim Se-Won?!"

As she was staring at the partially glowing pentagrams with her lips pursed in frustration, Kim Se-Won, who couldn't stand watching anymore, called out to her.
Not expecting to meet Kim Se-Won here, Eun-Ha turned around with a startled expression.

"I've been watching you for a while. What are you doing?"

Expressing his frustration with a sigh, Kim Se-Won came to Eun-Ha's side.

*What?! He's been watching the whole time?!*

Kim Se-Won's words were like a bolt from the blue. She thought she had come secretly, without anyone noticing, but that had failed.

Eun-Ha felt like she was about to become dejected again.
But only for a moment.

*Wait, come to think of it, Se-Won knows about the secret passage! So I can just ask him for help!*

Eun-Ha stared blankly at Kim Se-Won for a moment before lifting the corners of her mouth.

"Ah... well, this. I think solving this puzzle will lead to the secret passage, but I don't know how to solve it. Help me out."

Eun-Ha asked Kim Se-Won for help with a broad smile.

"Let's see..."

Kim Se-Won, who had intended to help from the beginning, immediately began examining the rectangular recess carefully.
Thanks to Eun-Ha's earlier actions, he could see the pentagrams glowing only as much as Eun-Ha's slender fingers had touched.

"That, that thing."
"Hm? The pentagram?"
"Yeah. Don't you think it lacks magical power? It seems like the whole thing should glow, not just parts of it."
"That makes sense!"

Eun-Ha nodded in agreement with Kim Se-Won's suggestion. It was certainly an idea she hadn't thought of. And now that she heard it, she couldn't understand why she hadn't thought of it herself.

Eun-Ha immediately jumped up and infused magical power into the pentagram on the ceiling.
Then the ones on both sides and the floor.
As she quickly injected magical power, light began to leak out from the recess.

"......"

Gulp!

Had they finally solved the puzzle?
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won swallowed simultaneously as they watched the situation.

"...Wait."

However, when there was no sign of anything happening, Kim Se-Won carefully examined the positions of the pentagrams in the recess.

"This... like... this...!"

Kim Se-Won began connecting the dots with his finger.
Soon his eyes widened.

"Eun-Ha. You mentioned magical power control before, right?"
"Hm? Yeah. Did I? I guess I did. Probably."
"Then try infusing magical power into this point again. Yes, like that. Don't remove your hand from there."

Eun-Ha moved her body obediently at Kim Se-Won's serious tone.

"Then try to draw a line of magical power from this pentagram to that one, like you're connecting the dots."
"Like this?"
"Yes, exactly like that."

A thread of magical power formed from Eun-Ha's fingertips and reached another pentagram.

"Then like this!"

Next.

"Like this! Yes!"

After repeatedly connecting the dots, only the last point remained.

"Is this a star? A pentagram?"
"Yes. Probably."

Kim Se-Won's voice was filled with confidence.
Eun-Ha connected the last point and stepped back.
Though the lengths of the lines varied, it was definitely a star shape.

"Hmm..."

But nothing happened.

"Ah, I guess not..."

Unlike his passionate and confident movements earlier, Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his embarrassment when nothing happened.

He glanced sideways at Eun-Ha.

"I don't really like how this looks."

He thought she would be disappointed, but surprisingly, Eun-Ha didn't seem disappointed. She was carefully examining the pentagram she had drawn while resting her chin on her hand.

"Like this..."

Rather than being disappointed, Eun-Ha was more concerned that the shape of the pentagram she had drawn didn't look right. She felt that if she twisted the drawn pentagram slightly, it would look prettier.

Click!

"Huh?"

With that wish in mind, as she controlled her magical power and twisted her hand, there was a sound as if something was moving.

"What's that sound?"
"W-wait a minute?"

Click!
Click-click!

Eun-Ha tried controlling her magical power again, twisting the position of the pentagram. As she did, the positions of the pentagrams drawn inside the recess began to move slightly, just as she wished.

Click-click-click-click!

Eventually, a pentagram with all lines of equal length was drawn.

Woong!

"Oh!"
"Whoa...!"

A black curtain appeared before Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won's eyes.

Ch.101 - Secret Passage (6)
"What is this?!"

Kim Se-Won was the first to react.

Solving the puzzle was fine. He had also been secretly looking forward to seeing what kind of change would occur.

But what was this? Kim Se-Won couldn't understand or accept it at all. A veil with a faint view beyond it.

The black veil, rippling with faint purple light, was something far removed from science. It was like magic from fantasy, a phenomenon difficult to explain through superpowers or science.

*Is someone showing us hallucinations? No, there shouldn't be anyone like that at our school.*

He briefly considered whether someone was playing tricks with superpowers, but quickly dismissed the thought.
To begin with, only Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were in the vicinity.

*Maybe?*

Nevertheless, he looked around, but there wasn't a single figure in sight. No one who could show them hallucinations from a distance was visible.

*Then what is this?*

Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his confusion at the phenomenon his mind refused to understand.

*Is this... a portal?*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha calmly examined the veil that had appeared before her. It felt like the spatial magic that Foriner or Don-Hil used to use.

"Hmm..."
"Wait! Eun-Ha! When we don't even know what it is...!"

After a moment's hesitation, Eun-Ha carefully inserted her fingertip into the veil.
She felt slight resistance, but her finger was successfully sucked into the veil.

When she pulled her finger back out, there was nothing particularly unusual about it.

"It's completely fine."

Eun-Ha smiled brightly as she showed her hand to Kim Se-Won. He, who had been wary of the unknown object that appeared before them, carefully examined her hand.
As Eun-Ha said, there was nothing unusual about it.

*Maybe I could...?*

Gulp!

Kim Se-Won took his eyes off Eun-Ha, stared at his palm for a moment, then reached toward the veil.

Woong!
Crackle!

"Ugh?!"

However, the result was the opposite.
The veil that had accepted Eun-Ha without any issue rejected Kim Se-Won's palm, pushing him away.

"Ow. What is this?"

Kim Se-Won frowned as he looked at his palm. When the veil pushed him away, he felt a stinging sensation in his palm.

"Wow. What is this?!"
"Huh? What's wrong? Did something happen to your palm?"

Kim Se-Won's palm was swollen bright red. Despite only touching it briefly, the alarming swelling looked ready to burst.

"What is this?"
"I don't know either. It really stings... Oh?!"

As he stared at his stinging palm, blisters began forming all over it.

"Ugh... Maybe only I'm supposed to enter? Since I opened it with my magic?"
"Seems that way. Ouch!"

The changes to his palm didn't end there.
The blistered palm soon began oozing yellowish pus as the blisters burst.
The stinging palm now felt like it was being pricked with needles all over.

If he had collided with his entire body instead of just his palm, Kim Se-Won shuddered to imagine what might have happened.

"Why are you being such a baby? For a guy with a pepper. Just hold on a bit. I'll heal you."

Unable to watch any longer, Eun-Ha grabbed his arm and pulled it toward her chest.

"I think I need to go in alone."
"Seems that way."

A pure white light emerged from Eun-Ha's hand and began healing Kim Se-Won's hand. The hand that had been oozing yellowish pus gradually returned to its original state.

"There, healing complete. Wipe the pus with this."
"I can wipe it in the bathroom."
"Forget it. Just wipe it quickly. What if you run into someone on the way to the bathroom? How would you explain it?"

After checking Kim Se-Won's reaction by poking his fully healed hand, Eun-Ha pulled out a handkerchief from her pocket.

*I never thought I'd use this.*

The handkerchief that Hong Yu-Jin had given to Eun-Ha the day before the entrance ceremony had been stuffed inside her uniform for months, except when it was being washed, and finally saw the light of day.

"Alright. Thanks."

Kim Se-Won, who had been adamantly trying to refuse, stared blankly at Eun-Ha's hand holding the handkerchief for a moment, then reluctantly accepted it.

*Why does it smell so good?*

Though it had only passed from Eun-Ha's hand to his, the handkerchief emitted a subtle fragrance as if sprayed with air freshener. It was that scent he could smell whenever he was near Eun-Ha.

"Well, I'll go now."
"Okay. Tell me what kind of place it was later."
"Sure."

After confirming that Kim Se-Won had taken her handkerchief, Eun-Ha immediately turned around and walked toward the veil.

"Ah, wait."
"Yes?"
"How did you find this? It seems like something that wouldn't normally be discovered."

Just before Eun-Ha reached the veil, Kim Se-Won stopped her with a question.

"Hehe! It's a secret."

Eun-Ha looked at the curious Kim Se-Won, put her index finger to her lips, and curved the corners of her eyes and mouth.

"What is it?"
"I said it's a secret."

Though she could have simply said it was by chance, Eun-Ha continued to evade answering as she walked toward the veil.

Swoosh-

"So it really only rejects me."

The veil sucked in Eun-Ha without any resistance.
It was completely different from how violently it had rejected him. Kim Se-Won stared blankly at the scene before shifting his gaze to the handkerchief.

"...It smells nice."

And instead of wiping the pus as instructed, he immediately stuffed the handkerchief into his pocket.



* * *



"So only the entrance was interesting."

Eun-Ha couldn't hide her disappointment as she walked through the veil.

The inside was no different from other secret passages.
Overall low brightness, wide paths on both sides, a path with no visible end.
If this had been the first secret passage she'd discovered, she would have been excited, but for Eun-Ha, the layout was becoming mundane.

Ding

"Huh?"

After walking for about five minutes, her communication device suddenly rang.

[Look at this.]

The sender was Kim Se-Won, who had been with Eun-Ha until just now. His message had photos attached.
In the photo he took right after Eun-Ha entered, there was a rectangular groove instead of the veil.

The next photo showed the groove on the floor, then the left side, then the right side.
The last was a photo of the ceiling.
The common point among these four was that they were clean without any markings.

[The pentagram was there until just before I took the picture, then it disappeared.]

"It was there until just before he took the picture..."

Eun-Ha stopped and retraced her memories.
The pentagram she had discovered by chance on her way back after talking with Yu Ji-Yeon yesterday.
And this pentagram only revealed itself in response to magic.

"Does this mean someone at school knows about this path?"

No matter how she thought about it, this seemed to be the only possibility.
Who would deliberately leak magic near the faculty office?

Even a hot-blooded hero aspirant wouldn't normally leak magic. Unless someone intentionally emitted magic like Eun-Ha did, there was no reason for the pentagram to be discovered at that location yesterday.

"That means... someone might have used this passage right before I left the reception room...?"

It wasn't a certainty.

*I'll keep it in mind for now.*

Still, it was better to be careful.
If someone knew about this passage, that someone might be beyond this passage right now.
Eun-Ha continued forward, muffling her footsteps.

"I can see it."

Round and round and round and round
Turning
And turning
And turning again.

After walking in circles for who knows how long,
Light began to seep in from beyond what had seemed like an endless path.
It was evidence that the end was approaching.

With slightly quickened steps, she moved toward the source of the light.

"Huh?"

What Eun-Ha discovered at the end was a space both familiar and alien.
It was about the size of one of the academy's classrooms.
But that wasn't what surprised Eun-Ha.

Half of this space was filled with all kinds of exercise equipment.
And the other half seemed to be for research, with a large desk, computer, piles of documents, and experimental equipment.

"Wow...!"

Of these two sections, the one that caught Eun-Ha's interest the most was undoubtedly the gym-like area with exercise equipment. It was clearly something someone had deliberately set up.
And having exercise equipment in one's own space was like a dream for a fitness enthusiast. This home gym setup was enough to capture Eun-Ha's full attention.

"Amazing...!"

Eun-Ha's eyes shone brilliantly as she quickly approached the exercise equipment and looked around. Her envy for the absent owner of this secret space was palpable.

"Ah, come to think of it..."

After looking around the exercise equipment, Eun-Ha finally came to her senses and looked at the desk on the opposite side.
A desk loaded with research materials, flasks, computers, and more.

In this space that exuded the feeling of combining exercise and research, that was the place that required the most attention.

"What are they researching?"

Given that the academy already had a research institute as an affiliated organization, it was concerning that someone had set up a separate research lab in such a secret space.
What exactly were they researching, and why in such a secretive space?

"This is suspicious."

Eun-Ha began to scan through the research materials scattered on the desk with half-closed eyes.

"...!!"

Soon, Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
Although it was difficult to understand the contents with her knowledge, one thing was certain.

"No way."

Right before her eyes was the very issue that was currently a hot topic and that Eun-Ha had been unable to resolve despite running around everywhere.
The pill named Enhanced Activator. It was being researched right here, in this laboratory.

Clench

Eun-Ha unconsciously clenched her fist. Her trembling hand expressed her anger.

*There's someone developing this inside the academy? Then...*

How could villains move around so freely within the academy district? It was easy to think that there was an informant.

But the fact that the informant was in the academy, and moreover, someone who could use magic, was unexpected.

*It can't be a student. Then that leaves... a teacher?*

It seemed unlikely to be a student, as the equipment scattered around showed signs of age. Evidence that whoever was using this place had been secretly active here for quite some time. Three years couldn't explain it.

Step.
Step.

"...!!"

Just as she was trying to narrow down which teacher might be a suspect, Eun-Ha heard footsteps.

*I need to erase my traces!*

Eun-Ha quickly erased any evidence of her presence. Though all she had to do was return the research materials she had briefly held to their original positions.

*And now...!*

Next was hiding herself.
This was simple.
She had the shadow magic.

Soon, a viscous black liquid dripped down over Eun-Ha's head. Her once sunny hair turned black as her appearance changed.

Step step

Realizing the footsteps were getting even closer, Optima wasted no time hiding in the shadow beneath the exercise equipment.

Hidden in the shadow, Optima held her breath and looked toward the entrance she had come through.

Step step

Footsteps approaching the entrance.

*Who could it be? Someone I know? Teacher Choi Cheol-Jin? Teacher Lee Na-Young? Teacher Joo Ji-Hwan? Or maybe a student...? I hope it's someone I don't know...*

Suddenly, Optima found herself hoping it wasn't someone she knew. Whoever was secretly conducting research in this hidden space needed to be restrained and handed over to the Hero Association.

If the person researching here was someone she knew, she would hesitate and try to stop them. So she desperately hoped it was someone she didn't know.

*!!!!*

But her wish was not granted.

A lean body. A slightly hunched back. Yet quite tall with a large frame. A face too familiar. Her idol whom she had looked up to since childhood.

Optima stared wide-eyed at the figure that appeared before her. She felt the strength drain from her body.

The one person she had never once suspected, despite placing numerous students and teachers on her list of suspects, was right before her eyes.

The man once called Mt. Tae-San, who had garnered respect and admiration from people, a hero of humanity.
A person who embodied the word "indomitable" and possessed a character most befitting a hero.

*Teacher Park Sang-Heon?!*

Mt. Tae-San, Park Sang-Heon, had appeared.

*Why...?*

Optima wanted to deny the situation before her. She wished she hadn't seen it.
Even though he had lost his former glory due to regression, the name Tae-San had been a name that gave hope to many.
He was humanity's hope, who never gave up despite suffering great injuries.
But now Tae-San, Park Sang-Heon, had turned his back on humanity? He was actively creating something that would destroy humanity?

*No. Maybe Teacher Park Sang-Heon, like me, just discovered the puzzle at the entrance today by chance? Yes. That could be it.*

Optima denied the reality before her, unable to accept it. She looked at Park Sang-Heon with desperate eyes.

"Cough!"

Unaware of Optima's feelings, Park Sang-Heon coughed a few times, then took off his top and threw it aside. A very natural action. Evidence that this wasn't his first or second time coming here.

Park Sang-Heon's exposed upper body was quite pitiful.

The muscles that once protected his body and crushed monsters had already disappeared.
However, the numerous scars from his activities as a hero remained. Park Sang-Heon's upper body was covered in scars to the extent that there was no normal skin.

The reason for exposing such an upper body was simple. Park Sang-Heon intended to lift weights here.

Twitch!

"Kuk! Aaaaargh!"

But before he could start lifting, as he was about to do some simple stretching, his biceps suddenly twitched. His lean muscles twisted grotesquely, like wringing out a rag.
Park Sang-Heon expressed the pain of his twisting muscles through his expression and voice, trembling.

"Ugh... hah!"

But only for a moment.
As faint magic spread through the air, Park Sang-Heon's muscles twitched and then swelled. It was his superpower, physical enhancement.

The muscles that momentarily swelled as if regaining their prime quickly shrank again. Through this process, the twisted muscles returned to their original state.

"Phew..."

Having regained stability, Park Sang-Heon began simple stretching as if nothing had happened.

*Is Teacher Park Sang-Heon really the owner of this space?*

Unlike Optima, who still couldn't believe the reality before her eyes, his actions were all too natural.
It seemed perfectly normal for him to stretch as soon as he arrived, use the treadmill, and lift weights.
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"Ugh!"

Park Sang-Heon's groan echoed, one of countless times. His entire body was drenched in sweat as his muscles contracted and twisted involuntarily once again.

From within the shadows, Optima silently observed this series of movements and finally accepted the reality before her.

*So that's how it is.*

A scene flashed through Optima's mind—when she had gone to the faculty office to get information about her friend, Jung Soo-Hyun.

At that time, only Park Sang-Heon had been in the office. While she had wondered why he remained alone after all the other teachers had gone home, she had felt his diligence and unwavering sense of responsibility from his back view.

*That's how it was.*

But not anymore.
There was a reason he stayed late.

The puzzle in the hallway outside the faculty office.
Park Sang-Heon staying late. And his past.

*If I calculate the timing, I must have left the reception room just when Teacher Park was entering this place.*

She now understood why she had been able to discover the Five-Star by chance.

[The Five-Star was there right before I took the photo, but then it disappeared.]

Recalling Kim Se-Won's message, she realized their timing had barely missed each other, which was why she hadn't seen Park Sang-Heon entering this place.

And finally, she understood why the Villain Association had been able to operate so freely in the Academy District. Because Park Sang-Heon had been covering for them.

Optima felt as if someone was repeatedly striking the back of her head and squeezing her chest. It was an intense feeling of betrayal.

*But why?*

At the same time, she wondered: why had he betrayed humanity now?

*I see.*

Though she couldn't find a definitive answer to this question, she could make some educated guesses. The first thing Park Sang-Heon did upon entering this secret space was to train his body. To prevent his ongoing physical deterioration, to reclaim his past glory.

It was no different from retired heroes who were drawn to Enhanced Activators.

*The muscle contortion symptoms must play a part too.*

The symptoms experienced by physical enhancement ability users during deterioration made daily life difficult. For example, Park Sang-Heon continued to experience painful muscle contractions while weightlifting. Only after enhancing his body with magical power did the pain subside, which only increased his desire to return to his former self.

In other words, without relying on magical power, he would struggle to live normally. With his core's magical power already diminishing due to regression, maintaining a constant use of magic was difficult. If his magical power were ever depleted, his body would have no defense against the contracting and twisting muscles.

"Huff...!"

Park Sang-Heon exhaled deeply as he rose from the bench press.

"I will create the perfect drug, no matter what."

He clenched his fist with determination, his voice filled with gravity. His resolve to create the drug by any means necessary was evident.

"This latest improvement has dramatically reduced the side effects. If I continue refining it to create the perfect drug, and break through the barrier to reach a new level...!"

His ambition was clear as he wiped the sweat from his body, making what must have been countless such declarations.

*A perfect drug? Could he mean one without side effects?*

Park Sang-Heon had vowed to create the perfect drug. His subsequent words suggested that the current drug had undergone numerous improvements.

*Does he plan to continue human experimentation until then? Even without knowing when it will be completed?*

His words, which seemed to indicate he didn't care how many victims there might be as long as it served his purpose, filled Optima with despair.

*So you're saying you're completely a villain now, not a hero?*

The feeling of betrayal washed over her again.
The hero she had admired was gone.
The teacher who, despite aging and regression, had taught students and supported humanity was gone.

He was just a villain driven by his own desires.

*I have to stop him.*

She barely swallowed the words that rose to her throat. Right now, she could capture him in his weakened state. She could deal with this ghost clinging to past glory with her own hands.

Just as she was about to release her stealth magic...

*Wait.*

A thought crossed her mind. She slowly shifted her gaze to the documents on the desk.

*Dealing with him now would be good, but what about those documents?*

All the research materials and experimental records Park Sang-Heon had compiled. If she took them, couldn't she help those suffering from the drug's side effects?

*DRUG!!! GIVE ME THE DRUG!!!*
*AAAAAAGH!!*

The images of students screaming in agony from the drug's side effects flashed through her mind. She didn't know what would have happened to them if she hadn't been there.

*In that case.*

Though she desperately wanted to take down this traitor to humanity right now, Optima couldn't ignore the patients suffering from side effects for the sake of her immediate desires.

She was the only one who could help those currently suffering.
If she could smuggle out those documents and find a way to treat patients without healing magic, the situation would certainly improve.

*There will be other opportunities.*

If she fought him now, those documents might be damaged. Though the space was as large as an Academy classroom, it was still relatively confined. A battle between two superhumans would quickly turn the place into chaos.

So she would wait for another opportunity.

Fortunately, Park Sang-Heon hadn't noticed or suspected Optima's presence.
If she slipped out quietly now, there would be other chances.

Barely controlling her surging emotions, Optima quietly left the secret space as Park Sang-Heon began his research.


* * *


"What do you think?"

After leaving the secret space, Eun-Ha headed to her room.
As soon as she returned, she contacted Foriner and called him over.

"Hmm... I see. Research materials for the Enhanced Activator."

After hearing her explanation, Foriner sat cross-legged in mid-air and pondered what she had said.

"Good thinking. The samples alone were somewhat insufficient. This works out well."

Snap!

Foriner snapped his fingers, agreeing with Eun-Ha's idea.

"Then the question of how to retrieve those documents... isn't really a problem. I'll make time tomorrow. Contact me when you see an opportunity. I'll come to you then."

"Got it."

Having Foriner's assistance was reassuring.
Though he was an incorrigible pervert, he was also the most reliable ally when on the same side.

"Then tomorrow, after school, I'll go back in when the time is right."

"Excellent."

A smile spread across Foriner's face.

"Hmm... but."

"Is something wrong?"

However, the smile didn't last long. Foriner appeared to be pondering some problem.

"I haven't come up with anything yet, but you've accomplished something significant, so a proper reward is in order. This is something even I didn't anticipate, so I'm quite thoughtful about it. What do you think? Wouldn't you like to try wearing an outfit you've never worn before?"

"No thanks."

Eun-Ha grumbled that she had worried for nothing, seeing him uncharacteristically concerned. Of course, there wasn't much that would worry a Transcendent like him.
Ultimately, his concerns were utterly pointless to Eun-Ha.

"I really don't need anything, so just prepare to smuggle out those documents."

"Hehe. Very well. But it's right that achievements should be rewarded, so I'll continue to think about it. I'm preparing rewards not just for this matter but for other things as well."

"What?"

What was he talking about now?
Eun-Ha searched her memory for anything else she might have accomplished, but nothing came to mind.

"Your growth. Not growth in power, but growth as a human being. And change. Aren't you becoming more accustomed to your changed gender now?"

"...Am I?"

Eun-Ha hadn't been aware of any such change.

"For example, how do you sit down?"

"Well..."

Rather than explaining verbally, Eun-Ha demonstrated.
Using the bed as a chair, she sat down while pressing the back of her skirt against her thighs with both hands.

"Like this."

"Exactly. And how was the past you? Did you pay attention to your skirt?"

"...Oh!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
Come to think of it, that was true.
In the past, she would plop down without any regard for her skirt. But now? She unconsciously and naturally adjusted her skirt when sitting down.

And Eun-Ha hadn't even realized this change.
Although she had received guidance from Hong Yu-Jin, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram, at some point, Eun-Ha's behavior had naturally changed.

"Yes, that's what I mean. Change doesn't happen in an instant. But in the process of steady change, it's quite difficult to recognize that change in oneself."

Foriner's eyes curved like crescent moons.

"That's why I and my contractor are contemplating. We're proud of you for accepting the reality you once denied and changing, so we, who are like your guardians, want to prepare something for you."

"Tsk!"

Of course, Eun-Ha wasn't pleased about this change.

"Hehe! Look forward to it. If it were just me, you might dislike it, but your mother is involved too, so you might actually have something to look forward to this time. Don't you think?"

"Stop doing useless things and just leave me alone. You weren't satisfied with playing dress-up last time?"

Foriner's words had no effect. Eun-Ha knew well that neither Foriner nor Hong Yu-Jin would give her a reward she'd actually like.

"Tsk tsk. Oh, that reminds me, my contractor."

Looking at the sulking Eun-Ha with amusement, Foriner raised his index finger as if remembering something.

"What is it now?"

"I hear you received an invitation from In Ha-Ram?"

"...Yeah, what about it?"

There was no need to ask how he knew. Foriner was a stalker who far surpassed Yu Ji-Yeon, an experience Eun-Ha was thoroughly sick of.

It wasn't strange at all that the secret message In Ha-Ram had passed to her today had reached his ears.

"Then we should consider the dress code. Yes, as you're gradually accepting the change, how about trying makeup? You're surrounded by women, after all. And I too have honed my makeup skills. If you wish, I could elevate you to an even higher level."

"Stop talking bullshit and get out!!!!"

Unable to take it anymore, Eun-Ha grabbed Foriner and threw him out the window.

Ch.103 - Secret Passage (8)
Around the time Eun-Ha threw Foriner out the window.

Kim Se-Won, an aspiring hero from the Academy, was striding down the dormitory hallway.

"She couldn't still be away, could she?"

He muttered to himself as he headed toward Eun-Ha's room. Normally, the thought of entering a girl's room would have filled him with shame, but this time was different.

The secret passage that only Eun-Ha could access. His mind was filled with thoughts about it. He regretted missing the opportunity right before his eyes and was curious.

Knock knock

Finally reaching Eun-Ha's room.
Kim Se-Won boldly knocked on the door and waited for a response from the other side.

"Who is it~?"

When he heard the voice he'd been waiting for, Kim Se-Won's face visibly brightened. But only for a moment before his expression hardened with determination.

"Ahem! It's me."

After clearing his throat, Kim Se-Won spoke loudly enough to be clearly heard through the door.

"...Oh! Sorry. Come in. The door's unlocked."

*She just forgot about me.*

Eun-Ha's voice from behind the door sounded flustered, as if she had completely forgotten about him until just before he arrived.

Right. She could have forgotten. Kim Se-Won reluctantly accepted this as he twisted the doorknob.

"You could have at least said something, do you know how long I've been waiting......"

As soon as he opened the door, a fragrant scent hit his nostrils. It was just a smell, but it was somehow calming.

However, that wasn't important right now.

White porcelain. Skin as white and smooth as pure porcelain entered his vision.

"Sorry, sorry. I completely forgot. Sit anywhere."

Not seeming to notice his gaze fixed on her skin, Eun-Ha greeted him only after putting on a loose t-shirt.

"You, you-you-you-you...!"
"Hmm?"
"Why aren't you locking the door when you're changing clothes?!"
"Why does that matter?"

Kim Se-Won was making a fuss and pointing at Eun-Ha. Meanwhile, Eun-Ha asked what the problem was, even tilting her head in confusion.

"What's the big deal? Wait, don't tell me you still think of me as a woman? Seriously."
"You ARE a woman?!"
"Not on the inside~. Anyway, sorry. I did just get back a little while ago, but I completely forgot."

Her tone didn't convey any real apology.
Eun-Ha, having changed from her uniform to casual clothes, took a juice from the refrigerator.
It was an ion drink she had bought in bulk at a discount.

Then Eun-Ha carelessly threw the drink.

Whoosh!

"Whoa?!"

Kim Se-Won barely dodged the can suddenly flying toward his face.

Just as the can Eun-Ha threw passed Kim Se-Won and was about to hit the floor, it suddenly stopped in mid-air, then flew back toward Kim Se-Won as if rewinding time.

Thwack!

The can that returned as if time had reversed settled into his hand as if pulled there.

"Throw more gently. Gently!"
"You caught it just fine. I have to say, psychokinesis looks super convenient."
"I wouldn't have needed to use it if you'd thrown it properly in the first place."
"True."

After casually dismissing Kim Se-Won's complaint, Eun-Ha sat down next to him on the bed with a grin.

"......"

As Eun-Ha sat beside him, the scent grew stronger. Even though it was still subtle, Kim Se-Won found it overwhelming.

*This is driving me crazy.*

Kim Se-Won began to fidget, unable to keep his gaze in one place.
He looked at her smooth thighs visible beneath the loose t-shirt, then at empty space, then briefly at Eun-Ha's face before hurriedly looking away.

"What are you doing?"

Eun-Ha asked with a look of disdain at his incomprehensible behavior.

"Well, even if we're both guys..."

Another quick glance. Kim Se-Won's gaze briefly touched Eun-Ha.

"...Oh. This? Why are you so concerned? I'm just wearing comfortable clothes."

Flip!

"Whoa?!"

Eun-Ha casually grabbed the bottom of her t-shirt and lifted it. Kim Se-Won jumped in surprise and covered his face with both hands.

"Look. I'm properly wearing pants too. Why are you making such a big deal about comfortable clothes?"

At Eun-Ha's words, the fingers covering his face parted slightly. But the moment he caught a glimpse of Eun-Ha's smooth, soft-looking stomach, his fingers quickly closed again. He didn't even see the pants she was trying to show him.

*Aaaaaaaaahhhhh!!!!*

A silent scream echoed throughout Eun-Ha's room.

*I know! I know it's not like that! I know you're not trying to seduce me!!*

Even though he knew, he couldn't help but feel shaken. He felt like the wolf sleeping between his thighs would wake up if he let his guard down even a little.

"Geez. Here, look."
"Ah?!"

Tired of his behavior, Eun-Ha pulled Kim Se-Won's arms down. With his hands no longer covering his view, he finally saw Eun-Ha's lower body.

"See? I'm wearing pants. So stop making such a fuss. Got it?"

She was indeed wearing pants.
Dolphin shorts so short they were easily hidden by her oversized t-shirt.

"...Y-yeah."

*That doesn't change anything!*

Despite his seemingly calm voice, his inner thoughts were still in chaos.
The militant faction arguing he should get up and leave immediately and the moderate faction insisting he should stay calm in this situation were in conflict, causing blood to rush to his lower body, their battlefield.

"Getting all flustered just from seeing some skin, seriously."

Eun-Ha was being harsh to Kim Se-Won, despite not even being able to look at her own body when showering.

"S-so what happened?"

Regardless of what Eun-Ha was saying, the conflict between the two factions showed no signs of subsiding. However, he couldn't focus all his attention on mediating this conflict in the current situation.

"Hm? What?"
"W-what else! The secret passage!"
"Ah~"

At Kim Se-Won's words, Eun-Ha nodded as if just remembering. The memory she had forgotten while focusing on Kim Se-Won came back to her.

"It was nothing special."

And Eun-Ha lied with a grin.

"Nothing special??"
"Yeah. How should I put it? Like a maze? That kind of feeling? Here, look at this. It just goes round and round endlessly."

No matter how foolish she might be, she knew when to act. Eun-Ha showed Kim Se-Won a video she had prepared in advance.

Indeed, as she said, the video seemed to show the same place going around in circles.
In reality, she had been advancing toward the secret space, but the path curved slightly to the left, making it a convincing video to deceive someone who didn't know the truth.

"It seems like it was deliberately made to mess with people. I don't know how long I walked."
"Why go to the trouble of preparing a puzzle and making it so only one person can enter...? I really don't get it."

Fortunately, Eun-Ha's lie worked on Kim Se-Won.

*Great! He bought it!*

Eun-Ha grinned as she watched Kim Se-Won resting his chin on his hand, looking puzzled.

"Right? But this isn't the first time. Remember? During the entrance ceremony. That thing that suddenly came down from the ceiling was similar."
"...Ah. That's right. I wondered why it appeared there."

Kim Se-Won, completely falling for Eun-Ha's lie, nodded.
This lie would be exposed if Kim Se-Won solved the puzzle of the secret passage himself, but Eun-Ha wasn't concerned.

*I'm going to clear everything out tomorrow anyway.*

She planned to clean out the entire secret space at the end of the secret passage tomorrow.

"Anyway, I was going around in circles, and when I came to my senses, I was back at the entrance. I don't know what kind of structure it is, but I was so annoyed I was just rolling around in bed until just now."

Eun-Ha's prepared lie flowed smoothly into Kim Se-Won's ears.
Without a shred of doubt, Kim Se-Won could only nod, having fallen for Eun-Ha's lie. Without seeing it with his own eyes, all he could do was trust Eun-Ha's words.

With his questions answered, Kim Se-Won chatted with Eun-Ha for a while before fleeing back to his own room.
He had been fine when with others, but being alone with Eun-Ha made him feel like his reason could fly away at any moment.

"Ah~ I fooled him good."

Completely oblivious to his situation, Eun-Ha flopped onto her bed, her chest full of satisfaction.

[Eun-Ha, are you busy?]
[Tomorrow's Friday, want to meet up?]
[Sis found something really good. Want to watch a movie together?]
.
.
.
.

She had completely forgotten to check and reply to Yoo Ji-Yeon's messages.



* * *



The next day after school.

"Still not here. Well, I did come earlier than yesterday..."

Having infiltrated the secret space earlier than the day before, Eun-Ha carefully approached the desk piled with Park Sang-Heon's research materials.

How much research had he done? Next to Park Sang-Heon's desk, samples in transparent glass bottles were lined up.
There were dozens of samples. Each sample had a date written on it.

"Foriner."

When Eun-Ha called for Foriner, he appeared as if he had been there from the beginning.

"Hmm, about ten years. Perhaps he foresaw his own decline and began his research early."

Foriner's eyes looked quite interested. With his chin resting on his hand, his gaze taking in each sample one by one, it was as if he was seeing the years contained in each sample.

"Objects filled with such obsession are always fascinating. It's as if I might recall ancient memories I no longer remember. Oh my, I've rambled. Let's begin."

After chuckling, Foriner snapped his fingers.

Snap!

With the sound, a quarter of the research materials in the secret space disintegrated and disappeared somewhere. Following that, the samples on the shelf against one wall and the research materials vanished.

Thud thud thud!

But then the samples that had disappeared returned to their original places. As if nothing had happened, they maintained the exact same arrangement they had been in just moments before, without the slightest disturbance.

"The copying work is done, so this is all that's left."
"That's convenient."

Despite witnessing this phenomenon with her own eyes, Eun-Ha remained unfazed.

*That's to be expected from Foriner.*

This perception was ingrained in her mind.

"Convenient, but also extremely inefficient work. Do you know how much magical power this took?"
"How much did it take?"

Though initially uninterested, her curiosity was piqued when he asked. Eun-Ha sent him a curious look.

Grin.

"About twenty times your capacity."

Foriner smiled happily as Eun-Ha engaged with his question.

"?!"

Eun-Ha opened her eyes wide, unable to hide her surprise. Twenty times her capacity was certainly the height of inefficiency. She had been increasing her storage by defeating numerous monsters, albeit lower-ranked ones, and couldn't believe a task would require twenty times that amount.

"R-really?"

"I can joke, but I don't lie. There are almost none in this world who could do this alone. —Ah yes. There are some among psychics. That person would certainly be more efficient."
"Well, anyway, this is done now."

With the task of transferring the data complete, Eun-Ha no longer cared. It wasn't as if such things happened often.

"That's right."

As they chatted briefly, Foriner pulled out a USB that he must have inserted at some point.

"With this, all work is complete, so I'll be going. It would be even better if, as you hope, a cure can be made."
"Yes."

Eun-Ha nodded. All the desired data had been copied. All that remained was to take down Park Sang-Heon, the man who had been planning to betray humanity for quite some time.

And conveniently, she had been hearing footsteps approaching for a while.
Eun-Ha moved toward the entrance, waiting for him to enter this secret space.

"...Student Shin Eun-Ha? What are you doing here?"

After waiting for about a minute.
Park Sang-Heon came to this secret space to do research, as he always did.

"I wonder about that myself. What am I doing here?"

And black slime dripped down onto Eun-Ha's head.

Ch.104 - The Observer (1)
"...Shin Eun-Ha? What are you doing here?"
"I wonder that myself. What am I doing here?"

Park Sang-Heon emerged from the secret passage.
Eun-Ha looked at him with cold eyes and spoke.

*He doesn't look like someone who discovered this passage by accident.*

His appearance was highly suspicious.
Even setting aside how he knew about this place, Eun-Ha's attitude was strange.

*It's impossible to deduce that I'm the one using this place just by looking at the research materials. I made sure of that.*

But what was with this girl's attitude toward him?
There shouldn't be any evidence, yet Eun-Ha wasn't surprised by his appearance. Rather, she seemed to accept it as natural, as if she had been waiting for him.

It seemed like she had known from the beginning that Park Sang-Heon himself, and no one else, was the owner of this space.

*Could it be... Chris's sudden disappearance...?*

Suddenly, Park Sang-Heon's eyes widened as a possibility occurred to him. The doppelganger who had recently vanished without a trace. Could Eun-Ha be the reason for the doppelganger's disappearance?

There was no physical evidence, but there was circumstantial evidence.
Eun-Ha was one of the two students under the doppelganger's surveillance, and it had mentioned plans to get closer to gather information, so it was worth suspecting.

*If the doppelganger was caught off guard, someone like Shin Eun-Ha could have defeated it. But...*

Here, Park Sang-Heon looked at Eun-Ha's face and wondered.

*That simmering anger... Does she really think she can defeat me by force?*

Looking down slightly, he could see her small hands clenched so tightly they were turning white. They were trembling slightly, proving that Eun-Ha was angry.
It looked as if she was desperate to lash out at him right now.

Meanwhile, the only presence he could sense around was Eun-Ha alone. Moreover, this place was accessible to only one person at a time, with exceptions like the doppelganger.
Even if reinforcements came, they would have to come one by one, and it would take a long time to reach this place.

*Does she really underestimate me that much?*

It was utterly ridiculous.
He was once called Mt. Tae-San and praised. Although he had declined, he had once been a step away from S-rank. There was no way he would lose to a student who was just a bit stronger than other students.

"Let me ask you again. Shin Eun-Ha. What were you doing here?"

With common sense, it was difficult to understand Eun-Ha's intentions. She had no chance of winning by force, so why was she waiting for him like this?
If she wasn't deluded by her own power and harboring arrogant thoughts, then what was it? Could she possibly want to help with his research?

"Well..."

As all sorts of possibilities swirled in Park Sang-Heon's mind, Eun-Ha slowly raised her hand and pointed at him.

"To stop you."

At that moment, a viscous black mass began to fall onto her head.

"!!!"

The black mass enveloped her entire body in less than a second, as if devouring her. Eun-Ha didn't resist it. She even closed her eyes slowly, accepting the black mass.

"You...! Could you be...!"

From confusion to shock.
Park Sang-Heon realized that an unimaginable being was here.

"That's right."

The black mass that had appeared in an instant vanished just as quickly.

"I'm a magical girl."

The girl who had been covered by the black mass was now dyed completely black.

"I'm here to take down traitors like you, those who harm humanity."

Her deep purple eyes pierced through Park Sang-Heon.



* * *



Forward.
Just forward.

Optima drove Park Sang-Heon back as they moved through the secret passage. However, the situation was developing somewhat differently than she had intended.

While she was successfully pushing Park Sang-Heon back, she hadn't managed to land a single decisive blow on him.

*This is different from what I expected.*

Optima assessed the situation coolly. The continuous chain of anger actually made her more composed.

*Is close combat really disadvantageous for me?*

Having lived half her life fighting with her fists, she was confident in close combat. Also, Park Sang-Heon hadn't been on the front lines for years, perhaps even a decade if exaggerated. Plus, he was on a path of decline, so she thought she would easily gain the upper hand.

Yet she couldn't even graze Park Sang-Heon's skin, let alone land an effective hit.

"Impressive skills for your age, Shin Eun-Ha."

He read and deflected Optima's attacks. His body reacted automatically to her amateurish attacks.

*She's probably in the upper tier of B-rank heroes. Nothing special.*

Park Sang-Heon gauged Optima's capabilities with a sardonic smile. In terms of power potential and physical condition, Optima had the advantage. But as things stood, Optima could never defeat Park Sang-Heon.
Because there was an overwhelming difference in experience.

"Tsk!"

Swish!

Park Sang-Heon's fist grazed Optima's cheek. Her skin felt as if it was burning.

*I can play with her a bit more. As a warm-up.*

For a 17-year-old, Optima was exceptionally strong. However, she was far too arrogant. Still not enough to defeat him. Having no peers in her generation must have made her complacent.

"I think I need to give Shin Eun-Ha a special lesson."

Though he was planning to quit soon, he was still a teacher. It was his duty to teach students until the very end.

"I don't need it."

Optima didn't like Park Sang-Heon's confident smile. His contemptuous gaze looking down on her reminded her of her past when she was despised.

"Didn't your father tell you to listen to your teachers?"
"He's been dead for ages."

Optima's leg aimed for Park Sang-Heon's waist.

Thwack!

"You shouldn't rely too much on your legs."
"Why not?"

Optima's kick was blocked by Park Sang-Heon's hand as expected. But Optima neither panicked nor withdrew her foot.

"?!"

Using her blocked leg as a pivot, she spun her body and delivered a second kick.

Kwang!

*Did I get him?*

She felt a heavy sensation through her instep. The sound was like hitting concrete, which seemed odd for a kick aimed at the temple.
But damage must have been done.

"I told you it wouldn't work."

It hadn't.
Park Sang-Heon had blocked Optima's second kick with his remaining hand.

Grip!

Then he grabbed Optima's ankle with the hand that had blocked her kick.

"You need to be punished, student."

Optima's body flew through the air.

"Ugh...!"

She hit the wall that curved to the right and fell to the floor. As she barely managed to get up, she saw a black curtain.

*So I've arrived somehow.*

Even in this unfavorable situation, Optima's eyes remained cool.

*Things are going according to plan, so it's fine.*

There was no need to end this here.
All her attacks had been blocked or deflected, and she had allowed several of the opponent's attacks to hit her, but the current situation wasn't bad.

"How arrogant, Shin Eun-Ha. Did you really think you could defeat me with that level of skill, challenging me alone?"

Step by step.
Park Sang-Heon walked toward Optima with leisurely strides.

"......"

Optima silently watched him while slowly backing away.

"It's too late to regret now. Even if you want to run away, there's only a door behind you that's as good as a dead end."

The entrance to the secret passage was tightly sealed. Unless someone opened the door from the outside, it could only be opened with Park Sang-Heon's magical power.

"Yes. Let me show you something good as a parting gift for the afterlife."

At least, that's what Park Sang-Heon believed.
After finishing his words, he took an offensive stance for the first time. Unlike before when he had only been deflecting and blocking attacks, a heart-squeezing pressure now bore down on Optima.

"!!!!"

Kwaaang!

Soon, a thunderous sound echoed through the secret passage.



* * *



Crack!

"Eun-Ha is in danger...?"

Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had been looking at documents in her office, felt a piercing anxiety.
Due to her momentary failure to control her strength, the pen she was holding broke in two.

*I have to go.*

Eun-Ha hadn't responded to any of her messages since last night. Knowing she wasn't the type to deliberately ignore her calls, Ji-Yeon had been anxious all day, and now that anxiety was growing stronger.

An inexplicable anxiety. It might just be a feeling, but Ji-Yeon thought something was threatening Eun-Ha's safety.

"I can't just sit here!"
"What are you saying, Hero Yoo Ji-Yeon? Surely you're not thinking of leaving all this work behind?"

Just as Ji-Yeon was about to grab the scabbard placed beside her out of anxiety, someone who had anticipated her action snatched the sword away faster than she could.
It was a man who had been organizing documents with his head down at the desk next to Ji-Yeon's.

The man handed Ji-Yeon a pen as if in exchange for taking her sword.

"Jin-Ho! I'm in a real hurry right now! Give it back!"
"More urgent than the mountain of paperwork in front of you, Hero Yoo Ji-Yeon? Others might be able to substitute for you in other matters, but this work can only be done by you. Understand?"

Cha Jin-Ho rejected Ji-Yeon's opinion with a calm voice and looked at her with cold eyes.

"And you call yourself my sidekick?!"
"It's precisely because I'm your sidekick that I'm saying this. Besides the paperwork in front of you, there's more that's been piling up for three months. Each of these documents could affect the lives of heroes leading The Front Line. Are you really thinking of doing something else right now?"
"......"
"Even the documents I'm processing now shouldn't be handled by a sidekick like me. They should be resolved by your hand alone. That's how important they are."

Cha Jin-Ho turned his head back and started looking at the documents, moving only his eyes.

*I really can't move because of this guy.*

In terms of raw power, Ji-Yeon was far superior.
But she didn't have the strength to overcome Cha Jin-Ho's words.
They were all true.

There was a reason why Ji-Yeon was at the mercy of Cha Jin-Ho, who was merely a sidekick.

Sidekicks assigned to high-ranking heroes also served as a kind of monitor. They were the shackles for S and A-rank heroes with overwhelming power.

If an S-rank hero tried to abandon their duties, the sidekick had the power to report directly to the association president.

*Even so.*

Something alien appeared in Ji-Yeon's eyes.
An emotion that could be described as obsession was trying to shatter her reason.

*I can't lose my only sanctuary.*

She recalled Eun-Ha's smile, which shone like sunshine. For that smile, for the girl who would be her sanctuary, she would do anything.
Even if it meant sacrificing many lives.

"Shin Eun-Ha. That's her name, right?"
"?!"

Just as Ji-Yeon's eyes were becoming increasingly crazed, Cha Jin-Ho, who had stopped working and was silently watching her, spoke up.

At the unexpected name, Ji-Yeon's eyes returned to normal.

*How does he know?*

She was certain she had never mentioned the name.

"Orders came from above. No matter what happens, we are not to interfere with her. It seems like it's not just from above, but from even higher up."
"Even higher up..."

Ji-Yeon absently repeated Cha Jin-Ho's words.
In the Hero Association, "above" typically referred to the president and directors at the top. But higher than them?

That meant the most powerful entity in South Korea had intervened.

"Foriner..."

Crack!

The new pen she had just received met its end. This time it shattered more miserably, with fragments scattering across the floor.

She couldn't understand why Foriner would try to stop her actions.

*Is Eun-Ha that important? If so, why leave her alone?*

She felt like she was about to burst from frustration. If, if something serious happened to Eun-Ha, what would happen? Ji-Yeon was afraid to even imagine it.

And the thirst that had disappeared thanks to the sweet experience of meeting Eun-Ha just once seemed to be returning.
The hole in her chest began to scream endlessly, begging to be filled.

"Hero Yoo Ji-Yeon."
"......"
"Hero Yoo Ji-Yeon?"

When Ji-Yeon didn't respond, Cha Jin-Ho turned his chair to face her. His expression was as impassive as his voice.

"...I need to use the bathroom for a moment."
"Sigh... Go ahead."
"What's gotten into you?"

Ji-Yeon looked at Cha Jin-Ho, who had unexpectedly given permission. She had thought he would continue to oppose her, given how displeased he seemed.

"You're planning to go to that girl under the pretext of using the bathroom, aren't you? If you promise to properly finish today's workload, I'll pretend I didn't see anything."
"Really?!"
"But I'm still leaving at the end of my shift."
"...Alright!"

Ji-Yeon's face brightened.

With Cha Jin-Ho's permission and her sword returned, Ji-Yeon opened the window behind her and jumped out.

Ch.105 - The Observer (2)
The ground shook with a thunderous boom!

Truly a strike worthy of a former S-rank hero.

"Ugh!"

Thud!

Optima was pushed back by the overwhelming force coming at her, slamming into the barrier. The massive power unleashed by Park Sang-Heon continued to press against her.

*As expected.*

Despite her grimace, Optima didn't resist the force. The barrier, which should have caused a violent rejection reaction like it did with Kim Se-Won's hand, merely stood like an ordinary wall blocking her.

Crack! Crackle!

And then...

CRASH!

The barrier, unable to withstand Park Sang-Heon's magic-infused strike, shattered with the sound of breaking glass.

*Perfect.*

A smile crept across Optima's face.

"So this was your plan all along."

Light began to filter into the previously dim space. Park Sang-Heon squinted against the sudden brightness, raising his hand to shield his eyes.

In that moment, Optima's arm moved.

Whoosh!

Taking advantage of the backlighting that obscured her movements, she fired a tiny magic bullet—no larger than a finger joint—straight at Park Sang-Heon.

"...?!!!"

As he frowned, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the light, Park Sang-Heon felt his instincts screaming a warning. Dodge! Block it!

Thunk!

"Gah!"

But he realized too late. The corrupted magic bullet Optima fired had already burrowed into the center of his chest.

Optima, flying backward after confirming her shot had landed, tumbled down the hallway. She'd been so focused on her attack that she hadn't even managed a proper landing.

"Ow, that hurts..."

Her entire body was battered from Park Sang-Heon's overwhelming force.

But it was fine. A magical girl's body could quickly heal such wounds as long as she had magic power.

"Ptui!"

She spat out the blood pooling in her mouth and quietly waited for Park Sang-Heon.

"Ugh...!"

Park Sang-Heon was still inside the secret passage, staggering and clutching his chest where he'd been hit.

*I was aiming for his core.*

Optima couldn't hide her disappointment. Even though he'd only noticed the magic bullet right before impact, he'd managed to avoid a vital spot.

"Remedial lessons are quite thrilling, I must say."

Still, she had to keep up appearances. Optima quickly composed herself and licked her lips as she watched Park Sang-Heon.

Though she'd missed his heart, the attack was still effective. The area where the tiny magic bullet had struck was beginning to rot, spreading outward.

*Now I just need to capture him?*

She glanced around. The sun was already setting, and the magic used inside the secret passage hadn't been detected by sensors, so no one had noticed what was happening.

That was probably for the best. She didn't even want to imagine the shock and confusion among teachers and students if they learned that Park Sang-Heon, who had been teaching at this school for over five years, was actually a villain's pawn.

"Guh...! Grrrgh!"

Park Sang-Heon gritted his teeth, enduring the pain. Whatever Optima had fired was like poison, gradually eating away at his body.

*I need to neutralize it with magic!*

He tried to draw magic from his core, but though the veins in his body bulged with effort, he couldn't make it work.

"No-o-o-o-o!"
"How does it feel? A bit stinging, isn't it?"
"What... did you do...?!"
"What do you think?"

Optima shrugged.

"I put in some effort to screw you over. If you don't get treatment quickly, you'll rot and crumble—not just your heart, but your core too."

Optima's finger pointed to the center of Park Sang-Heon's chest, then slid toward his heart. Though her shot had missed, it was close enough that the corruption would eventually reach his heart.

"I'll never forgive you. Never...!"

Hearing Optima's words, Park Sang-Heon ground his teeth in fury. He had been sweating blood daily to finally stabilize his decline, and now she was trying to throw him back into the abyss.

*No matter what it takes, that girl...*

He stared at Optima with bloodshot eyes. In his mind, she was no longer a student or someone to toy with.
An enemy.
An enemy who must be killed.

"Those glares won't help you. To neutralize it with magic, you'd need to recover at least half of your prime strength."
"I'll do it."
"...What?"

Park Sang-Heon pulled something from inside his clothes.
A transparent glass bottle containing about ten red pills.

"Tch!"

The moment she saw the bottle, Optima fired a magic bullet.

Whiiiiing--!!

The sensors reacted to Optima's clearly aggressive magic.

BABABABAM!

Just as Optima's magic bullet was about to hit Park Sang-Heon, he turned his back to protect the pills and his heart.

"Guh! Grrrgh!"

Despite trembling in pain, Park Sang-Heon protected the glass bottle. Countless black spots bloomed across his wounded back.

"This is nothing. I can endure far more."

Park Sang-Heon said, turning around again.

CRACK!

"You're insane."

Then he crushed the glass bottle in his grip and...

Gulp!

Swallowed the pills along with the glass.
Optima was shocked by his extreme action, her eyes widening.

"......Haaah."

About five seconds passed.
Park Sang-Heon exhaled a long sigh.

"Ptui!"

He spat out blood mixed with flesh onto the ground and moved toward the exit.

When he finally emerged from the dim secret passage into the hallway, his appearance was markedly different from before.

"Those who truly reached S-rank are all..."

Optima spoke with a disgusted voice.

"Completely insane."

Thump!
Thump! Thump!

His heart beat violently as if about to burst.
The muscles that had been mere remnants of past glory writhed and expanded, swelling Park Sang-Heon's frame.

"Consider it an honor, magical girl."

One step. Park Sang-Heon took a step forward.

"That I am your final opponent."
"?!"

A fierce pressure wave hit Optima.
This wasn't magic-enhanced power like before.
He had merely moved forward. Just moved quickly, yet the air pressure was strong enough to nearly blow Optima away.

*Danger—*

She tried to resist the pressure, but...

WHAM!

CRASH!

When she came to her senses, Optima was flying through the air.
The pain and sound registered belatedly.
Turning her head with difficulty, she realized she was flying toward the schoolyard after being smashed through the hallway wall.

*That drug works well. Damn it.*

While soaring through the air, Optima assessed her body. Her arm bone was crushed, but fortunately nothing had been completely torn off. She could continue fighting without major issues.

*I'd probably heal even if my limbs were blown off.*

As evidence, her broken arm that had been dangling was already regenerating.

*Now if I can just land and regroup—*

Whoosh!

"This is enough, even if it's not my prime."

Just as she was preparing to create a magic platform for landing, another pressure wave hit her, accompanied by a voice that shouldn't have been there.

"...!!!"

Park Sang-Heon, who had been in the hallway moments ago, was now right in front of her.

"Hup!"
"Aagh!"

Park Sang-Heon brought his clasped hands down on Optima as she floated in the air.

CRASH! Something shattered—the hastily created barrier Optima had made.

*So she uses it for defense too, not just attacks...*

Park Sang-Heon looked at the fist he'd used to strike Optima as he fell. His skin was turning black, corroding.

*It doesn't matter if I finish this within five minutes.*

As Park Sang-Heon clenched his fist, his magic forcibly pushed back the corruption magic.

Optima desperately clung to consciousness. Though she'd blocked his attack with corruption magic to reduce damage, her right arm, which had just begun to heal, screamed in pain again.

*Need to land...!*

Squish!

Enduring the pain, Optima extended her arm again. This time, a black, slimy mass formed to cushion her like a protective pillow.

But Optima had no time to rest.

"Tsk!"

An ice-cold sensation ran from the top of her head. Her body warned that she would leave this world if she didn't move immediately.

BOOM!

She threw herself forward, and something crashed into the spot where she had just been.

"Quick reflexes."

Park Sang-Heon appeared through the dust cloud, his fist embedded in the ground where Optima had been.

*I can't win like this.*

Optima backed away as she watched Park Sang-Heon rise.
He was difficult to handle even at full strength. Now with her right arm mangled, she needed time for it to heal.

*Wait.*

Just then, a thought flashed through Optima's mind.

Earlier, Park Sang-Heon had swallowed the Enhanced Activator pills with desperate urgency, as if he needed them immediately.

*How long after taking effect do the side effects start? Come to think of it...!*

Optima recalled her memories.
Four students, two male and two female, screaming for drugs in their room. What they had in common with Park Sang-Heon was that they had consumed large amounts of Enhanced Activator at once.

And the more they took at once, the faster and more violently the side effects and addiction symptoms appeared compared to Go Sun-Jo.

*Park Sang-Heon should be similar.*

Optima changed her strategy.
She didn't need to win. No, there was a way to win without using force.

*My arm... it's somewhat attached now.*

Optima tested her damaged right arm while watching Park Sang-Heon. It still hurt, but she could move it.

"Huff."

A short sigh.
And then Optima's next action was...

"Bye!"

A panicked retreat.

*He won't be able to shake it off anyway.*

Optima turned her back to Park Sang-Heon but remained vigilant. The slightest carelessness could result in a hole through her back.

Tap-tap-tap-tap!

She ran across the schoolyard at high speed. Her destination was the academy's main hall—a place rarely visited unless there was a special event.

CRACK!

"Huh...?"

But then she heard a chilling sound from behind.

RUMBLE!

"The ground...?!"

The ground began to shake.

"You've got to be kidding me!"

She didn't need to look back to understand what was happening.
With a thunderous roar, the ground shook and was now being lifted.

"RAAAAAAAH!!"

Park Sang-Heon had thrust his hands into the schoolyard and was trying to lift the entire field with Optima on it.

"WHERE DO YOU THINK YOU'RE GOING, YOU LITTLE RAT?!"

When she finally looked back, there was indeed a man attempting the insane feat of lifting the entire schoolyard.
He was using his magic to wrap around the underside of the field to keep it from collapsing, ensuring Optima couldn't escape.

*Almost four minutes...!*

Park Sang-Heon felt anxious that Optima had given up fighting.
The reason he was going to such extremes rather than simply chasing her was simple—a pursuit would be too disadvantageous for him.

"This guy is seriously out of his mind!"

Optima noticed she was rising higher as the entire field lifted, but her legs didn't stop moving.

"Whoa?!"

Crackle—

But things didn't go as Optima planned.
As the field tilted more and more, she lost her footing while running at full speed.
Slip! Optima fell toward the edge.

*I'm screwed!*

If she just fell, she'd be seriously injured. If Park Sang-Heon caught her, death was certain. Wanting to avoid that fate, Optima hastily drove her arm into the ground.

"Nngh!"

Having thoughtlessly used her right arm, Optima grimaced in pain.

*If I fall, I'm really done for!*

"Aaaagh!"

Ignoring her screaming right arm, Optima used her strength to pull herself up and launch into the air.
Tracing an arc, she barely cleared the now almost vertical field.

"That really hurts...!"

Her barely-healed right arm was ruined again. Optima created another black, slimy mass—corruption magic—to form a cushion.

Squish!

Having minimized the impact with the slime mass, Optima watched as the uprooted field stood tall, as if about to pierce the sky.
Even in a world where superhumans existed, the sight before her was surreal.

"So this is the idol of physical enhancement users."

No one else would dare attempt it.
The idea of carrying such enormous mass with a human body was unimaginable.

But something seemed off about the field's condition.

"I WON'T LET YOU ESCAAAAPE!!!"
"Huh?"

A voice like molten rage rising from the abyss reached her ears. The lifted field tilted again, now falling downward.

"What the hell?"

Optima could only stare blankly at the scene.
Though it was clearly about to crush her, she couldn't tell if what she was seeing was real.

The massive shadow continued relentlessly toward Optima.
She hadn't even escaped the crater where the field had been, and now gravity was pulling the entire field down toward her.

"This is really bad."

No matter how fast she moved, the field would flatten her before she could escape the deep pit.

"Get down."
"Huh?"
"Now!"

Just as she thought it was over, a familiar voice reached Optima's ears.
Following the command, she curled up as tightly as possible.

"Haaah!"

Slash—

And then, the field split in half.

Ch.106 - The Revelator (3)
With just a single swing of the sword, the massive field split in half.

"Holy... is that even possible?"

Optima spoke with a dazed expression.

The sight of the field—with its overwhelming mass—being split by a mere sword was truly spectacular. But Yoo Ji-Yeon's actions didn't end there.

"Hup!"

Suddenly, Ji-Yeon's form blurred, and countless slashes flew toward the already split field.

BOOM!

"????"

The field exploded in an instant. Optima's eyes widened in disbelief. She questioned whether what was happening before her eyes was real. How could slashing with a sword cause a field made of dirt and stone to explode?

"Whew! Cut it all down!"
"?????"

Surprise turned to confusion.
Hearing Ji-Yeon's satisfied remark, Optima couldn't hide her bewilderment.

*Did she just say she cut it all?*

Sand and dust covered her vision. What "was" the field briefly danced in the air before beginning to settle back to the ground.

*So this is what S-rank means.*

The scale was different. No, the class was different.
Even A-rank seemed distant, and Optima couldn't comprehend what level one needed to reach to become S-rank.

*A realm impossible to reach without going mad... Yes, that's right.*

Only now did she understand what it meant to desperately cling to something to finally reach that level. She thought that when people spoke of beings that transcended humanity, they must be referring to S-rank heroes like this.

*It's fortunate the drug wasn't completed.*

It was also fortunate that the drug wasn't fully complete. If it had been—no, if it had been even slightly more refined—Optima wouldn't have just been sent flying through a wall in the hallway; she would have disappeared without leaving a trace.

Optima's actions might have been arrogant, as Park Sang-Heon had thought.

"Let's clean up, clean up~"

Unaware of Optima's thoughts, Ji-Yeon remained carefree.

WHOOSH!

A powerful wind burst from her hand, instantly blowing away the dust that covered the sky.
It was Aero-Booster, a subset of Aerokinesis.

"Senior...? But, your appearance...?"

Only after all the dust cleared could Ji-Yeon see Park Sang-Heon standing at a distance.
His muscles, which should have been withered and shrunken, were clearly swollen and taut.

"Tsk, so it's Ji-Yeon."

Only then could Park Sang-Heon identify who had shattered the field he had thrown.

*How should I deal with this woman?*

About three minutes until the side effects kicked in.
In his prime, it might have been different, but for Park Sang-Heon, who had imperfectly regained his strength through drugs, Ji-Yeon was nothing but trouble.

He needed to either eliminate her or bring her to his side somehow.

"What's going on here? Senior... Park Sang-Heon, why are you so fit??"

Meanwhile, Ji-Yeon observed Park Sang-Heon from a distance and spoke to Optima.

She couldn't understand how her senior, who should have been living out his life as a withered teacher, had been revitalized. And why was he hostile toward the magical girl? She had no idea.

"What do you think? He's fit because he's on drugs. You know, the Enhanced Activator. And that guy was researching drugs in collusion with both monster and villain factions."
"?!"

Ji-Yeon doubted her ears. Drugs? The man who went around saying he would punish and eradicate evil was involved with drugs? And not only that, but Park Sang-Heon himself was the one who made them?

*I can't believe it.*

It was unbelievable, but she couldn't completely deny it since it came from Optima, the magical girl who traveled the country solving problems.

"Evidence?"

Suppressing her confusion, Ji-Yeon spoke quietly. It could be a small misunderstanding that had been greatly distorted.

...At least, that's what she wanted to believe.
He was the one who had supported her when she rose to the position of A-rank, a high-tier hero.

*But if it's not the power of drugs, there's no explanation for those muscles.*

Though she didn't want to believe it, the evidence was right in front of her, and she couldn't deny it.

"What do you mean? It's obvious. How else could a dying ability user regain his strength? If that's not enough... I can show you evidence with your own eyes. Here."

Optima's voice was full of confidence.
She rummaged through what looked like a cape and pulled out a thick research document.

"......Hah."

Ji-Yeon had no choice but to accept the fact she had been trying to deny. As bitter as it was, she thought that since Park Sang-Heon was once her comrade on the same battlefield, it was her responsibility to deal with him.

"Then, I'll handle Senior—"
"About that."

But Optima's sharp voice cut off Ji-Yeon's words. She had already risen from her spot and was looking at Ji-Yeon with an annoyed expression.

"You owe me a favor, right? I'm not saying this is in exchange, but I'm protecting the girl I treated for you."
"......Ah!"

At Optima's blunt words, Ji-Yeon finally remembered her purpose.

Eun-Ha was in danger. She had rushed here because of that intuition, but she had already wasted several minutes with Optima and Park Sang-Heon.

*I'm crazy!*

It was good that she saved Optima just before she was crushed by the massive field. That much was fine.

*But how could I completely forget about Eun-Ha!*

Her heart sank as all sorts of thoughts flooded her mind.
The villains and monsters Optima had mentioned—in other words, the fragile girl might be surrounded by those two groups and suffering who knows what.

She almost wanted to lash out at Optima for not going to help Eun-Ha instead of harassing her.

"I don't know where she is either, so hurry up and find her."
"...What about you?"
"I'm going to break that guy's dentures before I leave."

Crack! Crack!

Optima stepped forward, making sounds from her fist.

"O-Okay, got it. Eun-Ha's chastity might be in danger, so I'm off!"
"...What the hell is wrong with her."

As Ji-Yeon ran off saying something disturbing, Optima felt goosebumps all over her body as she looked at Park Sang-Heon.

*Good, I've stalled enough time.*

He didn't have much time left anyway. About two minutes. She could desperately hold out for about two minutes.

*But I don't even need to.*

Park Sang-Heon visibly looked anxious. Also, as she had thought, Optima no longer needed to desperately hold out.

Some time had passed since the alarm went off in the hallway outside the faculty office. Plus, the entire field had been lifted, so it was bound to attract attention.

"What's that?"
"Isn't that Teacher Park Sang-Heon?"
"That, that appearance...?!"
"It's Optima! Take a picture! Take a picture!"

Optima looked around at the teachers and students gradually gathering at what used to be the field.

*Now, what will you do?*

Optima looked at Park Sang-Heon with somewhat excited eyes.

The plan to lure Park Sang-Heon to a secluded place, transform, and use healing magic to neutralize the drug's effects was scrapped when he lifted the field.

Park Sang-Heon could no longer hide the fact that he had used drugs.
Teachers, staff, and students were already clearly seeing Park Sang-Heon in his drugged state.

"What are you going to do now?"

The only path left for Park Sang-Heon was destruction.
Even if he tried to persuade people, all the evidence was already in the hands of Optima and Foriner.

No matter how much Park Sang-Heon tried to deny it, it would inevitably be exposed.

"Kuh...!"

Park Sang-Heon gritted his teeth and groaned.
He had planned to exploit Ji-Yeon's weakness to make her an ally, but that was now useless.

*I could have thought of this...!*

Moreover, if he had been just a little more careful, he could have anticipated this situation, but he made a critical mistake by being distracted by Optima.

"Damn it!"

And now he really had no time left.

"DAMN IIIIIIT!!"

There was only one option he could choose.



* * *



Tap tap tap tap tap!

Park Sang-Heon chose to flee. He absolutely could not be caught like this.
Because he had ambitions.

"Ugh...!"

As Park Sang-Heon ran toward the outskirts of the Academy district, he swallowed a pill from his pocket.
A green pill, completely different from the bright red Enhanced Activator. It was a neutralizer that only Park Sang-Heon possessed.

As soon as he took the neutralizer, his body rapidly shrank. His swollen muscles deflated as if they had never been there.

"How did this happen...! No, there are still options. Even if I escape from the Academy, my value is sufficient. All the research I've done is in my head."

The shrunken Park Sang-Heon moved through narrow alleys, avoiding areas with CCTV as much as possible to hide his tracks.

His destination was an external passage that could take him out of the Academy district. A place known only to a select few within the Academy district, used for smuggling goods in and out of the underworld.

He judged that he could safely escape there and seek refuge with the Villain Association.

*How far is he planning to go?*

Optima followed Park Sang-Heon while using her stealth magic.
The distance between them was about 10 meters.
Normally, this would be more than enough to catch him, but his zigzagging through alleys slowed her pursuit.

AAAAARGH!

"?!"

While chasing Park Sang-Heon, Optima heard someone's scream.
It was Park Sang-Heon's scream, who had turned the corner ahead of her.

"What on earth...!"

Optima hurriedly followed Park Sang-Heon.

"Kugh... Muk-Si-Ja, you..."

Optima couldn't help but widen her eyes when she turned the corner.

Park Sang-Heon was struggling in mid-air, impaled by long claws. And there was a monster she had seen before. The mutant monster that had once killed Eun-Ha.

She wanted to break her stealth magic and rush out to beat the creature.
But she couldn't.

"Now I don't need to bear the stigma of being called Muk-Si-Ja anymore. I don't need to just watch anymore."

The monster cackled with a sound like scraping metal.

*It can speak?!*

The last time she saw it—just a few months ago—this monster made bizarre sounds. It could speak, but not clearly enough to understand. It had evolved too quickly, even for a monster.

In other words, it had evolved far beyond when it had killed her.

"What... is..."
"And you are no longer needed."

STAB!

"AAAAARGH!"

The monster impaled Park Sang-Heon with its other hand. Red blood dripped from the growing wound onto the ground.

"This, this can't be! Even if we're from different factions, I made an agreement with Gresorion!"
"Agreement? With whom?"

As Park Sang-Heon struggled more, the monster's appearance began to change.

Crack! Crunch!
Squish!

"...With a monster that looks like this?"
"!!!!"

After the grotesque sounds ended, the form that appeared was close to human, but not quite—a monster just about to become A-rank.
Seeing this form, Park Sang-Heon gaped in disbelief.

"Or is it this?"

Pleased with Park Sang-Heon's reaction, the monster changed again, taking the form of a female monster.

"This?"

This time, a male monster.

While all these forms were new to Optima, Park Sang-Heon seemed to recognize them all, as his mouth remained open.

"Hehehe...! Do you understand now?"
"Kuk! N-No way...!"
"Yes. All those who gave you materials were me. And now... your form, your power, will all become mine."
"AAAAAAAARGH!"

Once again, Park Sang-Heon's screams echoed through the alley. Even though the monster didn't make any particular movement, his struggles became more violent.

"No! No! My, my ambitions...!!"
"Yes. All your ambitions too. I'll absorb them all."

As time passed, Park Sang-Heon grew weaker.

*This is insane, what is...*

His skin gradually lost its elasticity.
But that wasn't all.
As if sucking in everything that was Park Sang-Heon, not just his flesh and muscles but even his skeleton began to shrink.

*What on earth is happening?!*

Optima felt the emotion of fear.
He wasn't being eaten alive; he was being absorbed alive.

*Is it really absorbing his power?*

If what the monster said was true, it would explain its explosive growth.
It grew not through training but by absorbing the power of monsters and humans.

"Whew. It's been a while since I've feasted."

Eventually, most of what constituted Park Sang-Heon disappeared, leaving only skin.

Splash!

When the monster flicked its hand, Park Sang-Heon's limp skin flew against the wall.

"Ptui!"

Sizzle—

And it dissolved in the green liquid the monster spat out, completely disappearing.

Crack! Crunch!

"Good."

As if confirming complete absorption, the mutant briefly transformed into Park Sang-Heon's appearance, then returned to its original form and walked deeper into the alley.

Optima could only watch the entire process while holding her breath.

*I...*

Even with a surprise attack, she couldn't handle Park Sang-Heon so one-sidedly. The power gap between Optima and the mutant monster was that clear.

*I need to get stronger.*

A belated thirst for revenge ignited.
Optima clenched her fist in the shadows, burning with vengeance.

*At least until I can combine the two powers divided between Virginia and Optima. I need to grow.*

And she made her resolution.

Ch.107 - Snack Shop (1)
"Haah."

Plop.

Eun-Ha collapsed face-down on her bed. Today's events had left her utterly exhausted.

Park Sang-Heon, who had essentially slipped through her fingers. And the mutant monster he had called Muk-Si-Ja.
But truthfully, the person who had caused Eun-Ha the most fatigue was none other than Yoo Ji-Yeon.

"Eun-Ha, are you hurt anywhere?!"
"Are you really, really okay? You don't have to hide anything! I'll take care of everything!"

That was the general feeling as Ji-Yeon fussed over her, thoroughly examining Eun-Ha's body for any injuries.
Thankfully, Eun-Ha had contacted Ji-Yeon first due to an inexplicable sense of unease. Otherwise, she might have been publicly executed in front of the entire student body.

"Tomorrow after school, I'll go meet that person..."

Buzz- Buzzzz-

"Hmm?"

While mentally reviewing her suddenly packed schedule, the silver bracelet wrapped around Eun-Ha's wrist began to vibrate intensely.

"Um..."

[Like this, if you tap the bracelet a couple of times, a screen will appear, right?]

"Is this right...? Oh!"

Recalling the hazy memory, she tapped the bracelet a couple of times, and a holographic UI unfolded before her eyes. A message had just arrived, appearing as soon as she activated the hologram.

[Hello there. What happened today was truly unfortunate. The reason I'm sending this message is something you've probably heard from our world's cutest daughter, Haram. Speaking of which, this time our Haram—]

"Why is this so long?"

The message from Incheon-yong was a lengthy ode to his daughter. Either he was a doting father to his bone marrow, or he was just rambling on about his daughter without getting to the actual point.

"Is this... what fathers are like?"

She wondered if all fathers were like this. Eun-Ha tried to recall her own father, whose face, voice, and even height she could no longer remember.

But it had been so long since she had seen her father that all she could recall was that "he was a good father."

"I guess he's just a daughter-obsessed dad."

Having somewhat accepted this, Eun-Ha read through the thousands of characters of fatherly doting.

[—So, how about this Sunday? I heard you're still not familiar with operating the bracelet, so please contact me through Haram.]

Only after reading approximately 5,700 characters of daughter praise did the message finally get to its actual purpose.

"Sunday? Sunday..."

Eun-Ha carefully considered her weekend schedule. The only thing she had planned was meeting Ji-Yeon tomorrow. Other than that, she had no special plans.

[You said Sunday? Let me know the time and I'll be there.]

Blinking at the soft feeling of the mattress, Eun-Ha finally sent a message to In Haram.
The 5,700-character message of daughter praise had only added to her already considerable fatigue.

"Ugh."

Thump!

After confirming the message was sent, Eun-Ha buried her face in her pillow.

*I have two opponents I must defeat...*

As her vision turned black, Eun-Ha fell back into her worries. She was thinking about the two beings she absolutely wanted to defeat.

One was another magical girl.
Don-Hil, who was something like a rival.

The other was the mutant monster that had killed Eun-Ha, creating the circumstances for her to become a magical girl.

*Muk-Si-Ja is the real problem.*

Don-Hil was certainly a powerful enemy.
But Muk-Si-Ja was so strong that he made Don-Hil look insignificant by comparison.

When he killed Eun-Ha, she couldn't even track his movements with her eyes, and now he had grown even stronger by absorbing other monsters and superhumans.
Despite the significant growth she had achieved since becoming a magical girl, the gap between Eun-Ha and Muk-Si-Ja remained vast.

"I need a plan."

Stretched out and surrendering her body to the mattress, Eun-Ha muttered weakly.

Muk-Si-Ja would likely remain a major obstacle in the future. Even if she found her friend Jung Soo-Hyun, she would still live in fear as long as Muk-Si-Ja existed.

*How?*

The problem was that no suitable method came to mind.
If Muk-Si-Ja set his mind to it, he could strengthen himself further just by absorbing other monsters.

In contrast, Eun-Ha's growth rate wasn't explosive. Compared to others, she was certainly growing quickly, but when compared to Muk-Si-Ja, it felt far too slow.

"All I can do is train consistently..."

Defeating monsters, training steadily, and developing her magical control through the tasks Hong Yu-Jin had given her.
These three mundane methods were all Eun-Ha could do right now.
With no proper countermeasures coming to mind, she felt utterly helpless.

"If only I could awaken."

The word 'awakening' hazily appeared in Eun-Ha's mind before scattering away.
If she could just awaken, she might become explosively stronger.
Despite her lack of experience, considering she could adequately face the awakened villain Kim Woo-Jin, awakening seemed like the only answer.

However, awakening wasn't something one could achieve just by wanting it. The timing and triggers for awakening varied from person to person, so there wasn't much to reference.

"Ah, I don't know!! Fuck! Why does that alien-looking bastard keep getting stronger?!"

Bang bang bang!

Eun-Ha thrashed about in frustration. The innocent pillow took the brunt of her beating.

"Maybe I should ask my master."

After beating the pillow for who knows how long, Eun-Ha, exhausted by her own efforts, got up from the bed and opened the closet.
When in doubt, it was best to ask someone with experience.


* * *


Later, at Hong Yu-Jin's house.

"Tch."

Arriving at Hong Yu-Jin's house—without Hong Yu-Jin—Eun-Ha made a sour face as she looked at the note before her.

[Can't come home today, so get your own dinner.]

As if anticipating Eun-Ha's visit, Hong Yu-Jin had briefly stopped by, leaving a 50,000 won bill and a note.

"What is she, Voldemort or something?"

Eun-Ha read through the lengthy note with disbelief. The note consistently referred to "that person" rather than "Mt. Tae-San" or "Park Sang-Heon."
It felt like she was avoiding mentioning someone who actually existed.

"..."

Setting aside her disbelief, Eun-Ha nodded after reading through the note.

"The field completely disappeared, and of course the culprit had to be him..."

The field that Park Sang-Heon had dug up and Ji-Yeon had destroyed was gone without a trace. They might not be able to use the field for quite some time.

Moreover, evidence was steadily emerging that Park Sang-Heon, who had earned the trust of faculty members for years, had joined the Villain Association, throwing the staff into confusion.

To make matters worse, reporters and YouTubers had flocked to the school, making the situation even more chaotic, according to the note.

"...Hang in there."

Eun-Ha quietly said to the absent Hong Yu-Jin. It would have been too embarrassing to convey this by phone or message.

Beep-beep-

"Huh?"

Just as she finished reading the note, the communication device on Eun-Ha's wrist rang. It was a sign that a message had arrived.

*It's mother?*

The sender was Hong Yu-Jin.
Scanning through the recipients, it seemed she had sent it to the entire class, not just Eun-Ha.

[As you probably know, the school is in chaos, so we've decided to close until it returns to normal.]

"Again?"

Reading the message, Eun-Ha couldn't help but raise her voice in disbelief. They had just had a school closure recently, and now another one.

But that feeling didn't last long.

[Since we're closing now, we've decided to come in on weekends, so don't get too excited!]

"Fuck."

Eun-Ha frowned at Hong Yu-Jin's follow-up message. Unlike last time, they would lose their holidays to make up for the missed days, so her reaction was understandable.

She felt a sigh coming on.

Beep-

"..."

Just as the sigh was about to escape, a personal message from Hong Yu-Jin arrived.

[If you read the note, you know what to do. If not, just take the allowance from my house. Don't go around starving yourself like a slob.]

"...Sigh. Fine."

Though the message was brusque, it contained content a mother would typically write.
Eun-Ha let out a half-hearted sigh and then raised the corners of her mouth in a slight smile. Neither she nor Hong Yu-Jin were very honest.

"Hmm..."

Eun-Ha slowly shifted her gaze from the communication device. Her eyes fell on a 50,000 won bill glowing with a brilliant golden light.

*Allowance is sweet.*

Without hesitation, Eun-Ha snatched the 50,000 won bill from the table.

In front of Hong Yu-Jin, she would have made all sorts of excuses starting with "How old do you think I am?", but with no one around, she readily accepted the allowance.

"Hehe...! I'm eating out today!"

A smile bloomed on her face.


* * *


How long had it been since she'd eaten out?
Actually, Eun-Ha didn't care how long it had been.

*If only I had caught Park Sang-Heon then...*

A belated worry was troubling her.

*No. By not catching him, I was able to realize his existence. It's better that I didn't catch him.*

Eun-Ha pulled out the possibility of "what if" and then put it back.

*Would it have been easier if I had just lured Ji-Yeon out well...?*

But once revealed, the possibility emerged again, plunging Eun-Ha into worry.
If she had brought along Ji-Yeon, an S-class hero, Park Sang-Heon would certainly have been arrested on the spot.
But an S-class hero couldn't just let a criminal go. With her, they would surely have uncovered exactly what Park Sang-Heon had done.

*Yes. It's actually better that only his connection to the Villain Association has been revealed so far.*

Eun-Ha nodded slightly.
If it had been revealed that he was working not just with the Villain Association but also with Gresorion, specifically Muk-Si-Ja, the academy's confusion would have been even greater.

After all, while villains were threats to humanity, people generally perceived them as better than monsters.

"At least it ended like this... for... tunately... Huh?"

Just as she was about to be satisfied that the situation, while not good, had avoided the worst, Eun-Ha stopped in her tracks and stared blankly at the snack shop that had entered her field of vision.

Tap tap tap tap!
Slap!

Then she quickly pressed herself against the transparent glass of the restaurant and began to look inside carefully.

"What, what is that?"

As if unable to believe what was before her eyes, Eun-Ha rubbed her eyes several times and looked again at the figure beyond the glass wall.

Snow-white hair, ruby-like eyes.
A girl with beauty that couldn't help but attract attention was right in front of her.

"So magical girl outfits can be taken off..."

Eun-Ha made an off-target observation as she looked at Don-Hil, who was wearing casual clothes.
But only for a moment.

[Nom nom nom nom-]

"That looks delicious..."

Watching Don-Hil smiling brightly while inhaling sundae (Korean blood sausage), Eun-Ha started craving it too.
Don-Hil was eating so deliciously that this place might be a hidden gem.

Growl-

Right on cue, Eun-Ha's stomach roared, demanding food. No, she was drawn in by the sight of Don-Hil enjoying her meal.

"...Let's eat first."

Eun-Ha decided to enter the snack shop.

*Don-Hil doesn't know I'm Optima anyway. Plus, there's a possibility she might dine and dash. Yes. This isn't because I'm hungry; it's an act to maintain public order in the Academy District as a magical girl.*

With a solemn expression, Eun-Ha rationalized her decision.

Though eating sundae at a snack shop in casual clothes seemed completely incongruous with her character, Don-Hil was still a villain—a magical girl from Gresorion.
She was someone to be wary of.

Ding-ding-

As Eun-Ha opened the door to the snack shop, the bell attached to it rang.

*Tteokbokki, sundae, fried food... I have plenty of money, so I'll just order whatever.*

She looked at the menu with a serious expression.

"But why is she here...?"

And belatedly, she raised the question she should have thought of first.

Ch.108 - Snack Shop (2)
"Seriously. Why?"

That was the question that popped into my mind as I seriously examined the menu on the wall. I couldn't understand why Don-Hil, a magical girl from Gresorion of all people, would be in a snack shop like this.

I carefully observed Don-Hil's movements.

Fortunately, she hadn't noticed my presence yet and was just eating blood sausage.

One concerning thing was that Don-Hil and I had encountered each other recently. When I appeared to deal with Yoo Ji-Yeon who was suffering from poison, I had confronted Don-Hil in this form.

In other words, it would be best to monitor her from outside the shop, but that would attract the attention of passersby.
Above all, I was hungry too. Even magical girls need to eat to function properly.

While keeping an eye on Don-Hil's movements, I quietly took a seat in a corner. A spot far enough away to monitor her, yet where my small body was perfectly hidden behind another customer.

"I should probably order something to look like a customer, right?"

I looked around again to find the menu.
This snack shop seemed to be a mix of familiar, typical snack shop aesthetics and something more refined.
Perhaps that's why there were menus both on the wall and in booklet form at each table. Just A4 sheets laminated and bound with rings, but still.

Anyway, between the two menu options, I chose the one on the wall. My purpose was solely to spy on what Don-Hil might do.

And from this position, I could see the wall menu while watching Don-Hil. I pretended to look at the menu while slightly lowering my head to observe Don-Hil diligently eating her blood sausage.

Don-Hil didn't make any sounds while eating—no smacking or chomping. What was fascinating was how proper her eating manners were.

"Wow..."

And she was so fast it made me involuntarily exclaim in admiration. I forgot she was my enemy and marveled at her.
Her speed was like she was in an eating competition, yet her movements showed no excess. It was like watching a woman conscious of others' gazes but at twice the speed.

"Sigh. I don't have much appetite today..."

Then I heard something so absurd I couldn't believe my ears. It was such a ridiculous statement I was dumbfounded.

"Is she crazy?"

Don-Hil was saying she had no appetite in a weak voice while stuffing another piece of blood sausage into her mouth.
And on the table where she sat, there were already three empty plates that had been cleaned spotlessly.

"Can I get two more servings of blood sausage, please?"

And she was even ordering two more servings.

"No appetite, huh?"

Despite claiming to have no appetite, she showed no signs of holding back.
I couldn't tell if it was just empty courtesy or if she really did have a poor appetite and that's why she was limiting herself to this amount.

Grrrrrumble—

"!!!"

As I watched Don-Hil eat with undisguised amazement, my stomach growled, demanding that I order food instead of just watching.

"Did anyone hear that?"

The sound was so loud that I hurriedly looked around.

"Phew..."

Fortunately, people were either busy watching Don-Hil or talking among themselves.
And Don-Hil, my surveillance target, didn't seem to have heard it either, as she continued to silently eat her blood sausage. No, she had just finished the last piece.

"Let's see..."

Since I was genuinely hungry, I needed to order something. I shifted my gaze slightly to look at the menu on the wall rather than at Don-Hil.

Blood sausage, fried foods, dumplings, ramen, spicy noodles, and more. The menu was quite diverse, as expected of a snack shop. In the past, I would have tearfully given up on these items in the name of diet control.

"I'll have two servings of fried food, one serving of blood sausage, and two servings of meat dumplings, please!"

After deciding on my order, I went to the counter and recited my menu choices. With plenty of money, I planned to eat until I was stuffed.

"My, is your boyfriend coming too?"
"...Pardon?"

What kind of out-of-nowhere comment was that?
I was speechless at the shop owner's words that hit me from the front, not the back.

"Boy... boyfriend... No, I'm alone. And, um... make all the double servings single instead. Hahaha..."

Thinking about it, I was in the wrong. Five servings total would seem like a lot for one person to eat alone.
With an awkward laugh, I corrected the portions and returned to my seat after the lady told me she'd bring the food soon.

"..."

But as I returned, I wondered why she specifically mentioned a boyfriend.

"Why???"

I couldn't understand at all and filled my head with question marks. She could have just asked if I was waiting for a friend, but why specifically a boyfriend?

As someone who couldn't help but feel uncomfortable with the idea of dating men, the owner's casual comment bothered me tremendously.

"No way..."

Suddenly, a thought occurred to me, and I slowly looked down at myself.
I was wearing clothes I'd bought when I followed Haram to the department store. I don't remember the details clearly, but I recall my brain melting from all the "You're doing great" and "It suits you well" comments about these clothes.

"Is this how a snowball rolls when you forget to run the washing machine?"

The owner probably misunderstood because of these clothes. I only just realized they were the kind you'd wear on a date.

"I can't go back to change now."

This disaster happened because I usually don't pay attention to myself.

But I'd already ordered food, and I was concerned about Don-Hil's movements. Since I was used to attracting attention by now, I just had to endure it.

"Did her boyfriend dump her?"
"Did her boyfriend cheat on her?"
"That's crazy, why would anyone dump someone like her?"

As I started focusing on my communication device since I couldn't just keep staring at Don-Hil, I heard whispering around me. I couldn't believe the unwashed snowball had turned me into a pitiful guy dumped by a non-existent boyfriend.

"Huh?"

But thinking about it, something felt off.
If they were whispering about me, I should have felt their gazes, but I didn't feel any. Rather, even the gazes that had been on me seemed to have shifted elsewhere.

"Ah."

As I carefully looked around, I saw that everyone's attention was focused on Don-Hil.

"They were talking about Don-Hil."

So it was just my self-consciousness.

"How embarrassing."

Trying to hide my embarrassment, I shifted my gaze slightly toward Don-Hil and noticed her looking at a small photo with eyes full of deep longing.

Her eyes, on the verge of tears and immersed in sadness, made me doubt whether she really was a magical girl from Gresorion, humanity's enemy.

"That's annoying."

Watching quietly, I found Don-Hil's demeanor irritating. No, more precisely, I was annoyed that she was getting all the attention.

I wanted to ask people why it had to be Don-Hil. Not to brag, but my looks aren't anything to scoff at either. So why were they giving attention to that villain?

"Am I being too competitive?"

As I scanned the surroundings with resentful eyes, I belatedly realized why I felt this way.
I didn't want to lose to Don-Hil in anything. Since I couldn't beat her at anything right now, I was making bizarre comparisons.

"Sigh..."

I closed my eyes tightly, disgusted with myself. I needed to shift my focus elsewhere.

"But why is she like that?"

So my redirected interest became why Don-Hil was making such an expression. She was eating blood sausage just fine, then suddenly took out a photo and became sad. It didn't make sense.

"Do monsters date each other too? Could it be Don-Hil and Deltar...?"

I imagined the massive muscle monster and Don-Hil walking arm in arm down the street.
It was more like Don-Hil hanging off his arm than walking side by side.

Still, Don-Hil was humanoid, so she might get along with other humanoid monsters. Thinking about it that way, it made a bit more sense. Though Deltar probably wouldn't date anyone for fear of losing muscle mass.

"In other words, she might suddenly become hysterical toward people. Let's keep observing."

I'd heard somewhere that people become psychologically unstable after breaking up with lovers. If so, now was the time to keep a close eye on Don-Hil—

"Ah." "Huh?"

I turned my head so quickly I nearly broke my neck.

"I'm screwed...!"

Our eyes met.
I quickly darted my eyes around. I needed to pretend I was doing something else, that I just happened to be looking in her direction.

"That's it!"

Just then, my eyes landed on the menu booklet.

"Hmm~ What should I eat~"

I quickly picked it up and pretended to examine the menu. Since Don-Hil had just noticed my existence, she wouldn't know I'd already ordered.

"Here's your order. Eat up, dear."
"...Ah, ah~ This looks delicious~"

"Shit."

Of all times, the owner brought my food right at this moment.
Cold sweat ran down my back. I don't know how red my ears were, but they felt incredibly hot.

"She didn't see that, right?"

I wanted to check everyone's reactions immediately. Were they laughing at me, or did no one care?

After a moment's hesitation, I decided to assess the situation a bit later.

Grumble—

My stomach was complaining about not eating the food right in front of me.

Steaming dumplings and blood sausage, along with golden-brown fried foods.
They certainly looked appetizing, and I desperately wanted to put them in my mouth.

"..."

Before picking up my chopsticks, I glanced at Don-Hil, who had turned her head and was doing something.

"Don't worry about it. She doesn't know I'm Optima anyway. Yeah, I was just overreacting."

I shook my head slightly to clear my mind. Acting strangely here would only make Don-Hil pay more attention to me.

"Yum."

I turned my attention back to the food in front of me.

I picked up my chopsticks and put a soft meat dumpling with skin so thin you could faintly see through it into my mouth. As soon as I did, the juices inside burst into my mouth, making me smile involuntarily.

Ding—

"Mmph...?"

While devouring one dumpling after another, my communication device rang.

[What are you doing there!]

Wondering what this was about, I saw it was a message from Se-Won.
But why was he suddenly asking what I was doing? It was as if he could see me.
I stopped eating my dumpling and tilted my head, scanning the shop. However, there was no sign of Se-Won anywhere.

Ding—

[Outsdie! Outsdie! Outside!]

The urgency was palpable in the text. When I turned my head, I saw Se-Won pressed against the glass window where I had first spotted Don-Hil.

"Thank you for the meal."
"Come again~"
"Ah!"

While I was looking at Se-Won, Don-Hil finished paying and went outside. I thought she had just ordered two more servings of blood sausage, but she must have finished them already.

"That's..."

Wondering if she really had eaten everything that quickly, I looked at where Don-Hil had been sitting and noticed something else besides the clean plates.

When I turned my head again, Se-Won was gesturing urgently for me to come outside.
Right. Let's just retrieve that.

I got up and approached Don-Hil's table.

"..."

I picked up the photo and looked at it carefully. There were two small children who looked completely human.
One was a somewhat shy-looking girl.
The other was a confident boy with a bright smile.

Though I'd never seen these kids before, they seemed familiar somehow. Their faces looked like I'd seen them somewhere.

"...!!"

Just as I was about to return to my seat, I noticed Se-Won had disappeared from outside the window.

"Ma'am! I need to pay!"
"Oh my, but you've hardly eaten anything..."
"I'll come back and eat the same thing next time! And I'll pay for it!"

Feeling uneasy, I grabbed my bag and quickly paid.

"No way..."

I belatedly realized.
Se-Won, who had urged me to come outside, had briefly clashed with Don-Hil at the technology expo.

And Don-Hil had quickly left the shop, while Se-Won had disappeared when I looked away.
My heart sank.
It was clear that Se-Won's disappearance was Don-Hil's doing.
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At the food stall in the Academy District.
Even in this sophisticated area, far more developed than outside the Academy District, food stalls still existed.

"..."

And there were two figures drawing attention in this food stall: the magical girl Don-Hil and the saint who could revive even dead hair follicles, Eun-Ha.

After spotting Don-Hil from outside the food stall, Eun-Ha had entered and carefully taken a seat while observing Don-Hil's actions.

Meanwhile, Don-Hil was focused only on chewing her blood sausage and the worries she carried.

"Sigh. I have no appetite today..."

Suddenly, a sorrowful sigh escaped from Don-Hil's mouth as she was inhaling her blood sausage. The sigh, filled with concern, spread around her, stirring the hearts of men watching her.

Clack.

Don-Hil put down the chopsticks she'd been using and fell into contemplation.

*Should I eat a bit more before leaving? Or...*

She had no appetite at all. She couldn't even taste half of what she normally would.

"Two more servings of blood sausage, please."

But her contemplation was brief.
Don-Hil, who would normally spend all her money earned just to eat blood sausage, decided to have just two more servings. She figured it would be better to have just a palate cleanser and leave since she had no appetite.

*Is she crazy?*

The men watching her and Eun-Ha opened their eyes wide in surprise at her behavior.

She had already finished three plates, and soon it would be four. Even for someone who loved blood sausage, this would have been more than enough to feel full.

Grrrrrumble-

As people's disbelief at Don-Hil's behavior spread through the air, an adorably cute sound echoed from a corner of the food stall.

"!!!"

The culprit was none other than Eun-Ha. Having unexpectedly made such a loud noise, she hurriedly covered her stomach with both hands and glanced around nervously.

Whoosh!

Then, as if following a script, the gazes that had been flickering toward Eun-Ha suddenly shifted to Don-Hil. It was an amazingly quick reaction that happened just before Eun-Ha turned her head.

The only person who hadn't heard the sound from Eun-Ha's stomach was Don-Hil. Only she, still immersed in her distress, hadn't noticed what was happening around her.

*It's my monthly blood sausage day, and I feel like this.*

Don-Hil's gaze remained fixed on the plate with little blood sausage left, showing no intention of moving.
Today was her special day, once a month, but she wasn't feeling good.

She transformed before coming here to avoid letting people, especially Eun-Ha, know that she was as big an eater as Han Chae-Eun, but today she had no appetite.

It wasn't just today. Recently, nothing had been going right, which affected her appetite. Even Deltar, who usually bickered with Don-Hil or teased her, had recently worried that she might be losing muscle.

*This is all because of Optima. Nothing has gone right since I met her.*

Don-Hil felt irritated just thinking about Optima's face. If she were right in front of her, she'd want to punch that sullen face.

She chewed the last piece of blood sausage in her mouth thoroughly, imagining it was Optima. In her mouth, Optima (the blood sausage) was ground up and swallowed.

*If I had at least successfully retrieved the Spatial Needle, it wouldn't be this bad...*

Since first meeting Optima and letting her escape, Don-Hil had experienced a series of failures. While she handled other matters adequately, she consistently failed in matters related to Optima.

For Don-Hil, who needed recognition from Gresorion's executives, Optima's existence was extremely irritating.
What was even more annoying was that Optima, whom she could have subdued with just a flick of her finger when they first met, now required considerable effort to deal with.

"If only we could have eaten together..."

Feeling increasingly depressed, Don-Hil pulled out a small photograph from inside her clothes.

This photo was the only way she could see her friend who was no longer around. Today, she missed her friend in the photo terribly.

*She always had a gloomy face, but when eating, she looked like she was dying of happiness.*

Her friend's voice, still lingering in her memory, echoed in Don-Hil's mind. When she closed her eyes briefly, the image of her friend resting her chin on her hand and smiling mischievously appeared, making her heart ache.

*I miss you.*

Filled with longing, Don-Hil's eyes trembled slightly.
If her friend were with her now, she could have laughed and enjoyed the blood sausage.

"Did her boyfriend dump her?"
"Maybe her boyfriend cheated?"
"That's crazy. Why would anyone do that to her??"
"Maybe he couldn't handle her food expenses?"

Don-Hil's appearance, immersed in memories and longing, looked to others like someone calmly accepting a breakup.

*They're making me look like I've been dumped...!*

And these whispers clearly reached Don-Hil's ears.

Putting down the photo and opening her eyes, she glared around slowly. Each time she met someone's gaze, they startled and looked away.

And when her gaze had swept about half the store.

"Ah." "Huh?"

She turned her head so sharply it could have snapped.

*What?! Why is Eun-Ha here?!*

Don-Hil was confused.
It was just for a moment, but the golden-haired girl she saw was the girl she wanted to befriend.

*No, did I see wrong? Eun-Ha wouldn't be here alone. ...No, that platinum blonde hair reaching down to the thighs on that small frame can only be Eun-Ha...!*

Don-Hil briefly denied what she saw, then denied her denial.

*But is it really Eun-Ha? Even if it's not, what if it is...?*

Soon, her mind was racing to resolve this situation.

*What should I do?! What do I do??*

Cold sweat ran down Don-Hil's face. No matter how desperately she thought, she couldn't come up with a suitable solution.

*Eun-Ha knows this form too. And not in a good way!*

She wanted to clutch her head but suppressed the urge. She couldn't obviously show that she was flustered.

It would have been much better to meet Eun-Ha in her original form rather than like this.

*Let me at least see what the situation is.*

Even without a good solution, she couldn't just sit still. Don-Hil's head slowly turned toward where Eun-Ha was.

*It-it really is her...!*

Don-Hil felt her heart sink. She had hoped it wasn't Eun-Ha, but it was.

"Hmm~ What should I eat~"

And what Don-Hil saw was Eun-Ha acting incredibly awkwardly.

Eun-Ha was speaking in a tone that was obviously fake, with deliberate pauses. As if desperately trying to hide her presence, she grabbed a nearby menu and buried her face in it.

It looked like an ostrich burying its head in the sand. Eun-Ha's fresh hair and small frame were still completely exposed.

*You're holding it upside down, Eun-Ha!*

But Don-Hil, who should have pointed this out, instead focused on the upside-down menu. She wondered how panicked Eun-Ha must have been to do that.

"Here's your order. Eat up."
"Ah~ Ah~ This looks delicious~"

*Aaaaaaah!!!*

Don-Hil let out a silent scream. She barely resisted the urge to pound the table and instead just shook her arms up and down vigorously.

Eun-Ha's actions and the shop owner's words aligned at such a perfect timing that Don-Hil was overwhelmed with indescribable emotions.

"Pfft!"
"Puhaha!"

People around who saw Eun-Ha couldn't hold back their laughter.

"Phew..."

After about a minute, Don-Hil finally managed to collect herself.

"Here, two servings of blood sausage."

And her order arrived with perfect timing.

*She's cute.*

But Don-Hil was looking at Eun-Ha in the distance rather than the blood sausage in front of her.

"Nom."

Of course, she didn't forget to eat the blood sausage.

*Oh, her communication device is ringing.*

After Eun-Ha had eaten a couple of dumplings, suddenly the communication device on her wrist rang.

*I don't even get spam messages.*

This was a situation Don-Hil couldn't imagine. And she felt somewhat envious of Eun-Ha's different daily life.

*But who could it be?*

Eun-Ha looked puzzled after checking her device. As Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion, Don-Hil's head tilted the same way.

*Eek!*

Soon, Eun-Ha's gaze began to sweep across the store. Don-Hil maintained a nonchalant expression while quickly finishing the blood sausage in front of her.

And when Eun-Ha's gaze passed by, Don-Hil looked at her again and discovered Kim Se-Won gesturing to Eun-Ha from outside the window.

She felt her heart grow cold. Don-Hil's hands moved quickly, stuffing all the remaining blood sausage into her mouth.

Don-Hil didn't like Kim Se-Won.
A man always by Eun-Ha's side. Moreover, a man who had helped Optima make a fool of her.

And a man who was currently telling her with his whole body to stay away from him.
To Don-Hil, Kim Se-Won was truly, truly irritating.

*I'll just think of him as a good target to vent my frustration.*

Kim Se-Won (the blood sausage) in Don-Hil's mouth was thoroughly, mercilessly chewed up.

"Thank you for the meal."
"Come again~"

Having finished all the blood sausage, Don-Hil immediately got up and paid.

As Don-Hil left the food stall.

"......"
"Ugh...!"

Surprisingly, she didn't do anything to Kim Se-Won who was right next to her. She didn't even glance at him.
She simply walked toward a nearby alley.

"What's going on...?"

Kim Se-Won, who had tensed up ready to use his powers as soon as Don-Hil came out, couldn't hide his confusion at her ignoring him.

*Activate.*

But Kim Se-Won's reaction was merely complacency. After entering the alley, Don-Hil immediately drew magic power from her core, channeled it into a formula, and activated a spell.

"?!"

Swoosh!

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won felt the ground beneath his feet disappear. The solid earth he had been standing on moments ago vanished.

"This is sno- Waaaah?!"

By the time he realized what was happening beneath his feet, it was already too late.
Kim Se-Won's body fell rapidly downward.


* * *


*Where are they?!*

After leaving the food stall, Eun-Ha hurriedly scanned the surroundings. But she couldn't see Kim Se-Won or Don-Hil anywhere.

*So it was spatial magic after all!*

There was no way Kim Se-Won would leave without Eun-Ha. And Don-Hil's timing for leaving was too perfect.
Kim Se-Won's disappearance must have been Don-Hil's doing.

*I need to find them quickly!*

Eun-Ha moved her legs urgently.


* * *


Thud!

"Urgh...!"

Kim Se-Won fell unexpectedly to the floor, bruising his backside. His back ached from the unexpected impact.

"Where am I?"

He got up, rubbing his sore backside, and looked around with a grimace. This was definitely not outside the food stall where he had been moments ago.

The surroundings, dimly lit by moonlight, were filled with dust.

"Was there a place like this in the Academy District...?"

The building, which seemed to have been abandoned mid-construction, had exposed rebar here and there.

And as if it had been left untouched for months, dust and sand particles were scattered across the floor.

After surveying his surroundings, Kim Se-Won turned on his communication device.

*This place is...?!*

After activating the map app on his device, Kim Se-Won's expression turned incredulous.

The place where Kim Se-Won had fallen was quite far from where he had originally been.

The outskirts of the Academy District. A place some called the slums. It was where people marginalized from the Academy District for various reasons gathered.

*She transported me to a place like this in an instant...?*

Kim Se-Won closed the map app and compared the current time with when he had sent the message.
Less than 5 minutes had passed since he messaged Eun-Ha. Essentially, it had only taken about 1-2 minutes.

"So this is magic..."

It was a power different in nature from superpowers. While superpowers were diverse, none could transcend space like this.

*Then the one who sent me here...*

Click, click.

"......!!"

*Speak of the devil!*

Kim Se-Won heard footsteps. The same footsteps he had heard just before Don-Hil entered the alley.
Though she hadn't appeared yet, Kim Se-Won was certain the footsteps belonged to Don-Hil.

Kim Se-Won scanned his surroundings again. The owner of the footsteps was someone he couldn't handle with his own power. At the very least, he needed to find an escape route.

He needed to find one and escape without being noticed by her.

*If I get caught in that gravity-like magic, I'm done for.*

The gravity magic he had seen at the technology expo was a violence that the current Kim Se-Won could not possibly withstand.

*At the tech expo, she arrived exactly where the Spatial Needle was. That means... she's deliberately coming from far away. To enjoy my reaction.*
*Then, can she pinpoint my location? Does such magic exist?*

Here, Kim Se-Won had a question.
Don-Hil hadn't appeared yet, but she was definitely closing the distance between them.
Was this because she knew where she had sent him? Or did she have a way to track his location?

*Let's move first. There were two staircases, so I'll go to the opposite one.*

Kim Se-Won carefully moved toward the direction opposite to where the footsteps were coming from. He was cautious not to make any sound.

Tiptoeing carefully, removing potential obstacles with his telekinesis to avoid making noise, Kim Se-Won moved forward.

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

Just as he reached the opposite staircase, Don-Hil's cold voice came from behind him.

*Run! If I hesitate even a little, I'll become human jerky!*

Kim Se-Won's decision was quick.
He immediately threw himself down the stairs.

*If I minimize the impact with telekinesis...!*

Jumping over the entire staircase, he layered invisible forces in front of himself to prepare for the impact.

At that moment.

Woong-

A black circle appeared in front of him.

"What?!"

His eyes widened in shock as he cried out. Already falling, he couldn't change direction.

The spatial magic, which had predicted where Kim Se-Won would fall, swallowed him whole.

Swoosh!

"Ack!"

Emerging from the black circle, he found a cement floor right in front of his face. With no time to break his fall, Kim Se-Won face-planted into the floor.

"How pathetic."

Don-Hil's cold voice came from behind him. It sounded as if she found him ridiculous.
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"How pathetic."

A word thrown carelessly, like stepping on a roadside insect.

"Pathetic, you say?"

It was absurd beyond measure. After bringing him to this deserted place just to toy with him.

"Who's the pathetic one here."

Kim Se-Won disliked Don-Hil.
To be precise, he disliked her behavior of taking out her frustrations on the weak and looking down on them.
He stood up with his back to Don-Hil and clenched his fist tightly.

*Maybe there is a way.*

Perhaps it was because of his extreme anger, but his mind, which had been frantically thinking only of escape, cleared. His urgent feelings subsided. His gaze fell on the dust and sand particles covering the floor.

"You want to keep your pride until the end? I thought you'd be groveling and begging for your life by now."

Don-Hil's voice remained cold. Her coldly settled anger poured out on the unsuspecting Kim Se-Won.

"What are you standing up for? You'll just end up on the floor again."

*This is ridiculous.*

The anger boiling beneath the surface was clearly directed at Kim Se-Won. But it seemed to pierce through him, aimed at someone invisible.

*Is she using the fact that I briefly toyed with her last time as an excuse?*

Don-Hil certainly disliked him. But that was just an excuse.

Kim Se-Won turned around to face Don-Hil.

"You're ugly. Don-Hil."

One corner of his mouth lifted up, and this time he was the one mocking her.

"What, you can't beat Optima so you want to take it out on me? Isn't that what's ugly?"

Ptui!

Kim Se-Won spat out the sand and dust in his mouth and shook his head.

Grind!

Don-Hil couldn't say anything.
She'd been hit right where it hurt by someone she considered an insect.

The shame and intensifying anger from this realization made Don-Hil's head spin.

"Oh, but."

Despite Don-Hil glaring at him murderously, Kim Se-Won continued to mock her.

"It's true that I'm weak."

Whoosh!

"Puwuh?! You, you dog...!"

As soon as Kim Se-Won finished speaking, the wind surged. It gathered around Don-Hil, pulling in all the dust and sand on the stairs.

"Cough! Cough!"

It was an unexpected rebellion from Kim Se-Won. Covered in dust, Don-Hil coughed roughly while belatedly using spatial magic.

Woong-

Eventually, the dust gathering around her was blown away somewhere through spatial magic.

*As expected, he ran away.*

After about five seconds, when the wind had died down and she could open her eyes, Don-Hil noticed that Kim Se-Won had disappeared.

"Ha! Running away like a rat...!"

He must have fled toward the stairs again.
She glanced at the stairs beside her. The guy would certainly have used these stairs right next to her rather than the ones he had used earlier.

*I can't hear his footsteps?*

But she couldn't catch the sound of his footsteps. He should be hurrying down the stairs to escape the building, but no matter how much she listened, she couldn't hear a single footstep.

"Are you hiding somewhere in the building waiting for me to leave? Ha...!"

If so, the answer was obvious. Rather than escaping from this building, he chose to hold out and wait for her to leave.

"How stupid."

Foolish. He underestimated her too much.
There was no need to go looking for him.
Rather, that guy Kim Se-Won had invited a terrible death upon himself.

*Hide all you want.*

A building like this, she could collapse it entirely.

She closed her eyes to designate the range.
The artifact sleeping inside Don-Hil's core, the Mist of Nothingness, responded to her will.

Thump!

With a strong pulse, magic power amplified from her core.

Thump!
Thump!

A total of three amplifications.
Magic power that could crush the entire building and more raged within her.

"You sure talk to yourself a lot."
"?!"

Just as she was about to weave the magic power into a spell.
Kim Se-Won's voice came from behind her.
The voice of the man she thought was hiding somewhere in the building.

As Don-Hil hurriedly turned around, she was greeted by a fist.

"Kut!"

Hwook!

She barely avoided the fist by bending her waist. Kim Se-Won's fist merely grazed her nostrils.

"Too bad. What a shame."

Kim Se-Won didn't look disappointed at all. With the physical abilities he had trained under Eun-Ha, he threw punches relentlessly.

*Damn it...!*

Avoiding his punches wasn't the problem. The bigger issue was that the magic power she had built up through multiple amplifications was raging inside her.

*Then...!*

Controlling the raging magic power as it was would be difficult. So instead, she would use that magic power as is.

"Hreup!"

Kim Se-Won's fist aimed for Don-Hil's face again. A possible action because his movements were too slow, though he didn't know why.

Woong-

"?!"

But Kim Se-Won's fist sliced through empty air.

"I can't stand watching you flail around so pathetically."

Don-Hil regained her composure and mocked him.
At the same time, the black circle that appeared before her swallowed Kim Se-Won's arm—

Pueok!

"Ugh?!"

Kim Se-Won hit his own face. His fist, swallowed by the black circle, had emerged near his cheek.

Thud!

Having taken the full force of his own blow, Kim Se-Won rolled across the floor.

"Huhuhu...!"

How pathetic Kim Se-Won looked, flying off from his own punch. Don-Hil felt the blood sausage she had eaten earlier digesting as she watched him sprawled on the floor.

"Sigh. Whatever confidence you had. If you had tucked your tail and run away, you might have had a chance to live."

More mockery followed.
She had been momentarily flustered and on the defensive, but only briefly. The difference in power was clear.

"No."

But Kim Se-Won stood up again. His eyes were still burning with fighting spirit.

"I don't want to tuck my tail and run because this is such bullshit."

Kim Se-Won got up with a smirk. He seemed to still have some tricks up his sleeve.
He looked quite pathetic with a nosebleed from his own punch.

"Try a taste of my little pepper, you fucking bitch."

Kim Se-Won flicked his index finger upward.
Then a small stone at Don-Hil's feet wriggled and shot upward.

"What the hell... ugh?!"

Pzzt!

Direct hit.
A truly unexpected ambush.

Don-Hil trembled, covering her lower body with her arms and bringing her legs together.

"You... scum..."
"Hmm~ It's your fault for not considering my psychic powers~"

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist again and swung his arm. Even he thought it was despicable, but it was necessary to survive.

Ppeok!

The punch, full of anger, definitely connected with Don-Hil.

"That super strong gravity, can't use it this time? What, is there some usage limit?"

Kim Se-Won didn't stop there.
Creating distance would be dangerous. Even a moderate distance would be risky. Telekinesis was difficult to use due to the power difference.
The only answer was to beat her up at extremely close range.

*For one-sided beatdowns, mounting is the best!*

Kim Se-Won recalled Eun-Ha's face as she lectured him with a bright smile.
Yes. Mounting.

Kim Se-Won had no intention of giving Don-Hil time to use magic. He immediately pounced on her like he was going to devour her.

"Huk...! Huk...!"

*I can't give her even a moment's opening!*

Kim Se-Won glared at Don-Hil while breathing heavily.
He raised his fist high and brought it down.

But his fist didn't reach Don-Hil.

Pook!

"?!"
"You know what?"

The long nails that extended from Don-Hil's fingertips pierced Kim Se-Won's stomach.

"Keu...!"
"Unrefined magic power from others is like poison. Especially if it's not even controlled."

Kim Se-Won lowered his head.
As his vision slowly fell, he saw the nails that had pierced his stomach.

"Aaaaargh!!"

Before he could even try to pull away, Don-Hil's magic power mercilessly invaded through her nails.
Starting from his stomach, her magic power began to rampage, causing pain as if it were burning his body.

"Augh! Aaaagh!"

When he writhed in pain, Don-Hil's sharp nails tore at the wound, increasing the pain.

"Being weak and only able to use cowardly tactics, you're no different from your father."

Don-Hil, pinned under Kim Se-Won, casually uttered those words.

"You fucking bastard! What?!"

Even in his pain, Kim Se-Won heard her words clearly.
The person he hated more than anyone. The person he had finally managed to stop seeing. To be told he was similar to that person.

Kim Se-Won glared at Don-Hil with a grimace.

"The weak crawl on the ground."

Don-Hil continued speaking indifferently, despite Kim Se-Won's glare.

"The strong stand above the weak and rule. The weak acknowledge the strong, support them, and praise them. They can't dare to defy them. Whether it's sincere or not, that's how it has to be. That's how the world is structured."

Calmly.
Don-Hil recited what she had seen and felt in Gresorion. She felt her head gradually cooling down.

"The fact that you now recognize me as the strong one is proof of that. All a weakling like you can do is struggle pathetically. Just like your father did."

Don-Hil's hand rose. Kim Se-Won also rose into the air, writhing in pain.

*Until just now. I was probably like that too.*

Don-Hil looked at the floating Kim Se-Won impassively. She recalled how she had been caught off guard by him.

Although she was indeed stronger than Kim Se-Won, within the Gresorion group, she was too small an existence.
She was no different from Kim Se-Won.

"I'll admit it. I was ugly too. Being mediocre and taking out my frustrations on the weak. How narrow-minded."

Whik!

With a light flick of her wrist, Kim Se-Won's body slammed into the wall. It was hardly believable as human strength.

"So die in pain as your body burns up. Either way, you annoy me. Second only to Optima."

Don-Hil lowered her gaze to look at her hand. Her hand, with nails that had shortened again, was soaked with blood from Kim Se-Won's stomach.

"...If you survive that magic power. I'll acknowledge you."

Don-Hil licked the blood on her hand and turned her back.
Soon, a large portal appeared in front of her, and she stepped into it.

"Aaaaa-!"

Don-Hil's magic power was eating away at Kim Se-Won.
As if meticulously burning each nerve, the pain didn't subside no matter how much time passed. Rather, it increased.

*Am I going to die...!*

Don-Hil, who had mocked him thoroughly. Like a child playing with ants, she had toyed with him, the weaker one, and was trying to kill him.

Kim Se-Won absolutely did not want to die.

*You think I'll die being treated like trash by someone like you...!*

"Kueuuuuk!"

Kim Se-Won gritted his teeth and resisted Don-Hil's magic power.
Recalling the magic control techniques he had learned from Eun-Ha, he slowly, slowly tried to drive her magic power out from his core.

"Kuhup!"

But it wasn't going as planned. Rather, stimulated by Kim Se-Won's resistance, Don-Hil's magic power raged even more fiercely.

"Aaaagh-!"

Blood spurted from his stomach where Don-Hil's nails had pierced him. The more violently raging magic power tore through his entire body.

*I can do this!*

Even while writhing, Kim Se-Won focused even more.

*If I can't expel it, I'll make it mine...!*

Gritting his teeth, he drove Don-Hil's magic power away.
From fingertips to arms. To shoulders. Eventually to the core.
From toes to knees to thighs. Then through the stomach to the core.

The more he touched it, the more Don-Hil's magic power raged, but he gathered it all in his core and surrounded it.

He forcibly compressed the heterogeneous magic power that wouldn't mix and put it into his core.

*I'll survive, grow stronger, and crush you, Don-Hil... and that black bastard...!*

As the bleeding continued, his intense desire and longing exerted superhuman patience, subduing Don-Hil's magic power within his core.

How much time had passed?

"Haa.... Haa.... Haa...."

Don-Hil's magic power no longer raged.
The pain gradually disappeared.
He didn't know how much he had writhed.
He knew his body was a mess.

"......"

Slowly raising his hand, it was soaked with blood from his stomach. His back felt wet too.

*How much blood have I lost? Or is it sweat...?*

He couldn't tell.

"......"

One thing was certain: he was no longer in pain.

Was it because he was slowly dying?
Or had the pain simply stopped?
With no more pain, Kim Se-Won blankly stared out the window.

From however high they were, the moon was clearly visible.

*My eyes are heavy.*

His eyelids grew heavy, trying to close his eyes. Kim Se-Won desperately tried to keep them open, feeling he shouldn't close them here.

Tap tap tap tap!

Faintly, he heard footsteps.

*Who is it?*

Just as the question arose, a feeling of indifference washed over it, erasing the question.
A sense of powerlessness dominated him, guiding him toward pleasant sleep.

"......"

Kim Se-Won closed his eyes, unable to resist his extremely heavy eyelids.


* * *


"...Ah."
"Are you awake?"

Opening his eyes, Kim Se-Won blankly looked upward.
He should have been sprawled pathetically, but somehow he was lying in a proper position.

"Eun-Ha...?"
"Yes. That's right."

Eun-Ha's figure, drenched in sweat, appeared in his dim vision. Her long hair was sticking to her face and neckline.

"Eun-Ha...."

Dream or reality?
Kim Se-Won couldn't tell.
His body still couldn't feel pain. Perhaps he had merely regained consciousness briefly.

"I'm glad you're safe."

Eun-Ha smiled at Kim Se-Won, who was looking up at her blankly. She was exhausted from frantically searching for him all over the Academy district.
But seeing her friend safe made her feel relieved.

*I don't want to lose anyone else.*

She had already lost her closest friend, Jung Soo-Hyun. In this situation, she didn't want to lose anyone else.

*She's beautiful.*

Kim Se-Won quietly looked at Eun-Ha with his lips slightly parted.

Even though it was night, Eun-Ha was glowing.
She was warm.
Just looking at her made him feel reassured.
The feeling of his boiling anger subsiding.

"I...."

A dry voice flowed from his lips.

"Rest a bit. Tell me later."

*No. I need to say it now.*

Kim Se-Won shook his head.

Although Eun-Ha tried to stop him, Kim Se-Won's will was firm. It felt like something he had to say now.

"I. Want to become stronger."

The words that flowed from his dry lips coincidentally matched Eun-Ha's wish.

"...Yes. Let's become stronger. Together."

Though their starting points were different, their goals were the same.
Defeating Don-Hil. And killing The Mute One.
To do that, they needed to become much stronger than they were now.

Eun-Ha nodded slightly.
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"I Want to Become Stronger"

"Wanting to become stronger..."

Lying in bed, I stare at the dim ceiling.
Se-Won, who was found on the outskirts of the Academy district, said he wanted to become stronger.

His desperation was so palpable, and because I felt the same way, I unconsciously nodded in agreement, but there wasn't much I could offer him.

My chest felt tight. Regret washed over me.

"Why did I do that?"

All I could teach was persistence. It's the most important thing, but also the most common.

I didn't have any special finishing moves like famous heroes, nor could I teach him magic.
I couldn't even properly understand the structure of magic while using it freely, and while I'd revealed I was male, I couldn't disclose that I was a magical girl.

"...Still."

Still.
I was relieved Se-Won was safe.
I could tell my face was showing an expression of great relief.

Se-Won. Haram. Chae-eun.
Although I could say they're less close than Soo-Hyun, they're also the closest people to me right now.

That's why we shared our secrets bit by bit.
Though we don't show it outwardly, they're also kids who don't want to disappear like Soo-Hyun did.

If I learned about some special training method, I'd tell these three first. That's why I'm teaching them mana control techniques, even though my own skills are still lacking.

*By the way. Don-Hil...*

Even though I was relieved Se-Won was safe, my chest still felt heavy, as if someone was pressing down on it.
Thinking about training wasn't going to ease this feeling, so I deliberately changed my thoughts.

According to Se-Won, Don-Hil disappeared in the middle of things. After injecting unrefined mana.

I remembered when I first met Don-Hil.
That day when we instinctively sensed we were both magical girls.
That day when I was pinned down by overwhelming gravity, unable to resist.

"Is she a hardhead like me?"

Probably wanting to look cool, Don-Hil left the cleanup of the monsters she'd flattened to me.
And this time too.
She injected what was essentially poison—unrefined mana—and just left.

"...This is why interviews are important."

The conclusion I reached was that she and I were from similar departments.
Thanks to this, I belatedly understood why companies conduct interviews. Whether it's Gresorion or Foriner, this is what happens when you don't properly interview people.

Though I'm alive because of it.

"..."

I turned on my communication terminal without much thought.

[You're coming tomorrow, right? Right?]
[If you have something important, please tell me!]
[Oh right. I got a new car. Should I pick you up? It has proper tinting so no one can see who's inside! Don't worry, it's not illegal!]
.
.
.

Actually, I did have something in mind.
I needed to reply to the numerous messages she sent today, as usual.

If I don't, who knows what might happen.
Judging by how she almost made a scene when she found me after I didn't reply for just one day, I need to consistently respond to avoid dreading the next day.

Of course, if it were someone else, I would have politely declined. If necessary, I would have firmly told them to stop.

But Yoo Ji-Yeon is a rare S-class hero. She's on a different level from ordinary people.
Plus, she knows other S-class heroes, so naturally she'll introduce me to them someday.

"...!! That's it!"

A thought suddenly crossed my mind, and I sat up abruptly.
Come to think of it, Ji-Yeon is an S-class hero. In other words, she's the connection I've been hoping for. A valuable asset who can easily obtain high-level information that ordinary heroes struggle to get.

"Right. This is when connections should be used. It would be stupid not to."

I nodded to myself.
Ji-Yeon's only emotional refuge is none other than me. It's embarrassing to say, but it's true.

And Ji-Yeon herself said she would do anything for me.

"Hmm..."

But there's a problem here.
It feels insufficient to just suddenly ask for a favor.

I needed something to sway her heart, even a little.

"Ji-Yeon... Ms. Ji-Yeon... That's it!"

*Gulp!*

"Inhale- Exhale-"

I swallowed and took a deep breath to calm myself. The thought that came to mind seemed trivial yet demanded considerable mental preparation from me.

[Unnie, I have a favor to ask!]

Despite my hands trembling with embarrassment, I managed to complete the sentence.

"Phew...!"

With hands shaking like a phone on vibrate mode, I pressed the send button. I barely resisted the urge to throw the communication terminal away.

What I did wasn't much.
It was a strategy to suddenly close the distance after always addressing her as "Ms. Ji-Yeon" or "Ji-Yeon-ssi."

An ordinary person might think this is trivial, but Ji-Yeon would take it differently.

As someone who desperately wants to get closer to me, she would surely be delighted by a slightly more intimate form of address.
This would exponentially increase the probability of her granting my request.

Ji-Yeon would be happy about getting closer to me, and I could use this connection to get information for my friend. A win-win situation.

"Am I not a complete genius?? Has my brain finally awakened?"

Honestly, I never imagined I could come up with such an idea. My mood instantly improved, and my cheeks rose in a smile.

"I have to share this brilliant idea!"

It seemed too good to keep to myself, so I turned on my communication terminal again and called my mother.

[Ugh. If you're going to talk nonsense, just go to sleep.]

And I was treated like an idiot.


* * *


The day after Kim Se-Won was attacked by Don-Hil.

After her usual dawn training, Eun-Ha returned to her room and was preparing to go out early in the morning. This was quite different from other students who were sleeping in on this unexpected holiday.

"Hmm..."

Eun-Ha stood in front of the full-length mirror, adjusting her clothes. Her hair flowed beautifully despite not requiring special care. If there was anything she needed to pay attention to, it was her outfit.

"Is this okay...?"

Eun-Ha turned her body this way and that, looking at herself in the mirror.

"This is annoying. When I was a man, I could just throw on whatever and no one would say anything."

Displeased with herself, Eun-Ha pouted. She desperately wanted to just wear whatever and go out.

*But today I'm going to ask for a favor.*

However, there were times when one needed to make a good impression, no matter how annoying it was.
After adjusting her clothes while looking at herself in the mirror, Eun-Ha turned her head to look at her desk.

"...No."

She stared at the desk for a moment before quickly turning away. On the desk was a makeup set that Foriner had brought her at some point.

The various cosmetics, unfamiliar to Eun-Ha, had never been used and were just taking up space on the desk.


* * *


"Let's see..."

After leaving the Academy, Eun-Ha arrived at a road in a residential area a little distance away.

About a 15-minute walk.
It was an ambiguous distance—far if you considered it far, close if you considered it close.

"I guess I'll have to wait a bit."

Looking at the clock on her communication terminal, she had arrived about 10 minutes early.
But it was an awkward amount of time to go somewhere else.

All Eun-Ha could do was send messages to her friends on her communication terminal or observe her surroundings.

"Huh?"

The place where Eun-Ha was waiting for Ji-Yeon was a sidewalk a little distance from the bus stop.

Since the morning rush hour for office workers had passed, there was only one person at the bus stop.

However, that person's appearance was extremely suspicious.

The behavior itself wasn't suspicious. They were just standing still with their gaze lowered.

What was suspicious was their attire.
Aside from their small stature, they wore an oversized coat that completely covered their entire body.
As if they didn't want to expose even a bit of skin, they covered their hands with long sleeves and pulled the hood of the coat down low, hiding their face.

*Is it a villain?*

An ordinary person would have no reason to hide their appearance like that. Even celebrities don't go that far.

"Hmm..."

Eun-Ha tilted her head, carefully observing the person standing blankly at the bus stop.

*Should I check it out?*

Although the frequency of villains running rampant had decreased significantly after Park Sang-Heon's death, villains still existed. There was no harm in being suspicious.

Just as Eun-Ha took a step toward the bus stop.

"Ah...!"

A girl's voice, clearly expressing joy, was heard.

*???? Could that sound have come from that person?*

For a moment, Eun-Ha thought her ears were playing tricks on her.

But after that sound, the person at the bus stop lifted their head, looked at the approaching bus, and even took a step forward.

The sound had indeed come from someone at the bus stop... no, from the girl.

Eventually, a quiet bus without even an engine sound stopped in front of the girl.

*What's going on?*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand the situation.
Who could she possibly be waiting for that she'd come out all bundled up like that?
Was she really a suspicious person?
Or was she actually a villain, but one who was a bit slow and had arranged to meet here?

Eun-Ha watched the girl with a puzzled expression.

"Oppa!"
"?!"

Though invisible, her smile must have been radiant.
The girl ran to someone getting off the bus and threw herself into their arms.

*A boyfriend?!*

How much must she have missed him to come all this way? How happy must she be to run to him before he even got off the bus? Rather than such thoughts, Eun-Ha felt envy.

*I'm jealous...*

Having never dated a woman in her 20 years of life, she was incredibly envious.
Looks didn't matter. What mattered was having a girlfriend who welcomed you like that.

"Wait. Let's get off first. We can do this after we get off."
"I don't want to~"

The girl brushed off the embarrassed man's words with a giggle.
Eun-Ha's envy deepened. Not only was she all bundled up, but she was also an affectionate girlfriend.

*I miss them today.*

Ddolddoli and Muscles, whom she could now only keep buried in her heart, felt especially missed today. Even though she hadn't had many connections with women, as a man, she had wanted to date a woman at least once.

"You have the day off today, right?"
"Yes. Have you eaten breakfast?"
"I haven't! I was waiting to eat with you, oppa!"
"You should have just eaten."

As Eun-Ha was watching the back door of the bus with envy, the girl got off the bus with the man, displaying affection that would make onlookers cringe.

"Huh?!"

But then. Eun-Ha let out a near-scream when she saw the man who got off the bus.

The man who consistently showed indifferent reactions to the girl while subtly taking care of her.
The man who made the girl wait at the bus stop, all bundled up in an oversized coat, was someone Eun-Ha knew.
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"I can't believe this..."

Eun-Ha trembled at the unbelievable reality before her.
The man who could make his girlfriend act so cutesy was an equally unbelievable existence.

A man who resented his own talent.
Who blamed his lack of strength.
Who envied those more talented than himself.

The guy who trolled during training.
The one who fell for a villain's honeyed words.
Not completely bald, but with very short hair—a buzz cut.

"Go Sun-Jo has a girlfriend?!"

Yes, it was Go Sun-Jo, the mackerel stew.

"Huh?!"

Go Sun-Jo, who had been looking at the girl with an indifferent expression, turned his head in surprise at Eun-Ha's scream.

"Who is it...?"
"Ah, um... well..."
"...That person. It's Eun-Ha. Shin Eun-Ha."

When Go Sun-Jo faced Eun-Ha, he shyly averted his gaze, but the girl behind him stared coldly at Eun-Ha.
No, glared would be more accurate.
While hiding behind Go Sun-Jo's back.

*Every day it was Eun-Ha this, Eun-Ha that. He only talked about that woman.*

The girl clearly didn't welcome Eun-Ha's presence. Whenever he called, he would inevitably mention Eun-Ha at least once.

*She seems quite jealous.*

Eun-Ha actually envied the girl's reaction.
She disliked another woman approaching her boyfriend. In other words, she was the jealous type who only had eyes for one person!
Eun-Ha wished she could date a woman who liked her that much, even if just for a month.

"...Ah! Th-this is..."

Noticing Eun-Ha's envious gaze, Go Sun-Jo hurriedly moved the girl hiding behind him to his front.

"O-oppa!"
"She's not my girlfriend—"

The girl, who had covered her entire body and even wore a mask to hide most of her face, was startled and fidgeted nervously.

"She's my younger sister. Go Su-Ah. She can't attend school because of her unusual ability, but she's in the same class as you."
"...Huh??"

*Sister... sister???*

This time, Eun-Ha was surprised for a different reason.
Though Eun-Ha had no siblings herself, she knew from various sources that siblings typically don't get along that well.

Wasn't there something about genetic-level aversion?
Of course, there are close siblings in the world. But cases like this were rare. At least, Eun-Ha had never seen it.

*Come to think of it, I think my mother mentioned something like this before.*

Faced with these successive shocks, Eun-Ha couldn't say anything.

"G-Go Su-Ah... Nice to... not meet you. Disappear. Don't come near my oppa."
"Hey, what are you saying to someone who saved me...?"
"I don't like her!"

Su-Ah shouted and hid behind Go Sun-Jo again. Her golden eyes, not covered by the mask, watched Eun-Ha with wariness and jealousy.

"Our oppa is stupid!"
"Hey!"

And then she suddenly started insulting Go Sun-Jo.

"And he's ugly! Eyes like a frozen pollack! Always keeping his hair in a buzz cut because he doesn't want to style it!"
"W-wait... why are you suddenly like this??"
"He can't even control his powers properly! No talent! Bad at studying and bad at sports!"

Go Sun-Jo was embarrassed by Su-Ah's sudden verbal attack. But Su-Ah paid no attention to his reaction and desperately continued shouting.

"His fashion sense is terrible, he can't cook, and he has no financial sense! He stole all the good genes from me! And, and... anyway, he's totally ugly!!!"

After spewing every possible insult, Su-Ah fell silent. Go Sun-Jo fidgeted uncomfortably and glanced at Eun-Ha.

*Why is she acting like this?*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand what was happening. She could understand the open hostility—there might be one or two sisters in the world who really love their brothers.
But what just happened was beyond comprehension.

First showing obvious affection for her brother, then suddenly insulting him.

*Could it be a split personality? Is that why she can't attend school?*

This was the best answer Eun-Ha could come up with.

"Ah, anyway, Eun-Ha. Who are you meeting? That, um... pret— mmph!"
"Don't say it!"
"I'm waiting for someone who's coming to pick me up. They said the place is a bit far."

Go Sun-Jo couldn't understand his sister's intentions either. All he could do was change the subject before more of his flaws were exposed.
Even though Su-Ah interrupted him, his intention was conveyed properly.

*So she has a boyfriend...*

After removing the hand covering his mouth, Go Sun-Jo looked at Eun-Ha's outfit again.

Her attire suggested she was going on a date with someone. Despite her short stature, she had a pure and innocent charm.

*Who could it be? Maybe a college student from the academy's affiliated university??*

Go Sun-Jo already felt defeated. The fact that she was told to wait on this deserted road meant the person probably had their own car.

It was clear that someone older and more accomplished had claimed Eun-Ha before him.

*Clench.*

Feeling defeated, Go Sun-Jo trembled with his fist clenched. Something felt like it was about to burst from his chest.

*I had just decided to become a worthy man.*

He had been saved by Eun-Ha. But it was too late. His jealousy toward talented people, which he had barely managed to put aside, was threatening to boil over again.

"Ugh?!"
"Oppa. You've been staring at her this whole time."

As Go Sun-Jo gazed at Eun-Ha with a sense of defeat, Su-Ah, who had been watching him, pinched his waist hard. She didn't like how he was only looking at Eun-Ha.
She also disliked seeing him dejected and filled with a sense of defeat.

"Ah. I think they're here."

At Eun-Ha's words, he instinctively looked in the direction she was pointing.

An expensive-looking foreign car. After the Great Invasion, when trade with other countries became difficult, the value of foreign cars had skyrocketed.

The person coming to pick up Eun-Ha was clearly someone very, extremely accomplished.

*Screech.*

With a very soft sound, the car stopped next to Eun-Ha.
Soon, someone got out of the driver's seat and revealed themselves.

"..."

A woman in a stylish suit with a bread bag over her head.

* * *

"What kind of appearance is that?"

Eun-Ha asked the woman with the bread bag over her head, Yoo Ji-Yeon. She understood that Ji-Yeon didn't want people to discover their secretive relationship.

But wearing a bread bag over her head? It was so absurd that Eun-Ha couldn't even speak properly until they got into the car.

"I didn't want anyone to recognize me!"

After helping Eun-Ha fasten her seatbelt in the passenger seat, Ji-Yeon finally removed the bread bag.
She seemed embarrassed about wearing it, giving an awkward smile.

"...Sigh."
"Hehe. Hehehe..."

Ji-Yeon laughed nervously out of embarrassment.

"But with this car, we definitely won't be discovered."

Before getting in, Eun-Ha had confirmed that the car's interior wasn't visible from outside. From the inside, however, the view outward was relatively clear, with no obstruction to visibility.

Ji-Yeon had clearly put a lot of thought into it, as she had mentioned in her message.

"I put a lot of effort into it. Well, it's awkward to say myself, but being associated with a famous person could cause you a lot of trouble."

Ji-Yeon started the car and began driving forward. The car moved silently, just as it had when she came to pick up Eun-Ha.

*That's true.*

Ji-Yeon's words were welcome to Eun-Ha, who was juggling being a student and a magical girl.

"Ah. Wait a moment. Don't move."
"Hm?"

Looking at Ji-Yeon with gratitude, Eun-Ha noticed something stuck all over her head.

"Huh? Ugh! Nnngh!!"

Eun-Ha tried to reach out and brush it off, but it wasn't working as she expected. The safety belt, prioritizing the user's safety, held her body firmly in place, preventing her from moving.

*She's cute.*

Glancing at Eun-Ha, Ji-Yeon desperately tried to control her expression. Due to her small stature and short arms, Eun-Ha couldn't quite reach her head.

"Got it...!"

After a while, Eun-Ha's expression brightened. With great effort, she stretched her arm out and carefully brushed off the bread crumbs stuck on Ji-Yeon's head.

"What is all this? Don't they usually wrap bread at bakeries? Why are there so many crumbs on the bread bag?"
"Ah~ Well, a few days ago I used it as a sort of crumb catcher when I was eating bread in the car."

Hahahahaha.

Embarrassed at showing such an uncool side, Ji-Yeon laughed awkwardly. For some reason, she always ended up showing these unreliable aspects of herself to Eun-Ha.

"What about sunglasses? There are sunglasses here. If you had worn these when you went out..."
"When I actually looked for them, I couldn't find them. So I just used the bread bag I hadn't thrown away from last time..."

*She really didn't want to be discovered.*

In the morning.
To go out wearing a suit with a bread bag over her head in a place with people—that said it all.

It was both touching and a bit pathetic. Still, Eun-Ha didn't think badly of Ji-Yeon. Except for sending an excessive number of messages bordering on obsession, Ji-Yeon was definitely a good person.

"An S-rank hero shouldn't act like that. What if someone recognized you? It would be embarrassing."

Eun-Ha casually spoke while brushing off Ji-Yeon's shoulders. The bread crumbs weren't just in her hair—they made her black suit look like it was covered in dandruff.

Still, it wasn't a bad feeling to be liked this much by an S-rank hero. Eun-Ha felt as if she were someone special.

And she was grateful to Ji-Yeon for making her feel that way.

"Um... Ms. Yoo Ji-Yeon."
"..."

Eun-Ha awkwardly opened her mouth, believing that she should say what needed to be said.
But there was no response from Ji-Yeon.

*Maybe she didn't hear me because she's focusing on driving?*

"Ms. Yoo Ji-Yeon?"
"..."

Still no response.
Ji-Yeon remained silent.

*What's going on? Did I offend her by being too attentive?*

Eun-Ha, who had been looking at the passing scenery, turned her head to look at Ji-Yeon.

"You called me unnie yesterday..."

There was Ji-Yeon, grumbling quietly. She seemed displeased, with a sulky expression.

"Ah..."

Only then did Eun-Ha recall last night's memory. The way she had changed how she addressed Ji-Yeon to reduce the emotional distance between them.

*Damn, did I call her that for nothing?*
*No, looking at it differently, Ji-Yeon really wants to get closer to me.*

Eun-Ha hadn't expected her to be so openly disappointed. She chewed her lips, finding it difficult to speak.

It had been hard enough to send the message through her communication terminal, let alone say it out loud.

"..."

The sulking Ji-Yeon glanced at the hesitating Eun-Ha before turning her gaze back to the front. She couldn't hide her disappointment, wondering if she had expected too much.

"Um, uh..."

Eun-Ha's mouth finally opened. But proper words didn't come out.

"It worked fine when sending messages. Ahaha..."

Eun-Ha scratched the back of her head in embarrassment. She felt awkward for not being able to do something so simple.

*She's cute.*

Glancing at Eun-Ha's face, Ji-Yeon firmly set her mouth. Those flushed cheeks were too much. She wanted to bite and nibble those cheeks right away.

*If only she wasn't the same age as Soo-Hyun!*

Unaware of Ji-Yeon's thoughts, Eun-Ha was at a loss for what to do about her own awkwardness.
Since Ji-Yeon was the same age as her friend Jung Soo-Hyun, calling her "unnie" felt even more awkward. She had never called Soo-Hyun "oppa" except when they first met.

"...It's okay. Don't force yourself."
"No, I'm not forcing myself."

*Maybe I can get more out of her!*

Ji-Yeon decided to continue acting upset. She wanted to milk this rare opportunity for all it was worth.

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, still oblivious to Ji-Yeon's devious intentions, fell into contemplation.

*That's it! I'll just close my eyes and do it only for her! I can think of it as practice!*

If changing one form of address could increase the chances of her request being granted, she would gladly do it.

*Besides, I don't have a clear way to return to being a man right now. I'll just use it until then.*

Eun-Ha still had lingering attachments to her male gender. But even if she knew how to return, it was already too late. She had already enrolled in the academy.

So for at least three years—until graduating from the academy—she had to live as a woman.

*No, I still have my pride. Maybe I should have said "noonim" instead? "Noonim" would be a bit... weird, but still better. No, I look like a woman on the outside! Right! There's nothing to be embarrassed about in the first place!*

Eun-Ha continued to waver in her thoughts.

*She's cute.*

At this rate, one might wonder how many times the word "cute" would appear in Ji-Yeon's mind today, given how liberally she was using it.
Eun-Ha's agonized groaning was distracting enough to interfere with her driving.

"Haaaa- Phew-"

*Flash!*
Having steeled herself, Eun-Ha finally opened her eyes.

"U-unnie is. So Ji-Yeon unnie is..."

*What was I going to say?*

She was at a loss for words.
Having focused too much on the address issue, Eun-Ha had completely forgotten what she originally wanted to say.

She quickly rolled her eyes, trying to remember her original intention, but what she had meant to say was already lost in the sea of forgetfulness.

*At least say something else... That's it!*

"Breakfast! Did you eat breakfast?"

In the end, unable to recall what she had meant to say, Eun-Ha blurted out what Go Su-Ah had said when looking at Go Sun-Jo.

"...No."

Once again, Ji-Yeon gave a short answer.
Despite being addressed with her preferred title, her expression showed no signs of improvement.

*Get it together get it together get it together get it together get it together*

That's how it appeared to Eun-Ha.

In reality, in a position just out of Eun-Ha's sight, like Two-Face with a split face, the left side of Ji-Yeon's face was grinning more widely than ever before.

Grotesque as it was, it was a feat no ordinary person could accomplish. Truly befitting an S-rank.

Trying to maintain some dignity by controlling at least half of her expression, Ji-Yeon glanced at Eun-Ha.

*Calm down calm down calm down calm down calm down calm down calm down.*

Perhaps because Ji-Yeon still appeared displeased, Eun-Ha looked dejected.
Even this appearance was dangerously heart-racing to Ji-Yeon, whose judgment was completely clouded by infatuation.

*Tap!*

Ji-Yeon quickly switched to autonomous driving mode. At this rate, she might end up crossing the Jordan River with Eun-Ha.

"I'm joking. Just joking. Was I too harsh? I waited without eating because you said you were coming after morning training. Let's eat together when we get home. You said you like meat, right? I have a lot of meat at home. Oh, is meat too heavy for breakfast?"
"Meat!"

Eun-Ha's eyes lit up.

*This is it!*

"What kind of meat do you like? I have chicken, pork, beef, everything. I really like meat so I keep all kinds and eat whatever. What do you think? Which do you prefer?"
"I like them all!"

Eun-Ha's eyes shone even brighter.

*She's cute.*

Cute count: 4.
By the time they arrived at the officetel, Ji-Yeon's count had increased to 20, reacting excessively to each and every one of Eun-Ha's actions.

Ch.113 - Yoo Ji-yeon's Studio Apartment (3)
The two of them arrived at the spacious officetel, far too large for just one or two people, and immediately prepared breakfast.

"Can we really eat all of this?" Eun-Ha stared at the food piled so high it looked like it might break the table legs.

Meat here.
Meat there.
Meat everywhere.
A wild party of meat.

The trouble started when Eun-Ha, who had offered to help and donned an apron that was "conveniently ready," saw the refrigerator full of meat. When told she could use it all, she got excited and made a ton of improvised dishes she'd learned while living alone and surviving at The Front Line.

*I went overboard without thinking.*

Faced with this excessive meat feast, Eun-Ha nervously glanced at Yoo Ji-Yeon.

"It's fine! If there's leftovers, we can just heat them up later!"

In truth, Ji-Yeon was just as complicit. She had lavished praise on Eun-Ha's improvised cooking, and with her own cooking added to the mix, they'd ended up in this situation.

Without blaming Eun-Ha at all, Ji-Yeon realized they couldn't possibly eat everything in one sitting, so she put some of the food away in the refrigerator.

Still, the table remained covered with meat.

"What are you doing this weekend? Oh, this is delicious."

Ji-Yeon put a bacon and cheese roll that Eun-Ha had made into her mouth while casually probing about Eun-Ha's schedule. She was plotting to draw Eun-Ha into this officetel whenever possible.

"This weekend? Ah, I have plans. ...With the chairman of Cheonil Group."
"Cheonil?! You don't mean In Cheon-Yong??"
"Yep. He told me to just come as I am. ...Oh, I wonder if there's a dress code for expensive places...?"

*Haram said she'd choose somewhere that wouldn't make me uncomfortable, but she's been a young lady from birth to nature.*

Eun-Ha grew worried, as the most expensive ingredient she'd ever eaten was protein powder she'd splurged on.

She had never personally chosen women's clothes. She only cared about comfort and functionality, so she'd never even seen clothes suitable for expensive, fancy restaurants.

*Dress code... Eun-Ha in a dress??*

Ji-Yeon's eyes sharply scanned Eun-Ha.

"?!"

Suddenly, magical energy emanated from her, sweeping over Eun-Ha's entire body in an instant.

Face. Never seen a prettier girl.

Height. Petite.

Chest. Present, but certainly not voluptuous. Something that could be managed with the right undergarments.

Waist. Slender. So slender it made one wonder what she ate on a daily basis.

Hips. Not extremely wide, but enough to accentuate her figure.

Thighs. Neither too thin nor too thick. Pleasing to the eye.

As if she'd seen Eun-Ha naked, Ji-Yeon finished her assessment in an instant and smiled gently.

"Then shall I introduce you to someone I know? They're a bit unusual, but they have a good eye. They could quickly recommend a dress or two that would suit Eun-Ha. They could also match accessories if needed."

She acted as if nothing had happened.
Goosebumps covering her body, Eun-Ha briefly gave Ji-Yeon a resentful look before eating a piece of meat and letting it go.

"Is that okay? What if someone finds out?"
"It's fine, it's fine. They're tight-lipped, and if worse comes to worst..."

Ji-Yeon's gaze shifted toward a knife standing in the corner of the room.

"...I'll just choose something myself. Haram will probably come with me anyway, so I'll get her help too."
"Really? That's too bad."

Despite her words, Ji-Yeon was grinning broadly.
She couldn't help it—she was in a good mood.
It was also because she felt the hole in her chest gradually filling.

*When was the last time I ate with someone else like this?*

Suddenly, Ji-Yeon tried to recall.

Her family had passed away long ago, and she didn't know many people. Unless it was an official occasion or a business meeting involving company profits and losses, she had rarely shared meals with anyone.

Living like this repeatedly, she had grown accustomed to loneliness, and her heart had become numb.

But what about now?
Sharing a meal with the girl in front of her while chatting about nothing special made the food taste much better than usual.

Even though it was made with ordinary ingredients. Even though it was prepared the same way as always, it tasted better.

Above all, she felt at ease.
Even without being completely close, her heart felt lighter, as if she had temporarily put down the burdens that had been weighing on her shoulders.

Just spending time like this was healing for Ji-Yeon.

*Next time I meet the magical girl, I should thank her.*

A connection formed through the magical girl's guidance. Though it was a belated thought, Ji-Yeon was grateful to Optima.
Thanks to her, she had been able to meet Eun-Ha.

*How much should I give her as matchmaking payment? Should I give cash? If I use a card, my identity might be revealed. Ah! Come to think of it!*

As her thoughts began to wander, Ji-Yeon finally came to her senses and looked at Eun-Ha.

"Those clothes must be uncomfortable to wear indoors. Want to change into something comfortable? After we finish eating."
"What? Comfortable clothes?"
"Yes. Comfortable clothes."

Ji-Yeon's smile gleamed with a mischievous light.


* * *


"Brother. You like her."
"Huh? What's that all about suddenly? Let's just eat."

Rewinding time, at Go Soon-Jo and Go Soo-Ah's home.
The two were having breakfast in the two-room apartment provided by the academy for Soo-Ah, who was taking online classes at home.

Soo-Ah had prepared a hearty meal including mackerel, as it was a rare day when Soon-Jo was home.
However, her mood was not good at all.

It was because of Soon-Jo, who kept pretending not to notice despite obviously showing signs of liking Eun-Ha.

That her brother, whom she loved more than anyone and could even say she was in love with, had come to like another girl during their brief separation.

*I'm sure that girl must have flirted with him. The so-called player I've only heard about...!*

Soo-Ah firmly believed that no girl other than herself would be nice to Soon-Jo.

*No. I absolutely cannot lose my brother!*

As if her place was by Soon-Jo's side, Soo-Ah stuck close to him and suddenly snatched his rice bowl.

"Aahn."
"I can eat by myself. What's gotten into you suddenly?"
"Aahn!"
"Sigh..."

Soon-Jo reluctantly opened his mouth and began eating the rice Soo-Ah fed him.

*I'll never let her take him!*

Soo-Ah hated Eun-Ha. That pathetic look on her brother's face should be hers alone.
And her heart ached. She knew that as she was now, she could never captivate her brother.

Even she, as a woman, found Eun-Ha lovable. Even consumed with jealousy, she couldn't help but feel that way when she saw her.

She was so different from herself.

*Let's do my best today too.*

It was time to make a decision.

After finishing her meal, Soo-Ah went to her room and looked at herself in the full-length mirror.

Skin with a bluish tint. The goat horns growing from her head and the tail sprouting from her tailbone.
She was clearly not an ordinary person.

*These eyes make me uncomfortable every time I see them.*

Even after about two years, Soo-Ah was still uncomfortable with her black sclera. The same went for her vertically slit pupils.

But this was actually much better. When Soo-Ah first changed like this in her second year of middle school, her nails were pointed, and she could even make her teeth pointed at will.
Her skin color was darker than now, and she even had wings.

An appearance so different, so alien compared to Eun-Ha.

*If only I hadn't made that mistake back then.*

Soo-Ah hung her head with regret. A malicious disease originating from subculture had turned her into this form.

Though the time had long passed, it was a disease that often affected emotionally sensitive middle schoolers who easily immersed themselves in works they liked.
In other words, it was chuunibyou.

The current Soo-Ah was the collaborative creation of her chuunibyou and her supernatural power.

"I am a beautiful girl. I am a pure, beautiful girl. I am a beautiful girl. I am a beautiful girl loved by my brother. I am a beautiful girl. I am a pure, beautiful girl. I am a beautiful girl. I am a beautiful girl loved by my brother..."

Soo-Ah began reciting similar phrases in a gloomy voice. Soon, the magical energy flowing with her words filled the room.

*If I keep reciting this incantation, I can return to being human again, just like when I changed in middle school.*

It might seem ridiculous, but she was sincere.
More sincere than ever.
She would return to being human again.
For her brother who had loved her despite this hideous appearance. To not lose her brother to another woman!

*I'll go to school and dig up all the bad things about Shin Eun-Ha. Then I'll tell my brother about them!*

Soo-Ah continued muttering that she was human, filling her words with intense determination.


* * *


"Hmm."

Meanwhile, Foriner was, unusually, watching a girl other than Eun-Ha.

It was Go Soo-Ah.
The girl possessing the rare power of incantation was desperately looking at herself in the full-length mirror, repeating that she was human.

"I never imagined there would be a case of someone becoming a demon race on their own. How interesting."

Foriner liked Soo-Ah.
Of course, that didn't mean he was thinking of making a contract with her.
He was simply intrigued because he had never seen a case like Soo-Ah before.

A case of becoming a demon race through one's own power.
Demon races were species from other universes specialized in utilizing magical energy and using magic.

Foriner couldn't help but be interested, as he never imagined he would see a demon race on this Earth.

"So the invasion of Gresorion had an influence after all."

If supernatural powers had originally existed in this world, and if Gresorion's great invasion hadn't happened, that phenomenon would not have occurred.

"She has carved out a promising future for herself. That girl. I look forward to what's to come."

Even if she desperately repeats her incantation and becomes human again, the potential ability gained from becoming a demon race would remain.
The potential gained from becoming a demon race, while not allowing her to use magic since she couldn't learn it, would greatly help her use the similar power of supernatural abilities.

In other words, Soo-Ah had become a specialized being in using supernatural powers without even awakening.
Though not comparable to Eun-Ha, the purity of magical energy contained in Soo-Ah's core was considerable.

"Yes. Incantation needs to be at that level to be useful. Humans consider ordinary incantation users powerful, but that is the potential that an incantation artist should originally possess."

Foriner's eyes smiled slyly.

"And if she reaches awakening, that child will become another hope for humanity."

He needed to change his plans a little.

Ch.114 - Yoo Ji-yeon's Studio Apartment (4)
"It's been so long since I've had a break like this~"

Haa. A contented sigh escapes from Yoo Ji-Yeon... no, Ji-Yeon unnie. Watching her like this reminds me of my mother whenever she finally gets a day off.

Perhaps as a reaction to how hard she's been working, she's just sprawled out, looking completely unwilling to do anything. Though she appears lethargic, she seems utterly happy just lying there, as if that's the best thing in the world.

Knowing both my mother and Ji-Yeon unnie are such busy people, I can't bring myself to criticize them for this behavior.

[Oh my goodness! Look at this! Even though it went in covered in sauce, there's not a trace of grease left!]
[Wow~ Is this even possible? Even dishes with dried, stuck-on rice grains come out perfectly clean!]

On the home shopping channel, a man and woman are enthusiastically promoting a product. They're showing close-ups of spotlessly cleaned dishes to demonstrate how effective it is.

"Are dishwashers really that convenient?"
"Of course. Super convenient. Less dishes to wash by hand. It improves your quality of life. Hmm... should I buy that...?"

Ji-Yeon unnie's voice comes from below me. To be completely honest, she's lying on the sofa with her head resting on my thigh.

Though her words sound hesitant, it seems like she's already halfway convinced.

Why is she saying it out loud though? Could she possibly be feeling like a husband checking with his wife before buying a hobby item?

Curious, I glance down at her, and sure enough, she quickly averts her gaze from me.

*Why is she looking to me for approval?*

It's ridiculous. But since she reacted that way, maybe I should respond properly.

"Are you really going to buy it? The one in your kitchen doesn't seem that old. How much is this one? Is it more expensive? Actually, how much was your current one?"
"I-I'm just saying. I don't actually buy things from home shopping."
"...Really?"
"Once I went overboard and my entire apartment was filled with delivery boxes... Ahahahaha..."

She must have learned her lesson the hard way. The fact that she doesn't mention money issues shows just how well S-rank heroes are paid.
With too much money and not enough time, she probably ended up buying things thoughtlessly.

Ji-Yeon unnie, who was now looking directly at me, quickly turned her head toward me when she noticed me staring.

"Hmm~ By the way, Eun-Ha. What shampoo do you use?"
"Me? I just use whatever my friend picked out for me at the supermarket."
"Supermarket...? What brand? What product?"
"I don't really pay attention to that kind of thing."

Suddenly, Ji-Yeon unnie grabs my hair and smells it.

I don't know what's so nice about the smell of someone else's hair, but she looks completely content. It seems like she might melt away at any moment.

"Really? Ah~ So soft and bouncy~"
"When you say it like that, you make my thigh sound like food."
"So what? It's not like I'm going to eat you. Unless I were a man, I guess."

Then she starts rubbing her cheek against my thigh. Every time she moves, her rough breath touches different places.
It's a good thing she's a woman; if she were a man like she said, I might have kicked her away in disgust.

"Ugh! Be honest. You made me change clothes for this, didn't you?"

Just imagining it makes goosebumps rise all over my body.

"Correct!"

I suspected as much.
Ji-Yeon unnie answers immediately with sparkling eyes, then strokes my goosebumps away. It creates an indescribable ticklish sensation.

"Pervert."

I don't know what she's doing.

The clothes she brought, claiming my original outfit would be uncomfortable, were indeed comfortable.
A tank top and dolphin pants, a slight variation from my usual t-shirt and dolphin pants combination.

As soon as I changed and came out, she patted the sofa for me to sit, then immediately sprawled out to enjoy my thigh.

She had planned this from the beginning.

*The higher up people are, the weirder their tastes seem to be.*

Seeing Ji-Yeon unnie like this reminds me of Foriner.
A self-proclaimed pervert.
Though Ji-Yeon unnie isn't nearly as bad as Foriner, she's still quite something.

"Mmm~ This soft, bouncy thigh with the scent of living flesh...! If this isn't heaven, what is? Seriously, they should distribute one of these to every household!"
"Distribute what?"
"What else? You, of course."
"...Well, if cloning technology advances and clone rights aren't recognized, that might happen."

I barely managed to hold back a sigh.
Who would have thought she'd be so obsessed with my thigh, even though we're biologically the same gender?

*Shampoo fragrance, huh.*

Come to think of it, Ji-Yeon unnie smelled my hair because of my shampoo scent. Curious, I grab a handful of her silver hair and smell it.

"Ugh."

An intense shampoo fragrance. Was she trying to cover up her natural smell? Ji-Yeon unnie's scent was overwhelmingly strong.

*It's not exactly unpleasant... but Se-Won's smell is more comforting and pleasant.*

I release my grip, and the silver strands of hair fall gently. She probably asked me about my shampoo because she knows her own scent is so strong.

"Hm? Oh, ah~ It's a bit strong, right? Monster smell tends to stick to me. I've gotten used to using strong scents. This kind of thing is actually quite popular at The Front Line."
"Ah~ It is a bit harsh."

I truly agree.
Monster meat tastes delicious, but the smell is quite unpleasant. One or two might be tolerable, but when the smell of multiple monsters accumulates, it becomes almost unbearable.

"Hmm.... Eun-Ha, what do you usually eat?"
"What? W-wait! Why are you touching my stomach like that?!"
"Well, you have almost no fat. After eating so heartily this morning, I'm just curious where it all went. Isn't that natural?"

Ji-Yeon unnie completely turned her body toward me.
Then she suddenly started poking and touching my stomach. It felt like several small snakes crawling up from my stomach to my waist, and eventually to my solar plexus.

"Eek!"

I could feel goosebumps rising again that had just settled down.

When I touch myself, I don't feel much, but when someone else touches me, it's so ticklish that I can't help but flinch.

"I'm glad I bought the right size. If I just lift it up a tiny bit, your pretty belly button... Ow!"

*Bonk!*

I chopped her head with the side of my hand. Perhaps because there's nobody else in this officetel, I feel less inhibited.
Maybe this is happening because I called her "unnie" first.
I dug my own grave.

"How did you know my size anyway?"
"Ah~ Ah... E-eye measurement?"
"I see."

I accepted it.

Ji-Yeon unnie's eyes rolled to the side. It looked like she was lying, but since it was an S-rank hero saying it, it seemed believable.
It's a perverted ability that even Foriner can do. It's probably possible.

After all, the only people who would know my size are my mother, Foriner, Haram, and Chae-eun.
None of them have any connection to Ji-Yeon unnie. Though as an S-rank hero, she might or might not have some connection to Foriner, which makes me a bit uneasy...

*Surely she wouldn't have made a deal with Foriner just to get my size.*

I look down at Ji-Yeon unnie.
Since she changed out of her formal wear like I did, her outfit is quite revealing.
Not as much as Chae-eun, but similar to Haram, with bouncing fat deposits.

*Should I touch her back as revenge?*

Gulp!

The sound of swallowing seems unusually loud. Her chest is smaller than my classmate Chae-eun's, but it's certainly not small.
It seems strange not to touch a chest that's so openly presented.

"!!"

But unfortunately, the opportunity flew away.

"...Ah."

Our eyes met. Startled, I let out an involuntary sound.

"Oh right! I never told you why I suddenly changed my officetel. Hahahahaha..."
"Ah, ah~ Y-yes! I was curious about that!"

But Ji-Yeon unnie seems to have something she feels guilty about too, as she starts rambling TMI as soon as our eyes meet.
Originally, she had bought an officetel relatively close to the academy, but I received a message saying she had suddenly moved.

""...""

The conversation ends there. After exchanging one sentence each, silence falls.

Glance.
Glance.
Both Ji-Yeon unnie and I awkwardly check each other's reactions.

"So... I, I didn't spend much! Not much at all, but I thought being farther from the academy might mean running into fewer people I know."
"Y-yes, that makes sense. Good thinking. Yes."
"And! Didn't you say you had a favor to ask today...?"

*Oh no!*

I had completely forgotten.
If it weren't for Ji-Yeon unnie desperately trying to continue the conversation, I might have forgotten entirely.

*Why did I forget this?*

This was the very reason I was trying to get close to Ji-Yeon unnie.
It was Ji-Yeon unnie's strategy to tempt me with meat and breasts.
What a fearsome person.

"Yes. I do."

I quickly gathered my thoughts and spoke as if nothing had happened.

"I want to find my precious friend."

And I conveyed my purpose to her. The reason I started attending the academy in the first place.


* * *


"It's been a while since I've been here too."

As soon as I left Ji-Yeon unnie's officetel and returned to my room, I immediately went somewhere else.

"Well, I tend to visit you more often, so it can't be helped. What do you think of my changed room?"
"It looks expensive."

I went straight to Foriner's personal space.
It was still a completely enclosed space without windows or doors, but the furniture had changed since my last visit. The common factor was that everything looked expensive.
It was a private space drenched in money.

"So. What brings you to me, my contractor? Perhaps you missed me?"

Foriner greeted me with a slimy smile.
It's a smile that gives me a visceral aversion every time I see it. Considering his previous comments about not caring about gender, he probably gives that smile to everyone.

"As if. I came because I have something to ask you."

I raise my middle finger, telling him to eat shit if he's going to talk nonsense. It's not really appropriate behavior toward someone above me, a quasi-omnipotent Transcendent...
But he'll probably forgive me with his Transcendent-like magnanimity.

"Something to ask..."

As I sit across from Foriner, he crosses his legs and stalls.
Despite this stalling, his eyes suggest he already knows what I want.

"...I want to become stronger. More than I am now."
"Hmm. I see. A way to become stronger."

Raising one eyebrow and pretending to be surprised, Foriner shows his twisted hobby once again.

"Power obtained from others is like sand scooped up by hand, my contractor. Even if you hold it, it will all disappear with the slightest gap."
"...What about the magic you gave me?"
"That's different. Your power as a magical girl is a talent you already possessed. It's like handing a gun to someone with talent as a marksman."

That's right.
When we made the contract, or maybe a little after, Foriner said he offered the contract because I already had talent as a magical girl.

"So... I have no choice but to grow on my own?"
"That's right. Since you're a magical girl, you can't have a hero as your mentor. Your mother might get angry."
"What does being a magical girl have to do with anything?"
"I trust you, but I don't trust your head."
"......"

I was speechless.
Even the great Foriner had occasions where he facepalmed because of me, so I really had nothing to say.
It meant that if I were introduced to a potential mentor and became friendly with them, I might accidentally reveal my identity, whether by mistake or otherwise.

"So there's essentially no way to grow quickly."

He drew a clear line.
I couldn't hide my disappointment. I had asked him because I thought he, as a Transcendent, would know.

"Besides, weren't you originally planning for growth over three years? Three years is an incredibly short time compared to others. And you've already achieved excellent growth, even though not even half a year has passed."
"Still. The enemies are too strong to wait for growth. If I could at least use a powerful technique... That's it! A finishing move! If I had an incredibly powerful finishing move...!"

Although it might be difficult to learn a finishing move from someone, it was tempting in terms of immediate power increase.
Almost every A-rank has one, and occasionally even some B-rank heroes have finishing moves.

"Indeed, your current situation requires improvement in the realm of techniques rather than physical abilities or magical power, so learning what you call a finishing move would be important."

Foriner observes me with his chin resting on his hand. Not his usual slimy face, but a rather serious one.
If he can make this kind of face, I wish he would show it more often.

"Hmm... But there's nothing I can do. Direct teaching is impossible according to our contract. Instead, why not seek advice from someone else?"
"That's why I came to you now."

Someone much more knowledgeable about magic than me. No, someone who knows incomparably more than I do, so they might know something.
I looked at him with desperate eyes, hoping for a good answer.

"As I said earlier, unfortunately, that's impossible,"
"What?! You're a Transcendent!"
"I am not an omnipotent being. Nor am I alone at the top. However, I can recommend someone for advice."
"!!"

My eyes lit up.
While I wondered who could give advice if Foriner couldn't, I quietly waited for him to speak.

"Incheon Yong. The chairman of Cheonil Group, whom you know. Though young for a chairman, he previously risked his life defending humanity at The Front Line."
"What?!"
"Although he didn't achieve great results and focused on company management instead, that makes him a suitable match for your level."
"My level..."

So that's it.
Because the difference in level and standard between Foriner and me before the contract is too great, it's difficult or even impossible for him to teach me anything.

If Foriner were human, I'd probably be something like a planarian in comparison.
It's frustrating, but it's reality, so I couldn't say anything.

"You're meeting him on Sunday, right? It's a good opportunity to ask him questions."
"Alright."
"Hmm... But I can't send my contractor away empty-handed."
"??"

*Snap!*

Foriner snapped his fingers.

"Look at this screen, my contractor."
"This is..."

A large screen appeared in front of me. It showed a familiar place from an aerial view.

"This is the transport hub you attacked once before. It's one of three hubs responsible for transporting Gresorion's various supplies and troops. It's also the largest one."
"Yes."

I nod.
This is where I first met Don-Hil.
And where I got my ass kicked for the first time as a magical girl.

*I want to win.*

Remembering that time, a feeling of frustration rises from deep in my heart.
I want to defeat Don-Hil, who seemed so arrogant, with my own hands.

"Huhu...! Does it bring back special memories?"
"Tch, cut the crap and get to the point."

Foriner really knows how to make people feel bad, not good.

"Destroying this place will be your next mission."
"What?!"
"Of course, the monster in charge of this hub is an A-rank monster, but you can disable the hub's functionality, can't you? Surely someone of your caliber wouldn't say they can't do it."

Foriner's expression changes.
His serious expression disappears, replaced by his usual slimy one.

"Of course I can! I just need to wipe it out in one go!"
"Good. Good. Approach it with that mindset."

*Oops!*

In the end, I fell for his simple provocation.
His slimy expression made me so annoyed that I fell for it.

"...So. Is there a reason you suddenly want me to attack this place?"
"Of course. Recently, you've been focusing more on the Villain Association than monsters, right?"
"Yes. The situation demanded it."
"That's why. While the Villain Association is also our enemy, our true enemy is Gresorion. The monsters."

He was right. I had to nod and agree with his words.

While the Villain Association falls under the category of humanity's enemies in terms of defeating them, the true enemies are inevitably the monsters.

"And the longer we give monsters time, the faster they increase in number. There's a need for regular extermination."
"But there's The Front Line. Isn't that where most troops are concentrated? No matter how many there are, they'd pour everything there, right...?"
"Is that really the case?"

Foriner's expression becomes serious again.

"Of course, what you say is correct. However, there's a possibility they're pretending to invest everything in The Front Line while secretly gathering forces."
"...So you want me to destroy the transport hub? To reduce their forces and disrupt the transport of troops and supplies."
"Correct! As expected of my contractor! You've learned to understand such things! This kind of growth pleases me more than any other!"

*Clap clap clap clap!!*

The loud sound of applause spreads throughout the room.

*Damn it.*

Of course, this kind of treatment wasn't pleasant.

"Then I should also extract information like last time."
"By information, do you mean the one called The Mute One?"
"...Yes. And it's also a good opportunity to increase my magical power."

I continued the conversation, knowing there was nothing to gain by playing along with this atmosphere.
Just as I tried to extract information about Soo-Hyun before, this time I'll extract information about The Mute One. Whether it's actually there or not is something I'll find out when I go, but there's no harm in trying.

"That's true. Recently, you've been focusing on villains, so you haven't been able to kill monsters that could be sources of magical power. You could have dealt with the villains on the spot rather than restraining them all."
"But they're still people."
"Oh?"
"Rather than killing them, making them rot in prison would be more painful for them. I noticed many villains were drug users."

"How kind."
Foriner said this after hearing my words.

It's a statement I can't understand.
Who would seriously call themselves kind?

"In that case. Though it's nothing special, I'll give you a piece of advice, my contractor."

As if giving me a reward, Foriner opened his mouth.

...The fact that it was surprisingly reasonable advice was a secret.

Ch.115 - Promise (1)
"My contractor. A being capable of thought and possessing will must choose and walk the path that branches into tens, hundreds, thousands of directions by their own will."

Foriner's words come to mind.
Words he'd said claiming he should at least say something since he'd come all this way.

"I..."

Have I been making my own choices in life?

I close my eyes and ask myself.
Half right,
Half wrong.

There were things that a small existence like me could decide, and things I couldn't.
If weighing life and death and surviving at the cost of my gender counts as a choice, then I suppose it was one. But the desire to live is an instinct everyone has.

*I don't know.*

My mind keeps giving me the same answer: I don't know.

Then am I doing well now? Once again, I throw this question at myself.
I toss it toward the ceiling, and the rebounding question flies back to me.

*I don't think I've been living desperately enough.*

At least not now.
The answer is neither affirmative nor negative, but ambiguous and unexpected.
Yet it's answer enough.

The Academy is surprisingly a place of fierce competition. Academy grades can be the measure that determines one's rank, reputation, and popularity. No, they are.
They have to be.

Even though just getting into the Academy is practically a guaranteed success. People tend to look for heroes who are more exceptional, cool, and beautiful among them.
Satisfying these conditions means being a hero candidate who performed well at the Academy.

And as someone who meets most of these conditions, I can't help but become complacent.
Of course, I'm working hard toward my goals.
It's just that I haven't been desperate enough.

*Not enough.*

When I close my eyes, a scene flashes in my mind.
The figure of The Mute One, who instantly pierced through Park Sang-Heon whom I couldn't handle, absorbed his power, and then butchered me mercilessly with movements invisible to the eye.

As soon as that scene finished playing in my head, my mind continued to replay the next one.
Don-Hil, crushing me with overwhelming gravity and sneering.

*I need power. I need more refined techniques.*

To defeat those two, I needed to become stronger.

And the quickest power I could obtain would be a finishing move. A technique combining power and skill—the signature move of a hero.

A magical girl should be able to have a finishing move too.

"It would be nice if I could find an answer."

Unfortunately, my mind didn't tell me what that finishing move should be.
If I could solve it myself, I wouldn't need to reach out to others.

That's the problem—I can't.

With no answer in sight, I felt utterly lost. My chest felt so tight I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs.

*Your growth is dazzling. I never dreamed that you, who merely uses magic, would awaken advanced healing magic on your own and revive hair follicles.*

As if to ease this suffocating feeling, Foriner's well-timed praise surfaced in my mind.

I didn't understand magic.
Instinctively, intuitively, I revised and evolved the structure of magic.
It might have been mere coincidence, or perhaps due to the talent that made Foriner choose me.

"Hah..."

Still, his words were only temporary comfort. The answer still eludes me. A sigh flowing from deep within my chest filled the ceiling.

"...I can't reach it."

I slowly stretched my hand upward toward the unreachable ceiling.
It's foolish to keep dwelling on a problem that won't be solved right away.
Above all, I hate it.

*Let's shift my focus for now.*

From my core to my arm, from my arm to my fingertips.
Eventually, pure white magical power extended from my hand.

"Is this also evidence of my growth...?"

There was no one to answer my question. When I came to my senses, I noticed the light of my magic had changed. The healing magic that once glowed green had somehow transformed into a bright, dazzling white light.

The faintly glowing thread of magic gradually extended until it reached the ceiling.
Once it touched the ceiling, the magical thread began to spread its branches.

*This is perfect when I can't train.*

My mother's emphasis on consistency, again and again. Though I haven't yet reached the level of stealing and controlling others' magic, my magic control itself has visibly improved.

*My contractor. A being capable of thought and possessing will must choose and walk the path that branches into tens, hundreds, thousands of directions by their own will.*

"Branches..."

Just like the words that resurfaced in my mind, the magical thread split into tens, hundreds, thousands of branches, extending from the center of the ceiling toward the edges.

When I infused different amounts of magic into each branch to vary their thickness, they resembled the roots of an old tree.

"Come to think of it..."

Magic. There was something I'd been thinking about.
I don't remember when it started, but practicing magic without transforming.
I had completely forgotten about it.

*Let me try again now.*

As my will transferred to the magical threads, the branches that had spread to the walls quickly began to gather toward the center.

"Healing."
"Enhancement."
"Transmutation."
"Stealth."

The gathered magical threads took the form of the spell formulas that appeared in my mind.

"Each one is lacking."

The spell formulas that were perfect when transformed into Virginia or Optima now had holes in them.

"Yet they still work. They're still effective."

Compared to a long time ago, the holes had decreased. Unfortunately, since this wasn't my main concern, I didn't pay much attention to it.

"Except for stealth magic, they're all quite usable now."

The stealth magic with its holes consumes a serious amount of magical power.

Healing, enhancement, transmutation, stealth. I endlessly drew the spell formulas for these four magics I could currently use on the ceiling.
Emptying my mind while constantly thinking about the forms of the magic circles.

"...I'm tired."

I'd drawn so many spell formulas I couldn't even count them. Perhaps because of that, the tightness in my chest had considerably eased.
The magical threads covering the ceiling gathered toward the center and were sucked back into me.

Thud.

My arm, having lost its strength, fell onto the bed.

"There we go."

That should do it.

*My contractor. A being capable of thought and possessing will must choose and walk the path that branches into tens, hundreds, thousands of directions by their own will.*

*And no one can force that path, nor should they. However, if you find yourself at a loss with no idea what to do, turn back and examine the path you've walked. Sometimes the answer lies there.*

*In other words, it's a path you must find for yourself.*

*Someone can advise and show you the direction, but walking that path with you is impossible.*

*Don't be hasty, my contractor.*

*Your growth is dazzling. I never dreamed that you, who merely uses magic, would awaken advanced healing magic on your own and revive hair follicles.*

Foriner's plausible-sounding words played again in my mind.
Like a lullaby, those repeatedly echoing words slowly made my eyes close.

My mind felt a little more at ease.


* * *


"What is this?"

With half-open eyes, I looked at the news flowing from the TV.

< Silver Flash Yoo Ji-Yeon, Racing Toward the Top of S-Rank? >

The caption reflected the feelings of those watching the broadcast.
A short video played on repeat, showing someone slicing through monsters with graceful movements.

< Appearing at The Front Line with Outstanding Performance >

The caption in the upper right corner also read this.
Ji-Yeon unnie's activities had noticeably increased since she left the officetel and spent time with me.

[ Hero Yoo Ji-Yeon. Is your noticeable increase in strength related to your three-month disappearance? ]

As the interview began, Ji-Yeon unnie smiled faintly at the camera. Just that alone would probably increase her fan club membership by 10%.

[ I found a vitality in life. ]

Vitality in life, nice.
It's a good thing. Everyone needs some vitality to be energetic.

The problem was that Ji-Yeon unnie's vitality happened to be me.

[ Vitality in life. May I ask what exactly that is? ]
[ Well... ]

Ji-Yeon unnie turned her gaze away with a slight blush on her face. The hesitant posture while holding a sword stained with monster blood seemed quite incongruous.

[ It's— ]

Beep—

I turned off the TV as soon as Ji-Yeon unnie's lips parted.
I was too afraid to watch any more. S-rank heroes typically have a thick fan base across all demographics.

What would happen if my existence was revealed there? A baptism of emotions including jealousy, envy, anger, and resentment, along with stalking and threats might be just the beginning.

"Really, I understand now why Ji-Yeon unnie was making such a fuss."

A true hero of humanity.
Humanity's hope.

Moreover, Ji-Yeon unnie had a thicker fan base than other S-rank heroes because she was also blessed with dazzling silver hair.

They act that way because they don't know she's actually a loose-screwed woman who clings to and obsesses over someone as small as me.

"No way am I letting this get out."

So to avoid troublesome situations, my relationship with Ji-Yeon unnie must be kept strictly secret.

Of course, if Ji-Yeon unnie weren't an S-rank hero, I wouldn't have accepted this arrangement.
I'm not a nice person.
I'm enduring this risk because there's something to gain from her.

"Let's lie down."

Knock knock.

Just as I tossed the remote onto the bed and flopped down, someone knocked on the door.

"Are you there? Are you awake?"
"Come in...wait?"

*Hold on.*

"What time is it...?"

The person knocking was Ha-Ram, one of today's appointment partners. But that wasn't the important thing right now.

I raised my wrist to check the time.
Just one minute past 6 o'clock.

"There's still plenty of time before our appointment, why are you here already?!"
"Why else!"

The door swung open wide as Ha-Ram strode into the room. With a rather serious expression, she approached me. Her hair flowed smoothly like water—I wondered when she'd gotten up and prepared.

"I knew you'd be like this. Go wash up now!"
"We have plenty of time. We even canceled morning training because you said we needed to prepare early."
"That's why you need to get ready now! Hurry!"
"Wha?!"

I'm not sure if she was always like this. Ha-Ram, who had approached me with determined steps, lifted me off the bed and carried me straight to the bathroom.

"Hey!"
"I'll bring you clothes to change into, so wash up right now!"
"This is crazy..."

Crazy father-obsessed girl.


* * *


"Ugh... What a state to be in first thing in the morning."
"I know, right? What would you have done if I hadn't come?"
"I'm in this state because you came. Otherwise, I would have prepared leisurely and left."

We left the dormitory and headed toward the Academy.

"The meeting place is in front of the school gate, right?"
"Yes. He'll probably arrive just as we get there. Really, it's going to be close."

Ha-Ram's voice betrayed her nervousness. She seemed determined not to be even a little late for the appointment.

"I feel so awkward."
"What's awkward?"

I unconsciously complained about the discomfort I felt on my face. It was a very slight discomfort that would probably be forgotten if I focused on something else, but perhaps because it was my first experience, it felt awkward.

"The makeup, of course."
"That's hardly even makeup. Wait. Don't tell me you've been living without even basic skincare all this time?"
"......"

I quietly turned my head away, avoiding her gaze.
Ha-Ram seems to think that this "basic skincare" or whatever is something everyone does.
Who actually does all that stuff like applying "first essence" or whatever, followed by skin, essence, and other English-named products?

It seems exhausting to live while paying attention to such things every day.

"W-well, makeup is..."
"Basic skincare is something everyone does regardless of gender. Se-Won does at least that much too."
"No way. How could anyone live doing something so annoying?"
"Sigh... Ask him later. He definitely wasn't doing it at the beginning of the semester... but he has been recently."

Ha-Ram's meaningful gaze fell on me. I just stared back blankly, not understanding what she meant.

"And you should do it consistently from now on. Chae-Eun and I will check after training."

*This is driving me crazy.*

This must be common sense among common sense. At least for Ha-Ram it seems to be. Considering I've never seen anyone doing this outside the Academy, it must be a very narrow form of common sense.

"Really. Even though you're not interested in these things, I thought you'd at least be interested in basic skincare—"
"If you keep talking, I'll tell your dad about all those weird disguises you wear when buying stuff at convenience stores."
"...Anyway, just pay more attention to it."

This seems to be the ultimate weapon against Ha-Ram. When I bring up Mr. In-Cheon Yong, this father-obsessed girl has no defense.
It feels like an emergency escape button that I should keep in mind for future use.

"But is this really okay?"

I look over the dress Ha-Ram chose for me from all angles. How should I put it—it's extremely defenseless. It seems like it would flip up even more easily than the school uniform skirt.
As evidence, the wind blew between my thighs more than it did with the school uniform skirt.

"I told you it is. I can't believe you don't trust your friend. I'm so hurt."

She's such a young lady—when I expressed doubt, Ha-Ram immediately burst into tears. At this point, I suspect she carries eye drops to be able to cry at any moment.

"So that's why everyone says Senior Yoo Ji-Yeon— Oh, he's here."
"?!"

Screech.

Just as our conversation shifted to small talk, a car stopped in front of me.

"What in the world."

The problem is that the car that stopped is a limousine.
Anyone watching would think it was picking up a VIP.

"It's just a normal car, isn't it? Hurry and get in. Or should I carry you in my arms like I did this morning?"

Ha-Ram smiles at me sweetly. Then she slips into the car as the door opens automatically. Usually she's cool, but when she's in a good mood, her playful side comes out.

"Geez."

One way or another, she must be happy about meeting her father.

Ch.116 - Promise (2)
The limousine, long enough to combine two sedans, was equally spacious inside.

"Daddy!"
"Oh my, our princess has gotten even prettier since I last saw you~?"

If there was one flaw with this limousine, it would be this father-daughter pair.
In Ha-Ram immediately clung to her father, In Cheon-Yong, and started acting cute the moment she saw him. Cheon-Yong's facial muscles immediately slackened into a goofy grin at the sight of his daughter.

"Daddy, I haven't seen you in so long..."
"No, you've gotten more..."
"No, Daddy is more..."

*They're both being ridiculous.*

Eun-Ha was annoyed by the father and daughter who seemed so concerned about others' gazes yet showed zero restraint in front of her.

"Hehehe. Hehehehe."
"Huhuhu. Huhuhuh."

*Is this really one of Korea's top conglomerate families?*

The gap between their public image and reality was torturing Eun-Ha in real-time.
People typically imagine chaebol families as having distant, formal relationships devoid of familial affection, but this family seemed to be the exception.

The dignified, charismatic Chairman of Cheonil Group, In Cheon-Yong.
The haughty, cold-hearted Cheonil heiress, In Ha-Ram.
Neither of those personas existed here.

*Is this why they chose a limousine?*

Eun-Ha turned her gaze away from the pair who had fallen into their own little world and looked at the speaker attached to the driver's seat.
It was clearly soundproofed, and there was a partition between the driver's seat and passenger area, making it impossible for the driver to witness this father-daughter spectacle.

"...I should practice instead."

In the end, all Eun-Ha could do was avert her eyes from their cringe-inducing behavior.
Feeling like a single person third-wheeling on a couple's date, she drew magical threads from both hands and focused on practicing her magic control.


* * *


"Wow..."

After passing through a large gate that belonged on a traditional noble house, a Korean restaurant with a small garden appeared. Without In Cheon-Yong, this would have been a place Eun-Ha might never have visited in her lifetime.

Eun-Ha, who had been pressed against the window admiring the restaurant's scenery, jumped out of the limousine as soon as it stopped.

*This must be really expensive, right? No, he said he'd choose somewhere that wouldn't make me uncomfortable. Maybe it just looks fancy on the outside.*

She looked around the traditional building, not straying too far from the limousine.

*Or maybe not? But the limousine... Right. They brought the limousine so those two idiots could be lovey-dovey, so this place must be reasonably priced.*

The traditional Korean restaurant with its classical atmosphere was certainly worth admiring.

"Huh huh."
"Hoo hoo."

By the time Eun-Ha had finished looking around the restaurant and organizing her thoughts, the father and daughter finally exited the limousine.
There stood the cool, dignified, charismatic In Cheon-Yong.
And beside him, the elegant yet cold heiress of Cheonil, In Ha-Ram.

*Is this kind of shamelessness necessary to survive in society?*

In Ha-Ram, who just seconds ago had been pouting about not wanting to separate from her father, now waited with a cold gaze. The same was true for In Cheon-Yong.

Their demeanor contrasted sharply with Eun-Ha, who had been excitedly looking around the restaurant.

"Hahaha. Come over here."
"Huh? Oh, yes."

In Cheon-Yong beckoned to Eun-Ha with a hearty laugh. They didn't seem inclined to enter the restaurant directly.

*I guess this is where we wait.*

Eun-Ha, unfamiliar with such places, scurried over to him at his words.


* * *


"Hey, I thought you said this wouldn't be an intimidating place."

After entering the restaurant, Eun-Ha whispered to In Ha-Ram.

More than ten staff members lined up to welcome them like VIPs, and a stern-looking proprietress naturally came out to greet them respectfully.
That same proprietress was currently guiding them through the restaurant.

The pressure was mounting, weighing on Eun-Ha's mind. She never imagined she would receive such treatment in her life.

"It's not intimidating, is it? Think about it—there were plenty of ordinary people around. In situations like this, you need to carry yourself with confidence. Stand tall. You deserve to be here."
"......"

Eun-Ha resented the In family. She would have been perfectly content with a place that served plenty of meat, but instead, they were making her uncomfortable.

*Damn rich people.*

She wanted nothing more than to expose this daddy's girl and her daughter-obsessed father to the world.

"I'll be waiting in the next room. If you need anything, please ring this bell."

The proprietress who had guided the three to their room placed a small bell on the table and left.

"Phew..."
"Well now! To think I'd be dining with such a lovely young lady at my age. I feel ten years younger!"

As Eun-Ha let out a small sigh, crushed by the suffocating pressure, In Cheon-Yong's booming laughter filled the room.

*Right. It's not like this happens often, and when else would I get to visit a high-end Korean restaurant?*

For a moment, a resentful gaze was directed at In Cheon-Yong, but Eun-Ha quickly corrected her expression. Though his comment was embarrassing and old-fashioned, it was essentially a compliment.

*I'll let it slide just this once.*

Eun-Ha was weak to praise.

"The school uniform and that hero suit were nice, but that dress suits you quite well too."
"R-really?"

Eun-Ha lowered her gaze, not knowing how to respond. Though the compliment was specifically about how "the clothes suited her" and that she was "pretty," she didn't entirely dislike it.
After all, Eun-Ha was weak to continued praise.

"Daddy, what about me?"

As In Cheon-Yong's compliments continued, In Ha-Ram, sitting beside him, puffed her cheeks slightly and clung to him.
It was an ambiguous pose, unclear whether she was being childish or seductive.

"Of course my daughter is the prettiest. Hahahahaha! I'm sorry, it was so obvious I forgot to mention it. Please forgive me."

*Here they go again.*

Thanks to them, Eun-Ha escaped from her embarrassing situation.

*Maybe she'll reveal how she acted this morning.*

In Ha-Ram, who had barged into Eun-Ha's room shortly after 6 AM, had insisted on dressing Eun-Ha up as much as possible, saying she shouldn't stand out more than herself in her father's eyes.

*Let's see what we're going to eat.*

Seeing the father and daughter cuddling made Eun-Ha's head cool down, and she looked around for a menu.
The basic thing to do at a restaurant is to order food.
If possible, she wanted to choose something with lots of meat.

"Huh?"

But she couldn't find a menu anywhere.
On the clean wooden table, there was only tea that a staff member had placed before the proprietress left.

*Why isn't there a menu?!*

She looked at the walls, under the table, behind her—there was no menu anywhere.
The absence of a menu, something that should be basic in any restaurant, caused Eun-Ha considerable confusion.

"Hmm? A menu?"

Ding-

Slide-

"Bring us a menu, please. It seems this young lady wants something."
"Understood."

Shortly after, a menu was placed in front of Eun-Ha.

"No, um."
"This... no, um..."

Eun-Ha's eyes widened as she looked at the menu. Her small lips also formed a perfect O.
She tried to say something, but the words wouldn't come out properly.

*This can't be right.*

She felt dizzy looking at the numbers on the right side of the menu.
There was one more zero than she was used to seeing. Thinking it might be a printing error, she flipped through the menu, but that didn't seem to be the case.

*Am I really in Korea right now?*

Her next thought was suspicion that the prices were set according to another country's currency, not Korea's. However, there was clearly a "￦" sign after the numbers.

At this point, she had no choice but to ask directly.

*Is no one around?*

Eun-Ha quickly looked around. The staff member who had brought the menu had long since left, and there was no sign of anyone outside the door.

Thud!

Eun-Ha closed the menu and anxiously glanced at In Cheon-Yong.

"H-hey. Aren't they ripping us off...?"

She mustered her courage to speak to In Cheon-Yong. No matter how she thought about it, the prices were beyond her common sense.

"It's fine, don't worry. It's not a rip-off, and it's not that expensive. Besides, I'm not so narrow-minded that I can't treat someone who saved my life."

In Cheon-Yong began persuading her, as if he had anticipated her reaction.

"Y-yes..."

In Cheon-Yong's nonchalant response made her feel like she was the strange one. The same was true for In Ha-Ram beside him.

Nod.

Eun-Ha reluctantly nodded.

"Wow. Is this...?"
"This much for just a drink...?"

With her mind at ease after In Cheon-Yong's words, Eun-Ha focused on looking at the restaurant's menu. The original reason she had been searching for a menu had long since disappeared from her mind.

Slide-

"Here are the appetizers."

With the soft sound of the sliding door opening, staff members entered the room.

Thud!

As soon as she heard the door opening, Eun-Ha quickly hid the menu under the table as if nothing had happened.
Then she straightened her back and waited for the food to be placed in front of her.

"!?"

Eun-Ha, who had been excited to see what food would come out once she stopped worrying about the price, couldn't hide her surprise.

*Is this all?*

Barely suppressing a cry of shock, Eun-Ha stared at the small plates of cold appetizers, kimchi, and cucumber salad placed in front of each of them.

*No, it's fine. These are appetizers. So this is normal.*

Eun-Ha chewed on the cold appetizer in front of her with a dissatisfied expression.

About five minutes passed.

*Why is it taking so long?*

Eun-Ha's patience was being tested. The meager appetizers had been finished long ago.
Her stomach was screaming for more food.

"Here is the main course."

Only after about ten more minutes did the main course arrive.
Once again, Eun-Ha was disappointed.

Dumplings, grilled clams, braised oxtail in lotus leaf, beef pancakes with black raspberries, grilled prawns with barley sprout sauce, and more.
There were many varieties, and they all looked fancy, but each portion was tiny.

"......"

The prices on the menu flashed through Eun-Ha's mind again.
A course meal costing well over 100,000 won amounted to just this much.

*With this money, I could buy so many servings of pork belly.*

Resentment began to cloud Eun-Ha's eyes again.

"Hahaha. Just wait a bit."
"!! No, it's not that I'm dissatisfied..."
"It's okay. It's okay. I understand completely."

In Cheon-Yong smiled broadly when he noticed Eun-Ha's expression. It was a reaction he had fully anticipated.

*Is there something else?*

Since In Cheon-Yong spoke so confidently, there must be something more. Eun-Ha held a strange expectation in her heart as she slowly brought the food in front of her to her mouth.

Slide-

"!!"

No, she was about to.
Thud, the beef pancake she had picked up with her chopsticks fell onto the table.

"Here is the braised short rib."

Eun-Ha's gaze fixed on the staff member.
She slightly lifted her leg to check the contents and then quickly pretended nothing had happened.

A large plate filled with braised short ribs steamed, filling the room with a fragrant aroma that indicated it was freshly made.

"I heard from Ha-Ram and made a request in advance."
"Thank you!"

A smile bloomed on Eun-Ha's face.


* * *


"May I ask you a question?"

Around the time she had eaten about half of the large plate of braised short ribs, Eun-Ha addressed In Cheon-Yong.

"What is it? If it's something I can answer, I'll be happy to tell you."
"I heard that you used to be active as a hero."
"Oh? I'm surprised you know about that."

In Cheon-Yong, who had been lost in his own world with In Ha-Ram, showed a genuinely surprised expression. In Cheon-Yong's hero activities were from quite some time ago, shortly after the Great Invasion.

"Well... ah, it's not about me. It's about someone I know."

As In Cheon-Yong showed interest in her, Eun-Ha quickly began to state her business.
Though she beat around the bush, what she wanted to say was clear.

"A finishing move... That brings back memories."
"Yes. So I was wondering how one can use it~ I'm just curious. Oh, my friend was curious about it. Ahahaha..."

Scratch, scratch, Eun-Ha scratched the back of her head.

"Hmm..."

In Cheon-Yong rested his chin on his hand and turned his gaze toward the window.
His eyes deepened as if recalling a distant place, a distant time.

"...Since a junior is curious, I can't refuse to answer. But it might not be much help. Is that okay?"
"Yes!"

Eun-Ha nodded with sparkling eyes.

"Right. ...First, let me say one thing. A finishing move doesn't just fall from the sky one day."
"......"

Eun-Ha adjusted her posture and quietly listened to his words.

"A finishing move is like the footprints of a person's life. It's a combination of experiences, honed strength and skills, and the emotions embedded in one's heart."

*Experience and skills... emotions?*

She could understand the first two, but emotions? Eun-Ha couldn't hide her confusion and tilted her head.

"Finding that one movement or technique where your power, experience, and skill mesh perfectly—that's what requires emotion. A desperate emotion, the feeling of wanting to crush your opponent."

In Cheon-Yong raised his hand and clenched his fist.
Though he had already set aside his title as a hero and shouldered Cheonil, his fist was still firm.

Thump!

That fist struck his chest, resonating throughout the room. The sound seemed to prove that his fist had not weakened.

"And to draw out that emotion, you need to look back, not just forward. If you only look ahead, you miss too many things. Do you understand?"
"Yes!"

Grin.
In Cheon-Yong finished speaking and smiled, showing his teeth.

*I don't really get what he's saying, but it sounds so cool!*

The image of a reliable older brother.
His robust physique and muscles that hadn't weakened despite his age gave Eun-Ha infinite trust.

"Ahem, and by the way, Miss Eun-Ha."
"Yes?"

In Cheon-Yong's gaze turned serious.
That gaze was directed at Eun-Ha, who was beaming with unlimited trust.

"First of all, you remember that you're officially affiliated with our Cheonil, right?"
"Yes. That's right?"
"So about that."

In Cheon-Yong extended his index finger.

"You've received an advertising offer. Of course, your contractor, the Transcendent, has also gladly agreed to it."
"...What?"

Eun-Ha felt a wave of unease wash over her.
The fact that Foriner had "gladly" agreed was particularly concerning.

"...I'll consult with Foriner about it."

Something was definitely up.
Eun-Ha gave In Cheon-Yong a suspicious look.
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Ch.117 - Promise (3)
"Do you know about the existence of fan clubs? My contractor."
"What?"

Foriner spoke in the dark room.
As soon as Eun-Ha saw Foriner sitting cross-legged at an elegant table and chair, despite the dimly lit room, her face crumpled.

*What is this all about?*

After hearing Incheon Dragon's advertising offer, Eun-Ha had returned to her room to confront Foriner, but now she wore a bewildered expression at his incomprehensible behavior.
Setting aside the table and chairs, what was this talk about fan clubs? It made no sense.

"Well... celebrities and famous heroes all have fans, don't they?"

For now, she'd listen to what he had to say. Eun-Ha answered his question obediently and sat down across from Foriner.

"Indeed. Famous individuals attract groups of admirers. Of course, this also leads to groups of people who envy and resent them."
"Anyway, what I want to tell you is this, my contractor."

Tap.

Setting down his teacup after taking a sip of black tea, Foriner looked at Eun-Ha. His face wore the same sly smile as always.

"Recently, the magical girl's fan club has been growing in size."
"No, fuck. Is that really important right n— Wait, what?"

*Fan club??*

Eun-Ha's thoughts came to a halt.
If a can were to fly into her head right now, it would make the same hollow sound as the can itself. Her mind simply couldn't process this information.
Foriner's statement was that unexpected.

*Me? A fan club? There are people who like me??*

She knew it intellectually but hadn't truly felt it.
As a magical girl, she had saved many people, so she vaguely thought, "I guess some people might like me," but Foriner's statement was quite shocking to her.

A fan club was something she had desperately wanted during her hero days, not now.
It meant people recognized her, acknowledged her, and were interested in her activities.

"Wow, holy shit. Wow..."

A stream of mindless exclamations.
Eun-Ha didn't know whether to be happy about this situation or not.

*Most of them probably just like me for my looks.*

She had finally gained what she'd wanted so badly, but only after becoming like this.

"Ahem! So, what about it? Is there something specific?"

Still, it wasn't bad.
A slight hint of expectation crept into Eun-Ha's voice.

Despite trying her hardest to control her facial muscles, the corners of her mouth twitched upward with irrepressible joy.

"Well, you see. If your recognition has increased, shouldn't you act accordingly?"
"Act accordingly? What, are you suggesting I hold a fan meeting or something?"

*No way.*

Even as she said it, she knew it was unlikely.

"Of course, that's a good idea too. I'd love to hold a grand one. However..."

Swish.
Foriner turned his head to look out the window. His eyes, gazing into the distance, were filled with regret.

"Unfortunately, I think that would be difficult for you."
"What?"

Foriner's eyes filled with pity.
The gaze looking down on her as if she were a pitiful creature approached Eun-Ha like formless violence.

"You're weak to compliments. When praised continuously, you smile foolishly and your tongue loosens. Like someone whose brain has melted."
"Ugh...!"

The violence continued.
Though she wanted to refute and counterattack, Eun-Ha, with her prior record, couldn't resist his words.

The grand self-destructive act at Cheonil Department Store.
Having previously become a self-moving puppet on a stage created just for her, Eun-Ha couldn't guarantee she wouldn't do the same thing at a fan meeting.

"Do you really think you could avoid leaking any information about yourself at a fan meeting? Even if you believe you could, I would oppose it. I've been observing you quite carefully, you know."
"T-then what? What are you trying to say?"

Having taken a blow to her solar plexus right before her eyes, Eun-Ha stuck out her lower lip and expressed her dissatisfaction.

"Why are you hitting me as soon as I arrive? Seriously."

She folded her arms, turned her head sharply, and even grumbled.

"Don't be too disheartened. Right. Even if a fan meeting is impossible, it would be good to provide some fan service. Image management is equally important for both heroes and magical girls."
"...You're not suggesting I do this as Virginia too, are you? Just Optima?"
"As you said, 'magical girl' refers to both Virginia and Optima... but people currently only see Optima as the magical girl. Publicly, Virginia is an aspiring hero and saint."

So for now, you only need to think about Optima.

Foriner finished speaking and took a sip of his black tea.
He was unusually talkative today. A clear sign he was in a good mood.

"Then what exactly is this fan service? What, should I take pictures with people? Create an autograph?"

Relieved that it would only involve Optima, Eun-Ha still wore a sulky expression.

*I can't let my guard down.*

If Foriner was this happy, something was definitely going to happen.

"Those are good too... hmm... Yes. Keep those in mind as well."
"What I was trying to say is something more fundamental. What is a magical girl? It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say they're beings who spread dreams and hope."
"Some refer to girls without dreams or hope, but personally, I don't particularly like that kind."
"Then what do you see as a magical girl who brings dreams and hope? When referring to yourself, dreams and hope..."

Foriner's speech was becoming endlessly long.

"So basically, you want me to say things like 'For bullying citizens, I, Optima, won't forgive you~'? Fuck off. Seriously."

Eun-Ha cut off Foriner's words midway and raised her middle finger.

When acting as Optima, she had tried to avoid giving information and spoke as little as possible to quickly move to the next scene.
As a result, people naturally perceived Optima as having a quiet and cool image.
But now he was suddenly asking her to walk a path completely opposite to the image she had built up, which was absurd.

"Your behavior is quite rough."
"What if my image gets ruined?!"

That "cool" image that had been created.
Eun-Ha really liked that image. She absolutely did not want to utter silly, frivolous words.

*I need to forcibly change this topic.*

In verbal battles and logical arguments, Eun-Ha was at a severe disadvantage.
Even if her logic was correct, she would find herself dancing to Foriner's tongue, so it was best to avoid arguments with him if possible.

"More importantly, what I want to ask about is that. That thing."
"Ah, you mean Cheonil's advertising offer? I found it quite interesting. I couldn't help but approve of the proposal."
"No, why are you approving my work? More importantly, what kind of advertisement is it?"

If Foriner was involved, it couldn't possibly be good for Eun-Ha. Her instincts, learned from experience, told her so.
If her prediction was correct, she would have to strongly oppose it, even if it meant going a bit too far.

"Are you curious too? Well, it's something every hero with recognition goes through at some point. You've probably longed for it too. How about it? Although you achieved this longing after becoming a magical girl, aren't you quite interested?"
"...I am, but let's hear what kind of advertisement it is."

It wasn't that Eun-Ha disliked appearing in advertisements.
The issue was what kind of advertisement it would be.

If she still had her muscular physique, it might have been different, but now as a woman, Eun-Ha was distancing herself from muscles. There was a considerable gap between the advertisements she wanted and those that would suit her.

*With only recovery magic to rely on, what kind of advertisement could they want me for?*

Therefore, the advertisements suitable for Eun-Ha were quite biased. They would mainly utilize her appearance.

"But wait, I'm not even a hero, just an aspiring one. What's the point of me appearing? Logically speaking."

Suddenly, a thought occurred to Eun-Ha.
Hero aspirants were beings who had not yet shouldered the title of hero, not even rookies. They were beings who still needed more education.
Naturally, they had less recognition than rookie heroes.

*Are they really just banking on my face?*

She couldn't understand what promotional effect her appearance in an advertisement would have.

"You needn't worry about that. You might have noticed, but you have quite a bit of recognition even without being a magical girl, just as yourself."
"The Academy promotional video after the virtual training camp, the incident with Kim Se-Won's mother Kim Ha-Yoon, you've actually shown your face to the public quite often."
"Moreover, although not revealed to the public, you're also a source of vitality for the S-class hero Yoo Ji-Yeon."

Kuk kuk kuk kuk kuk.

Foriner held his stomach and chuckled.
He found it amusing how Eun-Ha had inadvertently become entangled with the enormous existence that was Yoo Ji-Yeon.

*As planned.*

And with each step he took, the corners of his mouth lifted higher and higher, until they were raised so much it would be more accurate to describe them as torn.

Ch.118 - Camping Advertisement (1)
"I told you, didn't I?"
"Our little Harami lady~ Are you that happy~?"
"I can't help it. It's my destiny."
"She says it's destiny. Destiny."

Eun-Ha had gone out with her friends after a long time.
She was telling them about her dinner with Incheon-yong yesterday.

"But going to a nice Korean restaurant and then ordering something that ruins the mood is a bit..."
"What can I do if I'm not satisfied? They serve such tiny portions that leave you wanting more."

Sometimes referring to In-Ha-Ram, sometimes to Eun-Ha.
Han Chae-Eun, who wasn't there, was busy teasing them as she listened to their conversation.

"I understand. You took someone who only knows meat to a place that serves course meals. You chose that place, right? It has private rooms and course meals that take time. So you could make time to talk with your father."
"That's right. I could always prepare Eun-Ha's portion separately anyway. And I had things to discuss with Eun-Ha too. Having a private room and time-consuming course meals didn't go against my purpose. Above all, that was the minimum standard to maintain my father's dignity."
"I see..."

When Han Chae-Eun pointed at In-Ha-Ram with a sly smile, she readily agreed. Eun-Ha nodded afterward.

"Besides, even if you had gone, Chae-Eun, you would've said the same things. Isn't that right?"
"True? Despite being someone who could crush any decent food fighter. You might have been worse than me! I'm relatively well-mannered—I don't complain if they just give me enough meat."

The two launched a simultaneous attack on Han Chae-Eun. They showed determination not to be on the receiving end.

"Oh? Girls, look over there. That café."
"Changing the subject. Scared, aren't you?"
"Of course she is. She dug her own grave."
"Wow. Amazing. They're giving a 30% discount if you bring a tumbler today! Let's go!"
"Sigh."
"Let's go, Eun-Ha. What else can we do?"

Han Chae-Eun hurriedly grabbed the two and headed toward the café. Her nervous sweating made it obvious to anyone that she was forcibly changing the subject.

* * *

"A commercial?!"
"Shh! Everyone's looking at us...!"
"Like that's anything new?"

After ordering at the café, the topic had completely changed according to Han Chae-Eun's insistence. They were now discussing the commercial that Incheon-yong had proposed to Eun-Ha yesterday.

"A commercial... I'm jealous. I wonder if I'll ever get to be in one..."
"Chae-Eun in a commercial..."
"People's eyes would definitely be fixed..."

Eun-Ha and In-Ha-Ram's gazes simultaneously fixed on Han Chae-Eun's chest. Her breasts were so impressively large they could be used as pillows.

*If I had those, could I have conquered Dad in one go?*

A flash of envy crossed In-Ha-Ram's eyes.

*If it were a mattress commercial, they'd bounce more than the mattress.*

Eun-Ha's thoughts were different.

"You two. You're thinking something weird, aren't you?"
"Huh? No? Why would we? Did we do that?"
"Not at all. Why would we think anything weird?"

Han Chae-Eun glared at them, having detected their focus on her chest. The way the two hastily denied it only seemed to confirm her accusation.

"Anyway, Eun-Ha in a commercial... She'd look good in anything if she just wore a white dress and a straw hat, filmed right as the sun sets."
"Tsk."
"Hehe...! It really would suit you."

With a tiny bit of vengeance, she jabbed at Eun-Ha. As Han Chae-Eun spoke with a grin, the scene she described naturally appeared in both their minds.
Indeed, it would suit her.

"Plus, you're quite famous, Eun-Ha. The advertising effect would be really good. There are over ten different stories circulating online about you going around shelters treating people. Look, just searching for 'shelter' brings up related searches like 'Shelter Saint,' 'Shelter Hero Aspirant,' 'Shelter Healing Mage.'"

Han Chae-Eun finished speaking and immediately showed them stories with photos on her communication device.

"Ugh..."
"Oh my."

Eun-Ha's face visibly soured in real-time, while In-Ha-Ram looked at the stories with interested eyes.

"Especially this photo—isn't it well-taken? Look. Really, if you'd just keep your mouth shut, you have such an atmosphere."
"I knew about this, but if it's spread this much, the promotional effect would be certain."

In-Ha-Ram nodded with a satisfied smile.
The attached photo showed Eun-Ha praying with her hands clasped at her chest.
There were more than ten photos taken from different angles and locations.

"Isn't this that thing? What's it called... invasion of portrait rights or something?"

Eun-Ha was the only one with a sullen expression. She knew it was good that her recognition was increasing this way.
She just felt a bit regretful that she hadn't made her name through heroic feats of strength.

*No. It's fine. This is enough.*

Regret was just regret. Eun-Ha pushed it aside and looked at the photos of herself.

"Well, thanks to that, your popularity has increased, and you got offered a commercial..."
"Hero aspirants don't worry about portrait rights—it's like an unspoken rule~"
"For your future, you need to stand out a bit. It's unavoidable. Some people stay at The Front Line because they hate this aspect. In that sense, Eun-Ha, you have quite a solid future waiting for you."
"Future... future..."

*Slurp-*

Brown liquid was sucked through the straw into Eun-Ha's mouth. The sweet coffee lingered briefly before going down her throat.

She had never thought about her own future.

Eun-Ha stirred her coffee with the straw, wearing a complicated expression.

If she were still a man, she would have aimed solely for the top. Her goal would have been to prove herself and gain recognition, which would be achieved by becoming a high-ranking hero.

This was still similar now.
Eun-Ha's complicated expression stemmed from a different reason.

*Will I become completely like a woman in a few years? Or will I stay the same?*

Her personality and way of thinking remained the same. What had changed was that her behavior was becoming increasingly feminine.
As she became more aware of this change recently, she couldn't help but feel conflicted.

*If I could go back, I'd return to being a man right away...*

Finding that way back was entirely up to her. Foriner had said that while she could break the contract itself, she couldn't return to being a man.

*If I spend years like this... I might naturally give up.*

The answer came quickly with just a little thought. The relationships she had built since becoming this body couldn't be ignored. She had met far more people than when she was a man.

And in this situation, returning to being a man meant giving up all these relationships.
After all, Saint Aspirant Shin Eun-Ha and muscle-bound Shin Eun-Ha were completely different existences, even if they contained the same person inside.

*Which should I choose?*

Eun-Ha feared the crumbling and scattering of the relationships she had built. Even her three friends who knew she had been a man would become awkward if she returned to being male—she knew this without having to experience it.

But having lived as a man for over a decade and having established that identity, she couldn't easily change who she was.

"Nnnngh..."
"Ah, I need to use the bathroom quickly. I'll go alone, so keep talking."
"Take your time."
"...Oh. See you."

Eun-Ha snapped out of her thoughts when Han Chae-Eun stood up.

*I think the mood got a bit awkward.*

With Han Chae-Eun gone to the bathroom, the atmosphere between the two left behind was quite uncomfortable.

"Sorry."
"Everyone has times when they worry about the future."
"You too?"
"Of course."

Eun-Ha looked at In-Ha-Ram with a surprised expression.
The idea that the young lady of Cheonil would have worries was something Eun-Ha couldn't imagine.

"My biggest concern is, of course, my fa... ahem, father's business. Next is... how to gain recognition for myself."
"Recognition?"
"Just because I was born as my father's daughter doesn't mean the company's executives and employees will recognize me, right? I need appropriate achievements. Whatever they may be, they need to benefit Cheonil. If I'm to lead Cheonil in the future, I need at least that much to reduce criticism."
"I see..."

Eun-Ha nodded in understanding.
While it was a story she would never be connected to, she at least understood that In-Ha-Ram didn't simply believe in a guaranteed smooth path.

"By the way. Are you preparing for the final exams?"
"...Ah!!"

A fact she had completely forgotten.
Eun-Ha suddenly remembered the promise she had made to herself around the time the midterms ended and shuddered.

"There's still, what, 2 weeks? 3 weeks left?"

*I'm screwed...! I haven't studied yet!*

Eun-Ha's heart sank.
Despite having been busy, she could have found some time to study.
It was clearly her fault.
Eun-Ha remembered how she had barely managed to get decent grades during the midterms by begging Foriner.

"How... in 3 weeks..."
"Yes. That's about how much time is left. Hmm... I know. Since it's a special occasion, if you score at least as well as you did on the midterms, I'll invite you to an artificial island owned by Cheonil."

In-Ha-Ram spoke as if doing a favor. Unlike her tone, her eyes held a slight expectation.
The three friends, including Eun-Ha, hadn't approached her because she was the young lady of Cheonil. Although their relationship had initially stemmed from her jealousy, they were now people she could call "friends."

That's why In-Ha-Ram looked forward to spending the summer vacation with her friends.

"An artificial island?? So, it's private property, right?"
"That's right. Employees go there for vacations, but part of the island is exclusively for our family. We have our own private beach."
"Really? That's awesome..."

Eun-Ha stared blankly at In-Ha-Ram's face. A vacation with friends. And with pretty friends who wouldn't be outshined anywhere.
It was enough motivation for Eun-Ha.

"What were you talking about?"
"Vacation!"
"Huh? Vacation? During summer break?"
"Yes. We were discussing whether to take Eun-Ha to our artificial island based on her final exam results."
"Really??"

Han Chae-Eun's eyes lit up as she returned from the bathroom. Then she turned her head sharply to look at Eun-Ha.
Her eyes were filled with intense determination.

*An unexpected vacation depends on Eun-Ha's grades?!*

A vast sandy beach, a refreshing sea.
Lying under a parasol, leisurely spending time.
All the things she had wanted to try at least once depended on Eun-Ha.

"Eun-Ha! I'll help you!"

*Grab!*

Han Chae-Eun's eyes were burning.

* * *

"By the way. It might be weird to ask this now, but can I ask something?"
"What is it?"
"Why do girls always go to the bathroom in groups?"

After leaving the café, Eun-Ha asked something that had suddenly popped into her mind. This time, unusually, Han Chae-Eun had gone alone, but the three of them, including Eun-Ha, often went to the bathroom together.

"Ah~"
"Generally speaking, it's about... keeping each other in check."

In-Ha-Ram raised her index finger.

"Keeping in check??"

Looking at the raised finger, Eun-Ha tilted her head.
Keeping in check? Friends going to the bathroom together to keep each other in check?

"Even if you're close friends, when one person is missing, the topic often changes to be about that person."
"And naturally, people start gossiping and such."
"Knowing this, we all go together to keep each other in check, so no one talks behind anyone's back."
"Ugh, what kind of friendship is that?"

Eun-Ha couldn't understand Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram's matter-of-fact explanation.

"Our reason is a bit different though."
"Right. There's someone we absolutely can't leave alone, so we never let her go by herself."
"What does that mean—"
"Oh right! Girls! I heard this when I went to the bathroom earlier—there's a place nearby where you get free extra-large pork cutlets if you can finish them! Let's go! I'm completely, fucking starving!"

Just as Eun-Ha was about to ask what they meant, Han Chae-Eun cut her off.
Her eyes were burning with a different meaning than before.
They were the eyes of a predator that had spotted prey.

"Sigh."
"She's hopeless. But we do need to eat dinner, so lead the way."

Seeing Han Chae-Eun like this, Eun-Ha and In-Ha-Ram shook their heads. Han Chae-Eun was more serious about eating than anything else.

"Okay!"

Han Chae-Eun smiled brightly.

Ch.119 - Camping Advertisement (2)
As time passed, Friday arrived.

"What happens if the raid on the transport hub doesn't finish in one day? Hmm... I see. You're concerned about how the Villain Association has been unusually quiet lately."

"With everything they've been up to, they wouldn't suddenly hide and tuck their tails between their legs. And they definitely wouldn't scatter and give up their operations."

"You're right, my contractor."

*She has some sharp insights, contrary to what I expected,* Foriner thought as he smiled at Eun-Ha.

"Hey, I may be stubborn, but I'm not stupid! Seriously! Come on!"

Eun-Ha didn't like his reaction. No matter how you looked at it, how could he underestimate her this much? It went beyond annoying—it was downright offensive.

"I'm joking. If you were truly that dim-witted, even proper combat would be difficult for you. Anyway, returning to our original topic, the Villain Association has suffered quite a blow, considering it was dealt by a single individual."

Foriner explained to Eun-Ha why the Villain Association had taken such a significant hit.

They had lost an awakened doppelganger—a type so rare there were only a handful worldwide. Park Sang-Heon, who had been developing drugs with Gresorion, had disappeared. Additionally, as Optima, she had disabled numerous villain hideouts and captured many villains.

Even without taking down any major figures, this was clearly a substantial blow to the Villain Association, which already struggled with recruitment, he explained.

"And they're likely focused on utilizing the cloning technology they revealed last time, along with the monsters those clones have tamed."

"But it doesn't feel right to just leave them alone..."

Leaving the Villain Association alone now would be like giving them time to regroup and reorganize their forces.

"Leave this one to me. Thanks to your consistent efforts, the heroes are now able to take action."

"What?"

"The Hero Association hasn't just been ignoring the Villain Association. They've been conducting surprise attacks on smaller hideouts. However, with their intelligence alone, they struggled to locate the Villain Association's headquarters."

"But I don't know where their headquarters is either."

"True. However, you've collected communication terminals from all the villain hideouts you've raided. That's been the key."

Eun-Ha nodded. She felt pleased knowing her efforts had enabled the Hero Association to take action.

"Though they may seem similar, information I gather directly and information reconstructed from what Optima has obtained are fundamentally different."

*So Foriner can only share information directly with Mother and me.*

Optima's remarkable achievements were only possible because Foriner's intelligence supported her.

In other words, if not for the contract binding Foriner, he could have provided information not just to Optima but to the Hero Association as well.

"Ah, so you can give that information to the Hero Association now?"

"Correct! As expected of my contractor! You're gradually acquiring wisdom!"

*Clap, clap, clap, clap!*

Foriner's enthusiastic applause and broad smile left Eun-Ha unsure whether he was praising or mocking her.

One thing was certain: his reaction annoyed her.

Even though she acknowledged she wasn't particularly smart, it still felt bad when someone pointed it out so blatantly. At least for Eun-Ha.

"Anyway, starting tomorrow, you'll need to showcase your charm for two days. My contractor."

"What charm? Wait, two days??"

This was news to her. Eun-Ha had thought the shoot would only take one day.

"Didn't you hear from In Ha-Ram who's accompanying you? This shoot involves filming multiple advertisements for the same product. You'll be visiting at least two locations."

"Wait a minute. So my precious weekend is just... And we were supposed to raid the transport hub on Sunday!"

"My contractor, sometimes you must overcome unavoidable hardships to grow."

"Unavoidable my ass!"

*Bang! Bang!*

Eun-Ha pounded the table in front of her out of frustration.

"Think about it, my contractor. Even for dramas or movies, filming a single scene can take minutes, hours, or even days. Advertisements are no different. In fact, countless retakes will be needed for perfect shots."

"Moreover, you mentioned outdoor filming, right? That's subject to time constraints. That's why they've scheduled up to two days."

Foriner held up two fingers—index and middle—as he persuaded Eun-Ha. Through his persuasion, he wanted to see Eun-Ha's face appear in various media.

"Is that so?"

"Absolutely. If schedules get complicated, these two days might be pushed to next week. But since Cheonil Group planned this, I expect they've assembled an elite team. If you perform well, it might not even take a full day."

Foriner smiled subtly as he spoke.

"Everything depends on you. Your holidays, rest, and study time for exams."

"Ah!"

Eun-Ha's eyes lit up. The implication that work might continue meant she could miss out on studying and potentially the vacation In Ha-Ram had promised.

*I need to work hard!*

Eun-Ha clenched her fist, determined to score well on her final exams.
The blue sea and sandy beach.
And In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun showing off their figures in swimsuits!
She absolutely didn't want to miss this vacation with the two girls (+ Kim Se-Won).

* * *

Saturday morning.
An old campsite in Bongpyeong-myeon, Pyeongchang-gun, Gangwon Province.

"Why are we filming in a place like this?"

"That's why the advance team made a path beforehand."

Eun-Ha grumbled as she hiked up the mountain along a path created through dense undergrowth.

"Ah! Hello everyone!"

After starting their journey before dawn and finally reaching the campsite in the morning, Eun-Ha spotted a group of people and quickly ran over, greeting them with the brightest voice she could muster.

*First impressions are important!*

She didn't know how long they'd be working together, but making a good impression could lead to valuable connections. Eun-Ha was following Hong Yoo-Jin's advice to the letter.

"..."

But there was no response from the filming staff.

Only an awkward silence greeted Eun-Ha, as if they had all agreed to stay quiet. The staff members just stared blankly at her after hearing her greeting.

"Eh, hehehe...?"

*What's going on?*

Inwardly flustered by the sudden silence, Eun-Ha gave an awkward smile.
The atmosphere was uncomfortable, but they didn't seem unwelcoming. There must be some other reason.

"Ah! So you're the one! Nice to meet you! I'm Kim Gyu-Hyun, the filming director!"

"Oh! Ha-Ram told me about you! Pleased to meet you!"

The long, brief silence was finally broken when the filming director, Kim Gyu-Hyun, appeared.

*I see. It must be customary for the boss to speak first.*

Eun-Ha shook hands with Kim Gyu-Hyun while discreetly observing her surroundings.
The staff's expressions hadn't changed much, but the awkward atmosphere had dissipated considerably with Kim Gyu-Hyun's arrival.

And one by one, the staff began to move.

"She's unreal."

"I should thank her parents every day."

"If I could look half as good..."

With Kim Gyu-Hyun's appearance, the revived staff began expressing their reactions to Eun-Ha.
Despite having seen many celebrities and heroes before, the staff found this situation unprecedented and bewildering.

"Just looking at her makes me feel good somehow."

"You too? Me too...!"

Not just her appearance, but the change in atmosphere caused by Eun-Ha's presence affected them.
The irritation that had been building due to the long drive, losing their weekend for Eun-Ha's circumstances, and the clinging insects suddenly subsided.
It was a phenomenon that could only be described as mysterious.

"It's been a while, miss! Haha! You're as beautiful as ever!"

"Director, your beard is still as bushy as ever."

After Eun-Ha and Kim Gyu-Hyun finished their greetings, Kim Gyu-Hyun approached In Ha-Ram who was standing behind Eun-Ha. In Ha-Ram and Kim Gyu-Hyun seemed to know each other, as they greeted each other warmly and shook hands.

"Haha! What do you think? Doesn't growing it make me look more dignified?"

"Hehe...! You look more dandy than before."

*The chairman must be paying special attention to this advertisement.*

Kim Gyu-Hyun realized why In Ha-Ram had come along. While outwardly laughing, he was inwardly tense, sweating profusely.

Kim Gyu-Hyun's gaze shifted slightly toward Eun-Ha.
Meeting her in person felt quite different from seeing her in images or videos.
He'd always felt that celebrities looked better in person than in media, but this was on another level entirely.

*It's not just her appearance, but something that the girl herself exudes.*

A gut feeling without evidence. Kim Gyu-Hyun sensed it would be unwise to mess with her carelessly.

"And... you know, right? Director Kim Gyu-Hyun."

"Hahaha! Of course!"

In fact, In Ha-Ram had given him a subtle warning.

*So the miss really likes her... I heard they're classmates, but clearly not just any classmate.*

A girl the Cheonil heiress personally favored. Seeing her in person and knowing about her mysterious healing power, she was clearly a talent that Cheonil would do anything to keep.

*Plus...*

He realized he needed to caution not just himself but the entire staff.
The silver bracelet on Eun-Ha's wrist, the same color as what In Ha-Ram wore. She was undoubtedly already affiliated with Cheonil, and cherished by both the chairman and his daughter.

*If we mess this up, we're not just screwed. Everyone involved could be ruined.*

A walking time bomb. A carnivorous plant that lures fools with its sweet appearance and atmosphere, then devours them.
Kim Gyu-Hyun couldn't tell if he was smiling or crying.

In Korea, opposing Cheonil meant either death or being forced to flee to another country.

*Still, I am curious.*

But curiosity only grew stronger in such situations.
Kim Gyu-Hyun stroked his beard and turned around.

"Is Dae-Hong here? Ah, Dae-Hong. I need to talk with the miss, so handle things here. ...Stop anyone who tries to cause trouble, by any means necessary."

"Understood."

He left this advice in a whisper to Jeon Dae-Hong, his direct subordinate. Having worked with Kim Gyu-Hyun for a long time, Jeon Dae-Hong understood his intentions and nodded.

"Sun-Young! Show this lady what we're advertising today! Or wait for that person from Magica Essential who's coming soon and ask for their cooperation!"

"Ah, yes!"

"Jin-Chan, bring the sponsored clothes and give them to Sun-Young!"

"Yes!"

The staff began bustling about under Jeon Dae-Hong's direction.

"Miss Eun-Ha, please come this way."

"Okay."

With her heart fluttering at the thought of appearing in an advertisement for the first time, Eun-Ha followed the female staff member, Lee Sun-Young.
Despite everything, she didn't actually dislike this advertising shoot.

* * *

The Taebaek Mountains run along the eastern part of the Korean peninsula.
Mountains over 1,000 meters high rise up, and some areas have been virtually untouched by humans since the Great Invasion.

As a result, places like where Eun-Ha, In Ha-Ram, and the filming team visited today have only animal paths remaining.
It wasn't unusual for the Villain Association to establish bases in such locations.

"Hey, look. That's insane. Isn't that the girl from TV?"

"And Cheonil's miss is there too? They both look delicious."

Two villain scouts licked their lips as they observed the two girls through binoculars.
It was already surprising to find people in this remote area, but to discover such high-value targets was extraordinary.

"Sweet~ Coming out on patrol and seeing this. We must be incredibly lucky."

"If we kill everyone else and just take those two...!"

"Let's just have a little taste and then take them away."

The two villains giggled, their hearts burning with all kinds of desires.
Sexual desire was just the beginning—they were also eager to relieve the stress of being stationed in such a remote location.

*Step. Step, step, step.*

Soon, they began to move.

Ch.120 - Camping Advertisement (3)
"Advertising shoot and bait role... The Cheonil lady doesn't know how to take care of herself."
"The Cheonil lady. If it's really her, those horny bastards will definitely take the bait."
"I heard rumors that this operation is thanks to information from a Transcendent."
"Foriner?"
"Are you serious? No bullshit? That heavyweight actually moved?"
"How would I know if it's true or not? I just picked up some rumors floating around."

A group of nimble-looking superhumans had gathered together. They were all confident in their speed.

"By the way, how did they gather this information? Everyone only knew there was a base somewhere in the Taebaek Mountains, but no one knew exactly where."
"Right? There's a limit to searching with people. It costs too much to thoroughly search a place full of nothing but trees, bugs, and animals."
"You know what I heard? There's a rumor that the magical girl is actually a clone. Maybe they used those clones to search the entire mountain?"
"Come on, that can't be true. Isn't the Villain Association the only one with cloning technology? Even if it existed, the country would be in an uproar over clone rights and all that."

They were killing time in their temporary dugout outpost, chatting based on whatever information they had.
Their destination was an old campsite about 200 meters away.
Not knowing when the signal would come, they fought boredom with idle talk.

"This tent though. It's good that we can't be seen from outside, but it feels stuffy."
"What can we do? It's better than waiting in an uncomfortable position, holding our breath for a signal that might come anytime."
"The air seems to circulate well... but yeah, it does feel claustrophobic with everything sealed up."

A large tent covered their position. This prototype from Magica Essential concealed the heroes completely and was even soundproofed.
It worked like a chameleon, blending with the surroundings when spread over a dugout or cave entrance.

*Step*

"!!"

Suddenly, footsteps were heard from outside.
The heroes stopped talking and simultaneously looked toward the sound.
Tension spread across their faces.

*Step step*

The sound of leaves being crushed, twigs snapping. Without anyone telling them to, all the heroes held their breath and focused on the sounds from outside.

"Who would come to this mountain...?"
"The footsteps are light. The stride too. A woman maybe...?"
"Not necessarily. Could be a short man. ...From the sound, it's definitely not a monster."

*Whisper whisper*

They began to deduce who the outside presence might be based on sound alone.
If it were a monster, the footsteps would be heavier. Or perhaps much lighter.

"I'll peek out quickly to check, so don't make any noise."
"Hey, that's dangerous!"
"It's fine. I'll just take a tiny look. Everyone stay quiet."

One hero put his finger to his lips and carefully lifted a small part of the tent.

*A girl??*

Through the small gap, he saw a woman. Slender ankles in heels were moving.
As he widened the gap slightly and raised his head, he saw a snow-white girl who looked about high school age walking through the forest.

*She's not an ordinary girl. My instinct tells me so.*

The hero's narrowed eyes gleamed sharply. The magic power she unconsciously emitted felt ominous. Like darkness disguised as pure white light.

"Surely, it should be around here—?!"

As the hero was observing her intently, the girl suddenly stumbled.

"Eek?!"

*Thud!*

"?!"

How defenseless she was, tripping over a branch and falling. As she fell, her short skirt revealed her underwear.
The hero, not expecting her to suddenly fall, stretched his neck to observe the girl.

"White! Lace!!"

Clearly visible to his eyes were pure white fabric and a garter belt.
The buttocks connecting her slender legs looked truly tempting.

"Who's there!"

*Jump!*

Hearing the hero's voice, the girl quickly stood up and looked around. With one hand pressing down her skirt hem, her face was flushed with shame.

*Yikes!*

The hero quickly hid back inside the tent, covering his mouth with both hands and holding his breath.

"What? What is it?"
"What happened?"
"Didn't you just say something about panties? A woman?"

The other heroes' attention was focused. Though the hero who had looked outside was known to be frivolous, he wouldn't suddenly shout like that in a situation where they needed to stay hidden.
Something significant must have happened.

"Later! Later!"

But he prioritized trying to quiet down over explaining the situation.

"What the hell! Tell us, you pervert!"

However, the impatient voice of a female hero leaked outside the tent. Through the gap created when he hurriedly hid back inside.

"Huh?!"

The female hero realized her mistake and quickly covered her mouth with her hand.

"There you are!"

But it was already too late.

*Swish!*

The girl turned around to look at where the sound came from.
A slightly unnatural gap in the ground.
The sound definitely came from there.

*Grind!*

She could sense multiple magical presences from the ground.
Clearly, it wasn't just one person who had witnessed her embarrassing moment, but several.

Her face, already flushed with shame, burned even redder. Having witnessed her disgrace, she couldn't let them go.

"Memory Erasure Spell!"

Suddenly, a strong gravitational force began pressing down on the heroes.
There was no moderation of power. Only an intense will to return the heroes to nature with immense pressure.

The magical girl's secret technique, Memory Erasure Spell, struck the group of B-rank heroes.

"Th-this is...!"
"Nnnggghhh...!"

*Crack! Crackle!*

Their bodies screamed in pain. Not one of them could resist the power of Don-Hil.

"AAAAARGH!!"

The tent had long lost its function.
The heroes' screams echoed through the mountains of Gangwon Province.


* * *


"This is how you use it. Do you understand?"
"Ah, yes!"

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha nodded after learning how to use the item for the advertisement. The rest was just following the script.

*So crystallized magic power can be used as a battery substitute, and superhumans can use it without batteries...*

The product still required superhumans to directly infuse magic power, so not every superhuman could use it.
However, the design was clearly suitable for ordinary people as well.

*They said this was possible because of that Jung Hee-won... The battery unit cost seems expensive. Can she make them in large quantities by herself?*

Unit cost, profitability, uniqueness, brand value, and other such terms swirled in Eun-Ha's mind.

"Ugh!"

With her head feeling like it might explode from the flood of terms, Eun-Ha squeezed her eyes shut to stop thinking.
Then she lined up the items she had received and examined them carefully.

*So I just need to infuse magic power, right?*

A thought crossed Eun-Ha's mind.

*I might be able to make this work impressively.*

Just using it normally seemed boring.
Eun-Ha scanned the lined-up items and picked up a thick flashlight about 20cm long. It was designed to emit bright, wide light in darkness.

"Hehe...!"

Eun-Ha grabbed the flashlight with both hands and, grinning broadly, levitated it in the air.
Now it was time for a demonstration.

*It works!*

Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled.
Materialization of magic power.
Simply put, it meant compressing magic power infinitely to operate it like actual, tangible thread.

*And if I use the magic with the highest absorption rate...!*

After levitating the flashlight in the air with a very thin thread-like form of magic power, Eun-Ha used a healing spell.

Though she could have directly infused the magic since the thread itself was a lump of magic power, that wouldn't have been as interesting.

"Huh?!"

The eyes of a staff member watching Eun-Ha widened.
After levitating the flashlight, light from Eun-Ha's hands was being absorbed directly into it.

*Click!*

And when the magic thread pressed the flashlight's switch, light poured out. Proof that the magic power had properly charged it.

"Ugh?!"

And the flashlight shone its light down toward Eun-Ha. She had completely forgotten that pointing the flashlight downward would shine it directly at her.

*I hope no one saw that...*

Embarrassed by her foolish action, Eun-Ha covered the light with one hand while looking around.
Hoping desperately that no one had seen.

"Ohhh...!"

*Clap clap clap clap clap!*

But Eun-Ha's wish wasn't granted.
The staff member who had just witnessed Eun-Ha's actions had brought over the director, Kim Gyu-hyun.

Kim Gyu-hyun's eyes sparkled as he applauded Eun-Ha's actions.

*Shit.*

"D-did you see that...?"
"You bet I did!"

Hoping against hope, she asked, but many people besides Kim Gyu-hyun had seen her actions.

"That was awesome! How did you do that?"
"Really, how did you do it? Come on, tell us!"
"By the way, look at the atmosphere. Why does it suit you so well?"

While Eun-Ha was barely containing her embarrassment, three female staff members crowded around her.
They were clearly flattering Eun-Ha with embarrassing comments.

"R-really...?"

Weak to compliments, Eun-Ha felt both cringy and pleased.
However, the staff members' praise didn't last long.

"That was pretty impressive."
"You saw it too?!"
"I saw it well."

It was because In Ha-ram had approached Eun-Ha's side.
In Ha-ram placed her hand on Eun-Ha's shoulder and gently smiled at the female staff members.

*Don't touch her.*

She was clearly warning them off.
Don't approach carelessly.
Don't try to win her favor.
This is mine.
Such intentions were clearly visible.

*She'll obviously be swayed by people like them.*

In Ha-ram glanced at Eun-Ha and then turned her gaze back to the female staff members.

*Don't touch her.*

This time she even moved her lips directly to intimidate them.
The female staff members who had been trying to win Eun-Ha's favor flinched at In Ha-ram's threat.

"Oh, I just remembered I have work left!"
"Me too!"
"L-let's work hard. Fighting!"

They walked away from Eun-Ha with awkward smiles.

"Haah...."
"Why are you sighing?"
"No, just... I think I understand now why Foriner said those things to me."
"What things?"
"...Nothing."

In Ha-ram smiled faintly.

*I'd like you to be a shield for my contractor. From those kinds of people you've dealt with to the point of disgust throughout your life.*

Foriner's request and command.

Indeed, In Ha-ram had been someone who couldn't drop the "Cheonil" name since childhood.
Naturally, people who would piggyback on her or flatter her for scraps approached her, and after living that way for so long, she could now spot their intentions at a glance.

*She might be like that because she's lived an isolated life in society.*

Though she didn't know the details of her upbringing, the Eun-Ha that In Ha-ram saw seemed like someone who had skipped essential educational stages like elementary or middle school.
Hence, an isolated life in society.

Not having attended school, she hadn't had the opportunity to interact with many people, which is why Foriner had asked In Ha-ram to look after Eun-Ha.

*I feel like I'd do it now even without being told.*

Though she had certainly started with a sense of duty, as she grew closer to Eun-Ha, her feelings changed.
It's true that Eun-Ha was somewhat slow-witted. But that didn't matter.
At least Eun-Ha wasn't one of those people who approached her because of the Cheonil name.

"Eun-Ha."

In Ha-ram's eyes curved gently.
A kind and warm gaze. It was unbelievably soft for someone who usually maintained a cold expression.

"Hmm? What is it?"
"I have something to talk to you about. Let's go over there."

Though gentle, she was serious.
In Ha-ram's voice, wearing the mask of kindness, was deadly serious.

"...Okay."

Something must have happened.
Eun-Ha noticed this fact and nodded.

Ch.121 - Camping Advertisement (4)
One, two. And three.
Adding up the increased number of villains made a total of five.

"What the hell, they're all gathered."
"This just got better."
"Hey. How long has it been since we've seen a woman who isn't just expendable or a test subject? Something that fresh would be too much for just the two of us."
"You coward. Why don't you just admit the truth—that you were too scared to catch her with just the two of us?"

The villain scouts carefully descended the mountain with their usual companions.
There wasn't a trace of tension on their faces. Only smears of mild excitement and anticipation.

"They're doing it over there, right?"
"Ugh, these idiots. After searching everywhere, that's the only place so obvious."
"Good advertising. Definitely a tasty spot."

The growing group of villains casually chatted while looking at the old campsite.

"Hey, did you at least report this? If they catch us moving without authorization, losing our heads will be the least of our worries."
"What?!"
"You're trying to snatch our discovery before we even get a taste?"

During this exchange, one of the three villains who joined later calmly recited his words.
It was clear evidence that a villain base existed nearby.

"Hey, you morons. Think about it. Think! You think the executives can't track our movements? I already told them we'd handle it ourselves, so don't worry."
"You crazy bastard. If that pig-faced jerk hears about this, he'll loosen her up before we even get a taste!"
"Tsk, I said it'll be fine. Let's just head down already."

Complaints erupted from all sides.
But having secured their insurance, the villains grew even more emboldened.



* * *



*Eun-Ha's earlier behavior was probably just out of boredom.*

In-Ha-Ram, holding Eun-Ha's wrist, led her away from the filming location.

*Though unintentional, it got Kim Gyu-Hyun fired up. This shoot might be annoying and difficult, but the results are practically guaranteed.*

In-Ha-Ram seemed pleased, gently lifting the corners of her mouth.
But that didn't last long. Her expression quickly sank.

"How far are we going?"

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha wondered where In-Ha-Ram was taking her after suddenly grabbing her.

*There's still plenty of time before the scheduled filming... but still. I wonder how far she plans to go.*

About five minutes after leaving the filming site.
They were now far enough that no one else could be heard.

"This should be far enough. ...First, I want to apologize. I'm really sorry."
"Huh????"

In-Ha-Ram stopped abruptly and suddenly apologized to Eun-Ha.
Eun-Ha couldn't understand what was happening. She was completely confused, unable to figure out what In-Ha-Ram had done wrong to suddenly act this way.

*What, is someone threatening her to bring me here?*

If there was a worst-case scenario, it would be In-Ha-Ram's betrayal.

"This advertisement isn't just for advertising purposes."

Fortunately, that didn't seem to be the case. In-Ha-Ram's eyes trembled slightly as she expressed her regret.

For In-Ha-Ram, her relationship with Eun-Ha, Han Chae-Eun, and Kim Se-Won was incredibly normal and precious—unlike those who followed her to ride on Cheonil Group's coattails or those who jealously tried to bring her down.

"Well... I figured as much? But why?"
"We're bait."
"What?????"

*Bait??*

This was also sudden.
Bait?
Why would she volunteer as bait, and why use Eun-Ha as bait too?
Eun-Ha's mind filled with question marks.

"Bait to lure in villains and find their hideout. That's why they rebuilt this place. They even cleared a large area of forest to make it the only noticeable spot in these mountains."
"To catch... villains..."
"That's why Foriner accepted this advertisement. And there's one more person they want to make contact with at any cost. There's a possibility that person might show up..."

*I see.*

Eun-Ha nodded and fell into thought. In-Ha-Ram's following words didn't reach her ears.

Indeed, this location was one of the places suspected of housing a villain base.

*Even I know that villains might have a base in these mountains. But searching thoroughly is difficult and requires massive resources. It would mean searching the entire Taebaek mountain range.*

That explained why Foriner had accepted this advertisement.

"Wait. So you used yourself as bait?"

Understanding In-Ha-Ram's words, Eun-Ha voiced what came to mind.

Using herself as bait.
Certainly, In-Ha-Ram was more than sufficient for that purpose.

Not only was her appearance exceptional, but her abilities surpassed other hero aspirants.
Moreover, as Cheonil's daughter, kidnapping her would bring a substantial ransom.

"...Yes. I should have told you earlier. I'm really sorry."

In-Ha-Ram bowed at the waist.

*She's bowing?!*

This was unimaginable.

"No, that's—it's okay. I can handle any mediocre villains by myself anyway...!"

Eun-Ha waved her hands in surprise.
She never thought In-Ha-Ram would bow like this. Even as friends, she considered it impossible.
That's how proud a person she was.

"No, that's not right. You are strong, but villains are more dangerous than you think. After nearly falling victim to a villain at the beginning of the semester, I did my own research. They're truly, truly dangerous."

In-Ha-Ram spoke with a voice full of anxiety. Villains weren't just dangerous in their thinking or actions.

Many used certain drugs to dramatically increase their physical abilities and superpowers. Even without that, the Villain Association had many powerful individuals.

*Ah, that time.*
*I'm probably more than you think I am, Ha-Ram... but I guess it can't be helped.*

Since Ha-Ram had arranged this, she must have made some preparations. Eun-Ha nodded in understanding.
If worst came to worst, she could protect everyone herself. Even if there were more than ten villains, while protecting all the film crew might be difficult, she could definitely protect In-Ha-Ram.

"But when you say bait, what about bodyguards or heroes who will take down the villains—"

Woooong—

"Just a moment."

In-Ha-Ram's communication device rang.
She read the message and frowned.

"Eun-Ha, I have bad news."
"Bad news?"
"Well..."

In-Ha-Ram scanned their surroundings, then whispered the details to Eun-Ha.

"?!"

The annihilation of the hero team on standby.
The hero team waiting at a predetermined location had been taken down.
In-Ha-Ram explained that despite including a B-rank hero among the hastily assembled team, she never expected them to fall like this.

*Did the villains figure out Ha-Ram's plan in advance? Even B-rank heroes shouldn't go down so easily...*

"Ugh..."
"The operation headquarters said they've dispatched a new team. But... we don't know when the villains might show up."

In-Ha-Ram wore a gloomy expression. Having observed her regularly, Eun-Ha never imagined In-Ha-Ram could make such a face.

*I thought she was only soft around her father.*

In-Ha-Ram's diverse expressions were quite refreshing. There was also a strange sense of kinship.

No matter how exceptional someone is, they feel joy when happy and sadness when sad. That's natural.

*After trying so hard not to show weakness. Still, I feel like we've gotten closer.*

Despite being a natural fact, seeing In-Ha-Ram like this made Eun-Ha feel closer to her.

*Right. I can't just let my friend sit here moping.*

"It's okay."

With a warm smile, Eun-Ha took In-Ha-Ram's hand and pulled it up to her chest.

"What do you mean...?"
"I'm stronger than you think, you know? I wasn't just bragging about being a Transcendent."

Eun-Ha tapped her chest with her free hand. Unfortunately, her chest didn't bounce from just that light tapping.

"We'll catch the villains and film the advertisement. We'll catch both rabbits."
"But still..."
"What, keeping secrets from me? I'm not that petty, you know? It's fine. I'll help you. Plus, with my buff, even you can face villains."

Eun-Ha drew up her magical power and placed a buff on In-Ha-Ram. A meaningless action in the current situation.
But if it could give her even a little confidence, that was enough.

"Trust me. And trust yourself and all your training. You can handle any villain who isn't a named one."

Eun-Ha's eyes were filled with certainty.
They could definitely win. They could overcome any obstacle.

She firmly gripped In-Ha-Ram's trembling hand.

"...Okay."

After a long blank stare, In-Ha-Ram finally smiled.
There was no basis for believing they could succeed, but looking into Eun-Ha's eyes gave her confidence.

*How strange.*

Villains that a novice like herself couldn't possibly handle. Villains she had feared.
Now she wasn't afraid anymore.



* * *



"How much time do we have left?"
"About an hour. Wow, how do you maintain this hair? It reaches your thighs without a single damaged strand."
"Ah, haha... it's kind of a family trait."
"I'm jealous..."

Back at the filming location, Eun-Ha had changed into sponsored clothing and was receiving light makeup.

Lee Sun-Young, in charge of Eun-Ha's makeup, spoke with an envious voice as she tied Eun-Ha's hair. It was a lively-looking ponytail.

*Walk, stop to stretch, throw down my bag...*

Bored with just getting her hair done, Eun-Ha passed the time reading the guidelines for how she should act.

Rustle

"Huh?"

At that moment.
There was a rustling sound from the bushes behind Eun-Ha.

*Could it be?*

"Um... s-sis! I, I'm thirsty but I don't know where the water is..."
"Oh, just a moment. I'll get some for you."

Suspecting something, Eun-Ha sent Lee Sun-Young away.

*My hair seems secure enough.*

She shook her head once, feeling the weight at the back of her head. Her naturally long hair felt even heavier tied up.

*Short shorts should be fine to move in.*

Short denim shorts, a tank top, and a cardigan.
She was reluctant to enter the bushes, but her outfit wouldn't hinder combat.

"Ho!"

Just as Eun-Ha finished preparing for battle, a man jumped out from the bushes and tried to pounce on her.

"Slurp, you're mine!"

The villain lunged at her with his whole body like a noose. He resembled a starving beast.

"Hup!"

Eun-Ha's movements were swift.
She strengthened her entire body and doubled that power with her buff.

Thwack!

The tip of her foot shot out and struck the villain's solar plexus perfectly.

"Urgh?!"
"Seriously, you small fry always give yourselves away. Always."

Express packaging service. Eun-Ha immediately grabbed some rope she had prepared and carefully tied up the villain.

"Kyaaaah!!"

But there wasn't just one villain.
A scream echoed from far away.

She immediately turned her head to see villains with triumphant expressions closing in their encirclement.

*Four in total... at least four for now. I should assume there are more.*

Fortunately, there were no casualties yet.

"In this situation..."

Eun-Ha's mind raced.
She could jump in now, but it would be difficult for the slower civilians to escape from the villains.

"Hurry that way! Move toward the predetermined evacuation point!"

Eun-Ha's gaze fell on In-Ha-Ram.

Swoosh!

She was creating numerous ice barriers to block the villains' intrusion and create an escape route.

*Let's join forces and take them down.*

It would be great if those barriers could hold them off, but that probably wouldn't be easy.
With that expectation, Eun-Ha ran toward In-Ha-Ram.

Crash!

"Whew! An ice element user?"
"Summer's coming soon, we could use her as a body pillow."

As Eun-Ha predicted, the ice barriers were easily destroyed.
Fortunately, the director and staff were all prepared.
Despite being outnumbered two to four, In-Ha-Ram calmly faced the villains.

"Things are different from back then."

In-Ha-Ram recalled the beginning of the semester when she was helpless against Yeon Jun-Wan. These villains might not be as strong as Yeon Jun-Wan, but they certainly possessed considerable power.

Still, it was okay.
She had grown stronger since then.

"Well done! Ha-Ram!"

And she had Eun-Ha with her.

Ch.122 - Camping Advertisement (5)
"Eun-Ha is smiling...?"

In Ha-Ram maintained her composure in front of the four villains, displaying a faint smile rather than showing anxiety.

"That's right. Believing in yourself is most important. Don't be afraid of getting hurt. I'm right behind you."
"Got it...!"

In Ha-Ram's smile deepened.
Eun-Ha was proud of her. Though naturally talented, she was still a child with little combat experience. Eun-Ha felt satisfaction in having contributed to In Ha-Ram's growth.

*I understand why he was so happy when I grew stronger.*

Soon, enhancement magic—a buff—flowed from Eun-Ha's hands into In Ha-Ram.

*Power is overflowing within me.*

Eun-Ha's magical energy filled In Ha-Ram's body, further boosting her confidence.

"What a pretty picture~"
"Laugh while you can. It might be your last laugh!"

Snickering loudly

The villains, not noticing that one of their comrades had been taken down, laughed boisterously, their voices echoing through the mountains.

"By the way, it's 2 against 4... Can you handle this? Oh, I mean this, this right here."

The central villain, the scout who first discovered In Ha-Ram, pointed at his crotch.
Already aroused from drugs they had taken before revealing themselves, their bodies were tense with excitement.

"Vulgar and low-class."

In Ha-Ram immediately frowned. Her good mood plummeted at the villains' sexual harassment.
She despised how they were already gloating, assured of victory.
Perhaps that's why In Ha-Ram struck first.

Crack! Crackle!

The sound of something freezing accompanied the chilly air.

"We'll go easy on you, so don't worry, little girls."
"We'll play with you for as long as possible."

Too excited to notice the changes around them, the villains just kept laughing. Some even thrust their hips to further their harassment.

"Now then— huh?"

A villain with a thick build tried to move his foot. But as if stuck to the ground, his foot wouldn't budge.

"What the hell?!"

The villains began to notice something wrong, one by one looking down at their feet.
Without them realizing, their feet were surrounded by white ice and piercing cold.

"?!"

At that moment, something sliced through the air and rushed toward a villain.

"Kuh!"

Though he quickly bent backward to avoid a direct hit, the tip of his nose was sliced off. From the severed nose, a chilling cold was drawn into his body.

"Damn girl...!"

His facial muscles wouldn't respond due to the cold.

What cut the villain was a sickle made of ice. The sickle that had somehow appeared in In Ha-Ram's hand possessed a sharp edge and freezing cold.

*A sickle... quite an uncommon choice.*

Eun-Ha's gaze turned to In Ha-Ram's arm.

The sickle In Ha-Ram held was different from a typical one. Rather than being curved in an L-shape, it resembled raised sharp claws—a war scythe. It was more suitable for combat than an ordinary sickle.

*She must have carefully considered how to keep opponents from approaching easily.*

Eun-Ha recalled when In Ha-Ram first created a weapon while learning to control her magical power.

In Ha-Ram's ability was Cryokinesis, a subset of Hydrokinesis. It was a power that manipulated ice and excelled at restricting opponents' movements.

Specializing in ranged combat and vulnerable in close quarters, she created that weapon to compensate for this weakness.

If she became more proficient with her superpower, she could potentially gain overwhelming advantage against close-combat fighters, especially those with physical enhancement abilities.

"If I can just maintain distance!"

In Ha-Ram's ice surged toward the villains.
Their movements were already sealed. The ice, strengthened by Eun-Ha's buff, was too powerful for these small fry to handle.

"Don't think you can't attack just because you've restricted our movement, you arrogant bitch!"

Clang!

"Ugh?!"
"Ha-Ram!"

Perhaps she let her guard down in that situation, but a throwing knife from a villain shattered In Ha-Ram's ice and grazed her slender neck as it passed.

"Tch!"

In Ha-Ram clicked her tongue and looked at the villain who threw the knife.

*If it had cut just a bit deeper, it would have severed my carotid artery.*

In Ha-Ram felt a chill run down her spine.
Indeed, she had become somewhat overconfident after receiving Eun-Ha's buff.
After all, she was still weak. Even with the buff, she had barely reached an equal footing.

*Stay calm.*

Crack.
Crackle!

The time she could keep their feet bound wasn't long. They wouldn't fall for the same trick twice, so she needed to reduce their numbers as much as possible.
This was a fight where one proper hit could render her unable to continue.
Nevertheless, In Ha-Ram's eyes remained sharp.

*Huh? The wound...*

Suddenly, In Ha-Ram felt warmth at the wound on her neck. The sharp, stinging pain had long disappeared.

Glancing at Eun-Ha, she saw light extending from Eun-Ha's hand, healing her.

"I told you. I'll heal you as much as needed. So use everything you've learned to your heart's content."
"...Yes!"

In Ha-Ram nodded with a confident smile.

*With Eun-Ha's support, I feel secure.*

Eun-Ha focusing on support meant that if In Ha-Ram stayed calm, she might be able to handle these villains herself.
The version of herself who had told Eun-Ha earlier that she couldn't possibly defeat these villains was already gone from her mind.

*It's okay.*

In Ha-Ram took a stance as if about to dash forward.
Soon, magical power overflowing from her core circulated throughout her body, enhancing her physical abilities.

*Stay calm. Be swift.*

When she stomped the ground, the sickle in her hand changed form.

Slap!

"Gah!"

Into a whip with sharp ice spikes.
The whip In Ha-Ram wielded slashed across the chest of the villain whose nose she had cut.
Blood spurted from the villain's chest along the trajectory of the whip.

Crackle!

However, the gushing blood quickly froze along with the wound.

*The whip is still difficult to control... But three more to go.*

In Ha-Ram looked at the whip in her hand. Though her magical control was still unrefined, making the movements clumsy, she had achieved her goal.

Crash!

"Damn! Hey! Break free already! You sluggish bastards!"

With a sound like breaking glass, the largest villain broke free from his restraint. Rather than breaking the ice, he pulled his legs out of the ground with the ice still attached.
His massive muscles began to emit a menacing aura.

*If you watch their preparation stance carefully, you can usually read what they're going to do. They don't mix in many feints. Let me show you.*

Eun-Ha's words echoed in In Ha-Ram's mind.
Eun-Ha, who had repeatedly subjected her to merciless violence and healing, saying she should learn with her body.
A bright smile had adorned Eun-Ha's face as she pummeled three moving sandbags.

*Ugh...! Still, thanks to that, I can read their movements.*

Whoosh!

Recalling that memory while trembling with fear, In Ha-Ram quickly lowered her stance. The villain's log-like arm swept just above her.

Thump!

Her heart nearly stopped at how close it was.
Still, she had read his movement and avoided the attack.

Tap!

"Huh?"

Taking advantage of the opening, In Ha-Ram placed her hand on the large villain's stomach.

Crack! Crackle!

"?!"

Soon after, his body began to freeze rapidly.

"Damn! You squirrel-like girl!"

The muscular villain tried desperately to swing his arm, but it wouldn't move as intended. The freezing that started from his stomach had completely frozen his upper body.
In Ha-Ram could see his movements visibly slowing.

"Haah!"

Following that, her weapon, now transformed into a sword, slashed across his lower body.

"Aaaagh!"

Thigh. Knee. Calf. Ankle.
It was a sword strike aimed at completely taking away his mobility.
Once again, the villain's lower body froze along the path she had cut.

Thud!

"Haa...! Haa...!"

The muscular villain, his entire body frozen, couldn't maintain balance and collapsed.

*Two down!*

In Ha-Ram's eyes sparkled.
An achievement she could hardly believe was her own.
Although it was thanks to Eun-Ha's buff, it was still she herself who had moved.

A sense of achievement and elation embraced her. Her lips curled up involuntarily, revealing her uncontrollable joy.

*Two more left...!*

But she couldn't afford to relax just yet.
In Ha-Ram turned to look at where the remaining two were—

"Ah...."

—when a massive fireball entered her field of vision.
A fireball too close to dodge even if she tried.
The fireball, burning fiercely as if intending to leave not a single piece of flesh, flew toward In Ha-Ram.

"Ha-Ram!"

Just as her elation was about to turn to despair, Eun-Ha tackled In Ha-Ram, pushing her aside.

BOOM!!

The spot where In Ha-Ram had been standing exploded the moment she was pushed away by Eun-Ha.
Rather than just burning, it literally exploded, creating a crater.

"Tsk!"
"Lucky to survive."

The two remaining villains clicked their tongues.
They brushed off their blackened feet and stepped toward Eun-Ha and In Ha-Ram.

"I-I almost died...!"

Her heart raced violently.
If Eun-Ha had been just one second late, she might have died. She would have burned alive, screaming in agony.

"It's okay. Apart from some scratches, there's no injury. Get up quickly."

Eun-Ha, who had rolled on the ground with In Ha-Ram, immediately stood up and extended her hand.

"You did well. You might be the first person at the academy besides me to take down a villain."
"I did...?"
"Yes. You did."

With Eun-Ha's continued praise, In Ha-Ram managed to grasp her hand with trembling fingers.

"Oof! Ha-Ram, you stay put. 2 against 1 is still too much for you..."

Thwack!

"I'll handle the rest."

A golden afterimage briefly appeared in In Ha-Ram's vision before disappearing.

"Ugh..."
"Gah..."

Thud!

Following those sounds, the two villains collapsed.

"Hmm! Is this what they call 'the student surpassing the master'? No, that doesn't seem right..."
"......"

In Ha-Ram blankly stared at Eun-Ha's back.

*So Eun-Ha was telling the truth.*

The villains she had struggled to take down by binding their feet and catching them off guard had fallen in an instant.

*The reason Eun-Ha didn't step in was because it would have ended too quickly if she had.*

It was a contradictory feeling—both deflating and fulfilling. If Eun-Ha had stepped in directly, things would have ended quickly and easily. But then she wouldn't have had the chance to grow.

*Because she wanted me to grow...*

Thanks to Eun-Ha giving her confidence and courage, she was able to face the villains.

In Ha-Ram recalled the training she did every dawn and evening. What Eun-Ha emphasized most was physical balance and magical control.

*You need to be able to move your body as you think, and control your magical power for combat to truly work... Even though I had Eun-Ha's backup and the villains were careless, I was able to fight them because of that training.*

What Eun-Ha emphasized was consistent basic training. Her principle was that any action requires solid fundamentals to move smoothly.
And In Ha-Ram experienced the truth of Eun-Ha's words in this battle. Even with the buff, In Ha-Ram was able to move her body precisely according to her judgment.

But even with her growth, the difference between Eun-Ha and In Ha-Ram was clear.

*So far away.*

In Ha-Ram reached out toward Eun-Ha.
Though the physical distance wasn't great, the gap between them seemed immense.

It wasn't a difference in talent.
It was simply the difference in years of steadfast training.

*But it's not entirely out of reach.*

She clenched the hand she had extended.

*If you train intensely for 1-2 years like this, you might catch up to me.*

Eun-Ha's words echoed in her mind.
A statement tinged with complexity despite her casual laugh. If Eun-Ha's words were true, someday she would stand alongside her.

*Chae-Eun, Se-Won, and Eun-Ha.*

She closed her eyes gently and imagined.
Not just watching Eun-Ha from behind, but herself and her friends moving toward her. Eventually catching up to be right behind her.

*Having been chosen by a Transcendent, I won't live an easy life. If that's the case, maybe I can at least walk alongside her.*

In Ha-Ram quietly resolved.
Eun-Ha's future, though not clearly visible, was surely filled with thorny paths.
Perhaps she could at least be there for Eun-Ha, ensuring she wouldn't falter in that future.

She thought she could do that much for Eun-Ha, who generously shared everything she knew.



* * *



"What should we do with these guys?"
"I contacted the operation headquarters, so a recovery team will come. They said they're just finishing collecting the heroes who were attacked by someone earlier, so it might take a while."
"I see~"

Eun-Ha and In Ha-Ram looked at the villains who were tied up and slumped over.
Perhaps the drug's effects had worn off, as the villains were sweating profusely. They clearly didn't look well.

"Anyway, this confirms that the villains' hideout is nearby. If we can just find out from them..."

In Ha-Ram stepped forward to examine the slumped villains more closely.

"?! Danger!"

Alarm bells rang in Eun-Ha's head.
Feeling heavy magical power flying toward them, Eun-Ha quickly grabbed In Ha-Ram's arm and pulled her back.

Crash!

At that moment, something fell onto where the villains had been. Or rather, something crushed the villains.

The invisible force instantly pressed down on the villains' location, bursting them.
Like humans being crushed in a large hydraulic press, the villains instantly changed from people to pieces of blood and flesh.

"Kyaaaaa!!"

Blood.
Organs.
Flesh fragments.
Bone fragments.

In Ha-Ram instinctively screamed at the horrific scene before her eyes. If Eun-Ha hadn't pulled her back, she would surely have met the same fate.

Her legs and waist lost strength, and she collapsed. The violence that struck without warning became terror that engulfed In Ha-Ram.

"Don-Hil...!"

Eun-Ha gritted her teeth and turned her eyes to where the magical power was coming from.
Far from Eun-Ha and In Ha-Ram, magical girl Don-Hil was watching them from the top of a densely wooded forest.



* * *



"I missed something good because of those guys."

Don-Hil was also gritting her teeth.

Idiot.
Retard.
Pig.
Muscle pig.
Anchovy.

The five villains had ruined her mood. Despite dragging her tired body all the way to Gangwon Province, she hadn't even gotten to see Eun-Ha's commercial shoot, which was her purpose.

This was their punishment.
Punishment for interfering with her rest, mere small fry that they were.

Don-Hil looked at what used to be villains with cold eyes, then threw herself into a black portal.

Ch.123 - Camping Advertisement (6)
"Hmm~ Hmm~ Hehehe...!"

Eun-Ha hummed cheerfully as she headed down the mountain with In-Ha-Ram. Although they had failed to capture the villain thanks to Don-Hil's trolling, there was still something to be gained.

"You're still fine after seeing all that?"
"Huh? Oh, well... I guess? I have a pretty strong stomach."

In-Ha-Ram looked pale after unexpectedly witnessing the spectacle of organs and blood flying everywhere, like a sausage party. The sight of a living person being instantly crushed like they were under a hydraulic press—not even a monster—was something she feared might haunt her dreams.

"Besides, something good happened."

Eun-Ha grinned at In-Ha-Ram. While she wasn't exactly pleased about witnessing someone die right before her eyes, it was a scene she had seen many times at The Front Line.

The Front Line's position was to minimize human casualties even if it meant defeating fewer monsters. But even in such a place, people died.

*This must be what it feels like to raise someone. I knew she was growing quickly, but I didn't expect to see results so soon.*

The reason Eun-Ha was in such a good mood was because In-Ha-Ram had shown noticeable growth.

*Considering how much the academy students' levels have dropped, she's still lacking, but Ha-Ram has grown well! And if Ha-Ram can do it, the others could grow too with the right opportunities!*

While In-Ha-Ram's growth was slightly faster than the others, all three had similar abilities. If In-Ha-Ram could do it, it meant the others could too.

"So...?"
"Right?"
"Well... that's good then. To be honest, I was only able to win this time because you were there."

In-Ha-Ram looked at Eun-Ha with a slight blush, smiling with her beautiful eyes.

"Ah~ No matter how much you praise me, it'll only make your training more intense~"

Eun-Ha responded with a loose smile to In-Ha-Ram's expression. For the usually proud In-Ha-Ram to make such a face was an unexpected gain for Eun-Ha.

"It would have been really nice if not for that scene. I still feel sick thinking about it."
"I guess you won't be able to eat meat or blood sausage for a while."
"Meat, blood sausage... Urgh!"

In-Ha-Ram covered her mouth like someone with morning sickness. She was surprised at how weak her stomach was.


* * *


After coming down from the mountain, Eun-Ha arrived at the temporary shelter set up by the operation headquarters. It was barely a shelter—just a few pre-rented campers and camping equipment.

"Ah, Director! They're back!"
"Are you safe?!"

A staff member who spotted Eun-Ha and In-Ha-Ram informed Kim Gyu-Hyun. The director's face, which had been anxious about the villain attack and future shooting schedule, brightened.

"Miss! Eun-Ha! You're both safe! What about the v-villain?"
"I took care of everything, Director."
"Oh! As expected of you, miss! To handle all those villains!"

At Kim Gyu-Hyun's words, In-Ha-Ram glanced at Eun-Ha. Her eyes seemed to ask, "Is this really okay?" to which Eun-Ha just smiled broadly.

"Right? Ha-Ram is quite amazing."
"Indeed! The chairman seems blessed with talented children. Hahaha!"
"Hehe. I'm glad to be my father's proud daughter."

In-Ha-Ram felt guilty. Not only was she deceiving a friend, but she was also taking credit. However, it was Eun-Ha who had first suggested this on their way down the mountain—to say that In-Ha-Ram had handled all the villains.

Eun-Ha thought that In-Cheon-Yong would be pleased to hear this, and believed that In-Ha-Ram could have defeated the villains one by one if it hadn't been two against one.

"But what about the heroes...?"
"Ah, we were just about to call an ambulance. The heroes from the operation headquarters rescued them."

Eun-Ha looked around for the injured heroes. Kim Gyu-Hyun pointed to one side, saying, "Look over there." There were heroes on stretchers, ready to be moved when the ambulance arrived.

"No, you don't need to call an ambulance."
"What?! Miss, even so..."
"My friend will take care of everything."

In-Ha-Ram pointed to Eun-Ha, who had already approached the heroes lying on stretchers.

"Ah..."

Only then did Kim Gyu-Hyun remember Eun-Ha's ability and nodded.

*Come to think of it... can she really heal people?*

Having only heard rumors like "they say she can" on TV or the internet, Kim Gyu-Hyun still didn't fully believe in Eun-Ha's abilities. After all, with no precedent, it could be false.

"They're badly hurt..."

Approaching the heroes, Eun-Ha frowned at their condition. Their state was serious. It was clear they would live with disabilities for the rest of their lives without natural healing.

People whose bodies were crushed as if pressed by something huge. Some heroes even had bones protruding. Miraculously, they were still alive, perhaps because they were heroes.

*Could Don-Hil have done this to these people too?*

It was entirely possible. Though much less severe than what was done to the villains, Don-Hil was the only one who came to mind capable of such attacks.

*Why did Don-Hil appear here...? No, I should prioritize healing first.*

Eun-Ha shook her head to clear thoughts of Don-Hil. The lives of the heroes before her were more important right now.

*I might need to transform for this. Treating them one by one would ensure complete healing.*

Through Eun-Ha's eyes, the heroes were all stained black. Though barely alive, they were essentially dead.

Not knowing how much time they had left, it would be better to transform and heal them with more powerful magic.

Soon, a barrier formed around Eun-Ha, and a dazzling white light spread outward. What appeared was the Holy Maiden and magical girl, Virginia—another transformation form of Eun-Ha, different from Optima.

"A custom suit that even the young miss hasn't received... Huh?! No, never mind. Yes."
"Hehe! It's okay. She's special enough to deserve it."

In-Ha-Ram smiled at Kim Gyu-Hyun, who seemed to be comparing her with Eun-Ha. Though it sounded like he was offending the Cheonil heiress, it was true.

*There's no reason to be jealous anyway.*

Custom suits were given to heroes who had completed their growth and whose abilities wouldn't change anymore. No matter how promising or well-sponsored, it wasn't something one would normally receive at such a young age.

Besides, In-Ha-Ram was still growing. She would receive a suit after growing more and possibly evolving her abilities. Strictly speaking, "that" wasn't even a suit provided by Cheonil.

"Haaah—Whew..."

From a distance, In-Ha-Ram could see Eun-Ha taking a deep breath. Priest-like clothes, a long staff in her small hands.

"A holy maiden..."

Those things certainly suited Eun-Ha's power well. The sight of her holding the staff in both hands and taking a deep breath evoked a desire to protect her.

*It's ironic that she prefers close combat over that power.*

Despite the irony, In-Ha-Ram didn't mind much. It was thanks to Eun-Ha's preference for close combat and consistent training that she herself had grown.

"Hehe!"

In-Ha-Ram watched Eun-Ha's actions with a warm smile.

"Wow, insane...!"
"It's real?"
"Healing without a single scar..."
"This is a miracle...!"

Crushed bones returned to their original shape and position, dented heads restored, and bruises covering their bodies disappeared as if nothing had happened. Some even regained what they had lost.

The staff members watched in amazement as Eun-Ha healed them one by one.

"Whew...!"

After about ten minutes, all the heroes on stretchers had healthy bodies without a single wound. Only their damaged hero suits indicated what they had endured.

"Ugh... Huh?! I-I'm alive...?"

As Eun-Ha finished healing, Byun Ju-Hyuk, the only B-rank hero among them, opened his eyes.

Byun Ju-Hyuk had sensed his own death from the terribly painful gravitational force.

But what was this? Sitting up abruptly, he found himself alive. His body was perfectly fine without a single wound.

And one more thing.

"My, my hair...!"

Even his hair follicles, which had been on a path of destruction since his youth, had been revived. He hadn't seen such smooth hair slightly covering his eyes in years.

Was this a dream or reality? Or had he died and reunited with his lost follicles? Byun Ju-Hyuk caressed his hair with both hands, hoping desperately that this moment wasn't just a dream.

"Are you okay? Does anything hurt?"
"Ah, aah..."

Eun-Ha appeared before Byun Ju-Hyuk, who hadn't yet regained his senses.

*It's her.*

Byun Ju-Hyuk instinctively recognized the girl before him as his savior. And he realized he was alive.

As soon as he made eye contact with Eun-Ha, he bowed his head deeply. He didn't know what to do. He didn't have the courage to look directly at someone who had not only saved his life but also revived his dead hair follicles.

*What's going on?!*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was bewildered.

She had just approached to ask about his condition, but Byun Ju-Hyuk suddenly bowed his head deeply. He even had tears in his eyes just before lowering his head.

"Thank you...! Thank you...! Huuuuh!"
"What?!"

Then he grabbed Eun-Ha's legs and began to wail. Eun-Ha couldn't understand what was happening.

*Could it be?*

Soon, Eun-Ha realized why Byun Ju-Hyuk was behaving this way.

Focused on healing each person thoroughly, she hadn't noticed that his once smooth scalp had become lush with hair.

"Are you awake, Hero Byun Ju-Hyuk?"
"Sniff...! Sob...!"
"Hero Byun Ju-Hyuk?"
"...Gasp!!"

However, the reunion with his dream hair turned into the worst situation. A woman stood in front of him, shielding Eun-Ha as if protecting her.

Seeing In-Ha-Ram standing before him with her arms crossed, looking down at him, Byun Ju-Hyuk felt the blood drain from his body and his heart sink.

"You'll need to explain what's going on."
"Well, that... Cough! Cough! Ugh! I-I suddenly have this chronic pneumonia..."
"After being healed by Eun-Ha, there's no way any disease would remain. Please explain what happened."
"..."

Byun Ju-Hyuk, who had tried to escape with a pathetic excuse, became speechless, unable to even refute.

*If even my hair has been restored, there's no way a disease wouldn't be cured. How should I explain this?!*

Byun Ju-Hyuk trembled with his head bowed low.

*There's something here.*

In-Ha-Ram narrowed her eyes suspiciously at his attitude. There must be something behind how he and the other heroes were so helplessly defeated. It seemed like they had made some mistake, some difficult-to-explain mistake, and were punished for it.

"Speak now. Before I freeze all your newly revived hair follicles to death."
"I'll talk!"

*Cruel woman...!*

Under In-Ha-Ram's threat, Byun Ju-Hyuk had no choice but to explain everything.


* * *


"Sigh..."
"Don't sigh so much. It ended well, so that's fortunate."

After hearing the whole story, In-Ha-Ram climbed the mountain, sighing deeply. It had been a huge mistake to select heroes based solely on their rank.

"Even so, I can't believe there are people who get so excited they shout at the sight of women's underwear. Are all men like that?"
"...Ah, hahaha... N-no, I don't think so?"

*You'd know if you showed me yours,* Eun-Ha thought but swallowed the words, just smiling. Even she thought the situation Byun Ju-Hyuk described was absurd.

"Well, anyway, the director is resuming filming as planned."
"Continuing despite a villain attack—is he brave or just thoughtless?"
"He said he had a good idea, so maybe neither."
"Will we finish today?"
"Who knows."

In-Ha-Ram shrugged. Kim Gyu-Hyun, rumored to be somewhat eccentric, was famous for doing retakes until he was satisfied.

"What are you talking about, miss, Holy Maiden?"

Kim Gyu-Hyun, who was walking ahead, interrupted their conversation.

The filming crew, having witnessed Eun-Ha save heroes who were on the brink of death, had started calling her the Holy Maiden—including Director Kim Gyu-Hyun.

"We were talking about how the script changed."
"And that, the Holy Maiden... No, never mind. I was really curious about how the script changed. Ahaha..."

*Sigh, I'll have to get used to it.*

Hastily abandoning what she was about to say, Eun-Ha agreed with In-Ha-Ram.

"Ah. The filming... It'll be quick. You won't even need to act."
"What? No acting...?"

They were confused. They had come to film an advertisement, but now they were told not to act—it didn't make sense.

"We can't use the concept I originally planned. It's getting late, and villains might appear again."
"Won't that lower the quality?"
"No, it's fine, miss. Among the new filming equipment, there's something called a spatial filming camera that we'll be using."

Kim Gyu-Hyun smiled confidently.

The spatial filming camera connected several cameras to capture not just objects or people, but an entire space within a certain range.

"What changed from the original concept is naturalness. The Holy Maiden just needs to use the advertised product. We'll film it with the spatial filming camera, so it won't take long and won't need retakes. It's actually my first time using it, but my instinct tells me it's the best choice."

Kim Gyu-Hyun continued explaining, throwing around all sorts of technical terms that only he understood, leaving Eun-Ha and In-Ha-Ram unable to follow.

"—So, you just start with the designated item, set up the tent, and we film until you go to sleep."
"Okay..."
"I understand..."
"Oops, I got a bit carried away."

Belatedly realizing what he had done, Kim Gyu-Hyun scratched the back of his head. He had continued talking about something his audience had no interest in—a clear mistake.

"Director, I have a question."

Eun-Ha, who had been staring at Kim Gyu-Hyun scratching his head, spoke up. She had one doubt.

"You said 'naturalness,' right? For this filming concept?"
"Yes, that's right. We're not asking for any specific actions. Just use the items naturally."

*Naturally, huh.*

Easier said than done—it wasn't coming to her.

*Wait a minute?*

Suddenly, a good idea popped into Eun-Ha's head.

"Then, can I request an assistant for natural behavior?"
"An assistant?"
"Yes."

Eun-Ha's lips curled into a smile. The good idea was a very good idea. Anyway, it was a good idea.

"Ha-Ram, I have something to ask of you."

Eun-Ha's gaze turned to In-Ha-Ram.

Ch.124 - Camping Advertisement (7)
"..."

A bead of cold sweat ran down Haram's face.

"What do you think? Hm?"
"Oh! With the young lady joining us... I don't think it's bad at all. No, it's great!"

Judging by how flustered Haram looked, he clearly hadn't expected me to rope him into this. The director walking with us was also looking at Haram with subtle anticipation.

"...No, no. Strictly speaking, I'm the advertiser, the sponsor. Wouldn't it be strange if I appeared in it?"
"Why? Directors sometimes make cameos in their own movies, so why not in an advertisement?"

Haram blinked repeatedly, seemingly surprised that I would counter his argument.

*What an absolute blockhead. Does he really think I'm that stupid? Hehe, how foolish.*

Though it stung my pride a bit, I managed to land a solid hit because of it. Underestimating your opponent and letting your guard down creates the perfect opportunity for a major blow.

I looked at Haram with the smooth smile I'd learned from Foriner.

"Young lady, I believe this advertisement is meant to highlight the relationship between Magica Essential and Cheonil Group. And you're the one who approved changing the advertisement content."
"...That's right."

On top of that, Director Kim Gyu-Hyun, who had been watching with interest, took my side. His expression was overflowing with mischief, like a child who had discovered something fun.

"Then shouldn't you be the one to appear, young lady? Is there anything you lack? Wealth, grades, ability, looks—you're like a jewel of Cheonil Group, perfect in every way!"
"Our Haram is amazing, isn't she!"
"Right?"

The situation shifted from one-on-one to two-against-one. I joined forces with the director to pressure Haram.

"No, but I'm still..."
"Come on, it's just an advertisement. Think of it as helping out a friend."
"I agree. Men are creatures who will watch an advertisement just because a pretty woman appears in it. And that pretty woman is—"
"You!"

The director and I continued our pressure tactics until we reached our destination.

"Haah... Fine. I said fine."

Haram finally nodded with a heavy sigh. Her face showed something close to resignation.

"That's it!"
"Excellent decision, young lady!"

We had won.


* * *


"Just to be clear again, don't worry about the script. Just think about using each of the provided items at least once."
"Yes!"

In a good mood, I answered loudly.

"You can include dialogue if you want, or not. If necessary, we can add it later with dubbing."
"Understood."

Plus, there's not much pressure. I can speak or not speak. And there are no specific movements required other than using the advertised products.

Normally, creating an impactful 15-second advertisement would require careful attention to many details, but they weren't trying to put any particular pressure on us.

"But space filming..."
"The term 'space filming' existed before, but its meaning has changed now. I heard there's a more technical name for it, but people call it space filming because it's more intuitive."
"So it literally means filming an entire space at once?"
"Right. During editing, they can choose to view any part they want."

I noticed cameras set up around the old campsite. Maybe because no one was directly filming us, I didn't feel nervous.

"Alright! Let's begin!"

Clap!

I heard the slate sound from behind me.
The official filming was now starting.
I looked at Haram, then headed toward the campsite with my backpack on.


* * *


The filming ended in one take as promised.

"They say it turned out better than expected. The footage is sufficient, so today's shooting should be enough."
"Really?"
"Yes."

Despite just looking around, handling camping equipment, and grilling meat—nothing special—the director and staff seemed satisfied.
It was quite surprising.

"They particularly liked the scene where you looked up at the night sky."
"That? I just looked up because it was pretty."
"Even such simple actions can make a difference depending on who does them."

So the formula seems to be: pretty thing + pretty person = awesome result.
It feels a bit like I'm bragging, but that's how Haram's words came across.
Let's just take it as a compliment and move on.

"But I don't think we'll ever use these camping tools. We probably won't be able to use them for evaluations in remote places like last time."
"We might use them someday."
"Like if we suddenly get stranded?"

I imagined the scenario.
Me and Haram, unexpectedly stranded. I become the pillar of support for this sheltered young lady, providing food, water, and shelter.

*"You're amazing, Eun-Ha. I only have you."*

Haram, moved by my actions, clasping her hands to her chest with sparkling eyes.
And then...

"Nice."
"You weren't imagining something weird just now, were you?"

Haram glared at me with sharp eyes. It felt like she had completely seen through my thoughts, and honestly, I felt a bit guilty.
In situations like this, I shouldn't get flustered.
I need to be confident!

"Wh-what? Not at all! I wasn't imagining anything weird! I only imagined up to the part where you fall for me. 'All I can offer you is my body...' as you slowly start to undress."
"How is that not weird?!"

Slap!

Haram's face turned red as she hit me on the head. It felt like what few brain cells I had were being destroyed.
Of course, that wouldn't happen, but my fantasy had to end due to Haram's attack.

"...Come to think of it."

And because of that, I remembered something I'd forgotten.
Looking down, I saw smooth legs without a trace of muscle. Shifting my gaze slightly upward, I could see the gentle curve of a groin far from any bulge.

"I suddenly feel sad."

The little buddy that connected all men in the world through invisible neural pathways had long disappeared from me.

"Geez. Really."
"It's okay to fantasize a bit. I'm not always just about muscles! Muscles!"

A beauty resting her head gently on pumped pectoral muscles while giving a yearning look!
Just imagining it used to make me grin from ear to ear.

"Let's say that's true. I'll understand. I'm your friend after all."
"You're not just pretending to understand, are you?"
"They say you meet all kinds of people in life, and I think I'll eventually meet someone like you once or twice."

Haram's eyes were full of sympathy as she said this. She was clearly treating me like someone to be pitied.
Well, I suppose I might seem foolish, looking for something I lost long ago.

"By the way, this light you created... it's healing power, right?"
"Yes. I made it float as a lamp substitute. It should disappear after some time."

Haram pointed at the light floating above our heads. It was the healing magic I had used before in the abandoned city, now repurposed as a lamp.

"...So that's why."

Haram turned to look behind us.
Director Kim Gyu-Hyun was having a serious conversation with the staff. While the other staff members had been exhausted from today's work, they now seemed to have regained their energy. It seems the recovery magic has some effect even if they're just exposed to the light without direct contact.

"Couldn't we use this during training later?"
"Stop saying such terrible things!"
"Why?"

If it could slowly eliminate fatigue, I could push the trainees for as long as possible!
But thanks to Haram's objection, I had to drop the idea.


* * *


"Good work everyone today. It's too dark to leave now, so let's depart tomorrow!"

After coming down from the mountain to our temporary lodging, Director Kim Gyu-Hyun made the announcement.
At first, I thought it was a rather careless decision given that villains could appear at any moment, but then I remembered how treacherous the road here had been.
We could easily flip over in our vehicles if we weren't careful, so it wasn't a bad idea to leave the villains to the heroes and depart tomorrow.

"Miss and Eun-Ha, you can use this camper. You can shower inside, and there's a bed prepared!"

After giving brief instructions to the staff, Director Kim Gyu-Hyun guided us to the camper.

"Oh...!"

When I opened the side door, the space was surprisingly spacious. At the far end was what looked like a bedroom with a mattress, blanket, and pillow.
There was also a shower, a small sink, and a refrigerator—it had practically all the functions of a decent studio apartment.

"The chairman said to take it just in case. I'd like to sleep in a place like this too. Hahaha."
"What about the others?"
"We'll be sleeping in the tents we brought. Oh, and the other campers are for the heroes who are escorting us."

I glanced at Haram. She didn't seem particularly interested in the camper's interior and was focused on what Director Kim Gyu-Hyun was saying.
Despite her outward appearance, she was probably thinking "Daddy..." with father-complex thoughts inside.

"Well then... I'll go talk with the heroes for a bit. Eun-Ha, you rest here."

The severe father-complex case said this and then went outside with Director Kim Gyu-Hyun.
Despite her mistake today, she seemed determined to keep watch over everything until the end.

With nothing else to do, I lay down on the bed at the far end.

"Haah... Don-Hil..."

My rival who ruined Haram's achievement.
I wasn't happy about the situation where we essentially lost the villains because of Don-Hil's trolling.
Now the villains would learn from this, and they wouldn't stupidly follow someone just because they were aroused.

"White lace, huh."

Yet she showed her underwear to other heroes, which made me even more furious.
Smooth, soft, and chewy-looking thighs that were attractive, or whatever.

How despicable to seduce someone with beauty and make them let their guard down. I would never do such a thing.

"How can someone show their underwear to people?"

I couldn't understand, but perhaps it was her own way of dealing with situations.

"Underwear..."

In other words, it could be a magical girl's "tactic" to make the opponent lower their guard!

*What was Optima wearing again?*

Come to think of it, Optima was also wearing a skirt. Though she had something like tight stockings covering her entire body. If she wanted to show something, she could.

"Ugh...!"

Thinking of it as a tactic I might need to use someday, I felt embarrassed. I had my pride; it was something I could never do.

"When I meet her again, I'll denounce her as a pervert."
"Who are you calling a pervert?"
"Huh?! Ah, no, that..."

I sat up with a start.
Had I been too deep in thought? Haram had returned and was staring down at me.

"Pervert, you say. You're the pervert here."

Haram looked at me with cold eyes, probably recalling our earlier conversation.
I never expected to be labeled a pervert here. I needed to shift the blame to someone else to clear my name.

*Se-Won, I'm sorry!*

"N-no! Se-Won! Yes, I was talking about Se-Won! He, he..."

I'm sorry to Se-Won, but he'll have to be the sacrificial lamb.

"M-my...! He was breathing heavily while looking at my underwear!"

I lied to Haram, thinking it was better for my friend to be the pervert than me.

Ch.125 - Camping Advertisement (8)
"Are you here?"
"Yes, Mother."

The girl's voice echoed through the room filled with water tanks. She turned away from the blue tank she had been staring at and looked at the person who had come to see her.

Two snow-white girls.
They resembled each other too much to be strangers.
That was because they were mother and daughter.

"It's the weekend, you should be resting. Did you want to see your sibling?"

Magical Girl Don-Hil's mother, Seo Hye-Ji, asked with a caring expression. Then she stroked the cylindrical tank that her delicate hands must have caressed countless times.

"...That's part of it. I also wanted to see you, Mother."
"Hehe! I see."

Seo Hye-Ji's chuckling appearance was that of a young girl through and through. If someone didn't reveal their relationship, they would only appear to be close sisters.

"But..."

Seo Na-Bi, who had smiled softly while watching Hye-Ji laugh, shifted her gaze to the tank.

"There are more."
"Yes, there are more. The other children might not survive, but..."

Unlike the last time she had seen it, there was one more fetus in the tank.

Na-Bi felt an indescribable emotion. Her mother, who had already resigned herself to everything, found joy only in Na-Bi herself and her sibling.

*I need to become stronger. If I become stronger...*

Her gaze moved to Seo Hye-Ji's abdomen, specifically toward her uterus. The area that must have been cut open once while Na-Bi was away.

Na-Bi thought that her mother suffered like this because she was weak, because she couldn't stand at the pinnacle of Gresorion.

"It's okay."

Noticing Na-Bi's gaze, Seo Hye-Ji gently smiled. Her smile seemed so fragile that it might crumble if touched carelessly.

"But you're in pain. Without any anesthesia, while still alive...!"

Na-Bi's voice trembled. Emotions like indignation and sympathy flooded in, making her voice sound like it might burst at any moment.

"Shh. You'll make your sibling anxious."

Seo Hye-Ji gently placed her index finger against her lips.

"I've done this many times already. When you entered this tank. When there were children who might have become your older sisters or brothers."

The words that followed were too calm.
As if it were natural.
As if this was all she could do now.

"But still... but still...!"
"Your pretty face will be ruined."
"...I'm fine."

Clank, clank.

Every time Seo Hye-Ji moved, the sound of metal dragging across the floor could be heard. The chains tangled and made noisy sounds.
When Na-Bi lowered her gaze slightly, she saw black iron shackles binding her mother's ankles, which looked so delicate they might break if grabbed.

Seo Hye-Ji slowly moved her steps and soon approached Na-Bi.

"It's okay. I'm used to it now."

Her pale hand caressed Na-Bi's cheek.

"Our cute Na-Bi. Don't worry too much. Don't push yourself too hard. If it gets too difficult, let's endure just a little longer. Just like you did, your sibling will surely become strong too."

The hand that had been caressing her joined the other to embrace Na-Bi, patting her back.

*This is unfair.*

When had it started?
When Na-Bi came to her senses, Seo Hye-Ji's eyes were lifeless. There had never been light in her blue eyes. Because of that, looking into Seo Hye-Ji's eyes was like peering into a distant abyss.

She had undergone procedures akin to torture several times a year since before Na-Bi was born. She probably developed such eyes during that process.

And the first successful result of that process was Na-Bi herself.

Why? How her mother had ended up in this state, Seo Hye-Ji never told Na-Bi.

One thing was certain: as long as she remained this weak, her mother, Seo Hye-Ji, would continue to suffer.

"...By the way, Na-Bi."
"Yes?"

After patting Na-Bi's back for a while, Seo Hye-Ji spoke. Her eyes, deep and without a trace of light, met Na-Bi's.

"Your childhood friend, that child—"
"Please don't talk about that."
"Oh my."
"I've decided to forget already."

Na-Bi sharply cut off Seo Hye-Ji's attempt to bring up her childhood friend. Deep longing settled in her eyes.

"...I see."
"I have something to report to Lady Melissa, so I'll be going now."
"Take care of yourself. Stay healthy. Even magical girls can't regenerate when their magic runs out."
"...Yes."

Na-Bi turned around and left the room.


* * *


"......"

Kim Se-Won, a first-year student at Hero Gate Special High School, commonly called the Academy, was dragged to the secret base without knowing why.
Including him, there were four people in the secret base.

Kim Se-Won was kneeling in the middle of the room called the secret base. In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun were glaring at him with fiery eyes. And lastly, Eun-Ha.

"Do you know your crime?!"
"I like honest people. If you speak honestly, I'll hit you gently, so think carefully."

The two girls were looking at him with lightning and ice bolts ready in their hands, as if they might shoot at any moment.

*What kind of thorny situation is this?*

Kim Se-Won, who had planned to spend a peaceful weekend, couldn't understand this sudden situation. His instinct whispered that staying still was the best strategy, so he just remained quiet.

Glance

With his head bowed low, Kim Se-Won carefully shifted his gaze to look at Eun-Ha. The smallest among the four who often hung out together, Eun-Ha was stammering between the two girls, unable to do anything.

*Is she going to start saying "hawawa" if this gets worse?*

He didn't know why he was brought here. And he didn't know why Eun-Ha was acting like that either.

*Maybe she's trying to protect me?*

The only salvation!
Despite not knowing much, Kim Se-Won thought that Eun-Ha might be his only salvation.
With that thought, Eun-Ha looked even prettier today.

"I'd like to hear why we're having this kind of hearing so early in the morning. It's Sunday, what are you doing?"

That's one thing, and this is another.
After lowering his gaze again and then raising it, Kim Se-Won was curious about why this situation had occurred.

"What?"
"Sigh... Right. They say perpetrators quickly forget what they've done."

The two girls, arms crossed as they looked down at him, saw Kim Se-Won's attitude as if he were turning the tables on them.
Although he wasn't powerless, it was clear he wasn't immune to this kind of situation. To them, his demeanor resembled that of a shameless criminal from a drama, someone who had committed an unspeakable act against a girl who was clearly vulnerable to such things.

"To think you'd pant while looking at a friend's underwear."
"So indecent. So shameless. How could you? Even if boys your age have their brains dominated by sexual desire, there's a limit!"
"What?!"

Kim Se-Won was dumbfounded. Only a shocked exclamation escaped his mouth, filled with disbelief.

*W-what is this nonsense?!*

There was something he could guess. But rather than wanting to see it, it would be more accurate to say that the other party had shown it without any defense.
There was a world of difference between looking at something intentionally and having it accidentally catch your eye.

Kim Se-Won's neck creaked as he turned toward Eun-Ha.

"N-no way..."

His trembling lips barely formed words. But that was it.

*No. Something's off. They might be misunderstanding. During the virtual camping training, I was the only one who saw it.*

The pink panties that were still vivid in his memory if he tried to recall them. Kim Se-Won was the only one who had seen those panties.

Kim Se-Won's mouth closed tightly again, and he looked at Eun-Ha with suspicious eyes. Given the circumstances, Eun-Ha couldn't possibly know about this secret that only he knew.

Zap!

Kim Se-Won's sharp gaze turned toward Eun-Ha.

Whoosh!

Noticing his gaze, Eun-Ha turned her head at the speed of light, avoiding his eyes.

"You...!"
"Were you planning to harm Eun-Ha?!"

Then, slap, she clung to In-Ha-Ram.

"You're hiding something, aren't you?! Right?!"

Unable to hold back anymore, Kim Se-Won stood up abruptly and pointed at Eun-Ha.

*I need to be brazen here!*

Kim Se-Won's resolve hardened. Given the circumstances, it was clear that Eun-Ha still hadn't noticed that he had seen her panties.

Presumably, she had made a mistake while saying something and pinned it on him because he looked easy to blame.

"What?? I saw your panties?? Hey! Shin Eun-Ha!"

Shouting loudly, Kim Se-Won rushed to Eun-Ha in one bound and grabbed both her cheeks.
Soft yet chewy. When he pulled slightly, her cheek flesh stretched well like rice cake.

"Tell the truth! Huh?!"

Eun-Ha's cheeks were satisfying to touch.

*What's going on?*

The two girls, Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram, looked at each other with puzzled expressions.

"Ha-Ram, is it really true?"
"Eun-Ha said with her own mouth that Se-Won was breathing heavily while looking at her panties..."
"What?! I was breathing heavily?! When! Where!"

Huff! Huff!

Kim Se-Won breathed heavily as he randomly played with Eun-Ha's cheeks. His eyes, extremely excited and bloodshot, made him look like a criminal.

*I'm screwed!*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was so flustered by Kim Se-Won's sudden outburst that she couldn't think properly.
She needed to find an escape route. But there was no such route to begin with.

Because the fact that Kim Se-Won had seen her panties was a lie (it wasn't)!

*What should I... Ah!*

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's mind flashed with a brilliant idea for a comeback.

*When you're screwed, cry! Squeeze out those tears! Even if you look pathetic, it often works!*

When Eun-Ha had just become a woman, her mentor and mother, Hong Yu-Jin, had said these words, which now flashed in her mind.

Drop.

Soon, a tear streamed down from Eun-Ha's eyes.

"Hic...!"

Following that, a voice filled with sorrow seeped into the ears of Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In-Ha-Ram.

"Huh...?"

*This isn't right?*

Kim Se-Won's heated head cooled down rapidly. His hands, which had been playing with Eun-Ha's soft cheeks, fell away, and he began to stare blankly at her face.

"She's crying."
"She's crying."

The two girls quickly caught on to Eun-Ha's intention.

*This could be fun.*

The girls became of one mind and heart as they cornered Kim Se-Won.

"I, I... I am..."

Tears flowed endlessly from Eun-Ha's eyes.

"No, wait. Just a moment! I don't know what's going on, but it seems like I did something wrong, but just wait a moment, I think we need to sort out the situation...!"
"I aaaaam...!"

Now Eun-Ha began to wail, covering her face with both hands.

"How could you do this?"
"Right. How could you hurt someone who's finally made friends after living alone all this time?"
"Sob! Hic!"

Eun-Ha's body trembled pitifully.

*What's going on? What's going on? What's going on????*

The events that had just occurred left no trace in Kim Se-Won's mind.
Except for when she was drunk and crying profusely, he had never seen her shed tears. Seeing her cry like this now, he couldn't come to his senses.

*I need to stop her from crying first!*

Kim Se-Won made a decision.

Thud!

First, his head hit the floor, making the ground shake.

Snap!

Then his hands came together respectfully, placed right in front of his head on the ground.
Soon, his legs shot up toward the sky. A posture that took the form of emotion welling up from deep within his chest.

"I was wrong! I was wrong!"

It was a full kowtow.

*Perfect!*

Thanks to this, Eun-Ha was able to avoid the crisis.

"Eun-Ha."
"Yes?"
"Shall we have a talk?"

No. More precisely, she avoided the crisis that Kim Se-Won had brought, but another calamity came along with it.
Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram, who had figured out the truth by observing Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won's attitudes, surrounded Eun-Ha.

"Uh, huh??"
"Just come along quietly."
"Let's go to my room. It's the closest."

And so, Eun-Ha was dragged to Han Chae-Eun's room, her arms held by the two girls.

Ch.126 - Final Exam (1)
Sunday night.
With about 30 minutes left until my appointment with Foriner, I was still struggling with an unsolved problem that refused to go away.

"Master, do you have something like a finishing move?"
[A finishing move?]
"Yeah. A finishing move. Like, one super powerful attack, that kind of thing."

The problem was, of course, a finishing move.
Even after getting advice from the Incheon Dragon, I couldn't see an answer, so I called my mother.
I thought that with her experience, she must have a finishing move.

[A finishing move...]

But even my mother seemed to have trouble coming up with something, unable to continue her sentence properly. With her being the only person left I could ask about this, I was already feeling disappointed.

"Can't you think of anything? Really? Hm?"

I asked again desperately.

[Not really... hmm...]

But my mother just dragged out her voice, spending what felt like a long silence.
So there's no answer after all? Do I have to figure it out on my own? I felt frustrated and helpless.

[Ah! That's it!]
"?!"

Snap!

Suddenly, I heard the sound of fingers snapping on the other end. My eyes widened at the sound.

"What is it?? Hurry. Tell me quickly. Please?"

Curious about what she'd thought of, I pressed the communication device closer and urged my mother to continue.

[Think of it simply. It's intense emotion. The intense emotion of wanting to kill that bastard. The intense emotion of thinking, 'I don't care about anyone else, but I'm going to put a hole in your stomach,' that kind of intense emotion.]
"Intense emotion..."

Easy to understand.
An explanation perfectly tailored to my level.
As expected of my mother.

"Got it!"
[More importantly, finals are coming—]

Click!

"...I didn't hear anything."

I should prepare for finals. Should prepare. I've been thinking that for about a week.
I haven't even covered half of the exam material yet.



* * *



"Finals, finals... I wonder if I'll be able to do well."

As artificial light illuminated the ground, Optima, a girl sitting on the edge of a building's rooftop, let out a small sigh.

"Vacation..."

In Optima's eyes flashed images of blue ocean and white sand. The sound of waves and seagulls. And two girls approaching, walking on the sand.

"Hehe...!"

Optima grinned foolishly, imagining the two girls in swimsuits. Especially the image of Han Chae-eun in a bikini with watermelon-sized assets made her smile uncontrollably.

"Right. For the sake of vacation!"

Optima stood up, clenching her fist.
Her eyes burned with strong determination.

"Hehehehe...!"
"Are you ready? My contractor."
"?! I-I haven't prepared for finals at all!"

Optima, who had been imagining frolicking on the beach, jumped in surprise.

*Did he not see that?*

Her heart pounded as she worried whether Foriner might have peeked at her imagination.

"...That's not what I was talking about. Don't tell me you're planning to rely on me again? Though I wouldn't mind."
"Ab-so-lute-ly not! I won't need your help! I'd be crazy to taste that humiliation again."

Optima threatened the black cat that Foriner had transformed into, while inwardly feeling relieved.
Fortunately, it seemed Foriner could spy on her daily life but not her fantasies.

"Then how about a bet?"
"What, that I'll end up begging for Foriner's help?"
"That's right. If you have no choice but to accept my help, you'll have to grant two of my requests."
"Hmph! And what about me? If I get good grades on the finals without your help?"
"Hmm... that's right."

The black cat, Foriner, seemed to be thinking deeply, resting his chin on his front paw while swishing his tail back and forth.

"Let's do this. If you manage to take the finals without my help and get a score equal to or higher than your midterms."
"...If I do?"
"I'll tell you the location we're about to discover today."
"What's that supposed to mean??"

Optima was dumbfounded. The implication that they "were about to discover" meant he was assuming she would succeed in tonight's mission. Even if she did well on the exam, it would be meaningless if the mission failed.

"Come on. For a Transcendent, that's pretty petty."

Optima crossed her arms and turned her head away sharply. A sign that she was quite upset.

"Hoho. It also means I have that much faith in you. And if you knew what place I'm trying to find, wouldn't you be quite interested?"
"...Where is it?"

Optima glanced at Foriner with one eye open. Despite not giving details, Foriner's confident voice drew her in.

"The House of Evolution. Also called the Cave of Evolution or the Jar of Evolution."
"House of Evolution...?"

Evolution.

*If we're discovering it at a transport hub, does that mean it's somewhere in the monster faction's territory?*

Judging by the name alone, it could be a place where monsters undergo evolution.

"What exactly is this place? I mean, is it somewhere even Foriner's intelligence network can't access?"

But there's a limit to what can be inferred from just a name. Optima wanted to know at least a little about the House of Evolution.

"It's a place I can see but shouldn't look at. That's the contract. And the House of Evolution... well, you'll see when you get there. Until then, look forward to it."

It'll be quite interesting.
But that answer never came. Instead of giving an answer, Foriner only showed a meaningful smile with his cryptic words.



* * *



The transport base bathed in white moonlight held a profound silence. The only sounds were trees swaying in the wind and the distant footsteps and cries of lower monsters.

*First, infiltration.*

Outside the base, Optima, who had been observing the interior from atop a towering tree, quietly jumped down.
Leaping from a tree over 20 meters tall was incredibly dangerous. Yet Optima, as if it were nothing, made no attempt to slow her descent or cushion the impact, simply staring at the ground.

Just before she hit the ground, a black puddle formed directly beneath her. A puddle that only Optima could perceive, indistinguishable from the thick darkness surrounding them.

Splash!

Her form was sucked into the puddle. This was Optima's second magic, Shadow Diving.

Hidden within the shadow, Optima quickly infiltrated the transport base. Despite entering openly, no alarms sounded, and no one detected her.

After passing through the square-shaped outer wall and heading deeper inside, Optima sensed something unusual.

*Seems like there are more patrolling monsters than last time I was here?*

The number of patrolling monsters, the frequency of patrols, and their range—everything had changed compared to before.

-Screech!

Moreover, the presence of flying monsters indicated they were paying special attention to the defense and patrol of the transport base.

*From what I know, flying monsters don't have particularly good night vision compared to other monsters... is something going on?*

Optima's steps became more cautious.
With her Shadow Diving magic, she was unlikely to be detected under normal circumstances, but Optima harbored a trace of uneasiness.

With careful steps, Optima reached the central building.

*As expected.*

Like the rest of the base, security around the central building had become more stringent. Monsters with keen senses of smell and good night vision were paired together, constantly patrolling. At a glance, their glowing yellow eyes seemed to float through the darkness.

Optima immediately clung to the wall of the central building and climbed up. No matter what she did, the patrolling monsters wouldn't detect her, but there was always that slim chance.

Climbing the wall to the roof, she saw a door connecting the roof to the building's interior. Optima infiltrated the building through a tiny gap where the door met the floor.

*Surprisingly, there's no patrol here?*

The building's interior had virtually no patrols. Previously, one or two monsters had patrolled the corridors, but now there were almost none.

*Are they prioritizing the outer perimeter? Or is it just because they have more numbers elsewhere?*

Optima suddenly recalled what Foriner had said—that monsters might be stockpiling forces.

*Muk-Si-Ja... that one might be starting to move.*

Perhaps they were preparing to use the forces they had been stockpiling.

*Come to think of it, this is where I first met Don-Hil.*

This was the place where Optima had been utterly defeated with no way to fight back.

*Even if she comes, it's fine. I can fight back now.*

The situation now was different from then. At least she could put up a fight. With a mind both uneasy yet somewhat lighter, Optima slid down toward the basement.

"Whew! It's stuffy inside the shadow."
"Isn't it too reckless to come out when you don't know who might be inside?"
"On the contrary, monsters tend to avoid places like this. Lower monsters wouldn't dare touch anything here for fear of what might happen."
"...I see."

As soon as they entered the lowest floor room containing the monsters' information terminal, Foriner revealed himself. After shaking his black cat form once, he gracefully walked toward the information terminal.

"Buy me some time. Don-Hil might show up like last time."

Glance.
Foriner's gaze briefly turned to one corner of the room before returning to the information terminal.

"Sure. Don't worry. ...Oh, right. I don't care about the rest, but please bring information on Don-Hil and Muk-Si-Ja too. There's something I want to know."
"Understood."

Foriner's tail moved to make contact with the information terminal after he nodded.

Babababat!

Soon, dozens of holograms rose around Foriner, and all kinds of information began to flow out.

"Quite interesting."
"By the way, is it okay for Foriner to directly gather information like this? That contract or whatever."
"Strictly speaking, I'm currently in my room. I'm merely here as a 'tool' of the magical girl, capable of thought."
"Ah~"

Optima nodded as if she roughly understood. The black cat before her eyes was not the Transcendent's main body but a fragment or familiar.
And in this cat state, what he could do on his own was quite limited.

In other words, it was a kind of loophole possible because Foriner himself wasn't retrieving the information.

*At this point, it seems like they're turning a blind eye while knowing full well what's happening. Foriner knows most of the information about where people are, and other Transcendents must be capable of the same.*

Optima thought that any Transcendent on the Gresorion side must know about this fact but was choosing to ignore it.
In other words, it was an implicit loophole.

*This place gives me the creeps.*

Optima's gaze swept around the room.
Red flesh-like substances formed the walls, writhing and pulsating. She was simultaneously struck by a sense of vitality that made it seem like something could burst out at any moment, and a physiological revulsion.

*What if tentacles or something shoot out? How can Don-Hil stay in a place like this so calmly?*

After stopping her survey of the surroundings, Optima shifted her gaze back to Foriner.

"......"

Foriner was collecting information with his eyes wide open.

"Hoo."

He occasionally showed interest with such reactions, but no other words came from his mouth.
After about 20 minutes had passed:

"I'm done, my contractor."

Removing his tail from the information terminal, Foriner climbed onto Optima's shoulder.

"Quite fascinating. The House of Evolution..."
"You mentioned that earlier too. Something about the Jar of Evolution or House of Evolution or whatever."
"Hoho! Did I? Perhaps I'm becoming senile in my old age. Let's head back. All that's left is to make sure this base can no longer function."
"Sure."

Optima found it strange that Foriner suddenly mentioned the House of Evolution again. Tilting her head and looking at him quizzically, she eventually concealed herself with Shadow Diving magic and headed outside.



* * *



The lowest floor of Gresorion's largest transport base, the information room.

"......"

Don-Hil emerged from the shadow of the server that occupied about 70% of the room.

"Hah...."

Her ruby-like red eyes gazed at the large door. Optima and the black cat who had just infiltrated this information room.

"I suppose even Transcendents have their differences."

That one was quite different from Gresorion's Transcendent.
No, it would be fair to say they were completely different.

"Why on earth."

He deliberately pretended not to notice her hiding here, despite knowing.
Moreover, he even mentioned the House of Evolution.
The fact that they specifically came to this information room meant the House of Evolution was a place affiliated with Gresorion. Yet Don-Hil, who belonged to Gresorion, had never known about this place.

"Is he trying to inform me?"

No other reason came to mind.
If the reason for deliberately calling her here at a specific time and place was to inform her about the House of Evolution...

"There might be a clue to strength there."

It would be strange not to go.
If there was a clue to strength there, if by obtaining that strength she could free her mother from the shackles of pain, she would do anything.

Don-Hil, who had been quietly closing her eyes, opened them and threw herself into the portal she had created.

Ch.127 - Final Exam (2)
Reversal. Another reversal.

After leaving the information room, Optima retraced her steps back to the rooftop.

Having extracted the information Foriner wanted, all that remained was to neutralize this base's functions. And Optima still had more than enough magical power left to accomplish this.

"This is the advantage of being a magical girl."

Optima pulled her lips into a grin as she observed her core. The amount of magical power was clearly different from before. Her growth had been slow while she focused on fighting villains, but the increased magical power definitely reduced the burden of using shadow magic.

"First..."

Climbing onto the protrusion where the rooftop door was located, Optima surveyed the spacious transport hub at a glance. The quiet but persistent cries of very small monsters could be heard.

"Those things first."

At this stage, she no longer needed to worry about being discovered. It would all be over soon anyway.

Pyung!

Forming a gun shape with her hand, Optima fired a magic bullet at a flying monster patrolling the sky. The bullet cut through the air and hit the flying monster precisely.

"Kieee!"

Pyung! Pyung!

One, two, three.
Optima continued to shoot down the flying monsters.

"Kieeeeek!!"

As the small magic bullets hit their targets, the flying monsters began to rot rapidly. Despite their small appearance, the bullets contained highly compressed magical power. The corruption magic ate away at the monsters' bodies, and they writhed in pain as they fell to the ground.

"Kiruk?"
"Kerruk?"

The screams of the falling flying monsters attracted the attention of the patrolling monsters one by one.

"As expected, this works perfectly on living things. Hmm... by the way, how should I finish this?"

Having reached the rooftop and dealt with the flying monsters, Optima rested her chin on her hand, lost in thought. It was a concern that seemed to come a bit too late.

"I got it!"

Fortunately, her deliberation didn't last long.

Swoosh. After scanning her surroundings, Optima slightly raised the corner of her mouth.

"Since all the attention seems to be on those fallen ones..."

Having completed her reconnaissance of the hub, Optima jumped down from the protrusion and landed on the rooftop floor. She then gathered and concentrated pitch-black magical power in both hands. It was an ominous power just to look at.

"Like this!"

Once the magical power had concentrated sufficiently, Optima bent her legs, assumed a squatting position, and placed her hands on the rooftop floor.

"What are you trying to do?"
"You'll see. Just watch. It's quite a good method."

Optima smiled triumphantly.
The magical power from her hands seeped directly into the rooftop floor.

The absorbed magic began to spread rapidly from Optima as the center point. Like tree roots extending outward, it covered the central building.

The roots didn't stop at covering the central building. They continued to expand endlessly, threatening to cover the entire transport hub.

"You're putting in quite an effort."
"That's right. The more effort I put in, the more satisfying it will be."

Optima continued to channel magical power through her arms as if squeezing out every last drop. The roots made of magical power extended from the central building and eventually covered half of the transport hub.

"Whew!"

About 10% of her magical power remained. Using any more would be dangerous, so Optima stopped expanding the roots.

*Good thing I scouted earlier.*

Although she failed to cover the entire hub as originally planned, she fortunately succeeded in covering all the main facilities with the roots.

"Hmm..."

Foriner watched the situation from the edge of the rooftop. Under the faint moonlight, the ominously black magical power covered every building in the hub.

However, this alone had no meaning.

*I can predict her next move.*

Foriner nodded slightly and turned his head toward Optima.

*Is he going to just watch?*

Foriner's gaze then shifted to behind Optima's back.
In Optima's blind spot, where she couldn't possibly see while concentrating all her attention on controlling her magical power, stood Don-Hil, impassively looking down at the situation below.

"Like... this!"

Unaware of the enemy behind her, Optima used her magic with a strained voice.

Crack!
Rustle!

The tips of the roots that had covered half of the base began to gather back toward the central building.

The magical power Optima had deployed didn't just gather back; it left clear traces. The places where the magic had been gradually turned black and began to rot.

"This is a bit different from what I expected."

Interest flickered in Foriner's eyes. He had expected her to use a large amount of magical power to materialize and apply physical pressure, but that wasn't the case.

Using corruption magic in the process of retrieving magical power.

"Good."

It was an action that could hardly be called efficient, even as a white lie. Additionally, she was completely defenseless, focusing all her attention on controlling the magical power to the point where she didn't even notice Don-Hil right behind her.

Nevertheless, Foriner smiled with satisfaction. It could be seen as Optima's magical control ability achieving some results.
With mediocre skills, she wouldn't have been able to deploy it over such a wide area. During the deployment, her concentration would have broken, the flow would have been interrupted, and the magical power would have dissipated into the air.

*I'd like to tell her that it would be more efficient to just shower the buildings with corruption magic-infused bullets like she did earlier... but I'll refrain this time.*

Foriner wasn't mischievous enough to criticize what Optima had done with such a confident expression.

Meanwhile, the roots continued to return toward the central building, leaving their traces.

"Kireeeee!!"
"Kieeee!!"

In the process, monsters engulfed by the corruption magic screamed, filling the entire hub with their cries. The ground was already permeated with the smell of rotting monster flesh, muscle, and bone.

The magical roots, now much shorter compared to earlier, passed through the first and second floors of the central building and gathered back into Optima's palms.

"Whew..."

The returned magical power went back into Optima's core.
It was about 60% of the magical power she had used. To be precise, it was about 50%, but some of the magical power from the monsters that died during her retrieval process had supplemented it.

"Ugh!"

Optima wiped the sweat covering her face and stood up. Perhaps from using a large amount of magical power at once, she felt slightly dizzy.

"How was it! The method I came up with!"
"Hmm. Indeed!"
"Right?"

The dizziness made her stagger only briefly. Optima smiled triumphantly again as she spoke to Foriner.

*I think it was quite ingenious myself!*

She even added self-praise internally.

And seeing Optima's smile, Foriner said,

"It was terrible!"

He voiced his opinion.

"W-what—"
"By the way, aren't you forgetting something?"

Crack.
A very small fissure appeared.

"Forgetting something? What?"

Optima couldn't understand Foriner's seemingly random statement.

"Think back carefully on what you've done."
"What I've done..."

Optima racked her brain to recall what she had done.
Infiltrating the transport hub, watching Foriner extract information from the information room.
And finally, making the transport hub lose its functionality.

"I don't see anything particularly noteworthy."

Optima tilted her head with a puzzled expression as she looked at Foriner. No matter how much she thought about it, nothing came to mind.

Crack.
The fissure grew larger.

"Is that so."

Foriner shook his head, barely holding back a sigh.

"Then you'll have to learn through experience."

Crack!
Soon, the fissure spread uncontrollably.

"...Huh?"

Only then did Optima realize what consequences her actions had brought about.

Crumble!

Suddenly, Optima's body staggered.
Quickly looking down, she discovered that her right foot had sunk in as if stepping on sand.

"What is this— Aaaaah?!"

Just as she tried to escape by putting weight on her left foot, the rooftop floor beneath her left foot collapsed as well.

"I understand that your actions achieved some results in their own way."

Foriner had somehow already climbed onto Optima's shoulder, as if he had anticipated this situation.

"But you know. If your corruption magic has corrupted this central building too, shouldn't you have anticipated that this building would collapse?"

"Instead of leisurely lecturing me, open a portal! A portal!!!!"

Since the inside of the building had already rotted away or crumbled like sand, Optima fell endlessly.

"Aaaaaaaa—"
"What a fool."

And Don-Hil, floating in the air, looked at Optima falling into the building with a contemptuous gaze before using spatial magic to disappear somewhere.

"—aaaaaaa!!"

Boom!

A loud sound shook the floor.

"Huff...! Huff...! Huff...!"

Lying spread-eagled on the floor, Optima felt pain shooting up her spine and her heart racing wildly. She realized she was still alive.
If Foriner's portal had been even slightly delayed, Optima might have died buried in the building.

"You did well today. And I hope this incident has been a good lesson for you. My contractor."
"D...amn..."

The place connected to Foriner's portal was her room. The personal room given to each academy student. The luxurious carpet on the floor absorbed Optima's sweat droplets.

"And don't forget your promise to me. I'm quite looking forward to it."
"Promise..."

Foriner's words came just as she finally calmed her racing heart.

"I don't want to study..."

It was a cruelly relentless reminder of reality for Optima, who just wanted to rest right now.

* * *

"What?! My base?!"

Black Tidal, the executive in charge of Gresorion's First Transport Hub, exclaimed in shock at her subordinate's report.
Today was the day for regular executive meetings. For her base to collapse at this timing—the timing couldn't have been worse.

"What is this...? Could it be because I cut corners and diverted some materials...?"

Black Tidal muttered to herself, sweating profusely.

"No, but if I hadn't done that then, I wouldn't have been able to go to oppa's concert...!"

The sight of her biting her nails and muttering to herself exuded a creepy, chilling aura. No lower-ranked monster would dare approach her.

"At least it didn't happen during the event in a few days. They said they'd be distributing limited edition photo books of the oppas at the event..."

On the surface, Black Tidal, the female executive, appeared to be agonizing over countermeasures for the collapsed base.

"This is actually good!"

In reality, she was a monster full of girlish feelings, completely infatuated with a male idol group she had accidentally discovered.

Ch.128 - Final Exam (3)
"Mmmmm..."

I groan, wrapped in worries the moment I open my eyes.

"Then let's do it this way. If you manage to take your final exams without my help. If your score is the same as or higher than your midterms."
"...If it's higher?"
"I'll tell you about the place I'm planning to discover today."

My worry was none other than the place Foriner said he'd found yesterday.

"What on earth is this Evolution... whatever it is?"

It's a name that can't help but pique my interest. The fact that Foriner specifically found it and is willing to tell me about it means it must be related to a way for me to become stronger.

Currently, the only ways to rapidly become stronger are creating a finishing move or awakening. But now this keyword "Evolution House" has entered the picture.

Just from the name, it seems like a place related to strength.

"Wait. Could it be...!"

A sudden thought makes me bolt upright in bed. The mere possibility makes my heart race.

Evolution—ascending to the next level.

"Could it be related to awakening?"

That is, I thought it might be connected to awakening somehow. This assumption seemed quite plausible.
If monsters evolve repeatedly to become A-class monsters, then superhumans also go through the process of awakening to handle their powers more strongly and precisely.

But assumptions are just assumptions, nothing proven. Besides, Foriner had shown signs of not being pleased with me becoming rapidly stronger.

"...Is it not something he'd give up easily?"

But thinking about it again, he wouldn't give me something he was reluctant about. Maybe it's not a place where I could gain great power.

"Sigh... what is it that he'd bring up test scores for?"

In the end, no answer came easily. Is it a place that would give me power in a short time? Or is it a place completely unrelated to power?

Either way, since it's in Gresorion's territory, my magical power will definitely increase.

"Ugh."

Right. The Evolution House is something to think about later.
There's something more important right now.



* * *



My name is Shin Eun-Ha!
Once a mere C-class hero and now a magical girl!
Someone who can throw away pride for important things!

"Just this once, please!"
"No, I told you it's not happening."
"Se-Wooooon~"

And right now! I'm gloriously clinging to Se-Won's pant leg!
There's a reason I'm doing this in an empty classroom after school.

First, I need to do well on the test. And I need an environment where I can focus on studying.
Finally, I need a teacher who can help me study!

There's only one person who meets all these conditions!
It's Se-Won, whose pant leg I'm clutching.

Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram won't do. They're dangerous.
First, Chae-Eun.
She's too lewd. She might be arrested for public indecency just by walking around, and while she'd feel wronged, she might secretly understand why.

And Ha-Ram.
Besides her overwhelming lady-like aura even when she's just sitting still, she's also secretly sexy. Skin that looks pristine and well-maintained! Firm yet smooth thighs! Slim waist! Quite large breasts!
Enough to make a non-existent little buddy stand at attention!

So what about Se-Won?
Appearance? He's a guy.
Is he sexy? He's a guy.
Is he good at studying and teaching? Yes!

He's exactly the type of talent I need.
It's not that I dislike Chae-Eun or Ha-Ram. I actually enjoy being with them. Honestly, I'd be grateful if they helped me study.

But I can't focus. I'd definitely keep stealing glances at the two girls.
As a side note, Se-Hee, who's the best student in class, exists, but she was rejected for similar reasons as Ha-Ram and Chae-Eun.
I'd definitely keep staring at her because she's cute.

"I said no."

Se-Won kept rejecting my request, pouting his lips.

That's the problem. He's reluctant to help me study.
He's probably still upset about me pinning the blame on him last time.

"Really! I won't bring anyone else! I'll focus completely on studying! I'll only ask when I don't understand something! I won't disturb you, okay?"
"There are others. Han Chae-Eun, In Ha-Ram. And even Yang Se-Hee you brought last time. They're all good at studying, so why me?"

*What a petty guy!*

It's hypocritical, but I cursed him inwardly for holding such a grudge.

"No, they're dangerous. It's hard to focus on studying with them! After thinking about it, you're the most suitable! You know I'm not good at studying."

Even I think my current behavior is too shameful. How pathetic to rely on others instead of doing it myself.

But I had no choice.
I really don't want to study with Foriner in that magical space where 72 hours feels like 720 hours, wearing that shameless, humiliating outfit.

If I can get through this hurdle and receive Se-Won's help, I won't need Foriner's intensive tutoring now or in the future.

"Then, I'll grant you one wish! How about it?"
"What?"
"No! I misspoke! Two wishes! How about it? Isn't that tempting? A golden opportunity to legally use a friend twice! We could go somewhere together or you could get one-on-one coaching! I can even help you choose trendy protein supplements! I could even help treat your baldness if you keep putting it off until it's too late!"

Come to think of it, asking without offering anything in return was quite foolish. It's shameless to ask for a favor without any conditions.
So I boldly increased the wishes to two.

"Two..."

As I expected, Se-Won seemed to bite at my offer, falling into thought. His expression was a bit dazed, as if my proposal had hit him strongly.
Strong enough to make his negative feelings disappear at once.

"...Alright."

His deliberation wasn't long. Se-Won nodded and extended his hand to me.

"From tomorrow until the final exams are over. And if your final exam results are good. Then I'll grant your two wishes."
"Really?"
"It wouldn't feel right if you don't get the grades you want."

Se-Won took my hand with a broad smile.

*What a sucker—I mean, what a nice guy!*

Not only did he agree to my request, but he even added a condition I hadn't thought of—that the wishes would only be valid if my grades improved, which was the whole point of his help!

Of course, since I asked for his help to improve my grades, it's a condition I'll definitely meet, but still, Se-Won's gullibility was remarkable.

"So starting tomorrow—"
"Great!"

*Grab!*

Then there's only one thing left.
Studying!

As they say, strike while the iron is hot. I grabbed Se-Won's wrist. I already had both our bags in my hand.

"?! W-what are you doing all of a sudden?"
"What else! We're going to start right now!"

And without waiting for Se-Won's answer, I dragged him out of the classroom.



* * *



Kim Se-Won, being forcibly dragged by Eun-Ha, was extremely uncomfortable.

*I was planning to jerk off today.*

Uncontrollable sexual desire. The kind that's difficult for any high school boy his age to manage.
Unfortunately, Kim Se-Won had been caught by Eun-Ha at such a time.

Even though he couldn't ignore a friend's plea and had planned to start tomorrow, Eun-Ha had forcibly grabbed him and was taking him somewhere.

The soft hand gripping his wrist. The pleasant scent wafting from her fluttering hair as she walked ahead.

*This is driving me crazy!*

Even knowing Eun-Ha had no such intentions, Kim Se-Won couldn't help but be conscious of her. The only fortunate thing was that Eun-Ha hadn't noticed his reddening face.

*You crazy fool! Why are you getting conscious here!*

Kim Se-Won forcibly raised his gaze that had unconsciously lowered.
To make matters worse, the recent panty incident was escaping from his memory, confusing his mind.

Pink (Eun-Ha) & White (Don-Hil).

Don-Hil, the rival of Magical Girl Optima who had once tried to take Kim Se-Won's life, made it even worse.

*Go away! Go away, you lustful demon!*

He desperately tried to shake it off by squeezing his eyes shut, but the image of the panties became even clearer in his mind.

*I'm not this kind of pervert!*

Kim Se-Won was screaming internally as he was dragged along by Eun-Ha.



* * *



"Let's study together here for a while!"

The place Eun-Ha had dragged Kim Se-Won to was the secret base.
Studying in a room would mean having a very familiar bed nearby, and it was also far away.

*The secret base can be entered directly from the academy!*

Moreover, there was no risk of drawing attention from others, making it an ideal place to study.

"......"

While Eun-Ha cheerfully put down both their bags on the floor, Kim Se-Won stood there with his soul half gone.

*A place with just me and Eun-Ha.*

The fact that they were alone in a secret place known to very few people hit Kim Se-Won hard.

*Rustle-*

*No. Get a grip, Kim Se-Won. We're friends. Friends. No matter how I... anyway, I need to get a grip!*

Should he seize this heaven-sent opportunity? Or should he preserve their friendship and help improve her grades? Kim Se-Won felt reason and instinct fiercely battling in his mind.
Even shaking his head violently to clear his thoughts didn't easily calm his emotions.

*Rustle rustle-*

"...Huh?"

Just as he was barely regaining his composure with superhuman mental strength, he heard what sounded like fabric rustling near his ear.

"Y-y-y-y-you...! What are you doing?!"
"Huh?"

Looking toward the sound, Kim Se-Won's eyes bulged.

First, skin so white it was almost transparent caught his gaze. It was so defenseless, as if begging to be devoured.
To make matters worse, by some coincidence, it was pink again.

"What? What is it?"

Eun-Ha, who had half-removed her skirt and was taking off her school blazer and blouse, tilted her head in confusion.

"No! You! Clothes! Clothes!!"
"Huh? Oh, it's uncomfortable to study in uniform. But what's wrong with this? We're both guys, why are you acting like this?"
"Hey! Are you crazy?!"

Kim Se-Won quickly turned his back, ignoring his instinct's cry to look more closely.

*Thump! Thump!*

It was a sight harmful to his heart.

*'Both guys,' she says.*

The casual way Eun-Ha said "guys" felt like poison.

*Right! I admit it! Guy! Eun-Ha used to be a guy! But that's just the past...!*

His missile, which he had barely managed to calm down, was trying to raise its head again. Eun-Ha's defenselessness and insensitivity were too harmful for Kim Se-Won, who was at an age where sexual desire could drive him crazy.

"Sheesh. You're showing your inexperience with women."

Despite never having dated a woman herself, Eun-Ha mocked Kim Se-Won's behavior.

*Right! Woman!*

Hearing that voice, Kim Se-Won bent over and crouched down. Though it was just a simple word, it was like deadly poison to Kim Se-Won, whose sexual desire was about to explode.

*A man before! A woman now!*

It was something he could hardly say out loud. Eun-Ha's words and actions showed that she was still struggling to face reality properly.
She knew her body was female. But that was it. Her mind was still very much male.

*A way to overcome this situation... That's it!*

The feeling of sinking deeper into a quagmire the more he worried about it. Kim Se-Won dramatically thought of a way to eliminate this feeling.

Quickly raising his wrist, Kim Se-Won moved his fingers to access a video streaming site.

And then

[Tak. Tak. Taktaktaktak...]

"Hmm?"

The sudden sound of a wooden fish gong echoing in the secret base.
Eun-Ha, who was changing clothes, looked at Kim Se-Won in confusion at the unexpected sound.
The sound was coming from Kim Se-Won's wrist.

*Clap!*

While Eun-Ha was confused, Kim Se-Won clapped his hands loudly and squeezed his eyes shut.

[Maha Prajna Paramita Heart Sutra, Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva...]

*I am a monk. I am a Buddhist priest. I am an extremely wholesome student. I am. I am...!*

And he focused on the Buddhist scripture as if trying to shake off all distracting thoughts.

Ch.129 - Final Exam (4)
The exam period was like hell.

"I feel like I'm dying..."

While it was probably the same for others, for Eun-Ha, who wasn't particularly fond of reading, it was especially like a fiery inferno.

After-school one-on-one study sessions with Kim Se-Won.
Every night when an incident occurred, she would rush over and resolve it as a magical girl.
If no incidents happened, she devoted all her time to studying except for the minimum two hours of sleep.

And so, the exams ended.

"Ugh..."

After the final exam finished and the supervising teacher left the classroom, Eun-Ha let out a groan as if she might collapse at any moment.

*Eun-Ha, let's walk the path of fire.*

In her foggy mental state, unable to think properly, Eun-Ha suddenly recalled what her mother, Hong Yu-Jin, had once said.

*It feels more like a path of lava than fire.*

The belated regret of not having studied regularly or read books earlier flashed through her mind.

Still, she had somehow managed to endure with the motivation and mental strength of going on vacation with her friends.

"Heh, hehehe, hehehehe..."

But having used up all her energy, Eun-Ha let out a weak laugh before collapsing onto her desk and closing her eyes.

"How much studying did she do...?"
"She's been muttering like she's speaking an alien language throughout the exam period."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun, who had been watching this scene, took their eyes off Eun-Ha, who had started sleeping like the dead, and looked at each other.
The reason Eun-Ha studied so hard was obvious. It was because of the vacation In Ha-Ram had proposed.

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun found it both amusing and cute how obvious Eun-Ha's anticipation for the vacation was.

"Speaking of which, her swimsuit."
"I don't think she has one, do you?"

And still. The two girls smiled as they thought of something that Eun-Ha had obliviously overlooked.



* * *



"...Huh?"

When Eun-Ha opened her eyes, the world was dyed crimson. The sunset light filtering through the window colored the room and illuminated her.

"Sip-."

Eun-Ha wiped away the drool she had leaked while sleeping and looked around. Confusingly, she had woken up not in the classroom but in her room in the girls' dormitory.

"Did Chae-Eun or Ha-Ram bring me here...?"

Even someone with as little sense of crisis as Eun-Ha always locked her door when going to school. The fact that someone could bring her back suggested it was likely one of the two girls who could enter the female dormitory without issue.

Since men couldn't enter the girls' dormitory alone.

"I should thank them later... Huh?"

Just as she was about to get out of bed, now fully rested, a note at her bedside caught her eye.

[Make some time this weekend.]

A brief sentence written on the note.

"Must be Ha-Ram."

The neat, almost formal handwriting was, as far as Eun-Ha knew, In Ha-Ram's style. Han Chae-Eun wrote in a round, bubbly way, and Kim Se-Won had a rough, crude writing habit. Plus, considering the tone used in the note, she couldn't think of anyone but In Ha-Ram.

"Hmm..."

After roughly stuffing the note's contents into her mind, Eun-Ha began to undress one by one while deeply pondering something.

"What does 'make some time' mean? Just asking to hang out? If not that, then..."

Eun-Ha, pausing mid-undressing, put her hand on her chin and thought harder, but no answer came.
The only thought she could manage was a complaint: 'If you're going to write a note, at least say where we're going.'

Woong-

"Huh?"

Just as she finished undressing and was putting on her usual thin clothes, Eun-Ha's communication terminal rang.

"Ji-Yeon unnie...?"

Checking the terminal, she saw that S-class hero Yu Ji-Yeon was calling her.

"Hell—"
[Eun-Ha! Your exams are over, right?!]
"Ah, yes. They ended today."
[So you'll be on break soon?]

Yu Ji-Yeon's voice coming through the terminal was incredibly bright. It was a voice overflowing with anticipation, as if she had been waiting just for this moment.
Eun-Ha was startled by Ji-Yeon's unexpected high tension but tried to maintain her composure.

*She's always like this.*

A person who shows this side only to Eun-Ha and no one else. Eun-Ha could roughly guess what Ji-Yeon wanted as soon as she brought up the keyword "break."

"Yes. Soon. But I don't think I can meet right after the break starts."
[What? Why? Is something wrong? Is someone threatening you? Which bastard? Which bitch...?]

Ji-Yeon's voice dropped dramatically. A voice filled with anger that seemed to bubble up from the depths of a sewer.
Eun-Ha involuntarily felt goosebumps rise on her arms and shuddered.

"No, I'm planning to go out with my friends. Since it's getting hot and it's the break, we decided to go on a summer vacation."

And as if anticipating this reaction from Ji-Yeon, she immediately gave her reason.

[Ah....]

This time, Eun-Ha gave a bitter smile hearing Ji-Yeon's quiet murmur. Even though they weren't face to face, she could feel all of Ji-Yeon's emotions through her voice. Even what expression she might be making.

If Eun-Ha had been traveling alone, Ji-Yeon would certainly have made up some excuse to go with her.

*Even though she says it's because of childhood trauma, it's quite uncomfortable how she's opened up to me like this.*

On the other hand, knowing the reason why Ji-Yeon had opened up to her, Eun-Ha felt quite uneasy. After all, Ji-Yeon's openness toward Eun-Ha didn't stem from goodwill but from calculated reasons.

"So I don't think we can meet for a while. If we must, maybe today or next week? I have plans tomorrow, so staying overnight would be difficult."
[Really? Haaa....]

*What is it this time?*

Just when her voice seemed to brighten dramatically, Ji-Yeon let out a long sigh as if expelling a bundle of worries. Her emotional range swung severely up and down.

"......"

A moment of silence.
After Ji-Yeon's long sigh, they both remained quiet.

[...Eun-Ha. Can you come out for a moment? Just a moment?]

After a few minutes had passed.
Ji-Yeon asked Eun-Ha with a voice full of solemnity.



* * *



"What could this be about?"

At Ji-Yeon's request, Eun-Ha left the academy. She headed to the bus stop where she had previously met Go Soon-Jo and Go Su-A.
This time too, Ji-Yeon had asked to meet at this place.

Now that the sunlight had completely disappeared and dusk had settled in, there was no one near the road where Eun-Ha stood.

"I wonder how my grades will turn out."

With no one around and no one to talk to, Eun-Ha's thoughts naturally drifted to her exam scores.
After all, both the vacation and the evolution of her home depended on how her scores turned out. Eun-Ha could only desperately pray for good grades.

"Really! Just! Even if I barely make it, please! Just! Let me get similar scores...!"

She even prayed to the moon.

Screech-

And a few minutes later, a familiar car stopped in front of Eun-Ha. A foreign car that looked expensive at a glance.

"Eun-Ha!"

It was none other than Ji-Yeon's car.

"You said we can't meet for a while, right? So here!"
"Huh? W-what is this...?"

As soon as she got out of the car, Ji-Yeon handed Eun-Ha a paper bag.
Surprised by the sudden gift, Eun-Ha looked up at Ji-Yeon with a bewildered expression. Ji-Yeon's face was filled with desperation.

"Eun-Ha. Remember this. Men are beasts ready to devour women whenever and wherever they get the chance. Especially at vacation spots, everyone becomes more open-minded, so you have to be extremely careful! Understand?! You never know what strange man might try to hit on you!"
"Huh...?"
"Got it? You might be fine because you're agile and strong for your age, but there's always that one-in-a-million chance. Remember! Remember!"
"???"

And she began to methodically warn about the dangers of the male gender.

"Now! Repeat after me! I will not follow strange men around!"
"I-I will not follow strange men around...?"
"Good! Well done! And in that paper bag are a cardigan and hot pants. If you're going on vacation, you'll probably go to the beach or a swimming pool. So wear those on top to cover your skin as much as possible! Understand?"
"Huh?? Ah, yes...."

Eun-Ha was perplexed.
It was true that they were going to the beach or a swimming pool, but being told to cover up...

*We're going to a private property anyway, so no one will see. It's not like she's my boyfriend who doesn't want other men to see me.*

If anything, it felt like Ji-Yeon was assuming the role of her boyfriend, which Eun-Ha found quite amusing.

"Yes. I'll wear them well."

Still, a gift was a gift, so Eun-Ha smiled brightly and hugged the paper bag to her chest. How long had it been since someone purely worried about her? Except for Hong Yu-Jin and her friends, it had been so long she couldn't even remember.

"But you seemed really depressed earlier. Is something wrong?"
"...I have work starting this evening. If it weren't for that, it would have been good, but I don't think I'll be able to return until at least Sunday."

Ji-Yeon's shoulders drooped.
The timing was terrible.
She already had to wait a few days to see Eun-Ha during the break, and now even this opportunity was lost due to her existing schedule.

"Should I just cause trouble and ruin it...?"

Ji-Yeon's voice dropped again.

A mission that might involve the lives of many citizens versus time with a small girl.
Ji-Yeon would choose the latter without hesitation.

In the past, it might have been different, but now Ji-Yeon prioritized her time with Eun-Ha above all else. Moreover, this mission wouldn't even start without Ji-Yeon.

"Thwack!"

Eun-Ha's finger tapped Ji-Yeon's forehead. It would be more accurate to say she flicked it.

"Huh...?"

When Ji-Yeon looked at Eun-Ha with a dazed expression, she saw Eun-Ha standing on her tiptoes with a stern expression.

"No matter what, the mission comes first! You're a hero."
"...Right?"
"And. Even if this week doesn't work out, there's next week, right? Like I said earlier, we might not be able to meet for a while, but we can still meet next week."
"Y-yeah. That's right. Hahaha."

As Ji-Yeon began to laugh awkwardly, Eun-Ha's eyes curved gently. A gaze that reassured the viewer.

*That's the look from back then.*

Ji-Yeon absentmindedly stared at Eun-Ha, captivated by the gaze that warmed her heart just by looking at it. It felt as if something dark inside her chest was slipping away.

*Right. No matter what, human lives come first. Eun-Ha is right.*
*I saw alcohol in the fridge last time, I'll pretend to make a mistake and drink it!*

The two of them smiled at each other for a long time, each harboring different thoughts in their hearts.



* * *



"Huh...?"

The next day. Saturday.

"Come on! Let's choose!"
"First, let's avoid anything too sexy..."

Eun-Ha felt like she might lose her mind amidst the endless parade of swimsuits.

Ch.130 - Summer Vacation (1)
"Haaawn..."

I let out a long yawn as soon as I opened my eyes. Maybe it was because I'd spent so many days studying for exams. Even though I'd napped during the day and slept soundly at night, I still felt tired.

I stared blankly at the ceiling with my eyes half-open. I was still drowsy, and if I closed my eyes again, I'd probably fall right back asleep.

"Nnngh!"

I can't let that happen.

Stretching my arms wide, I escaped from the bed. That evil piece of furniture possessed a magical power that trapped people, preventing them from getting out. If you didn't escape when you had the chance, you might be bound to it forever.

After getting out of bed, I checked the time—5 AM.
There was plenty of time until my 11 o'clock appointment.

"In that case..."

Since morning training was canceled today, I might as well visit that place after so long.

* * *

When I infused magic into the card Foriner had given me, my body was instantly transported to the training room they had prepared.
Despite no one using it, the training room was spotlessly clean, without a speck of dust. Someone must have been cleaning it.

Ignoring the equipment in front of me, I walked step by step toward the area where an entire wall was made of mirrors.

In the mirror on the wall was a girl with sleepy eyes.
That was me.

Facing myself, I raised my hand, and a small tree grew from it.
As I infused and controlled my magic, the tree grew larger, extending its branches downward to decorate the mirror.

It was almost mindless magic control practice.

"I think I'm starting to understand."

As I created magical formulas with holes using the magically created branches, I suddenly felt like I somewhat understood what kind of magic I was using.

It must be thanks to the gift I received from Foriner during the joint operation against the Villain Association and Gresorion.
Because of that, I could now draw formulas with far fewer holes than before.

Certainly, I had grown a lot compared to before.
But it wasn't enough.
I needed something more powerful.
For example, a finishing move that I'd been contemplating after getting advice from someone I knew recently.

"Magic and supernatural powers, huh."

I withdrew the magic I had extended and stared blankly at myself in the mirror.
I looked so delicate, as if I needed protection from behind, my fragility standing out.

"Ha, with an appearance like this..."

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. It was definitely difficult to make anyone think I was reliable.

I couldn't help my appearance even if I didn't like it. No matter what I did. Even if I got plastic surgery, I'd just return to my original state.

'But that's okay.'

I need to accept and embrace who I am now.
Even if I've lost a lot, I haven't completely disappeared as a person.
And despite my unreliable appearance, I'm strong.

"I have these fists."

It was time to stop dwelling on the absence of muscles I'd cultivated my entire life. Though I still felt regretful, I'd been too fixated on it.
But even without muscles, my arms and legs were still attached to my body.

"..."

I clenched my fist tightly. The tiny fist looked so pathetic that I couldn't trust it.

Bang!

But I was still strong. Ironically, I'd become much stronger than before when my muscles used to ripple. Strong enough to want a finishing move, something like a hero's trademark.

Incheon Dragon said the path I'd walked could be the key to my finishing move. And my mother said it was about having a strong determination to kill an opponent.

I do have someone I want to kill.
And I know the path I've walked.
What remains is to create a situation where these can be combined, or where similar conditions can be met.

"The clue might be in the House of Evolution."

I don't know yet what the House of Evolution is exactly. But I had a vague feeling that the answer might be there.

* * *

"Huh...?"

A little after 11 o'clock.
Eun-Ha visited Cheonil Department Store again with In-Ha-Ram, Han Chae-Eun, and somehow Kim Se-Won, who had been dragged along.

"I was wondering where we were going, and it's a department store? What are we picking out?"
"Swimsuits, of course!"
"While choosing ours... Eun-Ha, we'll pick yours too."
"Summer! Beach! Vacation!! I've been holding back on everything I wanted to eat for this moment!"

Hearing In-Ha-Ram's words, Eun-Ha stopped just before entering the revolving door.

"W-what did you say?"
"I said we're here to pick out swimsuits! Seeing how hard you've been studying, we thought we could prepare in advance!"
"Even if your grades hadn't turned out well, we were going to go anyway because we saw how hard you were trying."
"No, no...!"

Eun-Ha's arms trembled. Her pupils shook violently as if there was an earthquake.

'My swimsuit?!'

This was something she hadn't thought about for even a moment.

'Come to think of it, yesterday Ji-Yeon unnie...!'

No, it would be more accurate to say she had been unconsciously refusing to think about it.

Summer. And the beach.
It was only natural that these two things would lead to thoughts of those scraps of fabric called swimsuits.
Eun-Ha belatedly realized that when Yoo Ji-Yeon handed her clothes yesterday, the word "swimsuit" had been mentioned.

"No, wait. Wait! Just wait a second...!"

While Eun-Ha had only thought about Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram in swimsuits, she never imagined herself wearing one.

'Are you crazy?! I've only just become comfortable showering with my eyes open, and now swimsuits?!'

It felt like a massive enemy she never expected was blocking her path.

"It's okay."
"You'll get used to it."
"I won't get used to it!!! Let go! Let go!!"

Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram each grabbed one of Eun-Ha's arms as she stood confused at the entrance, and dragged her into the department store.

"Now! Let's choose!"
"First, let's avoid anything too sexy..."

Eun-Ha felt like she was going to lose consciousness amid the endless parade of swimsuits. Everywhere she looked—here, there, everywhere—there were only swimsuits in the summer special section.

"G-guys. I just realized, you didn't really need to help me pick this out, right? Hmm? I could choose by myself..."

Eun-Ha slowly backed away, feeling like the place was so indecent that she'd be labeled a pervert just for looking. Seeing women coming out of the fitting rooms wearing swimsuits made her feel like a criminal.

"It's fine, really?"
"We're just doing this while picking out our own, that's all."
"And it's better to choose something that suits you as much as possible."

Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram quickly grabbed Eun-Ha and made excuses as if they had rehearsed it.

They were just here to pick out their own swimsuits too!

'They're obviously in this together.'

Kim Se-Won watched the two with cold eyes, looking at the swimsuits in their hands.
The two girls had swimsuits in their hands as soon as they arrived at this special section.

'Come to think of it, they suddenly went somewhere yesterday.'

Observing Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram, Kim Se-Won recalled seeing the two girls leaving together when he happened to go to the convenience store inside the dormitory yesterday.

It was clear they had already picked out their swimsuits yesterday.

"Hey. Why did you bring me along anyway?"

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won wondered why he had to be dragged along to pick out swimsuits.

He didn't care much about his own swimsuit, and there was absolutely no reason for him to be in this women's swimsuit section where there were hardly any men.

"To carry stuff!"

It was ridiculous. Just like last time. The two girls planned to use Kim Se-Won's telekinesis to carry who knows how much luggage.

"No, there's a delivery service for purchases. So why bring me?"
"Why, it's nice."

Before Kim Se-Won could argue further, Han Chae-Eun, who had been picking out swimsuits, stuck close to him and poked his waist.

"Think about it. Seeing In-Ha-Ram and Eun-Ha in swimsuits—isn't that a win? Hmm?"

'They're huge!'

Having seen them several times, Kim Se-Won's gaze naturally shifted to Han Chae-Eun's impressive figure. Her words didn't register in his ears.

And it wasn't just Kim Se-Won whose attention was drawn to Han Chae-Eun.

'That's insane.'
'Even with padding or push-up, that's...!'

The eyes of women who came to buy swimsuits for the upcoming summer were also captivated.
An overwhelming volume rarely seen, like something from the West! Natural breasts that were clearly genuine at a glance!
The women watching Han Chae-Eun had envy in their eyes.

"Plus, we won't say a~nything. Let's be honest, In-Ha-Ram is pretty, and so is Eun-Ha. Both of them are beautiful, right? Just think of it as openly watching something that makes you tingle. How about it? Isn't that good?"

Han Chae-Eun, unbothered by such gazes, encouraged Kim Se-Won with a sly expression.
Eun-Ha, who was gaining a reputation as Cheonil's lady and gradually as a saint. Indeed, seeing these exceptionally beautiful girls in swimsuits was certainly not something everyone could witness.

"You're leaving yourself out?"
"W-what about me?"
"This is what I'm talking about. This."

In-Ha-Ram, who had approached Han Chae-Eun, lightly tapped her chest. Even with just a slight touch, Han Chae-Eun's chest rippled like waves, and it would certainly shine even more in a swimsuit.

"And Se-Won. Could you catch Eun-Ha who's trying to sneak away over there? Don't you want to see it too? Eun-Ha in a swimsuit."
"Ugh?! Hey, hey! Kim Se-Won...!"
"!!"

As soon as In-Ha-Ram finished speaking, Eun-Ha, who had been slowly backing away, was pulled forward.
Kim Se-Won stared at Eun-Ha with wide eyes.
His telekinesis was more sincere than ever. He moved her forward, lifting her slightly off the ground so she couldn't resist.

"How could you?! Last time, what I did... what I did...?"

Eun-Ha pointed at Kim Se-Won in protest, then tilted her head.

"What did I do here last time...? Ugh...!"

Eun-Ha began to tremble.
A very faint memory of Cheonil Department Store. It felt like she could remember if she tried, but a fear that she shouldn't remember came over her.

"M-money and power collaboration... Ugh, my head...!"

Eun-Ha squeezed her eyes shut. It seemed like she should remember, but her instincts kept screaming not to.

"Anyway, Eun-Ha. How about this?"
"Huh, umm...?"
"Does it suit me?"

Han Chae-Eun, who had been watching Eun-Ha's state, quickly diverted her attention.
She showed Eun-Ha a swimsuit she had pre-selected, holding it against her body.

"Y-yes... it suits you."

Eun-Ha unconsciously stared at Han Chae-Eun's chest. The swimsuit she would soon see in reality.

"Right? It suits me, doesn't it?"

Seeing Eun-Ha staring blankly at her, Han Chae-Eun gently moved, guiding Eun-Ha toward the fitting room.

"Here! Try this on!"
"Huh? Huh?? U-um, okay..."

Then Han Chae-Eun pushed Eun-Ha into the fitting room with a swimsuit she had already picked out.
Not fully understanding the situation, Eun-Ha began to undress with a dazed expression inside the fitting room.

"Phew!"
"It was a bit forceful, but not bad."
"Right?"

Han Chae-Eun sighed in relief as rustling sounds came from behind, and In-Ha-Ram approached her. In her hand was a frilly bikini she had picked out for Eun-Ha.

"How about it? Se-Won, wouldn't it be good for you to pick one too?"

A sly look was directed at Kim Se-Won. In-Ha-Ram began to encourage him in a different way than Han Chae-Eun had.

"That's right! Let's pick one that seems most suitable from a man's perspective!"
"What?!"

"Since we're in this together, become an accomplice!"

The two girls thought that since Kim Se-Won would inevitably bear Eun-Ha's resentment anyway, he might as well enjoy it—that would be beneficial for him too.

"No, I... No!"

Kim Se-Won hurriedly looked around. The attention already drawn by In-Ha-Ram, Cheonil's lady, and Han Chae-Eun with her impressive volume, was now even more focused because of Kim Se-Won.

'He's with three girls.'
'He looks ordinary, but!'

He was practically the only man there.

"No, I'll pass—"
"Wait!"

Swoosh!

"This is a swimsuit!"

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to refuse, feeling uncomfortable with the stares from the women around, Eun-Ha, who had finally come to her senses, pulled back the curtain, barely covering herself with clothes.
Her face was bright red with embarrassment.

"My, could it be that you're not even looking forward to going on vacation with us?"
"Don't tell me you're not excited about swimming with us? Was all that anticipation you showed every day just an act??"
"Huh? Huuh?? T-that's not it..."
"We wanted to go with you, so we even picked out swimsuits."
"We carefully chose swimsuits that would really suit you."

The two girls looked at Eun-Ha with tearful expressions of reproach.

"O-okay! I get it!"

Swoosh!

When In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun were about to cry, Eun-Ha hurriedly closed the curtain and started putting on the swimsuit.

"According to plan."
"Exactly according to plan."

Perhaps Eun-Ha wearing a swimsuit had been predetermined from the moment she was dragged here.

* * *

Later, at a café in Cheonil Department Store.
Eun-Ha glared at Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram with a face still burning hot.

"Seriously. I won't let you two off the hook."
"Come on, Eun-Ha, you started enjoying it halfway through~ Right?"
"Of course. You looked so good in everything that even the clerk joined in."

Eun-Ha ended up buying three swimsuits. She wondered if she really needed so many for summer, but when In-Ha-Ram pulled out her card, she ended up buying them all.
And they were each chosen by In-Ha-Ram, Han Chae-Eun, and Kim Se-Won.

"Se-Won is so lucky. He got to see something other guys can't even glimpse, and from the best seat in the house."
"Your friends would probably weep tears of blood if they knew."
"Ugh! I thought I was going to die."

Kim Se-Won shook his head while storing the vivid images of the three girls in swimsuits in a corner of his memory. While it was true he had enjoyed the view, he also wanted to crawl into any available hole due to the countless stares directed at him.

"And I could have just picked any swimsuit for myself, so why did you have to choose mine too?"

Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha as if she were his sworn enemy. After buying her swimsuit, she had dragged the two girls to the men's swimwear section, saying she didn't want to be the only one suffering.

"Come on, after coming all this way with us, we should at least do this much for you."
"Eun-Ha is absolutely right!"
"That full-body swimsuit that looks like a prison uniform seems to suit you quite well, don't you think?"

As Han Chae-Eun agreed with Eun-Ha, In-Ha-Ram pulled out the swimsuit Kim Se-Won had bought with a subtle smile.
The swimsuit Kim Se-Won had been pressured into buying by the three girls was a striped full-body swimsuit.

"Oh, for f—!"

Kim Se-Won felt like he was about to burst into tears from the injustice.

Ch.131 - Summer Vacation (2)
Another week begins. A week that will turn my daily life upside down.

As always, after finishing my preparations, I faced myself in the mirror.

"..."

A face without confidence. The face of a loser. The face of my incompetent self.
I don't want to see this face, so I arranged my bangs to cover my eyes.
My vision became slightly obscured. Only then could I properly face myself.

Leaving my room, I make my way toward the academy. Perhaps because I avoided the busy hours, I didn't encounter anyone except for the occasional passing car.

The classroom I arrived at was also quiet.
There's always someone who arrives before me, but today she wasn't saying anything either.

Chae Ji-won.

A girl who previously had her seat stolen by a doppelganger. Ji-won must have some condition requiring her to guard her seat, as she's always the first to arrive in the classroom unless something significant happens.
Even today, on the last day before vacation.

*It doesn't matter anyway.*

There's no need to concern myself with it.
There's never any conversation between her and me. The only sounds we make are occasional background noise.

*I wonder what will happen to Park Sang-heon's empty seat after he was used by that person.*

Despite the time that has passed until vacation day, the academy was still in a state of confusion.
In fact, during breaks, people still occasionally talked about Park Sang-heon.

*Humans...*

Even students who respected and followed Park Sang-heon were now busy cursing him. Humans are beings who are quick to find fault with others, to a nauseating degree.
Encountering such human behavior makes me dislike them more with each passing day.

*Am I similar?*

I'm half human too, so I'm not in a position to say such things.
Thinking about the word "human" made self-loathing surge within me.

Being human makes me weak. Despite inheriting monster blood, my physical abilities are inferior to a monster's, and my magic is far below my mother's.
I'm not good at anything.
The only useful thing about me is my current life.
My position as a hero candidate enrolled in the academy. It's certainly something other monsters couldn't do.

I raise my wrist and activate the memo app on my communication terminal in privacy mode. This way, no one but me can see it.

What I do every morning is to check today's schedule and reconfirm the information I gathered yesterday.
Monitoring the academy and its surroundings, each student's superpowers, talents, growth potential, and other information.
I don't know what purpose this serves for Gresorion. I just carry out the mission assigned to me.

I buried my head toward the screen to fulfill my duty.



* * *



*Come to think of it, Eun-Ha mentioned something about a vacation.*

While reorganizing information, a memory surfaced, and I raised my head again. The classroom was now about half full. It was time to finish my work.

*Vacation... I'm envious.*

After turning off the memo app, I turned around, immersed in envy. At this hour, Eun-Ha should be here.

"So when are you going? This week? Next week?"
"I'm going next week. My schedule is clear then."
"Oooooh! I can't wait...!"

Just as I expected.
Eun-Ha asking about the schedule with a bright face overflowing with anticipation. And her two hangers-on.
Still, thanks to these hangers-on, no flies gather around Eun-Ha. Neither boys nor girls can approach her because of those two's interference.

Yes. Someone like her, who seems vulnerable to just look at, needs that level of protection.

The downside is that I can't even talk to Eun-Ha once.
As a result, I've never had a conversation with her except when meeting as a magical girl or when she visits the convenience store where I work.

*Come to think of it.*

Suddenly, I realized that there's quite a difference between Eun-Ha's gestures at the beginning of the semester and now.
Before, she was just defenseless, but now she's slightly conscious of the gazes around her while still being defenseless.

Nevertheless, whether it's innate or not, she remains defenseless and lovable.

"I can't wait to wear my swimsuit!"
"!!!!"

What did I just hear?
I hurriedly turned my head and trembled, recalling what I'd heard. The words that came out of Han Chae-eun's excited mouth were definitely "swimsuit."

*Swimsuit...!*

That means Eun-Ha will be wearing a swimsuit too!

*I must go!*

No matter what happens, no matter what obstacles arise, I have to go. Unlike last time, I need to watch over her leisurely without being disturbed by heroes or villains.

Clenching my fist, I estimated the money left in my account.
Just as you hide a tree in a forest, I needed a swimsuit that would naturally blend into the crowd to observe someone.



* * *



I've experienced many things in my life.
About half of them could be called painful, and they were diverse, but it's not often that a painful experience gets updated to rank among the top five.

"Ah."

But I never thought that this memory, which I'd rather not recall, would be updated this time.

*I'm screwed.*

Trembling, I stared at my report card. I could feel my face turning pale without even looking in a mirror.

204th place.
204th out of 1,000.

Thanks to my outstanding score in the practical evaluation, it was a high score, no doubt about it.

Even though the academy students' overall power levels had dropped significantly, their academic standards hadn't fallen.

And it's not like I'm the type of study bug who gets upset over missing one question.

So why am I trembling like this?
The answer was simple.

My rank had dropped compared to the midterm exams.
Not only that, but my score was also slightly lower. The difference was negligible, but it had indeed decreased.

This proved that studying to death on my own was less efficient than being toyed with by Foriner during tutoring.
No, let's not worry about that now.
It's not important right now.

*If your score is the same as or higher than your midterm score, I'll tell you the location you're planning to find out today.*

Foriner's words echoed in my head.
Not "similar," but "the same or higher." In other words, unless my score was at least equal to my midterm score, I had lost the bet with Foriner.

*Although there's no disadvantage because of the conditions Foriner set...*

The problem was that I couldn't get the information about the House of Evolution that Foriner had obtained.

"What should I do?"

Sweating profusely, I tried to think of a solution. That Foriner wouldn't go back on his word. He lives for the fun of teasing others, so he wouldn't easily say something favorable to me.

I really felt so lost that I wanted to hide in some corner.

Curiously, I glanced at the report card to see how well the others had done.

2nd place: Han Chae-eun
3rd place: In Ha-ram
28th place: Kim Se-Won
42nd place: Yang Se-Hee

"...They're all so talented."

I suddenly felt the gap between my friends and me. An overwhelming difference that I could never catch up to no matter how hard I tried.

105th place: Go Su-ah

Moreover, Go Su-ah, who barely attended school and had a rock-bottom practical evaluation score, was still quite high in the rankings just from the written exams. Looking at the written exam score table elsewhere, she was indeed among the top performers, competing with Se-Hee for rank.

"There are too many talented people."

There are so many talented people in the world that it's intimidating.

"What were they thinking, revealing grades on vacation day when we should be feeling good?"

Trudge, trudge.

There's no point in continuing to look.
Complaining about whoever decided to overlap grade reveal day with vacation day, I turned away from the bulletin board and returned to the classroom with slumped shoulders.



* * *



"How ambiguous."
"...It's ambiguous, right?"

This was Foriner's response when he heard about my grades.
If you consider that I maintained my grades, then I did maintain them. Honestly, dropping by 1 or 2 places wasn't very noticeable.

*Maybe...?*

That's why I had expectations based on Foriner's reaction. In detail, my grades had dropped, but broadly speaking, I had maintained them. Foriner would be the one to decide this.

"Hehe...! Don't worry so much, my contractor. Do I seem that strict to you?"
"You seem like a pervert though."
"Correct! As expected of my contractor!"
"You're probably the only Transcendent who takes being called a pervert as a compliment."

Fortunately, Foriner seemed to be in quite a good mood. I had been anxious about how Foriner would react, but his response allowed me to relax.

"This much could be considered within the margin of error. Let's say you won the bet."
"Really??"
"Either way, I don't lose anything. And watching you grow stronger is also good entertainment for me."

Unlike his usual sly smile, Foriner showed a gentle smile that truly fit the description of kindness.

"Above all, you said you're going on vacation, so it wouldn't be right for you to be in a bad mood. As I've said before, I care quite a bit for my contractor. So... yes."

Foriner tilted his head, thought for a moment, and then displayed a window in front of me.

"What is this?"
"The place you'll be going."

It was a place that could be called hell.
A place where entrails, flesh, and blood were scattered.

Arms, legs, tails rolling around, various shapes of flesh, and bloodstains that hadn't dried yet indirectly showed how fierce the battles fought there had been.

"Is this the House of Evolution...?"
"I couldn't figure out the detailed structure, but from what I observed, it seems to be a place where all sorts of battles take place."

As soon as Foriner finished speaking, the screen changed. It showed a scene where several monsters were clinging to a higher-ranked monster with one arm blown off and wounds all over its body, eating it alive.

"...I see."

Recalling the phrase "all sorts of battles," I got a general sense of what kind of place this was.
A place where you never know when or where a battle will occur. A jar of solitude where you must fight and survive endlessly.

"Monsters that survive this place become A-rank..."
"That's right."

I could understand why there was such a huge gap between B-rank and A-rank monsters. It was truly a place where you could only survive by using all your strength, experience, and wit.
A place where you must survive by encountering countless beings similar to or stronger than yourself.

That was the House of Evolution. The Jar of Evolution.

"Are you afraid?"
"...I'm not sure."

The thought of entering that place naturally made my body tremble. Even the words I spoke trying to appear calm had an unstable tone.

"But I think I understand one thing."

It was an unparalleled place for rapid growth.

Although I would have to overcome countless life-threatening situations, if I wanted to become stronger despite taking on such risks, it was a place I had to go.

"My magical power will increase tremendously."

A voice mixed with fear and exhilaration flowed from my mouth.

*It was a place I would have to experience someday anyway.*

Anyway, I just need to survive there. If I smash everything and tear apart every creature, I should be able to survive.

There was no better place to gain the overwhelming power needed to confront Muk-Si-Ja.

"For now, let's plan on going to the House of Evolution during the vacation. So you should relieve all your mental fatigue during the vacation with your friends."
"...Yes!"

That's right. Vacation.
I almost forgot about it while thinking about the House of Evolution, but I was planning to go on vacation.
And I was going to wear a swimsuit that didn't reflect my preferences at all.

*That's okay too!*

It doesn't matter.
For once, I could be grateful to Ji-yeon unnie.
After all, thanks to the clothes she gave me, I could cover most of my swimsuit!

"Hehehe...!"
"Hehehehe...?"

Wait.

I looked up.
My good mood and laughter were short-lived. Foriner started laughing at almost the same time as me, which bothered me.

*No way.*

Surely he wouldn't try to join in on the kids' fun, would he?

Ch.132 - Summer Vacation (3)
A pristine white laboratory with endless walls stretched out before me. Just looking at these walls made my head spin, as if they were telling me not to maintain any semblance of sanity.

"It hurts!"
"Stop! Stop it! Please stop!"
"Aaaaargh-!"
"Save meee!"

And occasionally, the screams of myself and other children could be heard. Those desperate cries, shouted without regard for strained vocal cords, were sounds that everyone in this laboratory heard daily.
They were sounds I didn't want to get used to, but had to.

As an experimental subject and clone, I once screamed in agony like that too. I would cry endless tears, desperately hoping for the pain to end.

"......"

While walking down the corridor, the door to a laboratory in front of me opened.

Clatter, clatter

Instinctively, I pressed myself against the wall and waited for someone to emerge from the lab. A cart with limbs sticking out moved forward toward some destination. The person pulling the cart simply stared ahead with lifeless eyes.

Among those who came to this laboratory, the kind-hearted ones all ended up like that before long.
As if their hearts had been shattered without a single piece remaining, completely broken.

"Ah...!"

While following that person with my gaze, I caught sight of a welcome figure at the edge of my vision.

The person who calls me Dolly instead of "experimental subject."
My only joy in life.
The reason I can live. The reason I can endure these terrible experiments with hope.

I felt the corners of my mouth lifting unconsciously as I approached him with small, quick steps.

Big brother was quietly staring at something with sad eyes full of nostalgia.
From a distance, it looked like a photograph. Though it had holes in places as if eaten by insects, it was definitely a photo.

Who could it be? Who could make big brother miss them so much?
I felt a little jealous.

"Big brother. What are you looking at?"
"...It's nothing, really."

Just before I reached him, he noticed me and hastily stuffed the photo he was holding into his pocket.
What a shame. I could have seen who was in it.

"Let me see—"
"How was the experiment?"
"...It's over."
"Good. Let's go back, Dolly."

I grab the hand he extends. Warmth flows from his hand throughout my body, making me feel good. It makes me feel alive, not a ghost or spirit.
I'll forgive him for cutting off my question this time.

"What's for dinner today?"
"Curry."
"Again?"
"I don't know how to make anything else. Or would you rather have ramen?"
"Let's have curry."

Curry was better anyway.
I'm sick of ramen from eating it too much.

"You look happy. Do you like curry that much?"
"Maybe~?"

It's not because of the curry. Since he doesn't seem to know that, I gave an ambiguous answer.
I hope he doesn't figure it out yet.
If I'm given time, if I can live for a few more years,
Then I'll become a proper lady and carefully reveal it.

As I looked up at him while answering, all the longing that had filled his eyes earlier had completely disappeared.
Warm eyes.
Warm eyes he shows only to me, not to any other clone.

Eyes I don't want anyone else to take from me.



* * *



"Wow...!"
"This definitely passes."
"Why am I the only one wearing this?"

Eun-Ha left the room with a disgruntled expression.
While In-ha-ram and Han Chae-eun were dressed in short, airy outfits to welcome the approaching summer, Eun-Ha wore a pure white dress.

*At least I'm wearing shorts underneath.*

Eun-Ha still felt a slight resistance to the air flowing against her thighs with every movement, something she should have gotten used to by now.

"What do you mean why?"
"Probably because it suits you best?"

They spoke as if asking about something obvious.

Perhaps because they'd been hanging out since the beginning of the semester, Han Chae-eun and In-ha-ram got along surprisingly well. Especially when it came to matters concerning Eun-Ha.
The fact that they were taking turns speaking showed just how close they'd become.

"No, Ha-ram, it would look good on you too. And what about Chae-eun!"
"Sometimes one just wants to wear clothes like this."
"I..."

At Eun-Ha's words, Han Chae-eun slumped her shoulders. The excited face that had been looking forward to the trip and vacation had completely disappeared, replaced by a gloomy atmosphere.

"When I wear a dress, I look like a pig."

Her impressive chest made even other women glance her way.
Indeed, without cinching at the waist, one-piece garments like dresses created the effect of making her look heavier.
She could even be mistaken for a pregnant woman if she wasn't careful.

"Do you know the struggles of a woman with large breasts?!"
"...??"
"Don't the advantages outweigh the discomfort?"
"Well... that's true! But honestly, if I weren't a Transcendent and if Eun-Ha hadn't trained me, my back and shoulders would still be in pain. I had chronic shoulder pain that made even standing painful."

Eun-Ha tilted her head, not understanding at all, but In-ha-ram nodded with a slightly envious look in her eyes.

"What's the problem with that? Isn't it all good? The muscles, the chest. Getting everyone's attention."
"Eun-Ha's right that bigger is better when it comes to attracting attention. Plus..."

A pillar made of polyethylene suddenly appeared on top of the soft, overwhelming mass. The embodiment of motherhood embraced the suddenly emerging pillar with maternal power.

"Eek?!"

In-ha-ram had wedged a small plastic bottle between Han Chae-eun's breasts.

"Like this, you get extra storage space too."
"That's amazing."

Eun-Ha's eyes widened. The sight of the breasts held together by the bra embracing the bottle was quite marvelous to her.

And...

"...!!!"

Han Chae-eun was equally amazed.
The plastic bottle standing firmly on her chest. She even put the straw in her mouth and took a sip.
Her eyes sparkled like a scientist discovering an unknown object.

"Whew! Ha-ram! This is awesome!"
"Why are you the one who's surprised?"
"Well, I had thought about trying it, but I didn't know it would actually work. Wait a minute?"

A strange light appeared in Han Chae-eun's eyes. As if she'd thought of something ingenious, she fell into deep thought, and then...

Pop.

She suddenly unhooked her bra. Her large breasts, freed from the constraints of a bra that couldn't be found in regular stores, bounced once.

"Guys! This is totally like Phyz—"

Han Chae-eun grabbed her breasts with both hands and started rubbing the bottle against them. Her liberated motherhood swallowed the bottle whole, with only the top peeking out.

"—mmph!!"

In-ha-ram quickly covered Han Chae-eun's mouth as soon as she saw this behavior.

"You and your vulgar words and actions again...!"

In-ha-ram, coming from a wealthy family, still hadn't developed immunity to Han Chae-eun's way of speaking, especially her sexual jokes.

"Mmph mmph!! ...Phew! Come on, if you understand what I mean, you already know everything, so why now~"
"T-that's...! Haah... Fine. Let's say that's true. Anyway, we've delayed too much. Se-Won will be waiting, so let's go."

In-ha-ram always lost these verbal battles. Or rather, they weren't even battles to begin with.
With her face flushed red, In-ha-ram couldn't think straight due to embarrassment.

"So fix your clothes properly! What if this had been the dormitory lobby! We're lucky this is still the girls' dormitory!"

In-ha-ram fanned her face while pulling the bottle out from Han Chae-eun's chest. The surface of the bottle had retained the warmth of her chest and become lukewarm.


Eun-Ha, who had been carefully observing the two girls' actions, shifted her gaze, alternating between the bottle in In-ha-ram's hand and Han Chae-eun's chest.

*I'm jealous.*

For a moment, Eun-Ha wished she could be that bottle.



* * *



"What took you so long?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been waiting for the three girls in the dormitory lobby, complained about their tardiness.

"Ah! Se-Won! I just had the most awesome—"
"Oh my, be quiet. And ladies take longer to get ready. Shouldn't you be learning that by now?"
"What do you mean 'learning'? Han Chae-eun messaged ten minutes ago saying she was leaving her room and coming down."

In-ha-ram's gaze turned to Han Chae-eun. Remembering that Han Chae-eun had indeed said such a thing in their group chat with all four of them, she let out a quiet sigh.

"So, what was so awesome?"
"Ah~"

In-ha-ram's sharp gaze pierced Han Chae-eun. Feeling as if countless needles were stabbing her, Han Chae-eun was busy avoiding her gaze.

*Chae-eun should have stopped me.*

With her mouth sealed by both hands, Eun-Ha inwardly complained about missing the feeling of In-ha-ram's chest while being restrained.



* * *



A vast sandy beach stretched out before their eyes.
With blue waves crashing endlessly, signs declaring "Private Property" were boldly planted throughout, as if refusing entry to anyone.

A limousine stopped near this beach.

"Yes! First place!"
"Ah! Second place...!"
"What are you doing, acting like children?"

Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-eun rushed out of the limousine and began excitedly scanning their surroundings.

"They are children. Wow...! But didn't you say this is all private property?"
"Yes. It belongs to Cheonil Group, so we're not the only ones who use it, but today it should be just us."

Even seeing it with her own eyes, Eun-Ha couldn't quite believe it. She made a visor with her hand and looked around like the two who had gone ahead.

"You really are exceptionally wealthy. Or should I say, your company is?"
"Eun-Ha! Look at that! There, there! That parasol set up in the middle! Wasn't that installed for us?"
"Really?? Where? Where?"

Excited by the thought that this place was just for them, Han Chae-eun clung to Eun-Ha with sparkling eyes.

"Wow...! It's true. It really is!"

[For Cheonil's proud jewel, Miss In-ha-ram and 3 others]

Enhancing her vision, Eun-Ha could see a sign planted in the middle of the beach. She couldn't help but be amazed at the message that made her want to curl up in embarrassment.

*That doesn't seem like something someone would be ordered to do.*

Eun-Ha recalled her time at advertising shoots. The appropriate distance between the director, staff, and herself—neither too close nor too far.

In-ha-ram was measuring that distance, close enough to touch but not quite, establishing her position in her own way.

"Our Ha-ram must be happy~"

As if she'd caught something from Foriner, Eun-Ha smiled slyly.

"W-what? Suddenly. But that smile, I've seen it somewhere..."

In-ha-ram stepped back, feeling a sense of déjà vu. She had seen that expression somewhere before.

"What did you see? Come on, tell me too."
"You'll see when we get there!"
"Huh? There's some kind of sign over there? Did you read that? Se-Won, look. Over there. Waaay over there!"
"You saw that?"

Kim Se-Won, who had asked first, gaped at the tiny sign in the distance. There seemed to be something written on it, but it appeared only as dots, completely illegible.

*Is she actually a physical enhancement ability user?*

Kim Se-Won couldn't help but have slight suspicions about Eun-Ha's so naturally enhanced vision.

"No, we need to get back in the limousine. Where are you going?"
"Oh, right. We need to go to the hotel where we'll be staying?"
"Then Se-Won is elected as the porter! Se-Won, please♥"

Han Chae-eun, who wanted to go to the beach right away, clung to Kim Se-Won with an affected voice.

"Ugh...! I'm going to throw up. Hey, Han Chae-eun! Stop making disgusting sounds and get in the limousine, will you? Eun-Ha's already inside, so you're the only one left."

But surprisingly, Kim Se-Won wasn't moved at all by her heavy chest and instead pretended to vomit while dragging her to the limousine.

"Tch. You're being so picky over a little joke. And stop calling me 'Ya-Han-Chae-eun'!"
"Yeah, yeah~ Ya-Han-Chae-eun. Ya-Han-Chae-eun! Besides, you were completely serious! My ear canal is the witness!"

Perhaps because they'd spent a semester together, everyone got along well.
...Probably.

Ch.133 - Summer Vacation (4)
"Wow...."

Eun-Ha couldn't close her mouth at the sight unfolding before her eyes.

Hotel Cloud.
Living up to its name, this hotel stood so tall it seemed to touch the clouds in the sky, and was Cheonil Group's most luxurious hotel.

"Come on, let's go in."
"Are we really allowed to enter? Won't they kick us out yelling, 'Watch where you're stepping!!'"

Entering a luxury hotel for the first time in her life, Han Chae-Eun was intimidated by Cloud's overwhelming splendor and unconsciously hunched her shoulders.

"Who would say such a thing when I'm here? ...Wait, go in first. I need to take this call."

In Ha-Ram's voice, which had been leading them into the hotel, suddenly lifted with excitement. As if unexpected good fortune had come her way, her voice was bright enough to float away.

[Dad♡]

It was her father, In Cheon-Yong, calling.

"W-wait! If Ha-Ram isn't with us, we really might..."

Han Chae-Eun watched In Ha-Ram walk away with flushed cheeks. Anxiety bloomed in her chest once again.

"Come on, Ha-Ram must have already told them who's coming. Right?"
"Sheesh. You've become such a scaredy-cat. The Han Chae-Eun who becomes dead serious in front of food is shrinking so small here~ If there was meat stuck to the hotel door, you'd have been the first one running toward it, wouldn't you?"
"What? Hey! Kim Se-Won! Just you wait! I'll show you how confidently I can walk in!"

Her anxiety quickly faded as Kim Se-Won's words tickled her pride, and Han Chae-Eun strode purposefully toward the hotel entrance.



* * *



"This is awesome!"
"Wow!"

As soon as they entered the room, the two girls began exploring. The large room had three separate beds but didn't feel cramped at all.

Starting with the TV and computer, the room was furnished with all necessary furniture, which looked simply amazing to the two girls.

"Are we really staying here? Right?"
"Oh...! The bed is super soft!"

Eun-Ha seemed fascinated by the beds prepared in the room and started bouncing on one, while Han Chae-Eun went out to the terrace to enjoy the surrounding scenery.
Though they expressed it differently, everyone was in high spirits.

"Yes, that's right. But are you sure you don't want your own room?"
"If I stayed alone in a place like this, I think I'd feel uncomfortable and anxious, hahaha...."

Han Chae-Eun awkwardly looked around the room, which was spacious enough to accommodate three large beds without feeling crowded. Thinking about having just one bed made the space seem empty.

"Well, I told you I have lots of siblings. So I guess I feel more at ease when a room is bustling with people."

For her, this room was too big to use alone.

"I... honestly prefer being alone, but this isn't bad eith— oof?!"

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, who was still bouncing on the bed before falling face-first, felt differently. Though sharing a room with girls was awkward, it had its merits.

*Hehehe...! I'm not who I used to be anymore!*

Eun-Ha, now confident she wouldn't blush even if she saw a woman naked, smiled mischievously while lying face down on the bed.

"...I think I know exactly what you're thinking, don't you agree?"
"No, I was thinking something similar."

Of course, Eun-Ha's thoughts were predictably exposed to the two girls.



* * *



"Why are they taking so long?"

After organizing his things in the room and changing into his swimsuit, Kim Se-Won tapped his foot on the floor while waiting for the girls.

Woooong-

His communication device suddenly rang. Someone had sent him a message.

[You traitor bastard.]

The message sent to Kim Se-Won was very brief.
But it contained intense emotions—envy, jealousy, and resentment.

"Sheesh."

Kim Se-Won teased his friend by replying with a short message: [Jealous? lol]

*Come to think of it, am I incredibly lucky?*

There was a good reason his friend was so envious.

Eun-Ha, Han Chae-Eun, In Ha-Ram.
He was on a trip with some of the most attractive girls in Class A. And he was the only guy among them.
At least to others, he might look like a player who had managed to snag three girls at once.
At the same time, he might feel anxious about getting stabbed in the back at any moment.

"In reality, I'm just treated like a porter."

Kim Se-Won looked wearily at the numerous items placed beside him.

While it was true that traveling with the three girls was nice, he wasn't the three-timing player others might imagine him to be.

At best he was a friend, at worst a porter—that was his current role.

"Pfft! Kim Se-Won, what's with that look? So funny."
"Hey. Summer means sunglasses, right?"

His contemplation was brief.
Hearing Han Chae-Eun's mockery from afar, Kim Se-Won adjusted the sunglasses on his face and curled up the corners of his mouth.

"Let me try those. These suit me better. How do I look?"
"Never mind how you look, let's just get going."
"Hey. How do I look? Tell me."
"......"

She snatched the sunglasses from him and put them on herself. Even though she moved closer to him demanding an answer, he wouldn't respond.

"Are you looking at my chest instead of the sunglasses?"
"That's exactly what it looks like."
"What? Kim Se-Won, you pervert!"

The overwhelming volume couldn't be hidden by her thin outer garment. Being a guy, Kim Se-Won couldn't help but glance there.

"I can't help where my eyes go! Besides, Eun-Ha! Eun-Ha keeps looking at your chest too!"
"Eun-Ha is fine! Because she's cute!"

Han Chae-Eun covered her chest with both hands and stepped back. At her words, Kim Se-Won's gaze shifted to Eun-Ha.
Eun-Ha was looking at Han Chae-Eun with the most innocent eyes.

*Ugh!*

Though the blatant double standard felt unfair, he couldn't argue against it.
She was definitely cute, after all.

"So, aren't you two going to change?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been staring at Eun-Ha, deliberately turned his head and changed the subject.
Unlike him in his swimsuit, the three girls' outfits had barely changed. If anything, only their bags were different.

"I heard there's a changing room near the beach so we can use that... Oh, wait! Kim Se-Won, you pervert~"

Han Chae-Eun approached Kim Se-Won again and poked his side. It was always Han Chae-Eun's role to start teasing Kim Se-Won.

"Yeah~ I'm not at all excited to see a pig in a swimsuit~"
"What?! Pig?! Have you ever seen a pig this slim with big breasts?! Am I still a pig?! Want to feel them? Are these pig breasts?!"
"Yeah~ No thanks~ You eat like a pig every day, so what else should I call you?"
"Sob, waaah~ Eun-Ha. That skinny jerk is calling me a pig!"

And as always, Han Chae-Eun quickly surrendered and clung to Eun-Ha.



* * *



An artificial island created with support from the Academy District.
Located between Gangwon Province and Ulleungdo, this island was bustling with people seeking the sea as summer approached.

"The one downside is this. There are no food stalls near the private area."
"Since it's just us coming here, it would be wasteful to hire people just for our convenience. Let's just buy a bunch of drinks and make one trip."
"I'll give you a buff!"

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were walking along the beach that occupied most of the island's outskirts. Their goal was to get drinks for the beach.

The three girls, who had changed into swimsuits, belatedly realized they had nothing to drink. Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won went to get beverages, while the other two went to rent equipment needed for the beach.

"By the way, Se-Won."
"Huh?"

When they were about 10 meters away from their destination, Eun-Ha suddenly called out to Kim Se-Won with a question that had popped into her mind.

"So. Were you really not looking forward to it? The girls' swimsuits."

Grin.

Eun-Ha gave him a teasing look with a hint of expectation.

*Even if not Chae-Eun, you must have been looking forward to Ha-Ram's swimsuit.*

Knowing what swimsuits the two girls had chosen, Eun-Ha moved closer to Kim Se-Won and looked up at him.

"......"

Kim Se-Won stopped abruptly at Eun-Ha's question and silently stared at her.
Unlike the other two girls who had changed into swimsuits, Eun-Ha surprisingly wasn't wearing one. She was fully armed with very short hot pants and a cardigan.

*Now, repeat after me! I will not follow strange men around!*

These were items Yoo Ji-Yeon had given to Eun-Ha a few days ago.

"Hmm? What is it? Did you really not have any expectations?"

When he didn't answer, she poked him repeatedly, urging him to respond.

*Should I say it?*

Gulp, Kim Se-Won swallowed hard as he contemplated. He didn't have the courage to directly say "you" to the person standing right in front of him.

*No! I can't keep being so indecisive...!*

Fortunately, his deliberation wasn't long.
After staring intently at Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won squeezed his eyes shut, then looked at her again with fierce determination.

"...You!"
"Hmm?"
"You at least...! I mean of course I'm curious about their swimsuits I'm a guy after all don't tell anyone about this okay?"

Kim Se-Won's gaze darted all over the place. The fierce determination that had been burning just moments ago had completely vanished.

*What a coward...*

It was mortifying.
He felt like crying at how pathetic he was, unable to properly finish saying just the word "you" and hastily changing the subject.

"Ah~ Hehe. Well, that's true~"

Eun-Ha's eyes curved into crescents.
It was certainly an awkward thing to say in front of her. And as a fellow man, it was something she could sympathize with.

"It's okay! I won't say anything!"

Slap!

Eun-Ha cheerfully patted Kim Se-Won's back.

"Thanks. I appreciate it."

*I could seriously cry right now.*

Kim Se-Won was so grateful to Eun-Ha that he shed tears of emotion.

"By the way, people's gazes seem to be focused on something strange?"
"Where?"

Just as Kim Se-Won barely managed to swallow his overflowing tears—that is, when they had almost reached the store—Eun-Ha pointed toward the beach.
Looking in the direction Eun-Ha was pointing, he could see the gazes of people at the beach converging in one spot.

"You're right."
"Should we go check it out first? Honestly, I'm curious. How beautiful must someone be to make all these guys gawk like that?"

Eun-Ha also seemed curious about why people were gathered like that.

"...Wait."

After a moment's hesitation, Kim Se-Won called Eun-Ha to stop.

"Hmm? Why?"
"I'll take one of these, please."

After stopping Eun-Ha, he bought something from the store and placed it on her head.

"The sun seems strong, so wear this."
"Uh...? Th-thanks?"

Eun-Ha wore the straw hat he had suddenly given her with a puzzled expression.

*You'd attract people's eyes just as much.*

Kim Se-Won barely swallowed the words that had almost escaped as he watched Eun-Ha run ahead.

Ch.134 - Summer Vacation (5)
"Where is she?"

Magic Girl Don-Hil was dressed in casual clothes like when she went to the snack shop. No, this time she was wearing a swimsuit as she looked around the beach.

With her bright red eyes, she scanned each person around her, as if searching for someone.

"Excuse me, have you seen a small, adorable girl about chest-high to me with light blonde hair? You've probably seen her on TV. She ties one side of her hair with a string like this."
"Ah, no. But could I get your num—"
"Never mind then."

She was indeed looking for someone. Don-Hil's description clearly pointed to Eun-Ha.

*She was definitely supposed to be here according to my information.*

Don-Hil continued walking along the sandy beach, brushing off all the men who approached her. After searching for Eun-Ha for quite some time without catching even a glimpse of her, she was growing impatient.

*Did I get the timing wrong?*
*Or did I come all this way for nothing?* She felt anxious.

Meanwhile.

*Why is that person here?!*

Eun-Ha was shocked when she approached a crowded area. Someone she never expected to meet here was drawing everyone's attention.

*She has time to spare, I see.*

It was none other than Yoo Ji-Yeon, an S-class hero with the nickname Silver Flash.
Ji-Yeon was casually ignoring the stares directed at her while enjoying her sunbathing.

*But Magic Girl Don-Hil... what is she planning? She even boldly wrote "Don-Hil" on her entry form when entering this artificial island. Could this be a trap?*

The reason Eun-Ha came here was because of Don-Hil. Don-Hil, who possessed spatial magic that could transcend space, was currently designated as a dangerous person by the Hero Association.

Her designation as dangerous was largely due to the testimony of heroes who survived the technology expo, which revealed she was a magic girl from Gresorion, not human.

*If it's a trap, what exactly is she plotting?*

Ji-Yeon's eyes, hidden behind sunglasses, were gazing into the distance.

After last week's search operation failed, Don-Hil had applied for entry permission to the artificial island and was promptly approved.

*The timing feels like she's mocking us. It's clear she has collaborators within human society...*

There was so much to think about.

*I should move directly. Just sitting here thinking won't solve anything.*

As a high-value S-class hero, she was currently ordered to stand by. But she felt too anxious to just sit still.

*If anything happens to Eun-Ha, it would be disastrous.*

Moreover, Eun-Ha was on this artificial island. If she were to encounter Don-Hil now, after having fought against her to protect Ji-Yeon who had been poisoned by the Mute One...

*If they meet, a fight will definitely break out.*

If it were just Eun-Ha alone, she might be able to handle it, but she heard Eun-Ha was with her friends. Fighting Don-Hil while protecting those burdens would be difficult.

*Perhaps I should find Eun-Ha first and protect her.*

She could maintain a distance where Eun-Ha wouldn't notice her and keep watch. It might even be a good opportunity to gain more of Eun-Ha's favor.

"Hehe...!"

Ji-Yeon got up with a smile on her face.

"..."
"You...!"

As soon as she stood up, Ji-Yeon removed her sunglasses and looked at the girl standing in front of her.

"You—"
"It's Silver Flash!"
"Kyaa! I'm a fan!"
"Holy crap, why is Silver Flash here?!"
"Please take a photo with me!"

The moment Ji-Yeon took off her sunglasses, the crowd immediately recognized her as Silver Flash.
The surroundings instantly became noisy.

""...""

Despite the commotion around them, a sharp silence hung between the two women.
A fierce atmosphere flowed as if they might draw upon their magical powers and clash at any moment.

"Why are you here?"
"Who knows? But where did you leave that sword you're so proud of? How foolish."
"I can beat someone like you with my bare hands, even without my sword."

The two women glared at each other, ignoring the reactions around them.

Silver Flash Ji-Yeon
Magic Girl Don-Hil
The meeting of silver and white drew the scattered attention of the crowd to one place.

"Is that so? Even if that's true, there are too many eyes watching here..."
"Tch...!"

Don-Hil was relaxed. As long as there were people around, Ji-Yeon couldn't act freely.
Moreover, without her sword, Don-Hil could easily subdue her with magic.

*I want to twist her neck right now.*

Ji-Yeon glanced at the people around them.
The crowd surrounded them in a circle, keeping about 3 meters distance, but such a short distance meant nothing to Don-Hil.

*What kind of situation is this?*

The two women facing off had become a spectacle for the crowd.
Eun-Ha, who was watching through the wall of people by using her small stature to her advantage, couldn't understand how this had happened.

*Why is Don-Hil here and why is Ji-Yeon unnie here?!*

Truly, she could somewhat understand Ji-Yeon's presence, but she had no idea why Don-Hil was here.

*Wait.*

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's eyes lit up.
Regardless of the surrounding crowd, Don-Hil had completely exposed her back to her.

*I could just deliver a drop kick to her head!*

This was a golden opportunity for Eun-Ha. Although her goal was to defeat this annoying person with her own strength, that was one thing and this was another.

*The end justifies the means!*

Eun-Ha would be overjoyed if that troublesome rival just disappeared. She took a step back to position herself to target Don-Hil's back. She needed to change her position to aim at Don-Hil.

"!!"

Just as Eun-Ha moved, ruby-colored eyes caught sight of her.
More precisely, they spotted her platinum blonde hair gleaming in the sunlight.

*Eun-Ha was here.*

Don-Hil had found the girl she had been desperately searching for.

"...Ahem, come to think of it, do we really need to fight?"
"What?"
"I came here to enjoy my vacation, and I don't see the need to fight in a place meant for relaxation. I think you'd feel the same, wouldn't you?"

Don-Hil turned her head and met Ji-Yeon's eyes again.

*What's going on?*

Ji-Yeon was puzzled. Don-Hil's intense hostility from just moments ago had completely vanished. She seemed to have lost all interest in Ji-Yeon.

"Besides, my time is too valuable to waste on an auntie like you."
"A-Auntie?!"

Ji-Yeon felt like her breath was caught in her throat.
Auntie? She was only in her mid-twenties, yet being called an auntie?
She felt so wronged that tears threatened to spill.

"Seeing your reaction, it seems you were concerned about it too? Auntie."

Don-Hil smiled sweetly and opened a spatial portal.
Soon, a black portal appeared behind her and swallowed her slender body.

"What just happened?"
"A person suddenly disappeared."

The people surrounding Ji-Yeon were confused, unable to understand what had just happened.

"Huh?"

Eun-Ha was equally confused. While she was repositioning herself, Don-Hil had vanished.

*I should have just attacked right away.*

Having grasped the situation, Eun-Ha couldn't hide her disappointment and slumped her shoulders.
She had missed a golden opportunity to defeat the troublesome Don-Hil, who had even nearly killed her friend. It was incredibly frustrating.

*No. I'll meet her again someday.*

After a brief moment of regret, Eun-Ha lifted her head with renewed determination, as if she had never intended to attack Don-Hil from behind.

"..."

And her eyes met Ji-Yeon's.

*Should I approach her first?*
*It's Eun-Ha!*

Ji-Yeon smiled with delight upon seeing Eun-Ha.

*I should back off since she's with her friends.*

Ji-Yeon had considered greeting Eun-Ha and chatting briefly, but she abandoned the idea and turned away.
It was because Kim Se-Won had approached behind Eun-Ha.

"Unnie! Please give me your autograph!"
"Silver Flash! Please take a photo with me!"

The crowd moved with Ji-Yeon as she turned and started walking away.

"Huh?"
"I know her."
"It's the Saint! The Saint!"
"Kyaa! Do you remember me? You treated me at the shelter before!"

However, not everyone followed Ji-Yeon.
With Don-Hil gone and Ji-Yeon retreating, the attention of those remaining on the beach naturally turned to Eun-Ha.

Click! Click-click-click!

Some people began taking photos and videos of Eun-Ha.
Don-Hil, Ji-Yeon, and Eun-Ha were all rare sights, so people focused on whoever was right in front of them.

"Shake hands with me!"
"Photo! Let's take a photo!"
"Show us your healing again! Show us!"

Now people started surrounding Eun-Ha.

"What?! Ah, well..."

Eun-Ha was flustered by the open attention and didn't know what to do.

"Eun-Ha, let's go."
"Huh? Uhh??"

Kim Se-Won, who had been watching the situation, grabbed Eun-Ha's wrist and ran toward an area not yet blocked by people.
Behind him floated drinks and ice he had just purchased.

* * *

*Why did Don-Hil come here?*

Having escaped from the crowd and entered private property, Eun-Ha was still lost in thought while Kim Se-Won held her wrist.

The sudden appearance of Don-Hil and Ji-Yeon. Setting aside Ji-Yeon, why had Don-Hil come here?

*Come to think of it, she wasn't wearing her magic girl outfit this time either.*

Eun-Ha recalled Don-Hil's appearance today.
Instead of her magic girl outfit, she boldly displayed her figure in a swimsuit.
It seemed like she had appeared to enjoy leisure time, just like last time, rather than as a magic girl.

*Is it unreasonable to question why a magic girl would...?*

Don-Hil is still a person. Although she might fundamentally be a monster as a magic girl from Gresorion, she currently thinks like a human, so she could be called a person.

*But it didn't seem like she was just here for fun.*

Eun-Ha recalled Don-Hil after she had spotted Ji-Yeon.
She had been looking around diligently, searching for someone. She even stopped people nearby to ask directly, which meant she either had companions or had come to find someone.

*Ji-Yeon unnie seems to be here as an extension of the mission she mentioned before.*

She wished she had some clues to make a guess, but without any, she felt completely lost.

"Oof!"

While trying to continue pondering for answers, Eun-Ha's face bumped into something.

"Are you worried about something? You've been deep in thought."
"Huh? No?? I wasn't thinking about anything! What are you talking about?"

*That startled me...!*

Eun-Ha only realized she was being pulled along by Kim Se-Won after he spoke to her. And that what she had just bumped into was his back.
It happened because she was too absorbed in her thoughts.

"...Alright. Let's drop it then."

As she hurriedly made excuses while glancing at Kim Se-Won, he didn't press further and let it slide.

*Is she worried about something?*

It was obvious to anyone that she was troubled, but Kim Se-Won felt quite disappointed that she wouldn't share.

"And here. Since I bought this for you, take good care of it. You're surprisingly careless and defenseless, so I'm worried."

However, he didn't show it. As if trying to hide his feelings, Kim Se-Won picked up the straw hat that had fallen when Eun-Ha bumped into him and placed it back on her head.

"...Thanks."

Eun-Ha nodded while adjusting the straw hat that concealed her identity.

"But what are they making at the factory? They're taking forever to come back."
"Well, I prepared the ice box, so we can put the drinks in there. They'll probably join us when they're ready."

The reason Kim Se-Won had stopped was because they had reached the parasol prepared by Hotel Cloud.
However, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, who had gone to rent water equipment, were still nowhere to be seen.

"Chae-Eun probably got dragged along by Ha-Ram and they're still choosing stuff. Ha-Ram said he'd cover all the expenses this time."
"Maybe they're taking so long because they're greedy and want to bring everything?"

Eun-Ha continued with a bright smile, saying, "That sounds like something Chae-Eun would do, right?"

Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha for a moment, then glanced at his chest—specifically, at the core that was the source of his magical power.

Don-Hil's magic power sleeping deep within him had suddenly pulsed when he got closer to Don-Hil earlier.
As if alerting him that its original owner was nearby.

*It's not like I'm some kind of human radar.*

He found this phenomenon amusing. And his desire for revenge against Don-Hil intensified.
Someone who harms people just for amusement. Moreover, he was the victim.

*No. Actually, with this, I might be able to find her no matter where she hides.*

The magic power of Don-Hil writhing in his core seemed to be desperately searching for its original owner, leaning in one direction. Though it might not be useful now, it would be someday.

*Se-Won must have seen Don-Hil too.*

Eun-Ha stared at Kim Se-Won, who was standing still with his hand on his chest.

She recalled the day she almost died at Don-Hil's hands. That day, Kim Se-Won had said he wanted to become stronger. With a dry voice, but one filled with desperation.

Although targeting Don-Hil was quite dangerous, Eun-Ha surprisingly realized that she felt more joy than concern for him.

A sense of kinship.
Even though it was a perilous path, the thought of a friend walking a similar path reminded her of old times.

Her friend who had pursued a similar goal, Jung Soo-Hyun. Lately, when she looked at Kim Se-Won, she felt like she could see glimpses of him.

*What a useless thought. There's nothing good about comparing people.*

But Eun-Ha shook her head to clear her thoughts about Jung Soo-Hyun.
Jung Soo-Hyun was Jung Soo-Hyun.
Kim Se-Won was Kim Se-Won. They were distinctly different people.

"Anyway! They'll come if we wait! Come on, sit here. Let's sit here and wait for them."

Having completely cleared her mind of distracting thoughts, Eun-Ha sat in the shade created by the parasol and patted the spot beside her.

Ch.135 - Summer Vacation (6)
Three days before Eun-Ha's group visited the artificial island.

[Installation complete.]

"Hehe...!"

Foriner curled his lips into a pleased smile inside a room with no entrance.

What had been installed at his command was a specialized spatial recording camera. These cameras, installed across a wide area, worked as a group to capture everything happening within the filmed space from various angles and distances.

Snap!

With a flick of his finger, the spatial recording cameras installed on the artificial island instantly vanished from sight. They still existed in those locations, but had become invisible to the naked eye.

"Well, you should have read the contract more carefully, my contractor. This is your punishment for dismissing my words."

Foriner recalled his conversation with Eun-Ha before she left for the advertisement shoot.

'This shoot involves filming multiple ads for the same product. You'll be visiting at least two locations.'

That's right.
Two locations.

It was almost like lying to Eun-Ha, but this advertisement had been commissioned with the premise of shooting in two locations from the beginning. One was an old campsite in Gangwon Province, and the other was this artificial island. This detail had been clearly stated in the contract they signed before the advertisement shoot.

"I didn't expect the shooting in Gangwon to finish in just one day."

Even Foriner hadn't anticipated that the shooting in Gangwon would be completed in a single day. However, it made virtually no difference to his plans. The reduction in shooting days didn't change the fact that they would still visit both the old campsite and this artificial island as originally scheduled.

"The theme is naturalness. We'll capture them at their most natural."

Foriner looked at the screen before him with a satisfied smile. There was Eun-Ha, looking forward to her vacation.


* * *


Turning back time to the present.

"Why are you so late!"

Eun-Ha scolded Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, who finally showed up thirty minutes late.

"Sorry~ Huh?!"

The girls, who had been walking over apologetically without saying much, were shocked to see Eun-Ha bobbing up and down.

"W-what is that?"
"I was training him since you took so long to get here."

The girls quickly approached with various items in their hands and stared in disbelief at Kim Se-Won, who was sweating profusely on the beach.

"One, two."
"Huff...! Huff...!"

Kim Se-Won was breathing heavily as he moved Eun-Ha up and down.

"He's gone crazy."
"Even if this is private property where others can't come, did you really want to do that kind of thing here...?"
"I'm... dying here...!"

The two girls crouched down to look at Kim Se-Won. His face had turned bright red as he did push-ups with Eun-Ha on his back. And he was doing it with just one hand.

"One. Two."

Kim Se-Won's arm trembled pitifully, but he stubbornly continued bending and straightening his arm according to Eun-Ha's count.

*I should have exercised more regularly!*

It was torture. Having the small, delicate Eun-Ha on his back seemed to triple the intensity of the exercise.

The sweat pouring down like a waterfall felt sticky and unpleasant, but more than anything, at some point he could no longer even feel Eun-Ha sitting on his back. He didn't have the luxury for that anymore.

"The girls are here, should we stop now?"
"Argh-!"

At Eun-Ha's words, Kim Se-Won immediately released the tension in his arm and collapsed face-first. Getting sand all over his upper body was less important than his desperate need to lie down.

"Oh right, what's this?"

Eun-Ha hopped off Kim Se-Won's back just as he collapsed and pointed to a box near the parasol. Inside the box were tools they had used during the camping advertisement shoot.

"Those are from the ad shoot before. We're not camping, and weren't those just borrowed? I saw them all in there."
"They were sponsored items, so we're allowed to keep them. I brought them so Chae-Eun and Se-Won could try them too."
"Ah~"

Eun-Ha nodded in understanding. She had thought these items were no longer relevant after the advertisement ended, but apparently that wasn't the case.

"Are these the things used during the ad shoot? How do you use them? They won't turn on."

At the mention of advertisements, Han Chae-Eun immediately abandoned the equipment she had brought and approached the box. The space where the battery—crystallized magical power—should have been was empty, suggesting it was sold separately.

"You do it like this. You inject magical power into the device."
"So not just anyone can use it?"
"Even people with poor magical control or ordinary people can use it. But they need specially made batteries."

In Ha-Ram unfolded a sun bed from the box and infused it with magical power.

"Try sitting on it."
"Sit on it?"

Whirrr-!

"Eek?!"

As the confused Han Chae-Eun reclined on the sun bed, a gentle breeze began to emanate from it. She yelped in surprise but then settled into the sun bed with a bewildered expression.

"This is nice and cool."
"This can be used without magic too, but with a battery or magical power, it has this fan function."

The breeze flowing from the backrest and armrests of the sun bed quickly cooled Han Chae-Eun's skin, which had been heated by the sun.

She raised the corners of her mouth in fascination as she examined where the breeze was coming from. As she did so, her chest bounced slightly.

"Grrrr..."

The zombie-like figure on the beach rose at the word "fan." Kim Se-Won, swaying unsteadily even while standing still, moved toward Han Chae-Eun's ample chest.

"Faaaan... I need a faaaan..."
"Hahahahaha! Look at him! He looks so stupid! Here, catch!"

Han Chae-Eun held her stomach laughing at Kim Se-Won, then opened the ice box and threw him a drink.

Thwack!

"......"
"Oh."

The drink hit Kim Se-Won squarely in the face.

Drip.

It was so accurate that blood trickled from his nose. The only fortunate thing was that Kim Se-Won managed to catch the falling drink with his telekinesis.

"I'm dead...! Hey! Han Chae-Euuuun!!!!"

And perhaps another fortunate thing was that Han Chae-Eun had helped Kim Se-Won regain his energy.

Kim Se-Won ran toward Han Chae-Eun, his feet kicking up sand.

"Ugh."

Thud!

He collapsed again before even reaching the shade of the parasol, his energy completely spent.

"Pfft! Look at him. Trying to act tough and then running out of energy!"

Han Chae-Eun found this hilarious and started cackling again.

"Aha, ahahahaha...! Oh, I'm dying. But anyway, we're at the beach, so why haven't we gone into the water yet? Come on! Let's go to the sea!"
"Wait! Just a moment."
"Ah, whyyy~ Haram, I've noticed you're reluctant to go in the water. Are you perhaps shaped like a beer bottle?"
"Of course not. I was just about to say we should at least apply sunscreen. Here, put some on."

In Ha-Ram tossed a bottle of sunscreen each to Eun-Ha and Han Chae-Eun.

Thunk.

She also carefully placed a bottle on the back of Kim Se-Won's head as he lay face-down. With that, the girls finished applying sunscreen and were ready to play in the sea.


* * *


"...Huh?"
"Are you awake?"

When Kim Se-Won opened his eyes with a dazed voice, he was under the parasol. He looked at his body, completely free of fatigue, and then at Eun-Ha.

She was still looking down at him with a gentle smile, her body covered by a white cardigan and short hot pants, even in the shade, she was dazzling. Though he was clearly conscious, Kim Se-Won couldn't tell if this was a dream or reality.

"Se-Won."
"What?"
"We—"
"Hey! Kim Se-Won! What are you doing lying around? If you're awake, get up and come over here!"

Han Chae-Eun's voice cut off Eun-Ha's words almost as soon as she began speaking.

*I'll tell him later.*

Since they were here to have fun, it could wait. Eun-Ha turned her head toward Han Chae-Eun, taking advantage of the interruption.

"With such little stamina, how could you ever become a hero?"
"Why don't you try it yourselves! Thirty minutes of one-handed push-ups with Eun-Ha on your back!"

When In Ha-Ram delivered a follow-up attack after Han Chae-Eun, Kim Se-Won jumped to his feet. If the two girls continued, he looked ready to foam at the mouth.

"Hey, do you want to try too? Carrying someone on your back while exercising is surprisingly intense! It's great training!"

Not to be outdone, Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled as she asked the two girls. Without access to the high-gravity chambers that only high-ranking heroes could use, this method was quite effective.

"...Come to think of it, that does sound hard! I'll rest a bit first!"
"That's right. Just because we're at the beach doesn't mean we have to play in the water right away. Take a good rest."

The two girls recalled how Kim Se-Won had barely managed to hang on while doing push-ups. Their decision was quick—a lightning-fast retreat.

"Take this-!"
"Eek! Hehe...!"
"Y-you...!!"

Kim Se-Won, who had been cut off faster than anyone, pointed accusingly at the two girls splashing water at each other by the shore. He found them utterly vexing.

"Geez, they're so quick to bail... But aren't you going?"
"Hm? Oh, I was waiting for you to wake up. And to help restore your energy."

Eun-Ha smiled brightly. Since she had proposed the training and was the cause of Kim Se-Won's collapse, she took minimal responsibility.

"Ah..."

Kim Se-Won looked down at his body, clenching and unclenching his fists. Nothing hurt, and his energy was fully restored.

"Just asking, but... with your power, could someone keep going all day...?"
"Oh, yes! You thought so too? I was just thinking, since you said you wanted to get stronger, maybe I could work you hard during the break. I drew up a training schedule while you were sleeping—"
"Wait!"

Snap!

Kim Se-Won reached out and stopped Eun-Ha mid-sentence as she excitedly began to chatter. For some reason, he was sweating profusely.

"I-I'll think about that. You know, during the break I should visit my mother, and have some personal time too. Right? That's necessary."

He felt his life was in danger. Eun-Ha would surely stick with him 24 hours a day with a bright smile. And just when he was about to collapse from exhaustion, she would notice with uncanny perception, heal him, and use him as an infinite power source.

An endless cycle.
A wheel of training.
He felt like he might be modified to move his body even while sleeping.

*I need to change the subject. What can I use? Han Chae-Eun? In Ha-Ram? Mother? Or maybe exams??? Ah!*

As Kim Se-Won desperately racked his brain, his gaze fell on Eun-Ha.

"A-aren't you going to take that off?"
"Hm? Take what off?"
"What you're wearing."
"...Oh. This?"

Eun-Ha followed Kim Se-Won's finger with her eyes.

She had changed into her swimsuit but immediately went to buy drinks, and remembering Yoo Ji-Yeon's advice, had kept herself completely covered. Despite wearing a swimsuit, Kim Se-Won still hadn't seen what kind of swimsuit she was wearing.

"You're right. There's no one else here. And it's not like I'll be naked if I take this off. Besides, I can trust Se-Won."
"Huh?"

While Kim Se-Won tilted his head wondering what she meant, Eun-Ha smiled sweetly and began to undress.

Gulp!

Kim Se-Won stared at her. She was just removing her outer clothes to reveal her swimsuit, but to a young man his age, this scene appeared incredibly suggestive.

She tossed aside her cardigan, brought both hands to her waist, and removed her hot pants.

"Ah, hahaha... What do you think?"

And there was the swimsuit her friends had chosen for her. Eun-Ha, who never imagined she would one day wear a women's swimsuit, smiled awkwardly.

*You've changed.*

Eun-Ha felt a bitter emotion. To think she was asking another man if this suited her. But on the other hand, she was also secretly excited. She wondered if the swimsuit her friends had chosen would look good on her.

"W-well... it's... ahem! Let's just go to the water. They look like they're having a blast."

Kim Se-Won, who had been staring at Eun-Ha in her black swimsuit, suddenly turned his head and dashed toward the sea. His ears, faintly visible, had turned bright red.

"Wait, hey! You should at least answer me before running off!"

Eun-Ha chased after him toward the sea.

Ch.136 - Summer Vacation (7)
After Eun-Ha revealed her swimsuit—or rather, after Kim Se-Won regained his senses—Cha-Eun suggested they try out the equipment she'd brought.

"Ta-da! First up, we're riding this!"

Cha-Eun pulled out a banana-shaped inflatable boat with a cheerful smile. It was the tube type that needed to be inflated.

"So I just hold onto this ring?"
"That's right! Just hold this ring and zoom around on the water."

Eun-Ha nodded at Cha-Eun's explanation, and she immediately tossed the boat into the sea. The thought of riding it across the water kept a smile plastered on her face.

"So who's pulling this thing? I don't think someone can swim and pull it."
"Huh? You, of course."
"What??"

Kim Se-Won was dumbfounded.
Cha-Eun pointed at him like it was obvious. Next to her, In-Ha-Ram silently nodded in agreement.

Only Eun-Ha watched the situation with her mouth hanging open stupidly.

"Um, so you want me to control this with telekinesis, right?"
"YES!"
"Even Eun-Ha knows, but Se-Won doesn't..."
"No, I... Fine. I got it. I got it."

He wanted to protest being treated like a pack mule, but Kim Se-Won realized he had no allies here.

All he could do was stare at Cha-Eun's boat with resentful eyes.

"Then—Eun-Ha will sit in front, followed by Se-Won, then me, and Ha-Ram last. If Eun-Ha sits in the back, she might fly off."
"I won't fly off!"

Eun-Ha bristled at being treated like a fragile person.

"...Probably."

But she didn't resist further. Deep down, Eun-Ha was also worried that her small frame might actually fly off.


* * *


"Alright. All set!"

Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won behind her with a confident smile.
He didn't seem very reliable to her, but with her buffs plastered all over him, he should manage somehow.

*I've buffed the boat to increase its durability and enhanced Se-Won's psychic powers too...!*

Her eyes sparkled with excitement.

"Let's go!"

Seeing that look, Kim Se-Won nodded and began to push the boat forward with his telekinesis.

Kim Se-Won, both the boat's power source and propulsion, gradually built up speed using his telekinesis.

"Oh!"
"I didn't think this would actually work... Cha-Eun, did you expect this?"
"Nope!"
"..."

As they picked up speed, Cha-Eun let out a cheer. The only thing protecting her was the ring in her hand.
She didn't know how fast Kim Se-Won could go, but whether the ring would hold or not depended on that.

"Faster! Faster!"

Eun-Ha, sitting at the front, bounced like a child. As they accelerated, the air pressure against her face increased, but it wasn't strong enough to bother her yet.

"Turn here!"

Swoosh!

The boat responded to excited Eun-Ha's command. The tail of the boat, which had been moving in a straight line, changed direction and charged back toward the shore.

"Telekinesis is the best! Kim Se-Won is the best!"
"Kyaa-! Kyaa-!"
"This is surprisingly fun...?"

The boat cutting through the sea showed no sign of slowing down. They all wanted to enjoy this to the fullest with all their might.
And even Kim Se-Won, who had been sulking until just before, started to curl up the corners of his mouth as they gained speed.

But someone was watching Eun-Ha and her friends having fun.

"They look so happy..."

It was the magical girl Don-Hil.

Sitting on one of the cliffs on Incheon Dragon's private property with her knees pulled up, Don-Hil was watching them.
Her pitiful figure, watching children play from afar, looked so miserable and pathetic.

"Eun-Ha is so cute... how audacious."

The swimsuit worn by Eun-Ha at the front revealed the delicate girl's body without restraint. It wasn't small enough to be called a micro bikini, but it didn't cover much either.

"Yum."

Don-Hil took a bite of steaming blood sausage from somewhere. This blood sausage was the only thing that could barely calm her envy and jealousy.

Forward.
Backward.
Drawing circles, then star shapes, the boat cut through the sea tirelessly.

Rustle.

Someone emerged from the bushes behind Don-Hil, who had been watching this scene endlessly.

"...Want to watch too?"
"What are you thinking?"
"What else? Just watching."

The person who appeared behind her with suspicious eyes was Yoo Ji-Yeon.
With her silver hair shining in the sunlight, she followed Don-Hil's gaze.

"...Eun-Ha?"
"You can't catch me anyway. Even at this distance. You should know that from what you just saw."

Yoo Ji-Yeon opened her eyes wide, unable to believe what she was seeing. The magical girl who once targeted her was watching Eun-Ha.

*Is she the next target? No, it's strange that she's just watching these defenseless kids if that's the case.*

Suspicious.
Why was she watching Eun-Ha with slumped shoulders in such a pathetic way?

Yoo Ji-Yeon's mind filled with questions.

*I'll just observe the situation for now.*

There was no hostility yet, and she was confident she could move first if necessary.
With that assurance, Yoo Ji-Yeon quietly moved to Don-Hil's side.

"Not there, the other side. That's my blood sausage spot."
"..."

Yoo Ji-Yeon moved to the opposite side.


* * *


"Se-Won! Front! Front! That's a wave! It's huge!"
"Shit!"

How long had they been enjoying the boat?
As time passed, waves began to crash and the wind picked up.

Eun-Ha spotted a huge wave rising before her eyes.

This wave, about 7 meters high from Eun-Ha's perspective, looked massive enough to easily swallow their boat.

"Can we ride that?"
"Shouldn't we jump off??"

Seeing such a high wave for the first time, Eun-Ha pointed at it with sparkling eyes. The wave was approaching to swallow them with tremendous force.

"Let's ride it! Come on! How can a man be scared of this! Ha-Ram! Can you freeze just part of it?"
"Hmm... I'm not sure."
"Maybe you can if Eun-Ha gives you a buff! Let's try!"

Eun-Ha wasn't the only one excited. Cha-Eun, bouncing in the third seat with her chest jiggling, urged In-Ha-Ram.

"Ah! Whatever! Eun-Ha!"
"Got it!"

At In-Ha-Ram's word, Eun-Ha's magic immediately transferred to him.

*Let's do this!*

When would they ever get to experience something like this in their lives?
In-Ha-Ram was suddenly filled with a spirit of adventure.

"Se-Won! Straight ahead! Let's go forward like we're riding the wave!"
"Oh really! Whatever happens, I'm not responsible!"

By this point, Kim Se-Won had no choice but to draw up his magical power with a sense of resignation.

Zzzzzzzap!

As Kim Se-Won accelerated, In-Ha-Ram quickly created an ice path.

"Here we gooo-!"
"Let's goooooo!!"
"Kyaa-! Kyaa-! Kyaaa---!!"

The three girls were thrilled as the speed increased. Especially In-Ha-Ram, who raised her voice progressively, making Cha-Eun's eardrums ring in front of her.

The accelerating boat soon met the wave. The wave arched like a bow, ready to swallow all four of them.

Zzzzzzzap!

The outer surface of the wave began to freeze, becoming slippery and adding speed to the boat.

Whoosh!

The boat slid along the curved shape of the wave, like a drawn bowstring.

"Kyaa! Kyaa! Kyaa! Kyaa! Kyaaaaa---!"

With In-Ha-Ram's screams as background music, the boat reached the end of the wave.

"We're flying!"
"Wow!!"

The boat flew through the air, flipped over.

"Hey!! What about after this!"

Kim Se-Won, the only one maintaining his sanity, shouted about what to do next.

"Oh."

Eun-Ha, who had been enjoying the thrill, opened her eyes wide at his words.

"""......"""

Splash!

A huge wave crashed into the sea at the same moment the children's thoughts stopped.

"...We're screwed."

And.
As the boat slowly fell under gravity's guidance,
Eun-Ha realized that only a crash landing awaited them.

"Kyaa--!!"
"Uwaaaaaa?!"

Splash!

Shortly after, a large column of water rose from the sea.


* * *


"Pfft! Cough...! Cough...! Ugh...!"

Emerging from the sea, Eun-Ha finally regained her senses and looked around. Fortunately, everyone, including the boat, was floating nearby.

"Guys! Are you okay?"
"We're fine! We'll grab the boat and come over!"

Cha-Eun and In-Ha-Ram, who had fallen near the boat, started moving toward it.
Eun-Ha sighed in relief knowing her friends were safe. The moment of riding the frozen wave was fun, but they could have drifted away afterward if things had gone wrong.

"Huh?!"

Only one person remained.

"...Se-Won?"

Eun-Ha turned toward where Kim Se-Won should have been behind her. She was concerned about the panicked voice she'd heard from behind.

"............"

There was Kim Se-Won with his ears turned bright red.
With his back turned, he didn't respond to Eun-Ha's call and kept his head down.

"What's wrong? Suddenly?"
"D-don't come over!"
"Why shouldn't I come? Are you hurt somewhere?"
"Don't come! Don't! You can't!"

Kim Se-Won shouted with an urgent, desperate voice. It was like he'd seen something he shouldn't have.

"Why are you suddenly acting like this? Just tell me."

Unable to understand his sudden behavior, Eun-Ha closed the distance between them.

*Maybe he got seriously injured when we fell? And it's too gruesome to show?*

That would make sense.
If he'd broken a bone while they were having fun just moments ago, his pride might make him reluctant to show it.

*But he should show me at least!*

While she could somewhat understand as a man, she didn't like that he was trying to hide it when she had healing powers.

Tap!

"Just tell me...!"
"Huh?!"

Eun-Ha put her hand on Kim Se-Won's shoulder.

"Listen!"

And forcibly turned him around.


* * *


"Kyaak?!"
"What the...!"

The two women observing Eun-Ha from the cliff jumped up with screams of shock.

"Th-that..."
"Th-th-th-that...!"

Don-Hil and Yoo Ji-Yeon pointed at what had happened to Eun-Ha and looked at each other.
They had long forgotten that they were supposed to be enemies.

"Should I kill him, Don-Hil?"
"...Control yourself, Ms. Yoo Ji-Yeon. If you step in, not only will that guy be torn to pieces, but it'll also reveal that we've been watching them."

It was anger boiling up from the depths of hell. Although Yoo Ji-Yeon knew that Eun-Ha had no feelings for her, seeing this scene with her own eyes made her furious.

"I should have been there."

The words Yoo Ji-Yeon reluctantly uttered as she sat back down were filled with personal feelings. These words, which sounded like those of a loser claiming "that spot was mine,"

"...I feel the same way, but let's calm down."

Don-Hil strongly agreed.

"All we can do is hope the other two quickly figure out what's happening."
"...Give me a bite of that blood sausage."
"Absolutely not... here."
"No salt?"
"I prefer it plain. If you want something salty, dip it in the seawater over there."

Perhaps this is why.
The emotional distance between Don-Hil and Yoo Ji-Yeon seemed to have narrowed.


* * *


"......"

An awkward atmosphere flowed.
Kim Se-Won, his face flushed red like it might burst, closed his eyes tightly, engraving the briefly seen sight in his brain.

"I didn't see! I mean, I couldn't see."
"........"

And belatedly.
Very belatedly, Eun-Ha realized her state and looked at her chest, speechless.
The black fabric that had covered her small chest was gone.

*Did he see? My chest...?*

How should she react? Eun-Ha didn't know. She couldn't think of anything, as if a glacier had spread through her mind.

But it didn't take long for Eun-Ha to come to her senses.

"Ugh... uuu...!"

Unable to bear the tidal wave of shame washing over her, Eun-Ha covered her chest with her slender arms.

*I-is this a moment where I should feel embarrassed?!*

Eun-Ha couldn't get her bearings.
Is it right to be embarrassed about this? Or not?
It's strange to be embarrassed among "men."
But right now, Eun-Ha was drowning in embarrassment.

*Why. Why...!*

Amid the jumble in her head, one thing was certain—she was extremely embarrassed to have shown this to Kim Se-Won.

"I-I'm closing my eyes now, so hurry and hide behind my back!"

Having assessed the situation, Kim Se-Won quickly covered his face with both hands. The brief glimpse he'd caught kept flashing in his mind, but he tried hard to shake it off.

"U-um...!"

Finally coming to her senses at Kim Se-Won's shout, Eun-Ha moved behind his back as he slowly turned around.

And about 5 minutes later.

"Eun-Ha!"
"Se-Won!"

Cha-Eun and In-Ha-Ram approached Kim Se-Won, pulling the boat.

"C-come quickly...!"

Eun-Ha peeked out from behind Kim Se-Won and waved at them. She wanted to run out immediately, but she couldn't.

Her face was still flushed red with undiminished shame.

*Did it touch? Did it touch???*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won stood stiffly with his mouth shut.
He was sweating profusely, focusing all his attention on the sensation from his back.

Fortunately, what he felt on his back was the touch of Eun-Ha's hands.

"I see."
"So this was Eun-Ha's."

Seeing only her face peeking out, In-Ha-Ram and Cha-Eun looked at Kim Se-Won with strange expressions.
Like looking at a beast.

The black fabric in Cha-Eun's hand was definitely Eun-Ha's swimsuit top.

And for a very brief moment, their gaze went to Kim Se-Won's lower body.

*He's not aroused.*
*He's not aroused.*

Fortunately, all was calm.
If it hadn't been, their looks might have changed from viewing a beast to contempt.

"...Since we know what happened, let's just head back."
"Keep your eyes tightly closed!"
"That's right. If you want to look at something, look at Cha-Eun's. See how they float."

Still.
The two girls were quite understanding.

Ch.137 - Summer Vacation (8)
A deep darkness had settled over the night.

*Rustle*

While In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun slept soundly, Eun-Ha quietly opened her eyes and left the room.
Despite being in peak season, the top floor of Hotel Cloud was wrapped in silence.

A place exclusively for Eun-Ha and her friends. In-Ha-Ram had used his authority as Incheon Dragon to reserve the entire floor for today.

*Pat, pat*
The sound of slippers flapping against her heels was the only noise in the corridor, which was bathed in a dim light.
Not eerie, but calming. A peaceful light.

Walking alone through this corridor, Eun-Ha opened the door in the middle and stepped outside.

"Oh...!"

A cool breeze from the sea caressed Eun-Ha's cheeks as it passed by. The wind carried a slightly salty scent. The smell of the ocean.

The open terrace was perfect for enjoying the night view of the now-quiet artificial island.
In the distance, artificial lights illuminated the night for those enjoying the evening, but there were no such lights nearby.

"This feels nice."

Eun-Ha approached the terrace railing and closed her eyes. She quietly listened to the rustling of leaves.
When she opened her eyes, she saw the ocean gently rippling, reflecting the moonlight.

Looking up, an exceptionally clear night sky greeted her.

*The stars seem so much closer.*

Star clusters that seemed close enough to touch. She instinctively reached out her hand, but of course, the stars were merely hidden behind her hand.

"Hehe."

Finding her own behavior amusing, Eun-Ha let out a small laugh.

*Right. When else would I get to see something like this?*

*Plop*

After gazing at the night sky for a while with a smile, Eun-Ha sat down on a nearby chair.
The terrace was prepared with several tables and chairs, as if expecting multiple visitors.

"I ended up seeing something quite nice."

As a magical girl, looking at the night sky wasn't anything new, but viewing it so comfortably while on vacation was a first.
It might even be the last time.

In any case, Eun-Ha had only come out because she couldn't sleep, but she had witnessed quite a beautiful sight.

And such a scene was too precious to enjoy alone.

"Tomorrow I should come with everyone..."

*Whoosh!*

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's face turned bright red.

"Ah, ugh..."

When she touched her face with both hands, it was burning hot.

*Why did I suddenly remember that!*

Eun-Ha frantically fanned her face with her hands.

In-Ha-Ram, Han Chae-Eun, and Kim Se-Won.
As she recalled her friends one by one, the accident at the beach naturally surfaced in her mind.

"That was an accident. Just an accident."

*Buzz, buzz*

No matter how much she shook her head to dispel the thoughts, the memory stuck like gum, refusing to go away.
In fact, the more she shook her head, the clearer the memory, the accident, and the emotions became.

"Really. Am I really going crazy...?"

Eun-Ha couldn't understand why she felt such shame and embarrassment.
It was just showing her chest.
Between men, it wouldn't be such a taboo.

*That's it.*

Then there was only one reason left.

*I'm accepting that I'm a woman now.*

Eun-Ha lowered her gaze to look at her own body.
The body she saw was delicate and fragile, giving her the feeling that it needed to be protected.

A bitter emotion. But not intense. There was a slight resistance that wanted to deny this fact, but this too wasn't strong.
She knew she had to accept this reality.

She was aware that her inner self was gradually changing, and although she had been a woman for less than a year, signs of this change were appearing here and there.

"Come to think of it, I don't think I've talked with mother lately."

Anyway, since dwelling on it wouldn't make her feel any better, Eun-Ha quickly changed the topic and her thoughts with a self-mutter.

Indeed, Eun-Ha couldn't remember having a conversation with Hong Yu-Jin recently. Not as a teacher, but as an individual.

During the final exam period, she was too busy studying, and that continued until now.

"...Maybe I should call her."

Eun-Ha paused when she saw the name she had saved in her contacts.

Her fingertips trembled as she was about to touch the contact.
Should she press it and make the call, or not?

"No. This is actually good timing."

After contemplating for a while, Eun-Ha finally withdrew her hand and turned off the communication device.

"Sigh..."

Eun-Ha exhaled, as if releasing the emotions knotted in her chest.
Regret, longing, sadness, and more. Various emotions flew away with the sea breeze.

It had been roughly three months since she entered the academy.
And about half a year since she became female.
Although she still had over two years to see Hong Yu-Jin, just as she was trying to accept that she was becoming a woman, it was time to sort out her feelings about Hong Yu-Jin.
It would be right to think of her as Hong Yu-Jin now, not as her mother.

*For a new life.*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand why Hong Yu-Jin wanted to live a new life.
When she thought about the reason, an abstract fear came over her, making it impossible to ask.

*I think she said something before.*

It was probably just a surface reason. Eun-Ha had that intuition, so she couldn't dig deeper.

Was she tired of living endlessly with a body that doesn't age? Or was there another reason?

"Someday. I'll ask her properly."

In any case, for Hong Yu-Jin to live a new life, the shackle that was herself needed to be removed.
She had been thinking all along that she needed to detach, but she had been spoiled, naturally maintaining contact with her.
This shouldn't continue.

Eun-Ha swallowed the bitter emotion down her throat.

And once again, she turned on her communication device and changed Hong Yu-Jin's name in her contacts.

[Teacher Hong Yu-Jin]

A determination to keep a strict distance from her.

"Phew."

Exhaling another small sigh and trying to shake off the regretful feeling, Eun-Ha turned off her communication device.

*Buzz-*

At that moment, her communication device rang.

*Who could it be? Foriner? Chae-Eun? Ha-Ram?*

Only these three came to mind as people who might call at this hour.
Another person did come to mind, but she deliberately ignored it.

"......"

[Teacher Hong Yu-Jin]

Sure enough, the caller was Hong Yu-Jin, whose name she had just changed.
The timing was uncanny.

*Should I harden my resolve?*

The green phone icon and the red phone icon.
Eun-Ha hesitated on which one to choose.
Should she close her eyes and answer? Or should she ignore it completely, now that she had made up her mind?

"Ha."

She couldn't help but laugh wryly, not expecting to waver so soon after making her decision.

Eun-Ha slowly extended her finger toward the screen displayed on her communication device.

"...Hello?"

*That's right. Just a little more. This will be the last time.*

In the end, Eun-Ha pressed the green phone button.


* * *


In the car on the way back from vacation.

Eun-Ha glanced at Kim Se-Won. Bored of being in the car, he was nodding off, his head bobbing up and down.

*It's awkward.*

Ever since the incident where she showed her chest, Eun-Ha felt awkward around Kim Se-Won. Not extremely awkward—she could hide her expression and demeanor to some extent.

And rather than saying Kim Se-Won himself was awkward, it would be more accurate to say that she felt awkward for having shown her chest to him.

*I'm a man. No, I was a man.*

Was her sense of shame now leaning more toward that of a woman rather than a man?
Eun-Ha had noticed the changes in her exterior and interior, but actually experiencing it in this way made her feel complicated.
Even though she had decided to accept this change, it wasn't easy.

*Why? Why do I feel this way? I thought I had settled this on the first night.*
*I still want to return to being a man, so why am I like this? Is it because others treat me well?*
*Because of the changes since becoming a woman?*

Eun-Ha quietly recalled her changes.
The changed gazes and behaviors around her since becoming a woman.
Above all, the new power given to her, making her much stronger than before.

Despite the delicate body, the contents inside hadn't changed much from when she was a man, yet Eun-Ha had already experienced many changes.

*No. Don't worry about it and just accept it. That's right.*

She did want to return to being a man. But she didn't know how, and even if she did, she didn't know when it would be possible.
Then, rather than spending time on such worries, it would be better to focus on her goal—finding Jung Soo-Hyun.

If she analyzed everything in detail, she would only become depressed. So it was better to let it flow and accept it.

There was also no one to confide in about this. She didn't want to talk to Foriner, and she didn't want to worry her mother, Hong Yu-Jin.

As for confiding in her friends, her current situation would seem like a privileged concern to others.
Looking at it this way, there really was no one.

*In any case, the fact that I am Shin Eun-Ha remains unchanged.*

Eun-Ha composed herself, just as she had done on the first night.

If she kept holding onto these worries, an answer would eventually come.
But that wasn't what she needed to do right now.
She was about to go to a place that was brutal and life-threatening.

*Thud.*

"...!"

Kim Se-Won, who had been dozing off beside her, leaned against Eun-Ha.
Due to their height difference, his face rested against hers.

"Is he pretending to sleep and leaning on her on purpose?"
"Come on, he doesn't have the courage for that."

Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram giggled as they observed the scene.

"Let's just leave him be. He helped move luggage on the way here too."
"We moved stuff too."
"Anyway."

Eun-Ha didn't reject Kim Se-Won leaning on her.
It wasn't because she particularly liked him.

*This might help me accept it.*

She simply couldn't keep looking at Kim Se-Won awkwardly forever.

"...Come to think of it, this is annoying."

But after thinking about it a bit.
Eun-Ha was irritated by the obvious height difference between her and Kim Se-Won.

"Wake up!"
"Urk?!"

Eun-Ha woke up Kim Se-Won, not even a minute after she had said to leave him be.


* * *


*Ding-♬*

"Huh?"

Back in her room, Eun-Ha received a notification that a message had arrived on her communication device.

[If you don't come, you're dead.]

The message was from Hong Yu-Jin.
Several days had passed since the final exams ended and vacation began, but Eun-Ha hadn't shown her face once, pushing Yu-Jin's patience to its limit.

"Aiyah."

*Can't be helped.*

[I'll come.]

Eun-Ha let out a deep sigh.
Even as she sighed, a smile spread across her face.

Someday, farewell would come.
But for now, both Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin thought that time wasn't now.

Ch.138 - House Of Evolution (1)
The day after the vacation ended.
Transformed into Optima, I faced Foriner in my room.

"Are you mentally prepared enough?"
"Yes."

I nodded firmly.

According to him, the Evolution House was a place where space and time were distorted. From the outside, it looked about the size of a small container box. But inside, it was supposedly enormous, incomparable to its external appearance.
Sometimes everything would end in a day, other times it would take months, but regardless of how much time passed inside, only a single day would pass in the outside world.

Whether I could survive in such a place, practically a demon realm, remained uncertain.

"That's good then. I was prepared to understand even if you backed out."

But now that I was actually going to the Evolution House, my heart was pounding fiercely.
Could I survive?
Could I take all their heads?
Such thoughts made my head spin.

*No. I can't back down now.*

*I don't want to appear weak.* My pride shouted this.

"B-rank monsters crawling everywhere sounds intense... but I'll manage somehow."

I spoke confidently while hiding my tension.
Though my words seemed casual, they carried my determination.

*If I run away now, I'll just be waiting for growth forever.*

I know impatience brings anger. Still, I had no choice.

How should I put it?
I had this intuitive feeling that if I missed this opportunity, I'd have no choice but to wait idly for three years.

"I see. Then if you return safely, I'll tell you what you're curious about. About my contractor—Hong Yu-Jin."

Foriner gave me a look filled with expectation.

*Mother's affairs? Foriner knows about them?*

This meant that Mother's desire for a new life might be related to something involving Foriner.
Or perhaps she had confided in him beforehand.

Foriner's proposal was quite tempting, as it meant I wouldn't need to ask her directly.

"No thanks."

Still, I rejected his offer.
This was something I needed to hear from her directly. This was an issue between my mother and me.

*It'll be easier to sort out my feelings if I hear it directly from Mother.*

Above all, I strongly wanted to hear it from her personally.
So I looked at him with firm resolve, conveying that I didn't want to hear it from him.

"I see. Perhaps I was talking nonsense. I respect your opinion. Indeed, it's always best to hear things directly from the person involved."

Despite being rejected, Foriner nodded with a pleased smile, as if something wonderful had happened.

What's with him?
It feels so unpleasant that I'm getting goosebumps all over, even unconsciously rubbing my arms.

If it were someone else, I might not mind, but when this person smiles like that, it feels really uncomfortable.
It's not so much that he seems to have ulterior motives—it just feels unpleasant.

Suddenly, I remembered something someone once said. Probably something I overheard while walking.

*'I'm telling you, it was so disgusting then? That pig bastard...'*

Maybe this is how that passerby felt when they saw some creepy otaku grinning at them.

"That look of contempt. Hmm. Yes, I once had such tendencies. It matched well with my hobbies and made for good entertainment—"
"Shut up!"

The fact that he accurately caught my emotions and started rambling about it gave me chills. I instinctively grabbed a nearby pillow and threw it at him.

"Hehe. Too slow."

Naturally, my pillow flew through empty air.

"It was a joke. It's ancient history now, so there's no need to worry about it."
"Grr...!"

Composure. Always composure. His constant display of absolute composure is infuriating.
If this continues, I might add "landing a hit on that bastard at least once" to my wish list.

"Hehe. Let's end the teasing here."

When I glared at him without hiding my frustration, he even had the nerve to snicker.

"Huff... huff...! Someday I'll definitely make you pay for this...!"

Seriously, it's almost like he's enjoying my reactions.

*Whoosh-*

As I was barely managing to cool my irritation while trembling, Foriner opened a portal in front of me.

"Let's end the small talk here. To go to the Evolution House, you need to enter this portal."
"...Okay."

*Inhale- Exhale-*

I take a deep breath and reaffirm my resolve.

Placing my hand on my chest, I can feel my heart beating steadily. Strangely, I no longer felt the tension from earlier.
Perhaps it was thanks to Foriner diverting my attention elsewhere for a moment.

"I'm going."
"I wish you good fortune. After you cross over, there's nothing I can do for you."

One step forward.

"Nothing at all?"
"That place is ■■■'s territory. Even I can't easily interfere there. If I did, it would mean war. A war that would shatter this fragile world all too easily."

Another step forward.

"Who is that?"
"It's a Transcendent's name. You won't be able to hear it, but for reference, my name is ■■■."

Foriner recited the facts calmly. It didn't feel like he was joking.

How strange.
For Foriner to speak as if he lacked confidence.
But that's fine. I never wanted his help in the first place.

With only my own strength, my own resolve.
With the determination to survive no matter what, I throw myself into the portal.



* * *



"?!"

As soon as I jumped into the portal, an alien magical power enveloped my body.

[Don't be alarmed. It's my magic. Ah, out of caution, I should mention—don't open your mouth.]

Soon, Foriner's voice echoed in my head. I stopped my movement to shake off the magic through transformation, and quietly submitted to his power.

Foriner's magic didn't particularly affect me. It just thinly surrounded my body.

*I can't see anything.*

This was the problem.
Where on earth was I?
I could feel my limbs moving, but I couldn't see them.

Only pitch-black darkness was visible.

And with every movement, tremendous pressure bore down on me. It felt like being crushed under Don-Hil's gravity magic. The difference was that I could still move somewhat.

*I shouldn't open my mouth, and I can't see anything...? And it's even hard to move my body.*

Where on earth is this place?
Is this really the Evolution House where he sent me?
I felt anxiety sprouting in my chest once again.

[Rest assured. It's fine. That place is the deep abyss. Even monsters can't physically approach it. Hehe...! I've said too much. Now, reach your hand forward.]

As I trembled with anxiety, Foriner's words continued, as if he knew the situation.

The deep abyss.
A place where even light doesn't reach.
The magic surrounding me was his measure to help me withstand the deep-sea environment.

*Reach out my hand, he says.*

If that's the case, all I could do was follow his instructions.

As I reached out my hand as he said, something touched my palm perfectly.
From the feel of it, it was a rectangular shape slightly larger than my palm.

[Just infuse your magic into it.]

It was like a navigation system.
Reach your hand forward. Infuse your magic.

It felt quite ridiculous to be following his instructions so obediently, but I had no choice but to comply.

[Once again, I wish you good fortune.]
"?!"

And as I infused my magic as he instructed, my body was sucked into somewhere.



* * *



An artificial structure in the deep abyss—the Evolution House.

[...An intruder?]

Someone spoke from the deepest part of the Evolution House. The tiny ripple from her small mouth resonated throughout the space, expressing her question.

In an instant, her eyes turned pitch black like the universe. Eyes with stars contained within the pupils, the eyes of all creation.

[■■■'s contractor.]

Her pupils quickly returned to normal, showing a golden hue.

[My contractor... Yes. It's been quite a while since I've seen them.]

The brief glimpse of Optima reminded her of her own contractor.
Was that memory a fond recollection, or just something amusing? The girl smiled faintly.

[I'll observe this time.]

This was the first time someone had invaded the Evolution House she created in this manner.
In other words, it was someone who entered through the proper channels, which piqued her interest.

[This time there are 40 participants... No, 41. I wonder when ■■■'s weak contractor will meet their death.]

The girl's finger tapped the air.
One. Two. Three.
After three taps, a screen appeared in the air, beginning to show the image of a girl.



* * *



When I came to my senses, I was standing in a cave. The magical power of Foriner that had been surrounding my body was now gone.

"......"

I looked around once to check where I was.

"A small room...?"

There was nothing.
A place with nothing except a door in front of me. The peculiar thing was that it was filled with crystals everywhere.
It felt like a waiting room in a colosseum.

Like a very small room where you wait briefly before going out to compete.

*Am I supposed to wait for the door to open?*

Probably beyond this door, a monster is waiting. A B-rank that I can't easily guarantee victory against. A B-rank monster with power approaching A-rank.

"It's okay."

I took out a small stone from the pouch tied to my waist. This was something Foriner had prepared for me for this day.

"If things get tough, I can buy time with the Shadow Dive magic."

I muttered while fondling the stone. My plan was to thoroughly drag this into a long battle.
With the characteristics of a magical girl and this stone connected to my core, the longer I drag out the battle, the more possibilities will appear.

[If you desire power.]
"?!"

Suddenly, letters appeared before my eyes.
I flinched at the letters that appeared without warning, but soon regained my composure.

"If I desire power...?"
[Proceed to the depths.]
"...What?"

I was dumbfounded.
Truly, I couldn't understand, so I waited about 5 minutes more, but there was no further message after those incomprehensible words.

"The depths...?"

The depths.
It might mean there's a way to go down. A method of defeating monsters and proceeding downward.
I don't know what lies at the end.

"Hmm... the depths..."

Speaking of depths, I suddenly wanted to try something.
I crouched down on the floor and used transformation magic to stain my hand.

*Hissssss-*

"Oh!"

When I dropped the clumped magical power containing transformation magic onto the crystal floor, the floor melted away.

"Ugh."

I instinctively covered my nose because of the smoke that rose as the floor melted. It was all good except for the slightly foul smell.

*Boom!*

"Ah."

Just as a hole about 3cm deep formed in the floor, the room suddenly vibrated.

*Rumble rumble rumble-*

The door in front of me began to open upward.

-Kekek, kekekek...

An unpleasant laugh. I could even faintly hear something like saliva dripping. The sound of someone approaching from beyond reached my ears.

"In that case."

I poured more magical power to accelerate the process of making a hole in the floor.
Not just the floor, but the ceiling and walls—every part of this place was made of crystal, but strangely, only the floor part was made of transparent crystal.

*I don't need to fight head-on.*

*Hissssss-*

3cm became 1m, and 1m became about 1.5m.

"Heave!"

I entered the hole I created and continued to dig straight ahead.

-Gone... where...?

A voice with slurred pronunciation came from beyond the wall. There was a saying that as monsters approach A-rank, they start using human language, and it seems that's true.

*In other words, there's nothing good about confronting it head-on.*

After moving forward for a while, I looked up and saw a monster vigilantly looking around.
Fortunately, there was only one monster.

*Sniff sniff!*

-Stinks...!

It seemed to have smelled the odor coming from the hole I made, as it covered its large face with both hands.

*Now's my chance!*

While it was distracted by the foul smell, I reached its feet.

"Phew!"

Fortunately, it didn't notice my presence beneath its feet.
Taking advantage of this opportunity, I dug deeper into the floor where I was awkwardly standing and strengthened my entire body.

My target was the monster's most vulnerable spot.
I concentrated magical power in my fist to pierce through it in one go.
Enough power to break through the thin wall and pierce through in one strike.

"Hup!"

When the time came, I put strength in my legs and soared toward the sky.

*Crash!*

-Kyaaaaaaaa-!

The effect was tremendous!
My fist, thickly concentrated with transformation magic, successfully pierced through the monster's most vulnerable spot, even stripping off its back skin.

-Huek! Hueeeeek!

The monster wasn't dead yet.
The proof was that no magical power was entering my core and it was rolling around trying to soothe its burning backside.
But I had gained the upper hand.

"Hello! I'm the magical girl Flame Poop Maker!"

Having succeeded in my surprise attack, I proudly introduced myself and threw a punch.

Ch.139 - House Of Evolution (2)
Thwack!

"Cow...ard!"

The punch I threw was blocked by the creature's enormous hand.

"Eek!"

As soon as my fist was blocked, I distanced myself from it. My heart was racing.

The hand that blocked my punch had tried to grab my palm. If I'd been even a little slower, my palm would have been crushed.

"Wo...man! Hu...maaaan!"

Grrraaah!

"Ugh!"

The lion-like creature's head roared. It was just a roar, but dense magical energy overwhelmed my entire body. Following that came a sound like something bursting, and then a high-pitched ringing began in my ears.

"Are you insane?!"

Thanks to the roar filled with magical energy, my eardrums were shattered. I could feel something hot flowing from inside my ears.

*I think I've just made it angrier.*

I glared at the creature with a grimace.
No, I had no choice but to glare.

My head was spinning.
Was I standing properly? Was I falling? Or was I sitting down?

I tried to endure by gritting my teeth, but it wasn't working.

Thud!

The creature was also enduring pain.
However, it was the one with the advantage now, not me.

*Quickly! Recover quickly! Hurry!!*

With gritted teeth, I focused magical energy on my ears. A magical girl's body doubled its healing effect when concentrating magical energy like this.

"Die!"

The creature's fist began to fly toward me.
A massive fist. One that looked like it could shatter my skull with just a graze.

"Kuh...!"

Whoosh!

I kicked off the ground and threw myself backward. The strong pressure created by the creature's fist barely grazed the tip of my nose.

Thud!

"Ugh! Disgustingly strong..."

My head rang as the back of my skull hit the floor. Still, thanks to avoiding the creature's fist, the damage wasn't too severe.

"What a monster."

The damage was to the back of my head from hitting the floor, and my nose. Earlier blood had flowed from my ears, and now it was flowing from my nose.

*But I've recovered.*

The dizziness was gone, and my sense of balance had returned. Evidence that my ears had healed.
Meanwhile, the creature's wounds showed no signs of healing. Rather, they were eating away at its body in real-time.
Time was on my side.

*Since it's come to this, I might as well take it down.*

I roughly wiped away the blood flowing from my nose and took a stance.
Given enough time, the corruption magic would spread and the creature would lose half its body, but since I couldn't take it down in one blow, all that remained was a head-on fight.

"Woman...! Foolish, weak human...!"

The creature growled lowly, threatening me. It was because I faced it head-on without showing any signs of avoidance.

Then it lowered its center of gravity, taking a stance as if ready to pounce at any moment.

"Who's the one with a destroyed rear end from this weak person?"

I sneered and wiggled my finger.
The creature's power was still intact, but I could see it was on the verge of losing its reason.

Going head-to-head in pure strength would be foolish. That would suit my temperament, but the difference in specs was too overwhelming.

*Then I'll use its strength against it.*

I also lowered my stance.
This situation was like a small dog and a large lion glaring at each other, ready to kill.

A brief silence filled the cave.

"Grrraaah!"
"Hup!"

The moment I saw the creature's legs twitch slightly, I threw myself sideways. By a hair's breadth, I could see the creature piercing through the spot where I had been.

*It's so fast!*

I felt a chill run down my spine. If I had been even a little slower, if I had used even a little less strength, I would have been reduced to rags by that massive body.

"..."

Just from the impact, about half of my magical girl outfit was torn away.

Boom!

"Are you a bull, not a lion?"

I mocked the creature while bouncing a lump of corruption magic I had created in my hand.

It was a close call, but the creature had fallen perfectly into my brilliant trap!

"Graaaah!"

The creature roared with its head stuck in the wall. Its roar vibrated through the wall, reaching my body.

"Not foolish...! Cowardly woman...!!"

The awkwardness had disappeared from its speech. Its bloodshot eyes showed extreme excitement. Its reason had finally flown away.

The creature's abdomen was deeply hollowed out as it turned its body.
Black tendrils were eating away at its body.

This was thanks to the lump of corruption magic I had left behind just before dodging sideways.

"Grrrrrr...!"

Despite knowing its body was being destroyed, the creature lowered its stance again. Dark blood flowed from its mouth as it growled lowly.

*The same method won't work again*

I also lowered my stance once more.
Though it seemed to have lost its reason, its previously awkward pronunciation had become normal.
My intuition rang alarm bells, telling me not to face it head-on. It also warned that the same method would be countered.

I ignored that intuition.
I had no intention of using the same method.
But I didn't feel like toying with someone who was charging head-on like this.

*I'll crush it head-on, even if I have to use all my magical energy.*

I gritted my teeth and squeezed my core recklessly. The magical energy spreading throughout my body began to run wild.

I strengthened my body with supernatural power.
I wrapped corruption magic around my arms and legs to protect myself and torment the creature.

"Die!"

The creature's form disappeared in an instant, then reappeared right in front of me.

"!!"

The creature's massive arm had become a giant spear, trying to pierce through me.

Thump!

Had my heartbeat ever sounded this loud before?
In that moment, the creature's movements seemed so slow, and memories from throughout my life flashed before my eyes.
This might be what they call a near-death experience.

*I'm not dead yet!*

I forcibly pushed those thoughts away.

I didn't resist.
I didn't avoid.

Some sensation felt throughout my entire body as it became hypersensitive.

When I came to my senses, I was flowing past the creature's fist, grazing it.

"Haah!"

And the punch I threw connected with the creature's solar plexus.

Thwack!

My head shook.

*I definitely avoided the creature's attack, but...?*

I couldn't understand.
My body floated and flew through the air. Amid my dizzy head, I saw the creature's extended left arm.
An arm with no strength in it.
It had merely pushed me, yet my small body easily took flight.

"Kuh...!"

Thud!

With its left arm still extended, the creature fell to its knees, shaking the ground.

"Kugh!"

I also fell to the ground.

"Not yet...!"
"Want to die...!"

We both got up at the same time.
I realized the gap between us was gradually narrowing.

The creature was weakening, dying.
And I was stubbornly enduring.

And we
clashed again.
To end this fight that would determine only one winner, with no looking back.


* * *


Boom!

The massive body fell to the ground, its breath cut off.

"Damn..."

I roughly wiped away the blood on my lips while catching my breath.
Despite striking first—and with a surprise attack at that—my body was in terrible shape.

"I'm in tatters."

My face involuntarily grimaced from the pain that felt like it was burning my brain.

We were both in tatters, but I was the victor. Still, a bitter taste inevitably found its way to me.

"It's been a while since I had a dogfight like this."

I glanced at the corpse of the deceased monster.
A monster that fought to the end despite corruption magic eating away at its body from front to back.
Our blood, flesh, and entrails were scattered around from clawing, biting, and the aftermath of swinging arms.

Woong-

As I stared at the corpse for a while, I felt the monster's core—which had been torn apart beyond recognition—being pulled out and merging with my core.
That sensation felt when killing monsters or superhumans—villains.

"Whoa!"

I made an ambiguous sound, something like a sigh. I plopped down, disregarding the blood and flesh scattered around.
Rather than sitting down, it would be more accurate to say my legs gave out.
The sticky blood soaked my bottom, but I had no time to care about that.

"Fighting head-on is indeed too much."

The difference in grades. The gap between grades commonly designated as B-grade, C-grade, D-grade, and so on is quite enormous. This applies to heroes and monsters alike.
Let alone a creature at the edge of B-grade, approaching A-grade.

"But..."

It's clear that there are times when you have to fight head-on even if you don't want to. In the scene Foriner showed, there was a monster that had to face multiple monsters while being reduced to rags.
That's partly why I ignored my intuition and engaged in a head-on battle, albeit belatedly.

"..."

I took out the stone that Foriner had given me.
The only answer left for me seemed to be a long battle.
And a tediously long one at that.

I had to survive until the end, gradually eating away at the monsters.


* * *


Boom!

About 10 minutes after Optima had slumped down in her place.
The crystal cave where she alone remained suddenly shook violently.

"?!"

Optima jumped up, startled. Her body, which had been tattered from fighting the monster, was now completely healed.

Crack!

As soon as she stood up, the crystal floor began to shake violently.

*What's happening?*

She couldn't figure out what was going on. One thing was certain: the floor was shaking violently as if an earthquake had occurred.
And
somehow, Optima felt like this floor was about to break.

Crash!

And her prediction became reality.
The unstably shaking crystal floor shattered all at once.

"?!"

Optima looked down with wide eyes.
There was nothing where the crystal floor had broken.

For a moment, she thought the breaking of the crystal floor was meant to guide her underground, but that wasn't it.
Pitch-black darkness.
Only darkness where nothing could be seen was there. It was like a huge monster opening its maw.

"Huh?!"

And as she recognized that darkness, Optima's body quickly fell downward.
Not just falling. A sensation like being sucked somewhere.

*I can't resist?!*

She tried her best to stop falling, but couldn't move even a finger.
It was as if her entire body was frozen, with only her consciousness remaining.
All that was allowed to Optima was to fall downward.


* * *


[She won...]

The girl looked at the screen with slight interest.
The stage set up to test the existence called Optima had reached an unexpected conclusion.

Optima had started with a surprise attack and gained an overwhelming advantage.

[She was a championship candidate.]

An opponent that would have definitely defeated Optima in a head-on collision.
A monster overwhelmingly stronger than other monsters, though it hadn't undergone evolution yet.
Even with the advantage gained through a surprise attack, the current Optima shouldn't have been able to overcome it.

Yes.
That would be normal.

[I guess it was good to be mischievous.]

But the result was different.
Optima's narrow victory.
A puppy that hadn't properly grown up yet had devoured a lion.

[Let's watch.]

The interest in the girl's eyes deepened.

She had intended to punish someone who fearlessly stepped into her domain, but she changed her mind.
Originally, trials give a fair opportunity to all who challenge them.
Even if they aren't from her faction, it would be right to give them the same opportunity.

[Fight with full preparation.]

As the girl tapped her finger in the air, her magical energy enveloped Optima. Optima's depleted magical energy began to rapidly fill up.

[The trial begins now.]

After restoring Optima's magical energy, she watched Optima with a faint smile.

Ch.140 - House Of Evolution (3)
'I'm falling.'

The sensation of endlessly falling, plummeting, could be felt. Unable to make even the slightest movement like wiggling a finger, Optima could only wait for this descent to end.

'?!'

How long had she been falling? Suddenly, Optima felt magic power beginning to surge within her body.

'What?!'

It wasn't natural magic generation from her core.
A sensation that defied common sense.
The feeling of magic continuously filling her core was almost uncomfortable.
It felt like someone forcibly shoving food into her stomach.

'Is this place always like this? Some kind of stage-clearing system? Heal you when you clear it?'

She was bewildered.
Magic power forcibly surging without side effects.
This place that threw her somewhere after defeating the monster.
What exactly was the House of Evolution?

'No. This stage must be special.'

Optima suddenly recalled another name for this House of Evolution.
The Jar of Evolution.
A place that creates Gu poison, never opening until only one survives.

'If that's the case. The rest must be below...'

If this fall had an end, countless monsters would be waiting for her. Though it was just a vague feeling without evidence, Optima was somehow certain of it.

'I can do this.'

Despite having struggled against just one monster, Optima filled her heart with strong determination to defeat all the monsters.

It wasn't entirely baseless.
The sensation she felt when fighting the first creature.
Her entire body becoming sensitive, vaguely sensing what was happening around her even without seeing it.
That feeling of shedding a layer and becoming a new self gave Optima confidence.

Using that sensation, there was definitely a way.
She could win even against multiple opponents.

'And also...'

And one more thing.

Optima recalled the fierce battle that had just occurred.
Even in that desperate struggle that could hardly be called combat, where pride was thrown away, she had gained something.

'Even considering that, the chances are slim.'

The difference between species.
Although this was a place where battles continued until only one remained, Optima, alone in the form of a girl, was an easy target.

Whoosh-!

'?!'

After falling for who knows how long, Optima instinctively covered her face with both hands as a sudden gust of wind rushed up from below. The strong wind had the effect of somewhat slowing her rapid descent.

'I can move my body?!'

Belatedly, Optima noticed the change in her body. The pressure that had been constraining her was now gone.

"This must be the end."

Optima immediately drew magic power from her core. The corners of her mouth curled up in a grin, showing her excitement.

After 10 seconds.
A ray of light began to appear in the pitch-black darkness that had seemed endless.
The continuous gusts of wind seemed to help her landing, gradually reducing her falling speed.

Drawing on her magic power, Optima immediately pulled out magic composed of transmutation spells with both hands.
This transmutation's attribute was corrosion. Her favorite attribute, a power that burrows into opponents' bodies and makes them rot from within.

"Compress."

The magic power, which had expanded to the size of a watermelon, pulsated greatly before shrinking to the size of a small marble.

"Release. And compress again."

A repetition of pouring out magic power and compressing it.

The light was getting closer.
Optima's hands trembled.
The magic power that had reached its critical point of compression was violently fluctuating, screaming to be released.

"......"

Optima carefully observed the maximally compressed ball of magic power.

"This is the path I've walked."

Without weapons, without means of ranged attack.
Just fists and feet as her only weapons.

"I think I'm starting to understand."

And magic.
Optima maintained the compressed magic power while speaking in a puzzled voice.

The path she had walked.
Being able to continue and maintain this compression of magic power was also thanks to the magic control she had learned along the way.

"Let me think a bit more."

The word 'finishing move' flickered in Optima's mind.
A technique that hadn't even taken shape yet.

'I feel like I've taken a step closer somehow.'

It was just a feeling that it might be so. Optima firmly trusted such intuition as she looked at the approaching light.

Whoosh!

Finally, Optima's body passed through the light.

"Ugh...!"

Despite the sudden brightness hurting her eyes, Optima quickly scanned her surroundings.

'One, two, three... about 40? No, 39?'

The 39 monsters were spread out widely, wary of each other.
A massive floating landmass was the stage this time. The stage was so vast that it didn't feel cramped despite having 39 creatures gathered.

'I can't cover all of it.'

More than expected. And the land was vast. Presumably they had arrived before Optima, but they all must have reached that landmass not long ago.

Then she needed to modify the plan she had initially thought of.

Optima stared at the magic power she had compressed.

Years of accumulated martial arts.
Her superpower of physical enhancement.
Magic control and magic stealing she was training in, learned from Hong Yu-jin.
And magic.

'Maybe?'

Optima thought of one possibility.
The risk was too great to implement this blindly. If she made a mistake, she could seriously injure herself.
Nevertheless, she had no choice but to try.

-Human...!
-Slurp...! It's a woman!

'At this rate, not even a piece of flesh will remain.'

All the monsters' attention was focused on Optima as she descended. The sweet scent wafting from her stimulated the monsters' sense of smell.
As a result, their curiosity and hostility converged on her.

'I can't just try it blindly. I need to change the formula.'

She had made a similar attempt before.
When she treated Kim Se-Won's mother, Kim Ha-Yoon. When the formula in her head creaked and changed.

'Changing the formula while fighting seems tough...'

Despite feeling anxious, Optima didn't show it.
Instead, she curled up the corners of her mouth.

"Let's do this!"

The compressed magic power began to pulsate greatly.
It was difficult to use it right away.
If that was the case.

"Hello!!"

She could at least use it to reduce the number of enemies.

"Magic girl delivery coming through!"

Using a method that In Ha-Ram had shown before.
Optima, who had shaped magic power (superpower) into a form and made it into a weapon, struck down a nearby monster.

Clang!!

-Grrrk?!

"I'm here to deliver a cracked skull!"

She grinned.

"First delivery complete!"

Beside her lay the corpse of a monster whose head was not just dented but whose neck had disappeared, pushed in so deeply.

'The first thing to do is recognize discomfort, deficiency.'

After splitting the skull in half, Optima scanned her surroundings. There were many skulls to crack.
And each one was hard and equipped with various defensive capabilities.

Monsters widely distributed at regular intervals. Their behavior was similar to what she had expected.

Either observing the situation.
Or moving to devour the delicious-looking girl.

-Such arrogance...!!

An attack cutting through the air. Though she had only paused for a moment, a beast's strike lunged to bite her.

'And the desire for what to change and how.'

Heightened senses. She dodged it by a hair's breadth.
Simultaneously, the skull-breaker in her hand changed form.
From its original compressed form to a long whip.

'Optimize transmutation magic for myself with a desperate wish.'

The whip, as if possessing a will of its own, wrapped around the monster's neck.

Shhhhhhhhk-!

And the whip dug into the neck, corroding it as it tightened.

-You...woman...!

When about half the monster's neck had been eaten away, suddenly the whip melted away.

"Rude customers, please leave!"

The melted magic power stuck to Optima's hand again. It wrapped around her delicate fist.

The monster that had targeted her now had a neck corroded and tattered.

Bam!

She threw a punch at its head. The monster's head flew far and rolled away.

-.......

Suddenly the surroundings fell silent. A brief moment of carelessness had cost two creatures their lives.

The monsters all glanced at each other.

-Foolish...ones!

Then they all began to mock the fallen monsters to Optima. It was amusing that they had stupidly fallen despite Optima's movements being clearly visible.

'I am different.'
'I can take that woman's flesh in one go.'

In their eyes, she was not yet an enemy. Optima was just prey, slightly annoying at most.

'It's progressing little by little.'

Having dealt with two nearby monsters, Optima was modifying her transmutation magic while watching the others.

The formula in her head began to creak and change.

Large characters that had been intricately entangled within a circle unraveled and scattered in the air.
Eventually, the circle expanded and extended branches, pulling the scattered characters back and rearranging them.

'It's the same process as before.'

Though the speed was slow, the process itself was the same.

'It's still manageable. Though there is something bothering me.'

Glancing at the monsters she had defeated, Optima felt something different. They were quite different from the one she fought above. Their abilities were much lower than the first one she fought.

'Have I grown? Or was the one I met above particularly strong?'

Only then could Optima carefully observe the monsters in the same space.

'Strange.'

Looking at each one carefully, for some reason they all seemed weaker than the first monster she had encountered.
She certainly couldn't let her guard down, and there were many of them, but to her eyes, they all looked weaker than the first monster she had met.

'I've decided to fight a long battle anyway.'

Optima decided to judge cautiously for now. Even if what she saw was correct, the numbers were different.

'And things are progressing bit by bit.'

Optima looked at the stone Foriner had given her. Compared to when she first saw it, it now had a blue tint.

No need to rush. She had already taken down two.

"Pants run!"

Optima turned her back and threw herself off the floating landmass.


* * *


The underside of the floating landmass was filled with bubbling lava.
The distance was considerable so the heat didn't reach her, but it was an environment where one couldn't survive if they fell off the landmass.

"Phew! Success!"

Optima, who had thrown herself off the landmass, was now clinging to the underside of the floating land.

Fixing herself with both feet and one hand, she began to dig out part of the landmass.
Just enough size for her small body to fit into.
The dug-out earth fell endlessly downward, landing in the lava.

"I'm not going to fight for a while anyway."

Hiding in the makeshift cave, Optima grinned broadly.
Among the monsters she had seen, there was one with a sensitive sense of smell. As long as that monster existed, they wouldn't easily fight each other.

"Perfect."

Optima decided to take a rest during this time. She also aimed to buy time for the formula change progressing in her head.

"Let's see..."

Optima withdrew the magic power she had compressed. Then she rummaged through the pouch she had brought and took something out.
When she infused it with magic power, it instantly expanded into a large lunchbox.

A lunchbox created entirely by Foriner!
A time-frozen lunchbox prepared for a long battle was now spread before her eyes.

While the keen-nosed monsters were slowly scanning the surroundings, she comfortably began to eat her lunch.

Ch.141 - House Of Evolution (4)
Ten minutes had passed since Optima disappeared.

"How long...! Are you going to stand around like this...!"

A lion's roar enveloped the surroundings.
He was displeased with the mere fact of standing around stupidly because of one human woman.
It was pathetic.

"Pathetic! We are warriors chosen by the god!"

The lion-shaped monster growled, baring its sharp teeth. Intense anger could be felt in his eyes.

"Can you still call yourselves warriors... after this!"

Despite his incomplete evolution, his pronunciation was quite clear.

He wanted to tear apart and kill those right in front of him. He wanted to rise to a higher rank by killing them all. There was no time to dawdle over one mere woman.

"Let's fight...! You cowards! I'll... devour... you all!"

With bloodshot eyes, he clenched his fist tightly and showed it to the monsters. His twitching muscles exuded an aura that seemed ready to crush their bodies at any moment.

"........."

All the monsters' attention turned to him.

He was right.
They were warriors summoned by the god to stand at a higher position.
That woman too must have been invited because she was recognized as a warrior by the god.

From the beginning, they shouldn't have seen her as a human, as prey.

Soon, more began to agree with his words. And one by one, monsters with murderous intent in their eyes appeared.
None of them wanted to accept death. They wanted to rise to a higher level and be recognized by their god.

If so, everyone here was an enemy.
The only thing to trust was the strength they had honed while surviving.

A moment of silence fell.

"GRAAAAAAAH!!"

And when the monster who had first burst out in anger roared, all the monsters moved simultaneously to take each other's lives.



* * *



"I'm fucked."

She hadn't expected everything to go smoothly.
But she hadn't expected things to go this badly either.

Sweating nervously, she watched the scene unfolding before her. Optima was in a situation where she had climbed up a steep slope and was just peeking her face out.

Slash!

"Grrrrrr!"
"Huaaaa!"

Blood splattered with monstrous screams. Claws, talons, and tentacles flew around in a chaotic scene.
Eyes filled with murderous intent. A momentum that seemed ready to tear apart whoever was in front of them.

No one here wanted reconciliation or peace. They only wanted a bloody battle to tear everything in front of them to pieces.
Optima was already the least of their concerns.

*I miscalculated.*

Should she be happy about this or not?
Optima watched the scene with a subtle expression.

Looking at the result, with their numbers decreasing, the possibility of her being the last one standing had increased.
On the other hand, since she wasn't the one who defeated them, the nutrients she should have gained were reduced.
In other words, the growth of magic power, a crucial resource, was falling behind.

*What should I do?*

This was a testing ground. A stairway to evolution. The monsters in front of her were slowly growing as they fought in a bloody battle.

*If this continues, I might end up at a disadvantage? If that's the case... I have no choice.*

Optima, who had been only peeking her face out, pulled her body up completely and stood on the ground again.

*The magic is already prepared.*

The revision and modification work was already complete. Unlike when her attention was divided during combat, the modification was completed instantly after taking a brief rest.

The modification wasn't a major change.
It was just optimizing the Corruption magic, which she had used for both attack and defense, for combat.

"Hup- Hello there--!!"

Optima used the modified Corruption magic to draw their attention.
As magic power drained from her core, several black orbs began to float around her.

"Grr? That woman...!"
"Kill her!"

Some turned their bodies at the sound of her voice. They no longer saw Optima as a woman (prey) like before.

They had seen monsters being defeated by Optima, and their mindset had changed.

A worthy opponent. Someone to kill.
One of the warriors chosen by the god.
They were looking at Optima as a fellow warrior, with eyes full of murderous intent.

*I'm really fucked.*

Optima raised the corners of her mouth. Her entire body was overwhelmed with ecstasy.
She was definitely in trouble. Yes, she was in trouble, but that didn't mean she disliked it.

*If I can't avoid it, I'll face it head-on!*

She kicked off the ground and moved forward.
Sharp claws flew at her from left and right, matching her movements.
Attacks that would be fatal if not blocked immediately. But Optima paid no mind.

Clang!

The incoming claws were blocked by the curtains spread on both sides and bounced off.

*Their movements are completely different.*

Despite perfectly blocking the attack, Optima couldn't feel at ease.

The monsters were agile and cunning. They were moving to eliminate the most troublesome one (warrior) first.

After deflecting attacks from both sides, a massive pressure immediately came from the front, pressing against her. A shield-like carapace was approaching her.

*A coordinated attack too?*

The carapace, which looked solid just by sight, couldn't be broken with ordinary strength. Moreover, follow-up attacks from the previously deflected ones were also coming for her waist.

Tap!

A combined attack from monsters targeting her from all directions.
Optima used the shield coming from the front as a stepping stone and leaped into the air.

*I can see it.*

She could see her future.
She wouldn't die immediately from being overwhelmed.
But she would slowly die as her stamina and magic power were gradually eroded.

*This won't do.*

It was good that she had modified the Corruption magic, but the problem was that her opponents weren't pushovers either.
Even in this situation, monsters who had been fighting each other were now gathering towards her.

*I need stronger power after all.*

Still, she didn't think she should have observed the situation more from the beginning.

*I need power to blow away my weak self and the enemies in front of me!*

Optima instead whipped herself for struggling to overcome this situation.
It was simple thinking.
If she had been stronger, there would have been no crisis.

As she landed after jumping up, a long tentacle crawled along the floor, aiming for her ankle.

Thud!

One of the black orbs floating in the air struck the floor. It changed shape into a sharp blade and cut off all the tentacles.

She blocked or deflected most of the attacks. Thanks to the modified Corruption magic.

*The foundation of my strength is still my fists.*

Simple and brute force.
Optima recalled her former self who knew nothing but to strike out.

*Magic has just been added to that power.*

Optima's fundamental fighting style hadn't changed much.
Get close and smash.

She threw a punch and blew away the head of the monster in front of her.

*How do I do that better?*
*How do I smash enemies more easily?*

The answer was already decided.
It was simple.

*Yes. I just need to increase the output.*

Amplify myself.
Multiply my own strength.

For a stronger, heavier blow.

What did it matter if it was simple?
What did it matter if it was brute force?
As long as she could defeat enemies with her thrown fists, that was enough.

There was only one method Optima could use.
Physical enhancement.

Excluding buffs that she couldn't use as Optima, she only had one innate superpower.

*If this isn't enough, I'll find another way.*

Optima's movements never stopped.
Up, down, left, right, and behind.
She blocked or deflected all areas except the front using her extremely sensitive senses and the power of Corruption magic.

"Kuh!"

But it was impossible to block all attacks.
Sharp claws sliced across her arm. A whip made of vines swept across her waist.

Hot pain rang through her head.
One fortunate thing was that it didn't cut to the bone. The wound on her waist was also very shallow.

"Haah!"

Optima's fist, doubling as revenge, burst the head of an insect-type monster.

The remaining number was thirty in total.
Five had been reduced as they tore at each other, and four had been eliminated by Optima's hand.

*So I'm the biggest obstacle after all.*

All the hostility of every monster in this place was directed at Optima.

"But that doesn't mean I'll back down...!"

Kwaaang!

Gritting her teeth, she threw herself forward. A large fist slammed down where she had been, scattering stone fragments around.

*I need power...!*

What Optima wanted was a powerful strike.
It was what she needed most, but in the current situation, it would be a bad move.

*The power most suitable for the current situation!*

As if responding to Optima's desperate wish, the powers she possessed flashed quickly through her mind.

Physical enhancement sent magic power from the core throughout the body, reinforcing strength from the inside.
Buff, a strengthening magic she couldn't use now, was similar to adding an exoskeleton, like putting armor on the outside.

*That's it!*

Optima was vulnerable to complex thinking.
Then she should think in the opposite way.
Simply increase the power output.

*Overwork the core and body.*

Forcibly squeeze out magic power, emitting it strongly.
Use this as propulsion to increase speed and strength.
In other words, overload, overdrive.

A method that presupposes damage to the body and core.
A method that shouldn't be used frequently.
An idea that was feasible because she was a magical girl.

*I have plenty of magic sources anyway.*

Optima looked at the stone in her pocket and the monsters scattered around.
Then suddenly, she flew backward.

A large fist flew from behind her. A blow made of carapace, not skin.
As if anticipating it, Optima who had jumped up avoided the fist. She felt the forearm barely grazing the back of her head.

Thud!

"Kugh?!"

Eventually, her hands caught the neck of the monster that had attacked her.
The black orbs pounded the monster's heels. Then they pounded the back of its legs and waist, lifting the monster into the air.

"Become broth for the lava soup!"

The insect-type monster's body flew through the air, thrown towards the outside of the vast land mass.

Bubble bubble.
Without even becoming broth, the monster that fell into the bubbling lava perished.

*Then all that's left is to execute!*

Whoosh!

"?!"
"What's... happening?!"

The monsters that were pouncing on Optima were all struck with astonishment. They involuntarily flinched at the unexpected phenomenon.
The magic power emitted from her swept past them once.

The monsters looked around hurriedly. But somehow she had disappeared, and they couldn't find the small girl anywhere.

"KIEEEEEK!"

Amidst the confusion that spread instantly, a scream reached the monsters' ears.

There was a monster trembling with a large hole in its chest.
And the deep night sky.
The dark blue night sky, which should only be visible when looking up, had descended to the ground.

"Pur, ple star... is it?!"

A purple star gazed at the monsters.
It wasn't a star. It was Optima's eyes, which had a deep purple hue.
And the dark blue magic power extending from her entire body.
It was an emission of magic power that mixed her commonly used Corruption magic with her pure magic power.

"Kuu...! Haa...! Haa...!"

Optima barely maintained her posture while exhaling heavily. Her heart and core showed violent movements as if they might burst out at any moment.
A sharp pain as if her heart was being torn. It was as hot as if someone was searing her heart with fire.

"Over... drive...!"

Optima glared at the monsters even while breathing roughly.

Ch.142 - House Of Evolution (5)
Like the night sky.
It also looks like a mist that holds death.

Bang!

The ground rumbled, and the night sky disappeared.

*I can't follow its movements even with these eyes?*

The one who first incited the monsters, soon to be bestowed with the name "Grandel," watched Optima with his muscles tensed, ready to move at any moment.

"Grr...!"

Whenever her figure reappeared, another comrade's life would be gone. Eventually, the death of his comrade was forcibly drawn out and swallowed by the night sky.

Another comrade met his end. Not by our hands, but by that woman's.

"Ack, is it a dream...?!"

There was no way to counter it.
How could one counter an enemy whose movements couldn't be tracked or felt?

This is an irregular, the monster thought.
Something that shouldn't exist, an uninvited one. At first, he thought she was a warrior invited by their god, but that wasn't the case. It was a serious mistake that should never have been made.

That one is an impurity that shouldn't have been here from the beginning. A human.

We are we. Humans are humans.
Though they are clearly different beings, he had been confused for a moment.

Impossible, unacceptable.
One who interrupts the sacred ritual.
One who came to interfere with our evolution.
A shameless and impure intruder.

"We must kill her!"

Belated anger boiled up.
Disgust welled up.
And he condemned his own foolishness.
Gritting his teeth, he tried to track her movements even a little more.

But that didn't last long.

"...My comrades!"

He suppressed the rising anger in his chest and called out to his comrades.

There was only one thing he could do.
Setting aside the battle they should have been fighting, they needed to slaughter their common enemy for certain.

Even at this moment, honoring the lives of his dying comrades, he glared at Optima, who had taken the form of the night sky.

Their goal was to climb all the steps of evolution after a bloody battle.
Optima was the one who hindered them the most and shouldn't have been there.

"That is a nightmare! An enemy to be shaken off!"

"Rise up! For our ritual! For our bloody battle! Drag that one who interfered with our evolution to hell! For our fallen comrades! For our evolution!"

"What are you afraid of? How many battles have we fought to get here? Everyone knows we didn't just come here riding the flow of time!"

"The desire for evolution engraved in our instincts since birth! Now is the time to tear apart that bug that interferes with it! With these hands! With these claws!"

He roared words that welled up from deep within his chest. The anger he had momentarily suppressed in his chest spread around through his mouth.

*Power is overflowing!*

Grandel felt as if he had climbed one step up a previously blocked staircase. The indescribable anger toward Optima broke through the wall and made him move forward.

*One step forward!*

His intuition told him so.
After eliminating Optima and becoming the last one standing, he would achieve true evolution.

He stepped out of the group and took the lead.
His bloodshot eyes glared at Optima.



* * *



"Haa...! Haa...!"

Optima glared at her enemies while catching her breath.
Every movement was a burden due to the Overdrive. Moreover, these weren't just monsters at the boundary between B and A rank—they were annoyingly resilient.

Her heart, beating violently as if about to burst, was screaming for her to stop this.

There were 25 monsters remaining.
Of those, Optima had taken down nine.
The rest had fallen while fighting each other.

Considering that there were originally 39 monsters, not even half had been eliminated yet.

*There's a possibility.*

Still, it was manageable.
The monsters were trembling with fear.
These huge creatures were afraid of the small being before them.
That fact alone was enough reason for Optima to keep moving.

"You've always made people tremble with fear, so now it's your turn."

She still had plenty of magic power left. The only concern was whether her body could endure.
So she needed to end this quickly while the advantage was visible.

"...My comrades! That is a nightmare! An enemy to be shaken off!"

At that moment, the monster at the very back who had been glaring at Optima shouted.
His sharp, resonating voice was so majestic it seemed like it could shake the earth.
His previously stuttering speech had become clear.
Evidence that he was evolving.

His voice drew the attention of both Optima and the monsters.

"Why? Are you, on the verge of evolution, so afraid of one fragile girl?"

Optima shrugged her shoulders, mocking Grandel. Though her actual form was hidden by the magic power continuously emanating from her.

"Rise up! For our ritual! For our bloody battle! Drag that one who interfered with our evolution to hell! For our fallen comrades! For our evolution!"

Thus, Grandel ignored Optima's words and continued speaking.

"What are you afraid of? How many battles have we fought to get here? Everyone knows we didn't just come here riding the flow of time!"

"The desire for evolution engraved in our instincts since birth! Now is the time to tear apart that bug that interferes with it! With these hands! With these claws!"

The lion-shaped monster stepped forward one step at a time as he continued speaking. He bared his sharp teeth, showing full hostility toward Optima.

Snap!

"So let's eliminate that foreign substance! The first step to achieving our aspiration is to get rid of that thing!"

Finally, the monster who had come completely forward, Grandel, pointed at Optima.

She could see the monsters responding to his voice.
And after hearing his words, the monsters gathered together to form a wall.

"Is he crazy?"

Optima was dumbfounded.
Grandel's voice was the same as the one she had heard when hiding at the bottom of this vast land. At first, he had told them not to fear Optima and to focus on fighting each other.

But what was this now?
Now he was saying they should focus all their efforts on eliminating her first.

And despite having been in a bloody battle just moments ago, despite none of them actually participating in that battle, they changed their attitude as quickly as flipping a palm.

"Aren't you all too fickle? With those big bodies and strength, you just blindly believe what that guy says."

Feeling too absurd, Optima spoke with a somewhat deflated voice.

*Was he originally influential?*

Why did they believe Grandel's words so firmly?

"The right to speak is given to the strong. The weak are only meant to be eliminated. It's fortunate if they can survive without becoming prey."

"And the weakest are humans."

The reason came from Grandel's mouth.
Clenching his fist and emitting a menacing aura, Grandel took a low stance as if about to pounce.

*So, they listen to him because he's the strongest one here?*

The weak are eliminated.
It's fortunate if they can survive.

"I don't like it. You're the invaders."

Optima disliked his words.
She couldn't understand how they justified their invasion with such absurd reasons.

Optima also lowered her stance. She clenched her fist and tensed her legs.

"......"
"......"

A brief standoff.
The monsters and Optima exchanged sharp gazes.

Bang!

And the first to move was Optima.

*I need to take out the weaker ones first.*

There were many monsters. Optima's magic power decreased rapidly with each movement.
Moreover, even a graze could be fatal.
So it made sense to deal with the weaker monsters first to reduce the chances of being attacked.

*They won't split up again if I create a breathing space like before.*

They were already united. The only ways their unity would break would be if they all died, or if Optima died. Just these two cases.

"Hup!"

Her small but heavy fist extended toward a monster covered in tentacles.

Bang!

"Kieeeeee!"

The monster's chest exploded. It didn't sound like a fist merely touching skin.

*That's one.*

More magic power flowed into her core than what was consumed.
Evidence that the longer the battle went, the more disadvantageous it would be.
A quick resolution was being forced.

"Strengthen your defenses! Form groups of two! Catch the small openings when she attacks! She's a glass cannon!"

To make matters worse, the monsters began to move in unison. The monsters that had been standing like a wall formed pairs, creating a dense barrier.

There seemed to be more gaps than before, but they were waiting for the moment Optima would attack.

It seemed to lower their defense, but the effect was quite remarkable.

*?!*

The moment Optima tried to attack a second monster, the hand of another monster from the same pair extended.

"Kuh!"

Blood splattered from the wound on her arm. Due to the attack received just before her own, Optima had to step back once.

*If I had been a little later, my arm would have been blown off...! What's this? They seem subtly stronger than before.*

Optima examined the monsters while clutching her bleeding arm.
There was no significant visible change. The same applied to Grandel.
However, their physical abilities had subtly strengthened.
The B-rank monsters on the verge of evolution were climbing the stairs one step at a time during this battle.

*What's going on?*

Optima needed to defeat all of them immediately.
The monsters were waiting for Optima to be worn down while strengthening their defense.

Optima frowned her fine eyebrows. It was perplexing. There were fewer opportunities to approach and attack directly.

Transmutation magic in the form of magic bullets would be easily dodged or deflected, so that was impossible.

Then should she increase her speed?
Or should she trust her recovery ability and sacrifice bone to gain flesh?

Either way, the consumption of magic power would be extreme.

*Should I release the transformation?*

What came to Optima's mind was versatility.
She desperately needed enhancement magic that she couldn't use as Optima and that wouldn't apply in her Optima state.

Two types of magic were needed to break through this situation.
However, Optima had to shake her head.

*If I release the transformation, my magic will weaken. Even now, I'm barely breaking through with transmutation magic. If the magic itself weakens, even buffs might not make much difference.*

Versatility is better when not transformed. However, the power of magic is much stronger in the transformed state.

*Then...*

Optima recalled the two lights that acted as triggers when she transformed.

*If I forcibly combine the two powers temporarily? ...Ah.*

Suddenly, she remembered the first time she transformed. When she coughed up blood shortly after transforming.
And then she recalled a conversation she had with Foriner before.

*'When the two powers are forcibly combined... It would be difficult.'
'When I split your power into two, I placed a restriction.'
'So they wouldn't combine carelessly.'
'Even if they do combine, they'll separate again.'
'I don't want to see you turn into a lump of blood beyond recovery in an instant.'*

When Foriner had rarely shown concern.

Optima trembled with her tightly clenched hand.
A power still too overwhelming for her.
Though she had grown, her intuition whispered that her body still couldn't handle it.

*Am I going to die like this?*

She gritted her teeth. Then she had to find another way.

Bang!

Optima kicked the ground again.

"She's coming...!"

She headed toward the monster closest to her, one with sharp saw blades protruding from its arms.
The monster was wary of her approaching attack.

"?!"

However, after kicking the ground, she didn't reach the monster.
Only silence brushed past his ears.

Other monsters watching from behind also used all their senses to find Optima who had disappeared.
At that moment.

"Die!"

Optima's fist, springing up from beneath, burst the monster. With a "pung" sound, the monster searching for Optima perished.

*I still can't use my original power.*

Intuition. A moment's experience told her so.
At the same time,

*I might be able to do something else.*

It also said she could endure that.

*23 monsters remaining.*

Optima entered the shadows again using shadow magic.
There was only one chance.
If even one monster survived, Optima's life would be as good as gone.
She had to be cautious for the final opportunity.

The monsters continuously scanned the floor to find her hiding in the shadows.
This was also true for Grandel, who was watching for Optima's openings from the front.

"Kruk?!"
"He, re...!"
"Here!"

Optima popped out of the shadows here and there, threatening them. At the sudden start of this whack-a-mole game, the monsters either flinched or stepped back to avoid attacks.

Once, twice.
More than three times—dozens of times.

Not just threats, but mixing in real attacks in between to apply pressure. With these continued threats, the monsters began to gather in one place.

Thud!

"?!"

Suddenly, one monster felt someone touch his back and was startled. As he quickly turned around with a jerk...

"Wh-when...!"

To his shock, a comrade with the same face as his was in front of him.

"Phew...!"

Optima, revealing herself far away from the monsters, let out a short sigh.

Soon, all her magic power swirled around her fist.
The night sky cleared, revealing Optima's original form.

"Thank you! For gathering together!"

The black orbs floating around Optima gathered.
The orbs, wrapping around her wrist, began to rotate rapidly.

What she wanted was strong power.
A fatal strike.
Transmutation magic, more specialized in attack and defense, pulled up Optima's magic power, forming a single spell.

"Um... so...!"

She pulled her right hand back.
The loaded magic power was raging as if about to burst out.
A large magic circle appeared before Optima's eyes.

"Anyway! Super strong punch!"

And the magic gathered in her right hand struck the magic circle.

Crash!

Like glass shattering, the magic circle broke, and a massive bombardment engulfed the monsters.

Ch.143 - House Of Evolution (6)
"Haa... Haa... Ugh...!"

Excessive mana discharge.

After expending 80% of her core's mana in one go, Optima was hit with intense dizziness.
All she could do now was stand there with an unsteady posture. Even standing felt unbearably difficult, like she might collapse at any moment. Her legs simply wouldn't support her weight.

"Hngh...!"

Staggering, Optima finally placed both hands on her knees and tried to catch her breath.

"The monsters..."

After a moment, she managed to lift her impossibly heavy head to look at where the monsters had been.

"......"

There was nothing there.
Not even blood or fragments remained. Only a narrow fan-shaped depression in the ground existed.

Seeing this, she felt relieved. The corners of her mouth turned up in a loose smile.

"Hehe... I... won..."

Thump!

With the tension gone, what little strength remained in her legs disappeared. Her legs completely gave out and she slumped to the ground.

*I guess there's less to absorb when not even their form remains.*

Feeling a tiny amount of mana being absorbed into her core, Optima closed her eyes.



* * *



[ I see. ]

The girl revealed herself as soon as Optima lost consciousness.

Floating low in the air, the girl with black hair that flowed past her heels to the ground looked down at Optima, her hair swaying gently.

[ In the end, the final victor was this child... not a puppy but a young wolf. ]

After gazing intently at the unconscious Optima, the girl soon closed her eyes.

[ Considering the monsters' reproduction rate, this hardly counts as a loss of power. ]

As if acknowledging something, the girl nodded slightly and raised her pale white finger.

[ And regardless of who it is, rewarding 'the last one standing' is the rule I established when creating this place. ]

Following her finger, Optima floated up into the air. She would need a bit more time to regain consciousness.

[ ...However. ]

The finger approaching Optima stopped.
Eyes lowered, head tilted slightly.

[ Since she's not a monster, I can't use the reward I had prepared. ]

Her eyes opened again and carefully examined Optima, beginning to see through her very existence.

[ Instead, I'll give her a different reward. ]

The girl's finger began to move again.
She lightly tapped Optima's chest.

Ripples spread from Optima's chest. The ripples created by the girl enveloped Optima's entire body before converging back to her chest.

Thump!

Optima's core pulsed strongly.
Mana from throughout her body gathered in her core and began to spin rapidly.
The rotation accelerated progressively. The rapidly spinning mana seemed to be removing impurities.
Optima's mana, which already had incomparable purity compared to others, became even purer.

The purity of mana was equivalent to the strength of phenomena created with that mana.

[ Indeed, this child is worth ■■■'s affection. ]

As the mana vortex within the core subsided, the girl spoke. She had the same look in her eyes as when she first witnessed Optima's battle.
The talent she sensed when she saw through Optima just now.
In terms of talent alone, few on this planet could compare to her.

Perhaps that's why she wanted to watch this child's journey.

[ It's a shame. Truly. ]

But the girl was a being bound by contract.
She was in no position to watch over a girl who belonged to humanity's side.

[ Sigh. ]

She shook off the regret that had welled up in her chest. The girl regained her composure.

[ Now then, for this rude one who participated in my ceremony without permission... ]

The composed girl's finger touched Optima's chest once more.

[ Let me be a little mischievous. ]

Giggling.
With a playful smile, the girl said this and then vanished.

Crack!

As she disappeared, a small spark flew from Optima's chest.
The sound of something cracking.
Not breaking completely, but the sound of a definite fracture forming.

Only the girl would know what this sound meant.

Once again, only Optima remained in this place.

Swoosh-

Soon, her body was swallowed by the ground and disappeared somewhere.



* * *



[ ...Ah. I made a mistake. ]

Returning to her original location, the girl realized her error.

She should have sent Optima back to where she came from, but instead sent her to the place where the person she was thinking about was located.

[ I'm sure she'll manage just fine. ]

The girl smiled faintly, pretending not to notice her mistake.
Regardless of where Optima was transported, that area was beyond her jurisdiction anyway.

And.
At least she wasn't transported to this side, so she should be safe.
That's what she thought.



* * *



"Mmm..."

Delicate eyebrows trembled slightly. With a gentle voice, her eyelids lifted slightly.

*I want to become stronger. Is that it?*

Optima reflected on the dream she had while briefly unconscious.
She never expected to dream about a friend who had similar aspirations to her own.

*Why did I suddenly have such a dream?*

She wondered herself.
It seemed too random, yet not entirely so considering what she had accomplished.

Optima had become the last survivor in the House of Evolution.
That meant she would receive some form of reward.
So dreaming about a friend who shared the same goal of becoming stronger, albeit for different reasons, wasn't that strange.

"......"

Without a clear reason coming to mind, Optima looked around with her eyes half-open. The scenery seemed familiar.

"The dormitory...?"

It was the Academy's dormitory.

"Mmmmm...??"

Optima looked around and made a puzzled expression.
It was indeed a dormitory.
But not her room.
A room she seemed to have visited once before, not her own.

"Sniff, sniff."

Optima carefully buried her face in the pillow she had been resting on to smell it. She recalled noticing a rather familiar scent just before waking up.

"This is...?"

Her sleepy eyes opened wide. A shiver ran down her spine as she hurriedly looked around.

"Phew..."

Optima sighed in relief as she stroked her chest.
Fortunately, the room's owner seemed to be out, as she was alone in the room.

"Thank goodness. Is it still daytime?"

Looking out the window, the sun was still high in the sky. Although her time in the House of Evolution had been shorter than expected, she hadn't realized it was this short.

"...Then, while I have the chance."

Optima sprang up from the bed. Though there was something she wanted to check immediately, getting out of this place took priority.

After confirming she had enough mana left to use magic, Optima quickly tried to hide herself in the shadows.

"Oh!"

Just before casting the shadow magic, Optima canceled the spell as a sudden thought occurred to her.

The mattress was slightly disturbed from however long she had been lying there.

*I should tidy up just in case.*

Optima quickly patted down the bedding to erase traces of her presence and spread out the blanket.

Sniff, sniff

*My scent doesn't seem to be there...*

Just to be sure, she smelled the pillow again and only detected his scent. Feeling strange about continuously smelling her friend's scent, Optima made an awkward expression before hurriedly hiding in the shadows.

Click

*?!*

Just as Optima concealed herself in the shadows, the door opened.

"I'm exhausted."

The person who opened the door was none other than Kim Se-Won, the room's owner.
As soon as he entered, he stripped off his sweat-soaked workout clothes.

*Upper and lower body balance is good.*

And Optima watched from the shadows. Rather than wondering why Kim Se-Won was covered in sweat, she assessed how well his body had been toned through exercise.

*As expected, superhumans develop muscles much faster than ordinary people.*

Optima nodded repeatedly with a pleased smile from within the shadows.
Compared to the beginning of the semester, his muscles had become more defined and thicker, giving her a sense of accomplishment from her teaching.

*But his lower body still seems a bit underdeveloped. I should subtly encourage him later.*

Bang!

Seeing Kim Se-Won enter the bathroom completely, Optima slipped out of his room.

*By the way.*

Optima's expression while hiding in the shadows was quite ambiguous.
She seemed somewhat dejected. There also appeared to be a hint of longing.

*His is bigger than mine.*

Unless she said it directly, there was no way to know what she felt defeated by and longed for.



* * *



"Well done, my contractor."
"It was nothing, really."

Later that evening.

Eun-Ha, who had moved to the training room prepared by Foriner, stared at the meat sizzling before her eyes.

Gulp!

She kept swallowing the saliva that continuously flowed.

"By the way, you said you don't know what kind of reward you received?"
"Yes. When I lost consciousness and woke up, I was outside. Could it be they just threw me out because I wasn't an invited guest...?"
"That wouldn't be the case."

Tap.

The pork belly landed on the plate she was holding respectfully with both hands. Foriner was grilling pork belly on a grill about the size of a desk, filling it densely.

"It wouldn't?"
"Neither I, nor she, nor any other Transcendent would ever break a contract or law we've established, no matter what happens."
"Contract, law..."

While she didn't understand the latter, she knew about the former.
Eun-Ha softly repeated the words Foriner had mentioned as she carefully placed the plate on the ground.

Immediately, chopsticks flew toward the meat. As soon as she set the plate down, Eun-Ha put the freshly grilled pork belly into her mouth.

"Mmmmmmm...!!"

Though it wasn't beef, the pork belly melted away after just a few chews. Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled with delight as she waved both hands up and down, not knowing what to do with herself.

"So I believe you properly received a reward. If the original reward was to forcibly evolve monsters that were on the threshold of evolution, then it seems you were given a different form of reward."
"Nom nom nom... diffwent fworm?" (Different form?)

"...Please finish chewing before speaking."

Eun-Ha's cheeks were puffed up after inhaling all the meat on the plate.
Though Foriner found her appearance quite adorable, he deliberately didn't show that emotion. He simply smiled faintly as he admonished Eun-Ha.

"What do you mean by different form?"
"Hmm... It certainly seems she gave you something helpful. Why don't you try observing your core?"
"Hmm..."

Another piece of pork belly slipped into Eun-Ha's small mouth.
Moving her jaw quickly to chew, she observed the core inside her.

"!!!"

Not long after, Eun-Ha's eyes widened.

"W-what is this...?!"

Something impossible had happened.
The purity of her mana had increased tremendously.
Originally, Eun-Ha's mana purity had already increased remarkably when her body changed, but now it had risen even further.

"It's definitely a reward. Purifying mana is her specialty, after all."
"Uh, uhhh..."

Eun-Ha was speechless.
If purity wasn't innate, there was only one way for mana purity to increase this much.
Awakening.
Yet her mana had become purer despite not having reached awakening yet.

"Nom."
"Nom nom nom nom nom nom nom."

After losing her words for a while, Eun-Ha couldn't think of anything to say, so she just kept inhaling meat.

*This might make it possible.*

Magic appeared in her mind.
Magic that had existed from the beginning but was impossible to use.
She felt like she might be able to use that magic now.

Ch.144 - The Betrayal Always Comes At The Most Unexpected Moment.
Before Optima was transferred to Kim Se-Won's room.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

In the training room, there was a man breathing heavily.
Unlike other students who were busy visiting their parents or going out to play during the break, this man was busy training himself.

This man, wiping away the sweat pouring down like rain while catching his breath, was none other than Kim Se-Won.

*Not enough.*

He felt thirsty.
Since entering the Academy, his growth hadn't fallen behind compared to his progress over the past decade, yet his thirst remained unquenched.

The goal he had set for himself was so high that no matter how fast he ran, he couldn't reach it. No matter how high he jumped, the distance never changed.
Still, he couldn't stop.
No matter what, he was determined to reach it.

"...Time to head back."

After panting for a while, his gaze turned toward the clock installed on one side of the wall.
There was still time before evening.
But it was about time to rest. He had been training since dawn, so it was time to take a break.
Without Eun-Ha to help his body recover, simply training wasn't the answer right now.

Feeling the heat inside his body slowly dissipate, Kim Se-Won made his way toward his room.


* * *


*What's this?*

The same room as always.
Though nothing seemed different, Kim Se-Won felt something was off. A fragrance so sweet it made his head spin slightly. No, if the concentration had been just a bit stronger, that's how he would have felt about the scent lingering in the room.

*Did someone spray perfume in here? ...No. I must be imagining things because I overworked myself.*

His deliberation was brief.
He shook his head, dismissing it as his imagination.

*I should just hope my application gets approved.*

Kim Se-Won immediately took off his top and removed his pants. Every minute and second was precious if he wanted to rest properly and train again.

After undressing completely, he gathered fresh clothes and a towel before entering the bathroom.


* * *


"You, apply for this."
"What is this... Huh? Go to The Front Line? Me??"

Words so absurd they seemed nonsensical came from my mother's mouth.
The paper she showed me contained an application to spend the break at The Front Line.

The Front Line.
A place where human lives become worthless.
To think I could experience such a place.
No matter how many times I thought about it, it was unbelievable and ridiculous, so I stared at my mother intently.

"Are, are you in your right mind?"
"I'm wondering the same thing, but I thought it might be perfect for you, so I brought it up. This notice came out before the closing ceremony. You didn't even read it, did you?"
"I had no idea!"
"Good grief."

The Front Line operates with a minimum of 2 people per team, up to 5 people per team.
In reality, unless you're crazy like me or Soo-Hyun, 5 people per team is the standard formation.

This formation aims to minimize damage by taking down monsters one by one as they swarm in.
In other words, humanity is barely managing to hold back the monsters. Unfortunately, this hasn't changed since I first entered The Front Line.

Monsters seem to breed endlessly and grow quickly, while it takes at least 15 years for a person to grow and meet the minimum requirements to enter The Front Line.

Given this situation, unless some superhero on a white horse appears, humanity is destined to continue this defensive battle forever.

Anyway, even with this 5-person team formation, casualties occur and injuries are endless at The Front Line, so sending students there seems insane.

"Just curious... have any students actually applied for this?"
"...Almost none. Actually, I didn't understand it either until I heard the details."
"Hmm...."

I put the sausage in front of me into my mouth and chewed. It's not as good as meat, but still pretty decent. Maybe because it's made from meat.

"So, are they short-handed these days...? Or is this some kind of field trip?"
"They say they won't make you participate directly in combat. It's more about showing what The Front Line is like? If there's an opportunity, you might face lower-level monsters, so it's really just an experience."
"Hmm...."

For me, it's not bad.
I might have to pause my magical girl activities for a while, but it's the perfect place to test that out, and it's good for building my reputation.
I can think of it as a short-term investment for the future.

The problem is this:
Just because I'm okay with it doesn't mean others will be.

Moreover, the Academy is full of people who believe they're strong, and if they show off at The Front Line and die, there's no solution.

"Just curious, when you say 'almost none,' how many is that exactly? Like... from other schools too?"
"No. Just the Academy. You know how it is."
"That's a relief."

Then the numbers are limited. And the total number must be small. Even if people are showing off because they believe in their strength, it should be a manageable number.

But here's where a question arose:

"But why only the Academy? There are other schools that train aspiring heroes too."
"That's just how The Front Line is. You know how non-Academy students are treated there."
"I do know. I experienced it firsthand."

Bitter words came from my mother's mouth.
The Academy's image is "elite." This is a place where only the best from around the country are selected.

Even Se-Hee, who's treated poorly because of her supernatural abilities, is considered a genius outside the Academy.

So how are non-Academy students treated?

Consumables that would be inconvenient to lose but are quite replaceable.
Compared to Academy graduates, everything differs—the accommodations provided, supplies, money, treatment. Everything.

It's inevitable when those in charge openly say they're elite and shouldn't mingle with "lowly" people like them.

"F... Ahem, it's not great, but I understand since they're such outstanding people. Yeah."
"If you use vulgar language in front of me one more time, I won't let it slide."
"Oh come on! It just slipped out and you keep nagging! ...Ow!"

Thwack!

My mother's hand flew like lightning and flicked my forehead. It didn't hurt at all, but I pretended it did out of courtesy.

"Sigh. Really. It might be okay among friends, but you need to be careful in front of others. The world is full of people who will seize on the smallest thing to bring you down."
"...I got it."

Though I pouted, I nodded obediently to my mother's words. They made sense.
In reality, there are many people who spread all sorts of rumors out of jealousy toward successful celebrities.

Anyway, to get back to the topic, here's the point:
If you enter the Academy and graduate safely, you're guaranteed to become a hero.

Not all heroes are Academy graduates, but all Academy graduates are heroes.
And if you play the game right and kiss enough ass, you can secure a position anywhere, whether at The Front Line or elsewhere.

"So, why are you specifically telling me to go? I'll go anyway."
"They give extra points."
"For grades??"
"Yes. Even though they say they'll place you in a relatively safe area, it's still The Front Line, so you're risking your life. Plus, if you become a hero, there's a mandatory period you have to serve at The Front Line. They're motivating you by offering this preview experience and points. Like encouraging you to do well later."

My mother spoke as if it were nothing special.
In contrast, my eyes widened in surprise.
If I just go and survive, they'll give me points. For someone like me who struggles during every exam period, this was like a gift from heaven.

"Wow...."

Good.
Very good.
A smile spread across my face, my lips curling up involuntarily.
I might not be able to make a big impact elsewhere, but I was confident in my ability to survive like a cockroach.
Especially at The Front Line!

And as my mother mentioned earlier, The Front Line is the perfect place for me to make a name for myself.

Before entering the Academy, I was hesitant, but now that I have the invincible status of a student, even if I were to make an impact there, they couldn't immediately recruit me.
The minimum age to volunteer for The Front Line is 15, but Academy students are exempt.

Moreover, with Jin-Ah unnie as my backup, they couldn't forcibly take me away even if they tried.

*So that's why mother specifically called me.*

When my mother called me while I was enjoying the meat Foriner had grilled for me, there was a reason she summoned me despite it being a time when we should be preparing ourselves mentally.

"So, um... what's the duration?"

Then the important thing is the duration.
Surely I wouldn't be held there until the end of the break, but just to be careful, I cautiously opened my mouth.

"One week. They said kids probably couldn't handle any longer than that."
"One week... just a taste, I guess."

I nodded. Kids with little experience couldn't possibly endure for a long time.
All they've seen are a few monsters wandering out from gates or during training.

When faced with hordes of monsters charging in like a pack of dogs, making the ground tremble, unprepared minds break.

"I'll go!"

But it was perfect for me. I wouldn't be using the entire break, and I'd get points for this little excursion. It doesn't get better than this.
Though it might be tough for other kids.

Seeing my mother's faint smile, I began to devour the army stew in front of me.


* * *


Ding-dong-

"Hm? Haram?"

After finishing my meal and lounging on the sofa for a while.
Haram sent a message through the communication terminal.

[Sorry.]
"???"

But the message was incomprehensible. Just the word "Sorry" thrown out there. What could she possibly be sorry for?

Ding-dong-

[I really didn't know about this.]

The subsequent message wasn't much longer either.
And it became even more puzzling. She didn't know? What didn't she know?

To find out the truth, I needed to see for myself.

"Hello?"
[...Yeah.]

When I immediately called, Haram's voice was gloomy. It was a voice filled with guilt.

"What's wrong? Why are you suddenly apologizing? Did you remember something you did wrong to me? Like, maybe eating all the snacks without giving me a single bite last time."
[It's not that. ......Can you watch TV right now?]
"Huh? I can."

On the large TV in front of me, a drama had just ended.

[......Channel 168. You know, our company's channel?]
"I'm watching it right now."

Haram hesitated, unlike her usual self. As if she had committed a grave sin, she couldn't easily speak. She seemed to be having trouble breathing.

*Wait. TV?*

Suddenly, an ominous feeling washed over me.
Haram apologizing to me, the TV, and the time when commercials were about to start in earnest.
Cold sweat and goosebumps covered my body. I jumped up from the sofa where I had been lounging and focused all my attention on the TV in front of me.

"N-No way...!"

The drama that had just ended. And the reason Haram specifically mentioned this channel.
There was no need to wait.

A beach between two cliffs appeared on the screen.
And soon, my figure walking along that beach was captured on screen.
Me wearing the swimsuit my friends had chosen for me.
Despite not being what one would call a beauty, with my immature appearance, my image on the screen had a power that made one stare blankly.

The me on the screen seemed to have just returned from playing, smiling brightly.
In the setting of the setting sun, I began to try out each tool from Magica Essential.
And then I started an unexpected camping on the beach.
A folding chair the size of a fist, a grill, a lantern, and more. I was using all the supplies provided by Magica Essential very efficiently while grilling meat.

"W-What... is this...?"

Everything on the screen matched what I had done. Actions I had taken just to try out the items I had for once were all in the commercial.

Except for the fact that the images of friends who were around had been edited out, it was exactly how we looked during our vacation.

*I never agreed to film this! There were no staff, no director! No cameras!*

My whole body trembled involuntarily, and I could barely speak.
How could this be happening?
Is this even possible?
I just stared blankly at the commercial playing before my eyes.

[I checked, and they said it was done according to the contract. And... the person who ordered this was....]

Haram still hesitated and couldn't continue. Her voice, filled with more guilt than the day we filmed the commercial at the old campsite, seemed at a loss.

[Foriner.]
"That damn old geezer!!"

And the name that came from her lips. Foriner.
Haram said the culprit was that damn old man who had been laughing and grilling meat for me just a little while ago.

Then it makes sense.
With his overflowing wealth and abilities, what couldn't he do? He could probably enter a volcano with just a camera and film the lava naked.

"Ugh! Really...!"

Thump thump thump thump!

Unable to contain my anger, I stomped the floor with my feet.
Haram's mention of a contract.
It was largely my fault for not properly checking the contract. I thought I had checked it, but I never imagined such a problem would arise.

I recalled what Foriner had said before the filming:

[I hear they're filming multiple commercials for the same product this time. We'll probably visit at least two locations.]

It was a hint.
A hint that the filming wouldn't end with just one session.
That hint, which I had dismissed because the filming ended so quickly, had done its job perfectly.

[I-I'm sorry. I really didn't know...]
"It's not your fault. It's that damn guy's doing."

Haram couldn't have known. There were no filming staff anywhere, and no cameras were visible, so who would have noticed?
I comforted the dejected Haram and then ended the call.

"No wonder I received such a huge payment for the commercial."

Someday, I'll deliver a big payback to Foriner.
With that thought, I sharpened my blade of revenge.

Ch.145 - Disguise
The soft pillow. A blanket that was gentle and slightly heavy, yet not hot at all.
Though quite different from what I usually used, the bedding was comfortable.

"Ugh."

A sigh escaped me the moment I opened my eyes in this unfamiliar bedding.

Though I'd soon have to go to The Front Line, I couldn't help but wonder why I was sighing when I should be enjoying my sweet vacation.

"This is all because of that damn pervert Foriner."

I welcomed the morning by cursing Foriner, who wasn't here and had been ignoring all my messages since yesterday.

The advertisement I saw yesterday was shocking. I felt blindsided by Foriner.
But what was even more shocking was receiving a message from Ji-yeon unnie on my communication device right after the ad ended.
It gave me goosebumps all over my body.

*Maybe it's just a coincidence?*

Ji-yeon unnie, who's been showing signs of obsession with me—no, who's been openly obsessive.

Haram had said this advertisement wasn't publicized anywhere—when it would start or what it would be about. He mentioned it was forbidden to discuss it even within the company.

"S-ranks are all twisted in some way... No. That can't be it. It must be a coincidence."

It has to be a coincidence.
There's no way she could have known in advance.
She needs to save people. Even though that compulsion to fill the hole in her heart is now directed at me, this was just speculation.

I deliberately ignored the "what if" possibility that kept popping into my head.

"A-anyway... she's not here."

I forcibly changed my thoughts as thinking about Ji-yeon unnie was becoming frightening.
Judging by the silence, mother must have gone somewhere.
I heard that just because students are on break doesn't mean teachers get time off too, so she might have gone to the academy.

I got up from the bed and left the bedroom.

"What's this...?"

There was something on the dining table visible as soon as I exited the bedroom.
Going closer, I saw it was a note with writing on it.

[Fix your own meals. I won't be back until evening, so go out if you want or stay if you want.]
"Sigh. Why can't she just be honest?"

After sighing, the corners of my mouth turned up involuntarily. She can be honest when she wants to be, but usually shows this completely dishonest side.

What mother really wants to say is:
Let's have dinner together tonight.

Reading the note made me happy, and I grinned. Then I waved the money that had been hidden behind the note and moved to the sofa.

"So what should I do now..."

I flopped down on the sofa.
I had about a week left before going to The Front Line.

I should make the most of this rare vacation, but I had no idea what would constitute "making the most of it."

"Hmm... working out is definitely out."

Spending all day working out would just make my body feel like it's exercising without actually building muscle, which takes away half the fun.

"I feel like I should do something."

But just rolling around in my room all day seems insufficient.

When I tried to think about what to do, nothing came to mind. Just wasting time lounging around seemed like a waste.

"Isn't there something I can only do during vacation?"

If I'm going to do something, if I'm going to make the most of my vacation, I want to do something that can only be done during vacation.

"...! That's it!"

Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind.

"Let's go out!"

I jumped up from the sofa and changed my clothes.
After much deliberation, my conclusion was "let's just go outside first."


* * *


"Huff...! Huff...! Huff...!"

I returned to my dorm room, breathing heavily.
From mother's house to the busy streets, and then back to my dorm room.
Despite planning to wander around outside on a weekday morning—something only possible during vacation—I ended up back in my dorm room.

"This is crazy."

My voice trembled with fear.
There was a good reason for this.

"Wow! I loved your commercial!"
"Can I have your autograph?"
"You're so much prettier in person!"
"Can I have your number?"
"I think I'm suddenly getting a headache..."
"I think I might be going bald soon..."
"Will treatment improve my skin too??"
"Waah!"

People surrounded me as soon as I entered the busy area.
The aggressive advances coming at me from all 360 degrees were overwhelming.

"How on earth..."

I sat on the bed, lost in thought.
It seemed strange that so many people would crowd around me just because of one advertisement.

There's something more to this.
The people looked at me with admiration and curiosity, like they were seeing a celebrity or a popular hero.

"Ah!"

After thinking for about five minutes, I figured it out.

Right. It wasn't just the advertisement.
All the work I'd done as Virginia had been accumulating, and this recent advertisement just served as the trigger.

Virginia—or rather, my work as a saint healing countless people—had been well-known for a long time. It might sound like self-flattery, but with my looks and rare ability, it was inevitable that I'd become known in crowded places.
Then suddenly I appeared in an advertisement on TV or YouTube, and people happened to see me in person the next day.

"Ha, hahaha... This is driving me crazy."

Good.
Building recognition isn't a bad thing. To be honest, I'm so happy I could jump on the bed. Everything's fine except the timing was bad.

"Argh, seriously! That damn Foriner!!"

Bang bang bang bang!

Unable to contain my frustration, I lay face down on the bed and pounded the innocent pillow. I barely restrained myself from using enhancement.

If I went out right now, I'd definitely be surrounded by people again.

*Do I have to stay cooped up in the dorm??*

I buried my face in the pillow.

Do I really have to stay in the dorm? Can't I go outside?
No!
That can't be!

Human nature makes us want something more when we're told we can't have it.

"No matter what, I'm going to wander around outside!"

My resolve was firm.
My schedule had long been set to wander outside. I wasn't going to give in to external pressure and repeat meaningless workouts or roll around in my room.

"To go out... I can't look like this. I need something else."

Brain working at full capacity!
I desperately wanted to go out as soon as possible.
What should I do?
How could I avoid being surrounded by people like before?

Click!

"Ah!"

I snapped my fingers at the thought that came to mind.
Surprisingly, the answer came quickly.
My rival, Don-Hil, had the solution.

The snack shop. And the artificial island.
She had shown me twice how she just changed clothes while still transformed as a magical girl.


* * *


*People definitely aren't crowding around me.*

I was outside again.
Perhaps because it was vacation time, the shopping district was bustling with people even in the morning.
Actually, I saw this earlier too, but since this was my first time coming to a place like this on a weekday, I wasn't sure if this was normal or because of vacation.

What mattered was:
I wasn't surrounded by people like before!

"Perfect."

I praised myself for my perfect disguise.
While walking down the street, I caught a glimpse of myself in a store window.

Long black straight hair and amethyst-like purple eyes.
It was definitely hard to associate this look with Shin Eun-Ha or Optima.

*Am I actually a genius?*

All I did was let down my hair by removing the ribbon and wear casual clothes with a hat, yet I looked so different.
To have created such a perfect disguise.
I might have discovered a talent I never knew I had today.

Plus, just in case, the clothes I wore were ones I had bought but never worn even once!

*I'm awesome!*

I couldn't stop praising myself as I stared at my reflection in the mirror.

Neither Shin Eun-Ha nor Optima, but a third version of me.
An unexpected side I hadn't discovered before.
Maybe this is why some people enjoy dressing up in different ways.

"Hehe!"

I grinned, feeling proud of myself. This was a side I rarely showed when I was Optima, which made me look even more like a different person.

"Excuse me."
"Yes?!"

While I was lost in thought, someone tapped my shoulder from behind.

*W-what is it?!*

Startled, I tensed up and slowly turned around with anxiety in my heart.

"Your tags..."

*Kim Se-Won?!*

The person who had tapped me was none other than Se-Won.
Se-Won was saying something to me with an awkward expression.

*At least he hasn't recognized me...*

The fortunate thing was that, as I intended, he didn't recognize who I was.
The unfortunate thing was—

"The tags are still attached to your clothes. All of them."

Se-Won dropped this bombshell.


* * *


"The tags are still attached to your clothes. All of them."

Kim Se-Won approached the girl and whispered quietly in her ear.
At first, he was going to just walk past, but the tags were attached in all the places they should be, and he simply couldn't ignore it.
It bothered him too much.

"Ah, aah..."

The girl, Optima's face instantly flushed red after hearing Kim Se-Won's whisper.

*I forgot to remove the tags!*

Optima had worn clothes straight from her closet that had only been stored there after purchase.

That's right.
As they were.
The clothes, unchanged since purchase, still had their tags attached.

"Ah, uh, ah..."

Too shocked to speak, Optima lost her ability to form words. Her eyes, filled with extreme embarrassment, trembled unstably and grew moist.

*Should I not have said anything?*

Seeing Optima's reaction, Kim Se-Won felt guilty.
The girl's clear skin had turned completely red, showing just how embarrassed she was.

"What's going on?"
"Did that guy do something?"
"She doesn't seem to dislike it though?"

People passing by, drawn to Optima's appearance and behavior, threw comments at Kim Se-Won.

"L-let's go somewhere less crowded. I think no one else noticed except me."

Flustered, Kim Se-Won waved his arms around trying to calm Optima down.

*Did I really make a mistake by saying something?!*

Sweat poured down his face. Optima looked like she might burst into tears at any moment.

[Academy student intimidates girl in broad daylight.]

With one wrong move, such a news headline could appear.

"H-hey! There's a manga cafe! Want to go there? They have private rooms!"

As ominous thoughts continued, Kim Se-Won became even more flustered. His mind was filled only with the need to somehow calm Optima down.

*It's now or never!*

Grab!

And that thought turned into action.

"Ah...!"

Optima's eyes widened.
She hadn't expected Kim Se-Won to act so assertively. But what surprised her more was her own reaction just moments before.

Normally, she would have blushed but still managed to say something.

"Wait—!"
"It's right nearby! Really, I won't do anything!"

Optima was dragged away by Kim Se-Won before she could think more about it.

Ch.146 - Disguise (2)
In one of the comic book stores located in the Academy district.

"Hehe...!"

A small, puppy-like girl had come to the comic book store as soon as it opened and was reading manga.

Giggling non-stop at times.
Completely immersed and focused at others.
And occasionally tearing up with sadness.

Yang Se-Hee, a girl whose mere presence brought smiles to those watching her.
She was indulging her long-suppressed desires here, after restraining herself to maintain her top grades at the Academy.

"N-next volume...!"

It ended too abruptly. She was curious.
It cut off right at a crucial scene.
Just as the puppy-like Se-Hee got up to head toward the bookshelf—

"Huff...! Huff...! Do you have a private room available?!"
"...Huh?"

She spotted a young man rushing into the comic book store.
He wasn't alone.
He had brought along a pretty girl she'd never seen before.

"Kim... Se-Won?"

Yang Se-Hee's small mouth opened slightly.
It was surprising enough to see her classmate in a place like this, but even more surprising that he'd brought an unknown girl with him.
Her eyes filled with curiosity.

*A private room means...*

With her head full of question marks, she gazed at Kim Se-Won with innocent eyes.

What he had asked for was a private room—
A space where one could read comics without being disturbed by others.

"Room number 3."
"Room 3? Ah, over there."

Kim Se-Won received a card from the kindly smiling owner and headed toward Room 3, still holding onto Optima.

Even while moving urgently, Se-Won didn't forget to scan his surroundings. His eyes reflected a sense of mission.

"...Who could she be?"

Hiding behind a bookshelf with just her head peeking out, Yang Se-Hee took in the scene clearly.
Her curious eyes were fixed not on Kim Se-Won but on Optima, the girl he had brought along.

*She's pretty.*

A girl she was seeing for the first time, yet somehow familiar. She had the kind of distance one would feel from someone seen not in person but through a video streaming site or TV.

"Could she be his girlfriend?"

Yang Se-Hee's cute eyebrows furrowed.
Her brain spun rapidly and concluded that the relationship between Kim Se-Won and the girl (Optima) was that of a couple.

And for some reason, they urgently needed a private room, her brain decided.

*A private room with his girlfriend means...!*

A blush appeared on Yang Se-Hee's face. Her reddening face scolded her brain, accelerating her thoughts even more.

*Th-those kinds of things!*

Secret activities involving exposed skin!
Yang Se-Hee covered her face with both hands, not knowing what to do.
Her heated cheeks felt like balls of fire.

"Is she really his girlfriend...? Eun-Ha might know."

Click!

Just as Kim Se-Won reached Room 3 and was about to enter,
Yang Se-Hee's hand moved at lightning speed to snap a photo of the two.

[Eun-Ha, does Se-Won have a girlfriend? Look at this picture—]

They say when one part atrophies, another develops. Yang Se-Hee quickly typed the message and sent it to Eun-Ha.
Not knowing that the Optima she had seen and photographed was actually Eun-Ha herself.



* * *



Pushed into the private room by Kim Se-Won, Optima glanced at him cautiously.

"Is it okay to do this with someone you just met?"
"Well... I feel a bit guilty."
"Is that so~"

Optima's eyes flashed briefly before she turned her head.

*He's too nice. Or is it because I'm a girl?*

While turning these idle thoughts over in her mind, she looked around the private room.
The room Kim Se-Won had pushed her into was quite spacious. A couple of large cushions, floor mats, a foldable table, and more. It had everything needed for a comfortable rest.

It seemed more suitable for 'couples' than for 'individuals.'

"I'll just read some manga while I'm here, so take your time removing the tags and come out when you're done."

Kim Se-Won gave an awkward smile and quietly left the room.

Click.

As the door closed, Optima was left alone.

*How interesting.*

She found this unexpected new side of Kim Se-Won fascinating.

Kim Se-Won, who didn't recognize his friend, was treating her quite differently from how he treated Eun-Ha.

A mixed feeling—she should be happy, but it wasn't entirely pleasant. It didn't feel good to have someone who was usually friendly suddenly act awkward.

"Well, I guess I have no choice since he brought me here."

Still, she could see again that he was a good person. And she couldn't ignore her friend's kindness.

Optima began removing her clothes without any concern that Kim Se-Won might peek.

Ding-

"Huh?"

Just as Optima had taken off her top, her communication device rang.

"From Se-Hee...?"

Checking her device, the sender was indeed an unexpected person.
It was Yang Se-Hee.

"......"

Optima was speechless.
She knew that Yang Se-Hee tended to be more talkative in messages than in face-to-face conversations.

[Hey! I think Kim Se-Won has a girlfriend!]

So the lengthy message wasn't a problem, but...

[Photo]

The problem was the photo she had attached.
Her eyes widened and trembled.

"That's me?!"

Optima was startled as she realized too late.
No matter how many times she looked, the photo showed her being pulled into the private room by Kim Se-Won, who was holding her wrist.

"Th-this isn't the time."

Optima began moving quickly.
She removed all the tags from her clothes and put them back on.

Then, peeking out from the door, she looked around and spotted Yang Se-Hee's small figure giggling while reading a comic book.

"She's cute."

A warm smile formed naturally. It was hard to believe she was really a high school freshman.
This was the reason Optima had hurriedly removed the tags.

"...Oh!"

After staring blankly at Yang Se-Hee, Optima came to her senses and went back inside the private room.

"What should I do about this?"

She never expected Yang Se-Hee to actually be at this comic book store. Optima leaned against the wall, lost in thought.

*Come to think of it, I don't think I need to worry about it?*

The conclusion came quickly. After all, Yang Se-Hee didn't know Optima's true identity. Even if Optima showed herself to Yang Se-Hee, there would be no harm.

[I don't know either. But he secretly got a girlfriend? Ignoring Ha-Ram and Chae-Eun???]

Optima pretended not to know and replied to Yang Se-Hee. She added a touch of playfulness and made sure to include a sense of indignation.

Ding-

[Should I ask him? I'm right nearby.]

"Hmm...."

Looking at the immediate reply, she could almost see what expression Yang Se-Hee was making.
Uncharacteristically bold. The look of someone who's found something interesting.
Like a small puppy wagging its tail excitedly.

Optima couldn't help but smile.

[No, I'll ask him. But where are you?]
[At this comic book store! About a 10-minute walk from the Academy g.]

Yang Se-Hee's reply was quick.
But something seemed off.
It felt like she had been cut off mid-sentence.
After waiting a bit longer, no further reply came.

No, really.
Just someone I don't know.... Ahem. G-girlfriend... well, not really.

"What's that sound?"

Meanwhile, she faintly heard something from outside.
Optima put her ear to the door and concentrated on the conversation coming through the thin door.

Since you're hiding it, she must be your girlfriend...! I-I'm going to tell Eun-Ha everything!
Sigh, I can't talk to you.

Listening carefully, she could hear Yang Se-Hee and Kim Se-Won bickering.
A fight that Yang Se-Hee had no chance of winning. The outcome was obvious.

Ow...! Don't press on my head...!
Shrink, shrink, shorty. Destroying evidence~
Ugh...!

But what was this sound that followed?
Optima couldn't contain her curiosity and peeked out the door again.

"Idiot! Idiot! Stupid idiot!"

Bong bong bong!

There was Kim Se-Won, subduing Yang Se-Hee by pressing down on her head with one hand.
Yang Se-Hee was swinging her arms with all her might, but couldn't reach Kim Se-Won.

"Fun... no, are you bullying our Se-Hee?"

Optima felt her insides boiling with anger.
Yang Se-Hee's attempts to land even a single hit were too pitiful to watch. It might have been better if she had just backed down like a newborn grape.

*How despicable.*

Optima envied Kim Se-Won for getting to interact with Yang Se-Hee like that. No, in her view, it was despicable.
As a magical girl, it was time for the hammer of justice.

*Wait, neither Se-Hee nor Se-Won recognize me, do they?*

While contemplating how to get back at that despicable guy, Optima suddenly realized that neither of them knew she was Shin Eun-Ha.

Right.
No matter what she did.
They would never find the connection between Optima and Shin Eun-Ha.
Optima heard the thin string in her heart snap.

As she stared blankly at the two bickering people.

*I'm taking your day away!*

Whether it was revenge against Kim Se-Won or not, Optima formulated a plan and emerged from the private room.

Step, step.

"Stop it alreadyyy... huh?"

Optima deliberately made footsteps as she closed the distance between herself and the two.
Yang Se-Hee, who had been swinging her arms, noticed first.
Then belatedly, Kim Se-Won noticed Optima's approach and expressed confusion.
Optima's expression was quite serious.

As Optima got completely close to Yang Se-Hee—

Grab!

"Eek?!"

She suddenly hugged Yang Se-Hee tightly.

"Um, excuse me? What are you...?"

Yang Se-Hee's body heat up close.
Her breath felt at this distance.
Hugging Yang Se-Hee tightly, Optima put all her effort into maintaining a stoic expression while fidgeting with her.
Despite being clear sexual harassment, Optima's hands, once set in motion, wouldn't stop.

Meanwhile, Yang Se-Hee's face was filled with question marks.

*What is happening??????*

"Eeeeeee-"

Yang Se-Hee's cheeks stretched like mochi. They were so chewy they seemed like they would keep stretching.

"...How much do you want for her?"
"Huh?"

Optima asked seriously while kneading Yang Se-Hee's cheeks. She genuinely wanted to buy Yang Se-Hee.
One Yang Se-Hee per household policy. She seriously wondered if distributing this adorable creature worldwide would bring about world peace.

"...Ahem! J-just kidding."

After fiddling for quite some time, Optima finally came to her senses and glanced at Kim Se-Won.
Kim Se-Won was stunned, not understanding the situation at all.
The same went for Yang Se-Hee.

*Desire is a frightening thing.*

The fact that neither Yang Se-Hee nor Kim Se-Won knew her true identity became the driving force behind Optima's uninhibited behavior.

To actually carry out actions she would normally only think about—Optima was almost afraid of herself.

But that was over now.
From now on, it was time to take all of this despicable Kim Se-Won's time for herself.
She would run him ragged until he collapsed.

*This is revenge!*

When In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun went shopping for her clothes. And when they went to buy swimsuits, he didn't stop them but just stood by. Now was the time for punishment.

Ch.147 - Disguise (3)
"Wait. Come with me."

Leaving Yang Se-Hee standing there with a confused expression, Optima and Kim Se-Won returned to the private room.
Optima held Kim Se-Won's hand, practically dragging him along. Their positions were reversed from when they first came here.

As soon as they entered the private room, Optima began backing Kim Se-Won against the wall. There was a serious look in her eyes.

*I need to be forceful!*

Optima was determined to drag him along, even if she had to use force.

She looked up at Kim Se-Won and took one step forward, then another. Not understanding why Optima was suddenly acting this way, Kim Se-Won could only back up in response to her movements.

Bang!

When Kim Se-Won finally reached the wall, she tapped the wall beside him.

"You have a lot of free time today, right?"

Optima shot him a sharp look.

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won couldn't understand her behavior—wearing all those tags, saying she would buy Yang Se-Hee, and now cornering him like this.

*What's with her?*

On top of that, Optima's somewhat arrogant attitude made her seem like a rich young lady who had lived her whole life in a gilded cage.
The kind of person he didn't want to be polite to anymore.

"No, I don't."
"You do, right? Just say you do, hurry up."
"I don't."
"..."

Kim Se-Won continued to refuse.
Her initial plan to forcefully lead him away ended before it could properly begin.

*This isn't right...*

Optima couldn't hide her bewilderment. Her original plan was to drag Kim Se-Won out and pay him back for what he'd done to her.
But she couldn't even get started with the plan.

"You."

Kim Se-Won, who had been staring at the flustered Optima, spoke up.

*This scent.*

At this closer distance than ever before,
a sweet scent emanated from Optima, like someone forcefully pulling you in.
It was definitely a scent he had smelled somewhere before.

Though he had instinctively resisted her forceful approach, the sweet fragrance wafting from her moved his heart.

*Maybe I'll play along a bit.*

But he didn't want to just go along with it.
If he'd been played, it was only fair to return the favor.

Kim Se-Won used his psychokinesis ability and physical strength to reverse their positions.

Bang!

"?!"

Now it was Optima who was backed against the wall.
Startled, Optima blankly looked up at Kim Se-Won.
No matter how off-guard she had been, to switch positions in an instant—it was unimaginable.

"You want to play with me, right?"
"Y-yes...?"

Optima subtly averted her gaze.

*Even so, to be in this position against Se-Won of all people.*

Embarrassing.
Humiliating.

They say carelessness is the root of all evil.
She felt deeply ashamed to be caught in such a position by Kim Se-Won, who was still technically her student.

"Let's go."
"Huh? What?"
"You wanted to hang out together. So let's do that."

Optima's face, which had been flushed with shame, now showed bewilderment.
After firmly refusing earlier, his sudden acceptance made him look like a master of changing tactics.

"L-let's do that...?"

Optima nodded, unable to hide her bewilderment.



* * *



"Oh...! Hey! Look at this!"

Optima was excitedly examining a hero's bromide, her eyes sparkling.
The bromide depicted a physical enhancement ability user with a perfectly balanced physique.

As soon as Kim Se-Won agreed, they had come to a specialty shop selling all kinds of hero merchandise.
From the entrance to the back of the store, there were goods featuring heroes of all ages and genders.

*This scene feels familiar somehow.*

Kim Se-Won felt an odd sense of déjà vu.
The sight of a small girl cheering for a muscular hero was something he felt he'd seen quite often somewhere.

*Could it be...?*

A suspicion began to sprout in his mind.
It wasn't common to see a woman who liked muscles.
Especially one who was short, pretty, and met all these conditions—such women were truly rare.

"Look! They even have a t-shirt with muscles drawn on it!"

Optima held up a white t-shirt with a hero's upper body printed on it against herself.

Tap!

"Huh...?"

Regardless, Kim Se-Won placed his hand on top of Optima's head with a serious expression.

Tug-

"Aaah! W-what are you doing?!"
"It's not...?"

Her crown.
More precisely, he grabbed and pulled at her hair, but the black locks refused to separate.
As if they were truly her own hair.

"Eek! That hurts!"

Whack!

"Ugh!"

A powerful low kick from Optima struck Kim Se-Won's shin. Caught off guard by the pain, his body crumpled, and he sat down on the floor.

"What's with suddenly trying to pull my hair out?!"
"No, I just... I thought you might be someone I know. Sorry."
"If that's the case, couldn't you just ask instead of yanking my hair? Would that be good? No, it wouldn't!"

Optima pretended to be furious.

*That was close...!*

Inside, she was sighing with relief as she tried to calm her pounding heart.
It was a tactic to divert attention from Kim Se-Won's mention of "someone I know."

"I-I'm sorry. I'll buy you anything you like to make up for it. How about that?"
"You know, I actually have quite a bit of money... Well, if you really want to buy me something, I guess one thing would be fine."
"Alright. Pick something."

Standing up again despite his aching shin, Kim Se-Won once more felt that sense of déjà vu.

*'I actually have quite a bit of money, you know? I can afford to get various things.'*

The day he first discovered the secret base with Eun-Ha.
In Optima's expression before him, he could see Eun-Ha boasting with that confident look.

*They have a lot in common.*

Similar speech patterns were common enough. But as he kept noticing behaviors that resembled Eun-Ha's, suspicion began to take deep root in Kim Se-Won's mind.

"Can I ask you something?"
"What?"
"What's your name?"

Since they were spending time together, he should at least know her name.
Kim Se-Won asked Optima, not letting go of his suspicions.

"My name? Right. I didn't tell you. My name is..."

Optima fell into thought for a moment.

*I should hide the name I'm currently using, right?*

The name she was currently using was one he knew. But there was no reason to proudly say "Optima" either.
In that case, it wouldn't be bad to use a name she no longer used.

"Han Jae-Yoo. That's my name."
"Han Jae-Yoo..."

Optima smiled broadly as she spoke her name.
Han Jae-Yoo. A name that now only Hong Yoo-Jin knew.
Since she wouldn't be using it anymore anyway, she thought she might as well use it as an alias.



* * *



"This..."

After being told she could have one item of her choice, Optima began looking around the store. During her search, her gaze fixed on one corner of the shop.

"It's a magical girl. These are quite popular, actually."
"...Are they selling these with the person's permission? I heard no one knows who she is or where she lives."
"Wouldn't the Hero Association have gotten permission? Otherwise, there'd be all sorts of copyright issues and such."

Before Optima's eyes were images of herself, taken who knows when.
Large bromides, photo albums, mugs, and more. Her likeness was being sold as character merchandise.

*Could it be?*

Feeling an awkward sensation, Optima unconsciously looked at the communication device on her wrist.
After the advertisement spread, she hadn't been able to contact the root of all evil. The only person who could sell the license for the Optima character was Foriner.
If not, they were selling it without permission.

"Hmm."
"What's wrong?"

Either way, it wasn't pleasant.

The fact that her merchandise was being sold in a hero goods specialty shop meant she had gained some recognition.
But there was a problem.

"Is this really, truly authorized by the person herself...?"

Optima pointed at the merchandise with an incredulous expression.

Perhaps because magical girls were a slightly different profession from heroes, the content of the products being sold was also a bit different.
To be precise, the poses struck by the figurines modeled after the hero.

"Uh... L-looking at this, I think the person must know about it?"

He pointed to a long body pillow cover.

*Why does something like this exist?*

Even the person pointing it out was embarrassed by the item.
The pillow cover showed Optima lying in bed with a flushed face.

"..."

Optima was speechless, her mouth hanging open. Her face turned even redder than the one printed on the pillow cover.

While other items might be acceptable, this was a pose she had never struck even once.

Looking at it this way, there was a clear difference in atmosphere between other heroes' merchandise and Optima's.
A more unsavory gaze, viewing her as something other than an idol.

"L-let's go..."

After staring at the pillow cover for a long time, Optima finally came to her senses and trudged out of the store with heavy steps.

"Wait, didn't you want me to buy you something?"
"...Forget it. Let's just go get something to eat."

Optima's expression showed she had received quite a shock.

*Definitely.*

Kim Se-Won also had considerable objections to treating a magical girl who helped humanity in such a manner.

"Alright. Let's go eat. Where do you want to go?"
"...I want meat. Let's go eat meat. I'll pay, so follow me."

Optima spoke in a deflated tone as she walked straight ahead.



* * *



"Who are you?"

Impressive muscles.
Muscles that bulged as if they would never allow the invasion of fat blocked Kim Se-Won's path.
This was a Western restaurant that Kim Se-Won had previously visited with Eun-Ha—or more precisely, one that he had recommended.

"Have you abandoned the Saint for another woman?"

A face burning red with anger was threatening Kim Se-Won. The man's will was clear—he would accept nothing but "No" as an answer.

"No, that's not it. Please listen to my explanation first, okay?"

Intimidated by the imposing muscles that seemed to move on their own, Kim Se-Won waved his hands frantically, trying to explain.

"Hmm..."

Meanwhile, Optima was intently staring at the menu, wondering what to eat.
Last time she was here, she had been able to sample various dishes thanks to the owner's generosity. But now it was different.
As Optima, not Shin Eun-Ha—or rather, as a third person—she had to carefully choose just one dish she wanted to eat.

*That's still hanging there.*

Glancing sideways, a large photo came into view.
A picture of herself with an awkward smile and making a V sign—it was still uncomfortable to look at.
The frame seemed to be polished daily, it was so shiny.

"Then who is that girl?!"
"I told you, I don't know either!"

The quasi-hearing that began as soon as they entered the restaurant had now devolved into an argument.

"Suddenly putting tags all over your body—ugh!!"

Whack!

Optima's low kick targeted Kim Se-Won's shin. His shin, which had already been kicked once, screamed in pain from the even stronger low kick.

"Let's eat."
"You... saying... let's... eat..."
"That's what happens when you try to spread strange rumors! Come here quickly!"

Kim Se-Won was dragged along by Optima while writhing in pain.

"That was a clean low kick."

The restaurant owner, watching the scene, nodded with a serious expression.
A low kick that drew a smooth line without any excess movement. It wasn't the work of someone who had only done it once or twice.



* * *



Even after the meal ended, Optima didn't stop.
She dragged Kim Se-Won around, visiting places she had never been before or places she had visited but never on weekdays.

"It doesn't feel like we did much, but why am I so tired?"

That was why Kim Se-Won, despite being well-trained, looked like death warmed over.

The visibly exhausted Kim Se-Won and the still-energetic Optima walked silently down the street.

A place so familiar and friendly to both of them. Tired, Kim Se-Won followed behind Optima, not yet realizing where they were walking.

*Still.*

As Kim Se-Won trudged along, he recalled the Optima he had seen today.

She was both similar to and different from Eun-Ha.
Also, she was innocent and curious. At least, that's how she appeared to Kim Se-Won.

A girl who looked around with interest at every little thing, as if visiting such places for the first time.
The impression he had when he first saw Optima—like a rich young lady who had lived her life in a cage.

"We're here!"
"...Huh?"

When he looked up, the sky had already turned red.
The setting sun created a twilight that dyed the surroundings in crimson.

The place Optima and Kim Se-Won had arrived at was the academy's main gate.
A place they passed through every day on their way to school.

"Why did we come here?"

Kim Se-Won watched Optima, who had her back to him as she gazed at the academy.
The delicate girl, meeting the sunset, looked ephemeral, as if she might turn to sand and disappear at any moment.

"Just because. I wanted to come."

Still with her back turned, Optima spoke in a light voice.

"Hey, do you have a dream?"
"I do."

A sudden question.
Kim Se-Won couldn't understand her intention, but he nodded and answered anyway.

"What is it?"
"There's someone I want to chase after. They're too far away from me now, but I want to catch up and stand beside them."
"I see."
"Why did you ask?"

Who exactly was this girl?
She had identified herself as Han Jae-Yoo, but he couldn't even be sure if that name was true.
If she had returned to the academy, was she a student there?
If so, was she a first-year? Second-year? Third-year?
Either way, she was a girl Kim Se-Won had never seen before.

"Just curious. You were so reckless at Magica Essential, but it seems you have quite an earnest wish."
"What? How do you...?"

Surprised, Kim Se-Won took a step back.
Not many people knew he had been to Magica Essential.
The villain who awakened at a young age, Jung Hee-Won. And Optima.
There was also Centaurus who had interrogated him when he was left alone, but none of them seemed to have any connection to the girl before him.

*Who on earth is she... Wait.*

Belatedly, he remembered someone.
The magical girl Optima.
A girl who fought evil with her beautiful black hair flowing.
That girl also had purple eyes like Han Jae-Yoo standing before him.

"And... I wanted to say th-thank you."

While Kim Se-Won was lost in thought, Optima tapped the ground with her toes, clearly flustered.
Too embarrassed to directly say "thank you," her voice trembled slightly.

"For today...? You mean hanging out together? Well, that's..."
"Um... that too, but more than that... you know, that time. When you, you... saved me. I've been bothered that I disappeared from your room without saying thanks."

Swish-
Optima, who had been showing her back all this time, turned around.
Her clothes disappeared without being touched.
Her hair gathered and twisted up without anyone touching it.

"?!"
"S-so... thank you for saving me last time."

Revealing her true form, Optima couldn't hide her embarrassment and slightly averted her gaze.

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened again.
The figure he had seen in the hero goods store. And the magical girl he had encountered several times before, whom he had inadvertently saved when she fell from an exploding building—she was standing right in front of him.

"Wait, just to check—were you also the one who came to my room recently?"
"I-I went to say hello, but no one was there."

Optima turned her back again.

*How does he know I was in Se-Won's room?!*

She panicked at Kim Se-Won's unexpected statement.

*Time for a panty run!*

If this situation continued, it would surely not end well.
Optima knew her own intelligence quite well.

"A-anyway! I've said thank you! I bought you a meal as a token of gratitude, so we're even! Got it?"

Optima hastily ended the conversation and used her stealth magic to hide herself.
The only person left at the academy's vast main gate was Kim Se-Won.

Left alone, Kim Se-Won blankly stared at the spot where Optima had been.

"Ha, hahaha..."

What had just happened before his eyes didn't feel real.
The person who had been dragging him around all day was actually Optima.
And they had been looking at such shameless merchandise together while she was right beside him.
If he told this story to someone else, they would tell him to stop talking nonsense.

"Hah..."

Kim Se-Won let out a short sigh as he looked at where she had been.

"My goal is."

His eyes filled with aspiration.

"Actually you, too."

And he whispered into the void, knowing there would likely be no answer.

Ch.148 - Frontline Experience (1)
Today was the day to go to The Front Line.

As soon as I opened my eyes and realized that fact, I felt complicated emotions.

I was somewhat excited, but also reluctant at the thought of wallowing in that muddy battlefield. And I was curious about what changes might have happened while I was away.

Various thoughts tangled in my head.

"Heave-ho!"

Since I absolutely hate complicated thoughts, I shook them off and got up. Under the bed was the bag I had packed yesterday.

"Let's see..."

I lifted the bag and checked the items I would take.
Portable emergency rations, knife, fire starter, compass, and so on. Everything I needed for emergencies was definitely in there.

"A shovel... well, I guess I could dig with my hands if needed. That'll work."

If I coat my hands with mana, I could dig through the ground well enough, even if it's uncomfortable.
Now that preparations were mostly done, all that remained was waiting. I still had about two hours to spare.

I took out a few items I had already packed and placed them visibly next to the bag.
Things like the knife and fire starter might be needed at any moment, so I planned to carry them with me.

"Dreams, huh..."

After finishing preparations, I flopped back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. With nothing left to do, stray thoughts crept in.

Se-Won's dream.
I remembered hearing about it many times, but Se-Won's dream had been gradually changing.

What he wanted remained the same.
To become stronger.
But his reason—his goal, you might say—had changed.

At first, he said he wanted to become stronger to catch up to and bring down his father, Cha Jin-Ho.
And now he said he wanted to become stronger to reach someone.

Eyes filled with intense determination.
People with such eyes usually achieved their goals.

"I'll help as much as I can."

Since he helps me in various ways usually, I should help him as much as possible. That's probably the right thing to do.



* * *



Time passed, and it was the assembly time.
Children had gathered at the first of the three athletic fields in the academy, the one closest to the school gate. I heard that first-years gathered at the first field, and second-years at the second field.

The number of children gathered was quite small. Not even 100 people. Maybe around 50.

"Eun-Ha~!"
"Oh? Chae-Eun!"

I waved my hand at the familiar voice. Chae-Eun was holding a sign marked "A," making both the sign and her chest bounce.

As I approached Chae-Eun, I saw many other familiar faces besides her.
Se-Won, Se-Hee, Ham Ho-Jong, and Yoo Jin-Ah too.

*Could it be because of the monster meat...?*

Jin-Ah, who was bubbling with excitement, was clearly hoping to taste monster meat again like she had before.

"......"

Seeing Ho-Jong's troubled expression when he noticed my arrival, I was pretty sure my guess was right.

"Was Haram busy with company work during the break?"
"Yeah. So it's just you, Se-Won, and me going like this~"
"Ya-Han Chae-Eun. This isn't a field trip, so don't get too excited, okay?"
"What do you mean excited! You're the one who needs to get your head straight!"

Se-Won and Chae-Eun started bickering as usual. Even so, Se-Won and I waved at each other.

"U-Eun-Ha. Hello...!"
"Hi!"

What's going on?
Se-Hee, who had been hesitating behind Se-Won for a while, approached me and greeted me first. I was about to go greet her first. This was unexpected.

Se-Hee was still tiny. Her growth period had ended a while ago, so she probably wouldn't grow any taller.

*If she ever awakens, she might get taller. That would be troublesome.*

Hoping that even if she awakens, her height would remain the same, I chatted with Se-Hee.

"Attention! Everyone pay attention!"

*Clap clap!*

Teacher Choi Cheol-Jin, who had been waiting for everyone to gather, called out.
His voice was always powerful. A solid upper body balanced with an appropriate lower body. Tanned skin.
Teacher Choi definitely struck me as likable every time I saw him.

"You all know where you're going this time, right?"
""""Yes!""""
"Good. Although we'll do our utmost to ensure your safety, it's still a dangerous place. Everyone be careful! This is where you might be going in as little as two years from now!"

While Teacher Choi was briefly explaining the precautions, I heard the sound of tires on sand from behind. Probably the bus we would be taking.

*It seems like no one is really listening to the teacher.*

Glancing around at the atmosphere, everyone seemed excited as if going on a picnic.
They might get to see heroes they rarely see. They could easily handle monsters themselves. They might even get scouting offers if they do well.
There wasn't even a speck of tension visible.

"Sigh."

It was both ridiculous and somewhat exciting.

The Front Line is commonly called the land of opportunity, so they probably think they have a chance to catch a sponsor's eye.
But if they knew that this "land of opportunity" could be a one-way ticket to the afterlife, leave them half-crippled, or barely able to save themselves...
I wonder how the children would react?

"Um, Eun-Ha. Aren't you nervous?"
"Huh? Why?"
"Because it's a place where monsters swarm in hordes. If you get caught up in it, won't you disappear without a trace? Here, if someone like Se-Hee gets hit by a monster horde, she might become a star in the sky!"
"Eek...?!"
"Uh..."

Chae-Eun was making a fuss with worry. The more she fussed... the more the mass clinging to her trembled.

Honestly, I'm not nervous at all.
It's a place I'm already quite familiar with. Going there itself doesn't make me nervous.
If I actually get surrounded by monsters when I'm there, then I'll be nervous, but just going there doesn't make me anxious.

"A... little?"

Still, feeling like I should pretend somewhat, I gave an appropriate answer.

"Will I... really fly away?"

Meanwhile, Se-Hee's face had turned pale blue.
Imagining being hit by a monster horde and becoming a star in the sky as Chae-Eun said, her eyes were spinning.

I reassured Se-Hee, saying it would be fine and that I would protect her from most dangers.
I barely managed to resist the urge to hug her tightly like when I met her as Optima.

"What's this, already scared, Han Chae-Eun? Why are you scaring others too?"
"I-I'm not scared!"

Se-Won also seemed quite nervous, with his hands sweaty.
He was just picking on Chae-Eun to pretend he wasn't scared, but he looked just as frightened.

"Alright! Everyone board! I hope you all gain something during this week!"

While we were having this brief chat, the bus doors opened at Teacher Choi's command.

"Let's go! To the dreamland!"
"It's The Front Line."
"Meat! Meat!"

Led by Jin-Ah, who was excited about eating monster meat, we boarded the bus.

It seemed like Ho-Jong would have a hard time taking care of Jin-Ah day by day.

*I should help him when I get the chance.*

Whether I had developed a sense of responsibility or not, I made that promise while looking at Ho-Jong's unusually tired shoulders.



* * *



Several hours.
To exaggerate a bit, sitting on a bus all day is quite exhausting.
Especially if you unexpectedly had to skip lunch.
The traffic was terribly congested.

"Kids, 30 minutes! You have 30 minutes of free time!"
"Hurry to the front!"
"I thought I was going to die of hunger!"
"Only 30 minutes?! What should I eat??"
"I'm... going to burst...! My bladder...!"

As soon as my mother shouted to the kids on the bus, they rushed outside as if they had been waiting for this moment.

"Sausage!"
"Baked potato!"
"Toast!"
"Ramen!!"
"Bathroom!!!"

The children ran toward the rest area, shouting what they wanted to eat as if declaring skill names.

"Hmm..."

*Growl~*

And I too was walking toward the rest area.
The difference between me and the kids was that I was walking leisurely.

"Why do school teachers have to be dragged out like this even during vacation?"
"That's what I should be saying."

My mother and I trudged along.
As befitting the junior teacher, my mother got stuck with this job. The word "I want to rest" was visibly written all over her face.

"But what can we do? We've already taken on the responsibility. Ah, should we eat that together after a long time?"
"That? Ah~"

I was wondering what she was talking about, but then I nodded as I realized what she meant.
Since there was no one around to be concerned about, it felt like going back to the old days.

What my mother suggested wasn't anything special.
At rest areas, there are places that sell food on sticks like hot dogs, hot bars, and fish cakes, and we would buy one or two of each kind.

Most of these foods can be eaten elsewhere, but somehow they taste special at rest areas, and we used to eat them to our heart's content.

"But... will it be okay?"
"What?"
"Since you've shrunk so much, I wonder if it will all fit. Your belly might stick out like you're pregnant."
"...I can eat it all, so don't worry. What about you, Master? The academy kids are everywhere, don't you need to keep up appearances?"

I brushed off her playful gaze and enhanced my vision.

"Ah, there it is. Over there, over there."
"I see it."

Then I pointed to a spot.
It was the place selling the food we were looking for. As the kids who went ahead complained, we didn't have much time.
If that's the case, we had to minimize the time spent moving around.

"I can faintly... see the convenience store over there too. You order first. I'll go buy drinks. Tomato juice is fine?"
"Hmm- yes. And buy a coffee for the driver on your way. I'll give you money."
"It's fine. Don't worry about money."

I went ahead, stopping my mother who was trying to take money out of her wallet.

*Should I buy something extra too?*

We were about halfway to our destination, The Front Line.
Since we'd be stuck in the car for a similar amount of time going forward, it might not be a bad idea to buy some snacks.

"Ho-Jong. Don't you think this knife looks really sharp? I think it would be good for skinning monsters."
"...That's cheap junk."

Come to think of it, what should I drink? Suddenly, I wondered. Coffee would be the most reasonable choice, but I felt like I might need to pee during the trip.

"...Huh?"

While I was walking and continuing to think about what to buy, a glimpse of snow-white hair passed through the corner of my vision.
A hair color rarely seen.
I quickly turned my gaze, but the person with the hair I had glimpsed was nowhere to be found.

"Did I see wrong...?"

Maybe I was being sensitive because I seemed to run into Don-Hil in casual clothes quite often lately.

"Nom nom nom."
"You're getting sauce all over yourself, you know?"
"...Give me a tissue."

Anyway, I had lunch with my mother until I was stuffed, so I guess it doesn't matter.



* * *



After being trapped in the bus for another 4 hours.

"Wow..."

The children who got off the bus all opened their mouths wide, imprinting the scene before them in their eyes.

An endless, massive wall.
This wall, stretching from one end of the horizon to the other, was humanity's last bastion.

Yes. After consuming 8 hours traveling through terribly congested roads, we had finally arrived at The Front Line.

Ch.149 - Frontline Experience (2)
Humanity's last bastion, Eun-Ha and the Academy students arrived at the rear of The Front Line and were immediately shown to their accommodations for the week-long stay.

*Familiar ceiling.*

Eun-Ha flopped onto the bed as soon as she was shown to her room. Her first impression was that it felt "familiar."

*But so much has changed.*

Yet it also felt strange. Even though this was the safest area at the rear of The Front Line, heroes typically lived in shared quarters. There was no way they could provide private rooms for all fifty students.

Eun-Ha got up from the bed and looked around. The furniture wasn't standard military-issue beds or lockers, but civilian furniture—the kind you'd find in wealthy homes: nice beds, wardrobes, and desks. They'd even been given personal terminals to use during their free time.

Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion. This situation felt awkward. It didn't seem like the place she knew. It was like going to a famous restaurant only to find yourself in a knockoff with a similar exterior. Or perhaps it was more like returning to your hometown after a long time to find it had been redeveloped.

"Did they increase the budget for The Front Line? Or are they making a special effort because we're from the Academy? Or maybe..."

Eun-Ha stood in front of the mirror, smoothing the pleats of her skirt as she fell into thought. The appearance was the same, but something was different. It hadn't even been a year since she left The Front Line, yet enormous changes had occurred.

*Did they implement some kind of reform? Come to think of it, I saw people wearing unfamiliar uniforms.*

Eun-Ha picked up the booklet she'd been given before being assigned quarters and stared at it intently. On the cover was a hero wearing a red uniform.

"It's similar to the Academy uniform color."

A red tone similar to the Academy uniform. Was it just a coincidence? Eun-Ha recalled the people she'd seen since arriving.

Red.
Everyone was in red.
And among them were some who acted familiar with the teachers escorting them.

Eun-Ha felt a stifling sensation, as if she wanted to pound her chest. She felt like she was close to the truth, but couldn't quite reach it.

"I guess there's no choice."

She let out a small sigh and checked the time.
6:45.
Dinner was at 7:00, so she had about 15 minutes of free time left.

"If thinking won't work, I'll have to move."

Eun-Ha opened the door and went outside.


* * *


"Hmm..."

In the hallway, Eun-Ha carefully surveyed her surroundings. To resolve her questions, she needed to find someone.

*Preferably someone who would be easily inclined to be friendly to me... and who's been here for at least a year.*

The conditions weren't too demanding. Most people would have served at The Front Line for over a year. The problem was finding someone who would readily share inside information with a girl they'd never met before. She had about 15 minutes left—not much time.

Snap!

"That's it!"

A flash of inspiration struck Eun-Ha. She snapped her fingers and smiled.

Tap-tap-tap-tap!

Eun-Ha suddenly started running. Her destination was already clearly fixed in her mind.

*No matter how much The Front Line has changed, the purpose of certain locations shouldn't have changed!*

Even if people wouldn't tell her anything when asked directly, things might be different if she could do them a favor.

So Eun-Ha kept running. Up the central staircase to the third floor, then across the connecting passage to reach her destination. She arrived at the hospital ward connected to The Front Line's medical facility.

"Haa... haa..."

*This place is strange too.*

The hospital ward she reached via the passage felt quite different. It had the typical hospital smell, but the atmosphere was starkly divided between the left and right sides of the central corridor.

One side was dingy and poorly maintained. The other side was clean and tidy. Compared to the right side, the left side seemed darker, even the light from the ceiling fixtures.

"What on earth..."

It was a jarringly incongruous sight. It gave the impression that something was being deliberately discriminated against.

Naturally, the unclean area caught her attention more than the clean one. Eun-Ha carefully moved toward the left wing.

[Ugh...]

*Groaning?*

Though it seemed quiet, if you listened carefully, you could hear faint sounds of suffering. When she approached the room where the sound was coming from and put her ear to the door, she heard multiple people moaning in pain.

"!!!"

Peering through the slightly open door, Eun-Ha recoiled in horror, taking a step back.

Through the gap, she saw patients crammed together on the floor, not even on beds. They were packed so tightly there wasn't even room to step between them. Even for a shared room, cramming people in like this made no sense.

*Could there have been a large-scale attack recently?*

Since she couldn't make a complete judgment by looking at just one side, Eun-Ha went to the opposite corridor to compare the situation.

*Please don't let it be what I'm thinking.*

Anxiety grew in her chest. She desperately hoped that the assumption this anxiety was creating wouldn't be true.

Entering the perfectly maintained corridor, Eun-Ha enhanced her hearing to listen to the surrounding sounds.

*There are no groans of pain. Instead... sounds like TV? Communication terminals?*

Instead of sounds of suffering, she heard sound effects and voices of celebrities and heroes from TVs or communication terminals, along with the giggles of people watching them.

Eun-Ha felt devastated that her fears had become reality. After listening to the sounds around her, she didn't need to check directly. Barely suppressing a sigh that threatened to escape, she quietly approached the room she had peeked into earlier and opened the door.

"Excuse me."

All eyes immediately turned to her. She was getting used to being the center of attention, but the emotions in those gazes were far from pleasant. Suspicion, anger, anxiety, irritation, contempt—not everyone looked at her that way, but most directed negative emotions toward her.

"What are you doing here...!"
"Isn't it the famous 'saint' from the A.ca.de.my."

Two male voices filled with hostility and sarcasm. The animosity was so intense it could have left bruises if ill will alone could harm someone.

"I came to ask something, but I see there's something more urgent to do first."

Eun-Ha calmly looked around. The condition of the patients she saw was uniformly abnormal. Some had blackened wounds—a very dangerous sign. Patients who should have been in intensive care were left on the floor with just a blanket underneath them.

The two men who had spoken to her were in the worst condition. Despite sweating profusely, they were directing hostility toward her through sheer willpower.

*Given how they emphasized "Academy," something that shouldn't have happened has occurred.*

Conflict between Academy-trained heroes and others. There had always been a tendency for Academy graduates to discriminate, but never this blatantly. Regardless of background, The Front Line was barely maintaining the status quo.

If heroes formed factions and conflicts arose between them, The Front Line would surely collapse before long.

That's why even Academy-trained heroes had previously limited themselves to just slightly crossing the line of teasing.

"Please wait a moment."

Eun-Ha took out her communication terminal and checked the time. About 10 minutes left. Not much time remained.

She closed her eyes and embraced a brilliantly shining light. Soon, the hospital room was enveloped in dazzling light, and the hero candidate and magical girl, Virginia, revealed herself.

"Before anything else, I need to treat you all."

Eun-Ha forced a smile and drew magical power from her core.


* * *


"This is so delicious...!"
"Do they eat like this every day at The Front Line?"

I hear Chae-Eun and Se-Won's voices filled with admiration. Beside me, Se-Hee silently chews with her small mouth. Everyone is thoroughly enjoying the feast before them.

"......"

But I couldn't do the same. Despite the appetizing meat in front of me, I couldn't bring myself to reach for it.

This feast should have gone to nourish other heroes—the non-Academy heroes who were being openly discriminated against. The budget that should have been used for them was clearly being spent here instead.

Knowing this fact made me feel like I might vomit just looking at the food.

*It's disgusting.*

The reason we were welcomed was because we attend the Academy. If we hadn't been Academy students, we wouldn't have been invited at all. And if we had been from a different hero training school, the difference in treatment would have been enormous.

Although the Academy gathered talented individuals from across the country, at The Front Line, everyone was just a hero. Yet I was certain that if students from another school had come for this experience, they would have faced clear discrimination.

*This isn't something I can solve.*

Conflict between groups, especially where emotional divisions had deepened over a long period—this wasn't something an individual could resolve. Even if one side was unilaterally wielding power.

"Is something wrong?"
"...Huh?"

I heard Se-Won's voice from across the table.

"Eun-Ha hasn't eaten any meat...?"
"Nom nom nom...! Are you sick...?"

Then voices from both sides. Chae-Eun looking at me in shock, and Se-Hee with her cheeks puffed out staring at me.

"Ah, no. I just have some things on my mind."

I couldn't worry my friends. This problem wouldn't be solved no matter how much I condemned it. All I could do was force a smile and eat the feast in front of me.

It should have tasted delicious, but I couldn't taste anything at all.


* * *


The schedule for day one of The Front Line experience wasn't very full. Room assignment, dinner, and free time. Basically, the entire day was wasted.

*That's actually good.*

The first thing I did upon returning to my room was check the time. 7:43. We had taken our time with dinner.

Immediately after checking the time, I sent a message through my communication terminal. The person I messaged was one of the men who had shown hostility toward me when I entered the hospital room.

He was a man who, like me, had entered The Front Line as soon as he became a hero.

[How are you feeling?]
[I'm fine. Everyone's grateful.]

"Phew."

I let out a sigh of relief. During those 10 minutes I had left, what I did was visit every hospital room—specifically, the rooms of discriminated heroes wearing faded blue uniforms.

Going through all the rooms, casting healing magic and leaving, then getting this person's contact information at the end—that was the best I could do.

[I have some free time now. Could we talk?]
[Should I come meet you? Or would you rather come here?]
[I'll come to you.]

Even as I exchanged messages, the bitter feeling wouldn't go away. What could have happened in these past six months? What could have occurred to cause such changes in less than a year?

*Foriner didn't say a word about this place. He probably knew but deliberately didn't mention it.*

He wants something from me.

[See many things while you're there.]

That's what Foriner, who had resumed contact with me yesterday, had said. I couldn't blame him for not taking any action. He was bound by contract, unable to move freely, and such conflicts only deepen when forcibly corrected by orders.

"Even if I can't cause a big change, I should at least make a small one."

And I was something like a spokesperson for the Transcendent. Though I hadn't been acting like it, that's what I was. With firm resolve, I opened the door.

Ch.150 - Frontline Experience (3)
Knock knock.

Someone was knocking on the door.
But there was no answer.

Knock knock.

Hoping for a response, they knocked again, but still nothing.

"Where did she go...?"

Eun-Ha, the room's owner, should have answered, but her voice wasn't coming.

Hong Yu-Jin, who had been waiting with her ear against the door for about three minutes, rested her chin on her hand, deep in thought.

*Since I don't hear water running, she's probably not in the shower. It seems like she's not even in her room, let alone the bathroom.*

Yu-Jin's eyes slid sideways to look at the adjacent room. The possibility that Eun-Ha had gone to visit a friend was practically zero. While making rounds to check on students, she had confirmed that Kim Se-Won and the other Class A students were each alone in their rooms. Checking Eun-Ha's room was the last on her list.

*Which means...*

Yu-Jin recalled Eun-Ha's behavior in the cafeteria earlier. Her expression full of worry, deep in thought, and unusually picking at her food—it all suggested she was dealing with no small concern.

*She'll handle it just fine.*

She would surely handle it well.
Eun-Ha wasn't the type to get kidnapped by some man entranced by her looks.

She hadn't been raised to be that weak, and if something went wrong, she'd mercilessly kick off a leg and then treat it afterward.

*Whether that leg is in the middle or one used for walking, who knows.*

Yu-Jin shook her head once and turned away from Eun-Ha's room.


* * *


"Eun-Ha~"

Knock knock knock.

Someone knocked on the door.
The knocker's voice was incredibly cheerful.
A girl in pajamas bounced her large chest as she grinned broadly.

"Huh?"
"Oh, is she not here...?"

But there was no answer.

Knock knock knock.

Even after knocking again, Eun-Ha's voice still didn't return.

"N-no way...?"
"Maybe, um, earlier when we were eating..."

Han Chae-Eun and Yang Se-Hee, who were knocking on Eun-Ha's door, turned pale.
Eun-Ha had looked troubled throughout the meal.

"The Front Line is full of people much stronger than Eun-Ha..."
"Th-then..."

Se-Hee's body trembled.
While Eun-Ha was certainly strong, here where people much stronger than her were everywhere, she was just a vulnerable student. Se-Hee was convinced that dark forces targeting Eun-Ha must exist.

"W-we should...!"
"Yes! We should save her!"

The two girls' eyes shone with a sense of mission filling their hearts.
Their reaction was the opposite of Hong Yu-Jin's earlier response.


* * *


"What do you all think?"

The heroes were still amazed, looking at and touching where their wounds had been.
Kim Yong-Jun, watching them, carefully opened his mouth.

"Looks like those rumors were true, huh?"
"This is insane. How can someone heal such severe wounds instantly?"
"Even in a capsule medical device, it would take at least half a day to recover."
"Huh? What happened to that wound on your neck? Didn't you say it couldn't be healed because you got it before coming to The Front Line?"
"...It's really gone? What the hell? Why is the wound gone???"
"Incredible..."

The heroes shared their impressions in response to Yong-Jun's question. Their attention was focused on how their battered bodies had been restored.

The healing power they witnessed for the first time was astonishing. Though they had seen Eun-Ha's abilities through various media, they hadn't trusted it, believing it could be manipulated. But experiencing it firsthand, they realized her power was no lie. If anything, it had been underestimated.

"No. That's not what I wanted to ask about."

Yong-Jun sighed. He was the man who had shown the most hostility when Eun-Ha entered the infirmary.

The attention of all fifteen heroes packed into the four-person room turned to Yong-Jun.

He too found it amazing how his body had been healed. Not only were his recent injuries treated, but even his long-deteriorating back and knees had been restored. Eun-Ha's power was truly remarkable.

"Did you see it? That child's eyes."

Yong-Jun was completely serious.
Still flexing his hand that had barely worked before, checking his body's condition that still felt unreal, he prompted the others in the room to recall the look in the girl's eyes.

"That saint's gaze wasn't pity or sympathy. Nor was she looking down on us."
"It wasn't an act either."

Jo Ye-Eun, the only woman hero in the room, supported Yong-Jun's statement. Thinking back carefully, there was no sign of pretense in Eun-Ha's eyes.

"I thought she lived being worshipped as 'Saint, Saint,' but maybe that's not the case?"
"Seems that way."

Lee Tae-Sung, a hero who had sneered at Eun-Ha, also joined the conversation.

"That child was looking at us as if we were kindred spirits. She empathized with our situation."
"If that's an act, I'd be impressed. Wow~ I wonder what kind of backstab she's planning while deliberately healing us losers she can't stand to look at."
"And if it's not an act? Wouldn't that mean she's in a similar situation?"

The room fell silent.
The phrase "similar situation" that Ye-Eun mentioned caused those still wary of Eun-Ha to begin lowering their guard.

"...She's certainly special. But her ability doesn't directly attack monsters. Yet it's not like she's completely useless in battle either... She's in an ambiguous position. That's not common."
"Maybe she healed us so easily because she's used to similar treatment. Perhaps she's accustomed to healing others because she's treated that way regularly?"

This was quite a normal reaction by hero standards.
The essence of academies and hero training schools was to develop strength to directly fight monsters.
Those with supernatural abilities who didn't engage in direct combat were relatively looked down upon.
Yet they couldn't send Eun-Ha to another school because her ability was too valuable.

"Right. With that power, she'd be welcomed anywhere. But we all have somewhat skewed perceptions, don't we? 'We have the power to protect people so we're awesome, and you who don't have that power should just stay back and heal' – she probably felt a connection because she's treated as a healing shuttle."
"Exactly. And did you see her? So delicate without any signs of training. She doesn't know the first thing about fighting."
"It's good if she just sits in the back room, but as a hero, I bet she's been pushed to fight directly too."

Yong-Jun brought it up, Ye-Eun passed it along, and Tae-Sung drove it home. Hearing this exchange, the heroes nodded, agreeing it was "entirely plausible."

"...Anyway, it's just speculation for now. We might be imagining things. Let's not jump to conclusions until we know the truth. And since she's coming here soon, let's keep our guard up in the back of our minds."
"Wait a minute."

Just as Yong-Jun was about to end the conversation, Ye-Eun put on a rather serious expression.

"You're not just going to wait for her to come, are you?"
"What are you talking about? What else can we do? What, should we gather all our blankets to make an improvised bed for the honored guest to sit on?"
"Tsk, go outside for five minutes and come back in. Then you'll understand what I'm trying to say. Ugh, old man smell. Now that your body's all better, you should wash up."

As Ye-Eun said, the room was filled with the accumulated odor of people who hadn't moved an inch for days.
When Ye-Eun frowned and glared at each hero one by one, they all flinched as if feeling guilty.

"...Ahem, let's all air out the room even if it's troublesome."
"I'll go get a cushion for her to sit on."
"You do that."

Yong-Jun, who was the first to understand what Ye-Eun wanted to say, got up and opened all the windows.
He hadn't noticed the smell because he was used to it, but his own odor probably wasn't very pleasant.
No matter how unfriendly their relationship might be, having a high school girl treat him with contempt as an "old man" was quite mentally damaging.


* * *


Slide-

"Come in."

Eun-Ha returned to the infirmary she had first visited.
In the room, all the patients she had seen earlier were fully recovered and waiting for her.

"Hello."

Everyone, regardless of gender, looked at her with wary eyes. Eun-Ha forced herself to smile.

As kindly as possible.
As benevolently as possible.

No matter how disgusting and infuriating the situation might be, even if she could somewhat empathize with these people's pain, Eun-Ha couldn't side with them now.
She could only stand before them as a student. No, as an aspiring saint.

The infirmary she entered for the second time was quite different from her first visit.

The patient-specific smell, the musty odor from not bathing, and the indescribable mixture of blood—all had dissipated.

It looked much better than when she first came. It was physically evident that they had recovered from their previous state where they could barely move a finger.
And their attitude toward Eun-Ha had also changed considerably, stopping at mere wariness.

"So. What do you want? There's no such thing as unconditional kindness, so I assume you had a reason for stepping forward to heal us."

Kim Yong-Jun spoke on behalf of the heroes in the room.

How Eun-Ha came here, why she readily healed them.
The heroes could guess the reason, but they weren't certain it was the truth.

"...Oh right. We can't keep the saint who saved us standing. Here, take this."

Whoosh-

Yong-Jun, who was about to press for an answer, changed his tone and tossed a cushion to Eun-Ha. It was what Ye-Eun had brought.
Eun-Ha quietly accepted it, placed it by the door, and sat down.

"Are you curious about why I healed you all?"
"That's right. We're all wondering. You're from the Academy and we're not. We don't think you'd help us for no reason."

Kim Yong-Jun and the other non-Academy heroes had cultivated deep distrust and resentment over these six months.

*Reason?*

Eun-Ha hesitated for a moment.
Was it right to honestly say she wanted to know why they were in such a situation? Or should she give another reason?

"...I felt a sense of kinship."

Eun-Ha's choice leaned toward the latter.
Recalling that time when she was in a similar position, though much less severe, made her want to do something for them.

"Kinship... is it."
"Are you saying you didn't do this for image-making as the Saint? Hmm?"

Ye-Eun glared sharply at Tae-Sung for his comment.

"Be a little understanding with your big heart. He's always like that, taking a contrary position. Ugh, always giving off that pathetic loser vibe."

"What?! You gorilla woman who just smashes monsters with your fists! The monsters you kill don't even keep their shape!"

Ye-Eun, who had approached Eun-Ha, subtly defended her.
Ye-Eun and Tae-Sung often argued like this, so she was just following the flow of conversation to annoy Tae-Sung.

"Ahem...! When you're in a similar situation, you naturally want to help somehow."
"Similar situation... I see."

Kim Yong-Jun stroked his bushy chin. It didn't seem like the answer Eun-Ha wanted would come from his mouth.

*The conversation isn't progressing.*

The main speakers were Kim Yong-Jun, Lee Tae-Sung, and Jo Ye-Eun. The others just leaned against the wall, observing the situation.

At this rate, the conversation would end with nothing substantial.
Eun-Ha felt the need to reveal more of her thoughts to move the conversation forward.

"And I was also curious about why such discriminatory treatment exists."
"So that's your real intention."
"It's a bigger part of it, yes."

Yong-Jun's eyes lit up.

*Discriminatory treatment... she doesn't know?*

He had thought they were indoctrinated with elitist ideology from their Academy days, but apparently not.
He needed to reconsider.

"I see. That's right."

The heroes in the room began to murmur.
They were reacting to the need to change their perception of the word "Academy," which they had come to despise over these six months.

*A little more.*

Observing their reactions, Eun-Ha judged she needed to push a bit further to gain something.

"Yes. Even if Academy graduates tend to hold higher positions at The Front Line, that's no reason for such discriminatory treatment."
"So please, tell me why this is happening."

I know nothing!
Eun-Ha pretended to be completely ignorant about what was happening at The Front Line as she appealed to Kim Yong-Jun.

"...Alright."

Kim Yong-Jun exhaled, giving an affirmative response.
He didn't want to disillusion this young girl who might have had fantasies about The Front Line, but she was persistent.
With a trembling voice, she begged to know.

If so, he should repay the debt of her healing him and his comrades by telling her the reality.

Kim Yong-Jun, representing the heroes in the room, finally parted his heavy lips.

"The story will be a bit long—"

At that moment.

CRASH!

The door was crushed.
The hinges on the swinging door couldn't withstand the impact and broke, causing the door to tilt forward.

"Eun-Ha!!"

An urgent voice burst out as the situation inside the room gradually became visible from outside.
A desperate action to save a friend who had suddenly disappeared.

THUD!

"Ugh?!"

And Eun-Ha fell victim to the unexpected ambush.

Ch.151 - Frontline Experience (4)
The hospital room was quiet.

While unexpected ambushes were common at the Front Line, no one had anticipated being caught off guard in the hospital ward.

"A-are you okay?" Lee Tae-Sung asked with sweat on his brow, addressing Eun-Ha who was pinned under the door.

Crushed beneath the door by two girls—one large and one small—Eun-Ha gave no response.

"Eun-Ha! Where's Eun-Ha?! What have you done to her?!" Han Chae-Eun frantically shouted, gathering her magical power as she prepared to demand Eun-Ha's return.

"What the...?"

But something felt off as she surveyed the open hospital room. She looked left, right, straight ahead, even up and down.

Eun-Ha was nowhere to be seen. Despite her small stature, she should have been visible somewhere, but she wasn't.

*Wait!*

Suddenly, Han Chae-Eun's eyes widened. Eun-Ha was missing from the room, and she recalled Eun-Ha's groan.

"Oh no!"
"AAAAH! Eun-Ha! Eun-Ha! EUN-HAAAA!!"

Finally understanding the situation, Han Chae-Eun lifted the door—far too large compared to Eun-Ha's body—and threw it into the hallway.

"...!!"

With the door removed, Eun-Ha was revealed with a small bump on the back of her head. She kept her head down and remained silent.

*Must... hold... back!*

Her body trembled like an aspen tree. Tears welled up from the sudden impact.

If she opened her mouth, she would surely blurt out that it hurt. Exercising superhuman patience, Eun-Ha kept her lips sealed and turned around to glare reproachfully at Han Chae-Eun and Yang Se-Hee.

*I can't even get angry after pretending to be fine earlier!*

All Eun-Ha could do was keep her lips tightly shut and stare resentfully at Han Chae-Eun. No, perhaps one word would help vent her frustration. With that thought, she opened her mouth.

"You—"
"Waaah! I'm sorry! I'm sorry, Eun-Ha!"
"S-sorry...!"

The moment she began speaking, a heavy mass enveloped her, and Yang Se-Hee, like a puppy, grabbed her hand. The timing seemed almost deliberate.

*...Should I forgive them?*

Eun-Ha's change of heart was faster than light. The overwhelming chest pressing against her took away any anger, and Yang Se-Hee's small, warm hand brought peace to her heart.

"Waaaaaah—"

Feeling guilty for hitting her friend's head, Han Chae-Eun shed tears uncontrollably.

*Pat pat*

Perhaps trying to calm her, Eun-Ha patted Han Chae-Eun's back in a steady rhythm.

"Sorry, sorry..."

*Pat pat pat pat*

No, the rhythm wasn't steady. The more Eun-Ha patted her back, the tighter Han Chae-Eun hugged her, creating a cycle where the patting grew faster.

*Pat pat pat pat pat pat!!*

Eventually, the force increased too.

"Oh! Sorry!"
"Puha!"

By the time Han Chae-Eun realized and released Eun-Ha, her face had already turned blue. Despite nearly losing consciousness, Eun-Ha didn't forget to give her a resentful look.

Honestly, it had felt nice. At first. If not for the endless hug, Eun-Ha would have wanted to stay embraced forever.

"Huff... huff..."

Eun-Ha tried to regain her composure while catching her breath. Since they weren't alone, she needed to maintain some pretense to make things easier going forward.

Just as her breathing stabilized, a soft touch tapped her cheek. Looking down, she saw Yang Se-Hee holding out a handkerchief.

Han Chae-Eun's chest seemed to retain heat well, so despite the brief embrace, Eun-Ha had broken into a sweat.

"Phew... thanks."
"Hehe."

When Yang Se-Hee smiled brightly, Eun-Ha's face mirrored her expression.

"Ahem, shall we continue our previous conversation?"

Amid the warm atmosphere spreading around them, Kim Yong-Jun deliberately brought the topic back, remembering their original purpose.

This pleasant mood wasn't bad. But Eun-Ha had come to the Front Line to discover why it had become such a hotbed of injustice. To achieve that goal, they needed to repay her for treating them.

"Yes."

Eun-Ha turned to face Kim Yong-Jun. Her eyes reflected deep curiosity.

"Um..."
"W-we..."

With the sudden change in atmosphere, Han Chae-Eun and Yang Se-Hee looked at each other. It wasn't hostile, but it was heavy. Clearly, this wouldn't be a pleasant conversation.

In this atmosphere, they weren't sure if they should stay with Eun-Ha or quietly leave. They still didn't understand how this situation had developed.

"You can go back to your room if you feel uncomfortable."

Eun-Ha spoke in a somewhat gentle tone without turning her head.

Her friends didn't need to know about this topic, and it wouldn't create a pleasant atmosphere anyway.

*She didn't say "go back," she said "you can go back if you want."*

Hearing Eun-Ha's words, Han Chae-Eun surveyed the room again. While some showed caution, the mood wasn't hostile. This was a conversation she could listen to or not—their private matter.

"I'll stay."

It might not be bad to listen, she thought.

Originally, she had come looking for Eun-Ha because she had time but nothing to do, so this could help pass the time—Han Chae-Eun justified to herself.

"M-me too!"

Yang Se-Hee felt similarly.

* * *

Later, in Eun-Ha's room.

"I feel sorry now."
"Yeah."

Han Chae-Eun and Yang Se-Hee, who had entered the room with Eun-Ha, expressed their bitter feelings openly.

"But Eun-Ha, how did you know this was happening?"

Han Chae-Eun asked while sitting on the soft bed. They had arrived at the Front Line just hours ago. While it made sense that Eun-Ha might have sensed the internal situation, they hadn't expected her to take such direct action by questioning those involved.

"It seemed strange."

Eun-Ha's answer was simple as she took water from the refrigerator.

But it wasn't a satisfactory explanation. Her voice, somewhat deflated, differed from her usual demeanor.

"It didn't make sense that even at the Front Line, where many resources and money gather, they'd give a private room and luxurious food to mere students."

"...Oh."

Hearing this explanation, Yang Se-Hee nodded unconsciously. Being in an unfamiliar place and having everything provided so naturally by the Front Line staff, she hadn't felt the disconnect.

But thinking about it, it was certainly odd. Everyone knew the Front Line housed numerous heroes, which meant high maintenance costs. There was no reason to allocate significant funds to students.

"We... just came for the experience..."

Yang Se-Hee lowered her head as she realized why they were there.

"Right. It seemed strange to serve such elaborate meals to students who came for an experience."

"Come to think of it, I asked our guide about it once. Whether they ate such food every day."

Both Eun-Ha and Yang Se-Hee turned their attention to Han Chae-Eun at her words. Given her well-known appetite, such a question seemed natural.

"And they proudly answered that they deserved it. Ugh!"

Han Chae-Eun hugged herself as if getting goosebumps, drawing the others' gazes.

*That man must have looked at her chest.*

Their thoughts aligned.

"I wish..."

The only difference was that Yang Se-Hee then lowered her head and looked at her own chest with eyes full of regret and envy.

"I wish my chest was bigger too..."

There was sincerity in Yang Se-Hee's voice.

"S-so, what are you going to do, Eun-Ha?"

"I..."

Feeling the need to change the subject, Han Chae-Eun's urgent question made Eun-Ha ponder.

*Solving this immediately is... probably impossible.*

Even if she removed the root cause, changing the deeply ingrained perceptions of the heroes at the Front Line would be difficult.

*But I have to try.*

A term surfaced in Eun-Ha's mind: Magical Girl. A third existence, neither from the Academy nor from other hero training schools. Magical Girls existed to defeat humanity's enemies.

"I guess I'll have to try persuading people in my own way."

Eun-Ha said with a bitter smile.

* * *

Later, around 11 PM.
After her friends left, Eun-Ha gazed out the window alone. The night sky, with the moon risen, was clear enough to make one forget this was a battlefield soaked in blood and flesh.

*I should seek advice first.*

Moving impulsively according to her feelings wasn't necessarily bad. She had faith in what she needed to do. But acting rashly carried risks.

The major risk being that 'both sides might be misunderstanding each other.' If mutual misunderstandings had accumulated to create the current situation, hasty intervention could make things worse.

*If it's not a misunderstanding, then I should step in as a Magical Girl.*

Whether from the Academy or not, dividing two forces and encouraging mutual hatred was as threatening to humanity as any external danger.

Persuading people during the day and handling humanity's threats as a Magical Girl at night—that was what Eun-Ha could do.

"Sigh..."

Eun-Ha picked up her communication device with an uneasy expression.

*The sudden creation of this Front Line experience campaign, and Foriner telling me to observe the many Foriners here... Could Foriner have deliberately created this experience event?*

It made sense. Foriner was the founder of the Academy. Even though someone else held the principal position, his influence could still shake the Academy significantly.

Moreover, with his powerful intelligence network, he might have considered the events at the Front Line over the past six months and used the school vacation to bring her here.

Though just a hypothesis without confirmation, Eun-Ha thought it was something Foriner would do.

*Plus.*

Eun-Ha manipulated her device to look at a message.

[Let's meet at the Front Line!]

A message from an S-class hero who was practically a licensed stalker. It had arrived right after Foriner's message. The timing was too perfect, as if they had coordinated.

Feeling frustrated, Eun-Ha took water from the refrigerator and drank it. The cool water went down her throat, but it didn't ease her troubled heart.

After drinking, Eun-Ha approached the window. All that remained was to seek advice from someone. She stared at the communication device in her hand.

Foriner's contact information was displayed. Eun-Ha hesitated to press it, then shook her head.

*Someone other than Foriner.*

She could ask him, but right now she wanted answers from someone else.

*Then... wait a moment.*

As she was thinking about whom to ask for help, Eun-Ha suddenly tilted her head.

Before seeking advice, what kind of advice did she need? How should she persuade people as an aspiring saint, and what should she do as a Magical Girl?

For the latter, simply defeating the mastermind wouldn't easily solve the problem. With bad luck, Magical Girls might even be perceived as enemies of humanity.

"Hmm."

Eun-Ha frowned her delicate eyebrows and fell into thought again. She had disliked such thinking since childhood. The more she thought deeply, the more her head felt foggy and overwhelmed.

She felt the tightness in her chest intensify.

"Despite having a common enemy in monsters, the forces are divided. That must be the reason."

Even amid her frustration, she gradually found answers. Humanity had been defending against monster invasions from the same position for years. In other words, barring major changes, the Front Line would be maintained indefinitely.

As this state continued and time passed, the number of Academy-trained heroes would inevitably increase. This meant there was no need to value the lives of non-Academy personnel.

*The Academy graduates in red uniforms might have become complacent because of that. Then...*

A question of "why" followed in Eun-Ha's mind.

*Why did they become complacent? Just because they've held out for a few years doesn't mean they should feel secure.*

If they directly fought monsters at the Front Line, they would understand how grueling each day was. At the Front Line, minor mistakes could cost a comrade's arm or get one's head bitten off.

In fact, when Eun-Ha was still at the Front Line, everyone, regardless of origin, came to the battlefield and risked their lives to stop monsters.

"It's an issue with the higher-ups, as Mr. Kim Yong-Jun said."

Changes that began six months ago. Eun-Ha recalled what Kim Yong-Jun had told her—that these changes started with the executive-level personnel who oversaw the Front Line.

Persuading such people was difficult for Eun-Ha. She lacked the eloquence to sway people's hearts. Still, she had connections that could turn the impossible into possible.

"...Hello?"

Eun-Ha manipulated her communication device and made a call.

Ch.152 - Monsters (1)
"...What on earth is in this place?"

I stare blankly at the communication terminal. What I see is a map—specifically, a map of the dormitory showing a passage leading somewhere and instructions on how to get there.

[Check this place out. You can bring along those you met today. There's strict surveillance in place, you see.]

The one who sent this map was none other than Foriner.
Even though I hadn't contacted him directly, Foriner had sent me this map.

*I thought he wanted me to solve this without his help.*

I couldn't figure out why he'd sent me this map. Foriner's intentions were completely beyond me. Still, I could guess that this map would be helpful to me.

If there was something I needed to do in his place, he would have given me a heads-up.

I examine the map Foriner gave me in detail. It felt like looking at an academy guidebook. A map that showed only the entrance, with no indication of what was at the destination.

*What could this be?*

As I stared at the map, an unsettling feeling crept over me. A nasty sensation, like countless insects crawling deep in my chest. My intuition warned me that I'd have a very unpleasant experience when I reached this place.

*I've been staying at this dormitory for quite a while, but I've never seen a place like this...*

It was so obviously suspicious that I felt both wary and determined to see it.

*And the reason he told me to bring other people... there must be a reason for that.*

I look at the message again. Foriner's message said, "You can bring along those you met today."

It wasn't mandatory, but there must be a reason he specifically mentioned it.

I might as well bring them. If I need help from others, I can use it. Fortunately, there are people who can move right away, so I can ask them for help.

The remaining question was "how to infiltrate."
Since Foriner specifically mentioned strict surveillance, it means there must be secrets inside they want to hide.

Breaking through strict surveillance head-on is straightforward. Simple and easy. But if someone is inside, they might escape due to the noise made while breaking through.

I quietly looked down at my body.
If I were to infiltrate quietly rather than charging in noisily, the magical girl form would be more appropriate for resolving this situation than my current state.

With that thought, I raised my head and operated the communication terminal.
Not as Shin Eun-Ha, but to uncover the secrets of this place in coordination with the magical girl Optima.


* * *


"So there really is a magical girl."

A girl standing in the middle of the hallway catches the eye. Kim Yong-Jun, the hero who received treatment from Eun-Ha, opened his mouth in surprise at the sight of the girl he discovered while leading his colleagues.

The girl, whose exploits were occasionally heard even at The Front Line, watched Kim Yong-Jun and the heroes with a calm expression.

"Wait a moment."
"What?"
"There's someone else coming."

Optima said this and shifted her gaze to the corridor opposite where Kim Yong-Jun was standing.

"...!!"

Kim Yong-Jun was startled and widened his eyes.
There hadn't been any sign of a presence, yet suddenly she was there.

The S-class hero, Yoo Ji-Yeon.
The woman also known as Silver Flash appeared at that spot the moment Optima shifted her gaze.

Yoo Ji-Yeon, who appeared silently, gave a slight nod to everyone present as a greeting.

"You're here. Looks like your body has returned to normal."
"I didn't expect to meet again so soon."
"Well then, shall we go?"

The conversation flowed naturally.

*To think that the famous magical girl and Silver Flash know each other. And...*

Kim Yong-Jun recalled the message sent to him earlier.

[Could you help me? With a few trustworthy people who can keep secrets.]

*Shin Eun-Ha. That girl is really...*

Kim Yong-Jun thought of the girl he had met today.
A girl who travels across the country defeating monsters and villains. And an S-class hero. Either one would be a difficult connection to make.
Indeed, Eun-Ha was no ordinary person.

*Perhaps she compensates for her lack of physical power with connections.*

And whatever they were about to do must be quite important if it required gathering all these people. Kim Yong-Jun glanced around, looking at the colleagues he had brought.

Four colleagues including Jo Ye-Eun and Lee Tae-Sung. They were the ones who usually worked with him as a team.
Trustworthy colleagues whose bonds had endured through years of various incidents.
He had always been proud that they were not to be underestimated anywhere, but seeing the two beings before him made that pride seem to fade.

*No. I shouldn't think like that.*

Kim Yong-Jun shook his head. He knew well that power and fame weren't everything. He and his colleagues had built strong camaraderie over the years.

"By the way, I'd like to ask where we're going."

Kim Yong-Jun, who had been keeping his mouth shut, spoke up. Having cleared his mind of distracting thoughts, he was curious about why they had been called here.

"Where we're going..."
"You might find out why you're in your current situation."

Optima's answer was ambiguous. An answer that deliberately concealed the fact that she didn't know well herself. Despite not getting a clear answer, Kim Yong-Jun nodded.

*Still, I should repay my debt.*

It was none other than Eun-Ha who had saved him and his colleagues when their treatment had been endlessly delayed.
In a situation where they might have lost their lives or perhaps been left with lifelong disabilities if neglected a little longer, Eun-Ha had been like a ray of light.

His colleagues, who had let down their guard toward Eun-Ha, were all grateful for the great favor she had done them.
This debt couldn't be repaid just by sharing information about The Front Line.

"Shall we go then?"

Optima pressed the elevator button in front of her with a gentle smile.

The elevator, which had been on the first floor, gradually rose and eventually reached the third floor where Optima was.
The inside of the quietly opening elevator had mirrors on both sides. It exuded an antique atmosphere, perhaps in consideration of the high-ranking officials on the top floor.

"Ms. Yoo Ji-Yeon. Could you hold this for a moment?"
"Huh? ...Alright."

It was puzzling enough that she had called the elevator out of nowhere, but now Optima was asking her to hold the elevator.
Yoo Ji-Yeon pushed aside her growing questions and pressed the button to keep the elevator from outside.

*This kind of secret passage... there might be something similar in the dormitory.*

Even if made by different people, if the academy had secret passages hidden in all sorts of ways, there might be at least one similar method.
While thinking these random thoughts, Optima recalled the map Foriner had sent her.
In the bottom right corner of the map, it was written:

9 9 [9] 1 4 5 2 3 7 1 6 3

*Press 9 twice, and on the third time hold it down while...*

Click!

After entering the buttons in sequence, the sound of a lock being released came from somewhere.

*Did he know about this from the beginning?*

Yoo Ji-Yeon, who was watching this situation, observed Optima closely.
Optima was a mysterious being even to her.
A girl who suddenly appeared one day, calling herself a magical girl, going around solving all sorts of incidents.
Moreover, she had appeared as if targeting the moment when she was most overwhelmed and offered a solution.

*Thanks to that, I did meet Eun-Ha, but...*

The timing was too good.
Who on earth was this girl?
Such questions echoed in Yoo Ji-Yeon's mind.

Unaware of Yoo Ji-Yeon's thoughts, Optima turned around and approached the seemingly blank wall.

*If I lift the lever at the bottom here...*

As she felt along the bottom of the wall, her fingers sensed a very finely drawn line. When she pressed that part slightly, it sank in, creating a recess.

Inserting both fingers into the recess and lifting, the wall rose smoothly without much effort.

"It's done."

Optima turned around and spoke to the people outside.

"Let's go down now."

Still speaking in a calm voice.


* * *


The seven people including Optima were going down somewhere on a quietly sliding elevator.

"I can't believe such a space exists."

A secret passage that even Kim Yong-Jun, who had lived here for years, didn't know about. It was impossible to guess what purpose this place was built for.

*So those guys were using it secretly.*

But he could certainly guess the users.
The high-ranking officials of The Front Line, civilians and former military.
Those who valued one's background had always lived comfortable lives in high places, using heroes as their pawns.

"Hey, can I ask something?"

In the midst of everyone keeping silent, Jo Ye-Eun, the only woman among Kim Yong-Jun's colleagues, spoke up.

"Yes. What is it?"
"How did you know about this place? Even we who have lived here for years didn't know about it."
"...I have a reliable informant. Someone who can dig up information from any place touched by human hands."

Jo Ye-Eun, who had brought up the topic, slightly opened her mouth and then closed it.

*A reliable informant... so she has a human collaborator. Well, she couldn't appear all over the country otherwise.*

It was an understandable answer.
There was a sense that she had spoken too easily, but there was no better answer.
It was a known fact that even if they asked "who is that person?" here, she wouldn't answer.

And that collaborator would likely be someone from the underground whose identity couldn't be easily discovered.
Everyone who heard Optima's answer thought this and didn't question her further.

Thud.

The elevator stopped with a small vibration.

"We've arrived."

The door opened quietly afterward.
As everyone exited the elevator, a long corridor stretching endlessly greeted them.

Whirr—

Leaving behind the elevator that naturally went back up, Optima and the others were speechless at the scene unfolding before them.

*To think such a place existed beneath our dormitory. How long has it been here...?*

Small lights installed on the upper parts of the corridor walls on both sides emitted a faint light.
Amid the complete darkness, the faint lights emphasized the eerie atmosphere of the corridor.

That wasn't all.
There was a slightly strange scent wafting through the corridor. It was clearly coming from somewhere beyond.

"Let's go."
"No. Wait a moment."

As Kim Yong-Jun, who had resolved in his heart to "punish those who divided The Front Line," stepped forward, Optima blocked him.

"Why?"
"Everyone, please hold my hand. From beyond here, a frontal approach would be troublesome."

Optima said this and extended her delicate hand.

"So you have a method."

The first to take Optima's hand was Yoo Ji-Yeon. Like Optima, she had observed the strict security system beyond and believed Optima had some way to deal with it.

"...I see."

In this situation, Kim Yong-Jun and his colleagues looked at each other hesitantly before each taking hands to connect with one another. And Kim Yong-Jun's hand grasped Optima's.

"Don't be surprised."
"?!"

Perhaps because they had readily listened to Optima's words, she smiled gently and cast her shadow immersion magic.
Bodies sinking into the ground. Before they could even scream, their bodies were sucked into the shadows on the floor.

Optima, who had hidden the bodies of all seven including herself with shadow immersion magic, moved forward smoothly.
After advancing quickly for about three minutes, a large iron door faintly came into view.

*A secret place built underground...*

It was a place that exuded suspicion at first glance.

*I wonder what's inside.*

On both sides of the iron door, high-ranking heroes in red uniforms were guarding the door.

"Is he coming today too?"
"Probably. They said they'd give one to each of us, so let's play with them later."
"Heh, that's perfect. There were some pretty ones among the kids who came from the academy today, I thought I was going to die."

They were clearly in cahoots.

*There's no need to deal with them directly.*

The words "academy" and "pretty ones" disturbed Optima, but she couldn't risk danger.
After briefly glaring at the guards, Optima slipped through a tiny gap at the bottom of the iron door. This infiltration was possible because they were hidden in shadows.

*So this is one of the reasons the magical girl can appear anywhere.*

Yoo Ji-Yeon, who was watching this situation, couldn't help but be amazed inwardly. The warmth of the small girl's hand in hers.
How many monsters had she killed with these delicate hands that seemed incapable of exerting any power?

Yoo Ji-Yeon recalled the magical girl's abilities listed in reports.
A strange power that corrodes everything it touches. If she hadn't seen this shadow immersion magic today, Yoo Ji-Yeon would have thought Optima was just one of many superhumans.

*Does magic really exist?*

Indeed, she deserved to call herself a magical girl, Yoo Ji-Yeon nodded.

While Yoo Ji-Yeon was thinking about Optima, Optima moved steadily forward.
Beyond the large iron door, a large door awaited them.
One large door in front that looked about 40 pyeong in size.
And small doors visible extending on both sides.

As if signifying a space for group gatherings and individual spaces, each door had its own pattern engraved on it.

And at the end of both corridors, there was a door leading somewhere.

*Is there a place to hide and watch?*

Optima rolled her eyes, looking for a suitable place. Entering a room would be good, but there might not be much they could do inside.

*What's this?*

Then a small passage caught her eye.
As if to circulate the air in this underground place, there were several ventilation ducts on the upper part of the wall.
And the ventilation ducts seemed to lead outside through the ceiling above.

Optima entered a ventilation duct where the fan was spinning vigorously but without noise, and looked inside.

"Let's hide here for a while."

The passage extending outward was uncomfortable for standing, but if one lowered their posture, it was a place where one could stay sufficiently.
If there was one more flaw to mention, it would be the musty smell, but this was tolerable.

Optima canceled her magic and pulled the people out of the shadows.

And then.

Creeeeak—

The sound of a door opening came from the right end of the corridor. The door opened with an unpleasantly sharp sound, letting someone inside.

Thud. Thud thud.

Multiple footsteps.
However, except for one set of footsteps, all were light like those of young children.

"!!!!"

Those who looked at the scene through a small groove in the floor couldn't help but widen their eyes in shock.

Ch.153 - Monsters (2)
A masked man leads the way, followed by a group of people who all stare at the ground as they walk. Their gaunt figures can barely maintain their steps.

*What is this?*

Yoo Ji-Yeon doubted whether what she was seeing was real.

Just over twenty people—no, children—all had identical faces. Though they showed different stages of growth, one look at their faces made it clear. They were all the same person. Too many to be twins, yet so alike they could be considered the same individual.

*I see.*

Ji-Yeon glanced at Optima, who was looking down at the corridor beside her. When they first met, Optima had definitely mentioned clones. She had been desperate to stop Ji-Yeon from seeking treatment from the Villain Association.

*If she hadn't stopped me, my face might have been among them too.*

The thought left a bitter taste in her mouth. At the time, she'd been willing to do anything to escape her pain, but looking back, it had been incredibly foolish.

*Come to think of it, I never properly thanked her.*

Optima had not only prevented her clone from being created but had also led to her meeting Eun-Ha. How happy she'd been when she realized her days of suffering from that constant thirst in her chest were over.

*If I get the chance, I'll definitely repay this debt.*

Ji-Yeon made this promise to herself.

The seven observers continued watching. Except for Optima and Ji-Yeon, who already knew about the clones, everyone was shocked.

Despite this, driven by their duty as heroes, they didn't forget to record everything happening below with their communication devices.

The man leading the clones walked steadily forward until he reached the center point where the corridor split into a T-shape, then stopped abruptly.

After waiting about two minutes, the tightly sealed iron door began to open—the same door Optima had slipped through using her stealth magic.

"Eek!" One of the clones flinched at the sudden opening of the large door, trembling with fear. The time had come to experience firsthand what had happened to their sisters who never returned to the laboratory.

"Ho ho! Many have come this time too!"
"They're in much better condition than last time."

People in red uniforms entered through the open door. Regardless of gender, they all displayed medals on their chests, flaunting their high positions.

"Hello." The man who had escorted the clones bowed slightly with a faint smile. His tailcoat and mask suited him naturally.

*That person...!*

Optima's eyes widened when she heard the man's voice. A voice she'd heard somewhere before, perhaps a few months ago.

*It's fortunate Se-Won isn't here.*

Optima recognized the man escorting the clones immediately from his voice. The former father of Kim Se-Won, now apparently affiliated with the Villain Association—Cha Jin-Ho.

*I understand why they didn't need to put shackles on them.*

Optima enhanced her vision and examined the magical energy around them. Very faint energy swirled around the clones. Telekinetic force, formless power, was keeping them captive.

"Hello indeed! Let's get going then!"

The middle-aged man at the front laughed heartily and urged Cha Jin-Ho forward. His gleaming eyes revealed unfiltered, sinister desires.

"I've brought quality merchandise for you all this time. I apologize again for the delivery being delayed by one day. I'm sorry."

Cha Jin-Ho bowed again to the middle-aged man who seemed pleased. Optima wondered if this subservient man was really Cha Jin-Ho, but she quickly understood his behavior, knowing he would do anything for his own safety and power.

"Haha! Thanks to you, we get to enjoy entertainment that lesser beings can't! Isn't that right?"
"Absolutely! If I'd known it would be like this, I should have accepted your offer earlier than six months ago."
"I think so too. How foolish we were to breathe the same air as those with inferior backgrounds."

Led by the middle-aged man, the high-ranking officials of The Front Line began moving toward the left side of the corridor, showing no concern about the one-day delay. Their movement indicated they had no intention of using the rooms lined up in the center.

*So villains have been accelerating the division within The Front Line.*

Optima watched the officials and Cha Jin-Ho with cold eyes.

Conflicts had existed before, but they hadn't deepened. The perception that Academy-trained heroes had proven abilities was already widespread throughout The Front Line, and it was true. Non-Academy heroes were merely considered "unlucky" at worst.

Even if Academy heroes acted superior and looked down on others, everyone at The Front Line was a comrade who protected each other's lives.

But not anymore.

"Hmm. In about six more months, the trash will be weeded out."
"The Front Line's defense is sufficient with just Academy graduates! I don't know why we haven't done this all along!"
"Haha! Aren't you flattering us too much? ...By the way, I don't like that those with slightly better backgrounds wear the same uniforms as us."
"I was thinking the same thing. They're still inferior, after all. Why don't we change our uniforms to white?"
"Oh! That's a good idea. I was right to make you my aide! Hahaha!"
"You flatter me."

The high-ranking officials walking toward the door on the left were openly disparaging even Academy-trained heroes. They clearly didn't want to be associated with Academy graduates who wore the same red uniforms.

*Surely, those people are...*

Optima recalled the backgrounds of the leading middle-aged men. They were ordinary people who had never awakened to supernatural powers, former high-ranking military officials who had never experienced the field—just playing war games from comfortable positions with troops and maps. They were like cancerous growths within The Front Line.

*So the officials encouraged by the Villain Association are gradually accelerating discrimination?*

Optima barely held back a sigh. She couldn't understand how they created such discrimination, but they were undoubtedly the root cause.

When the middle-aged man in front opened the door on the far left, low, trembling cries flowed in.

*Monsters...?*

Those were definitely monster cries. Dozens of monsters were showcasing their howls through the open door.

"Let's go. That way."
"Yes."

There was no need to stay here any longer. The long ventilation duct extended to where the officials had entered.

The seven, including Optima, carefully began moving through the ventilation duct.

* * *

"This is insane."

Optima frowned at the pungent smell that assaulted her nose after moving through the ventilation duct to where the officials were. It wasn't the smell of monsters. It was the smell of blood, revealing how many had died here.

Inside the door the officials had entered was a space that appeared twice as large as where they had first entered. And in that space stood a building—an anachronistic colosseum.

"Hic...! Hic!"

The smell of blood permeating the air. The low, trembling cries of monsters. The clones brought by Cha Jin-Ho instinctively realized what situation they were in. Their weak steps forward stopped, trembling. Fear, an emotion they had never learned or felt before, overwhelmed them.

"Don't stop. Move."

Despite Cha Jin-Ho's growling command, they couldn't easily take a step. The encroaching fear bound their bodies, making movement impossible.

This wasn't the only thing that terrified them. The magical energy of those like them who had died and never escaped this place lingered everywhere in the colosseum. Energy that suggested they would meet the same fate could be felt throughout.

"Tsk!"
"Kyaah!"

Despite this fear, they had to move. No, even without intending to move, their legs began moving on their own. Step by step, their legs moved regardless of the clones' will. Cha Jin-Ho's precise telekinesis was moving each of their legs.

Faced with this irresistible force, the clones were forced to confront their impending death.

As the clones advanced into the colosseum, monsters in iron cages on both sides howled. They drooled, eager to tear apart the flesh before them.

"Hmm... That's right."

Cha Jin-Ho, watching the trembling clones, smiled vilely. Suddenly, the clones' legs, which had been moving forcibly, stopped abruptly. This too was beyond their control. Simultaneously, their bodies turned to face the iron cages.

"N-no...! D-don't come! Don't come!!"
"Shut up."
"Kyak?!"

Cha Jin-Ho grabbed the head of the clone who had screamed first and pushed her close to the cage until she was almost touching it. Suddenly brought close to the drooling monster, the clone's legs trembled, and soon a yellow stream ran down her legs.

"Now, look carefully. These are the creatures you must tame, you disposable trash. Tame them and live. Fail to tame them... and you'll end up like that bitch in the corner...!"

Satisfied with their fear-soaked appearance, Cha Jin-Ho explained their task with a vile laugh, pointing to a corner where a rotting corpse lay abandoned, apparently discarded after losing its appeal.

If they couldn't kill or tame the monsters, they would die. The clones, faces pale, couldn't utter a word. Their legs trembled as if they might collapse at any moment, but even collapsing wasn't allowed.

"Now, let's go again, trash."
"...Sigh."

As Cha Jin-Ho was about to lead the clones away again, a deep sigh flowed from the ceiling.

"?!"

A sound that shouldn't be there. Among those who could make sounds in this place, no one would sigh like that. In other words, it meant there was an intruder.

Cha Jin-Ho urgently drew up his magical energy and watched for the intruder. But looking around quickly, all he could see were the weak clones.

"Who—"

He opened his mouth in frustration, but couldn't even complete the word "who are you."

Thwack!

"Kughk?!"

A fist flew in the blink of an eye, bending Cha Jin-Ho's body at a right angle.

It wasn't an ordinary punch. Magical energy flowing from the fist that connected with his abdomen seeped into Cha Jin-Ho's body, tearing through it. Like willful energy determined to leave no part intact, it tore through his internal organs and damaged his core.

"Aaaah—mmmmph...!"

He wasn't even allowed to scream. His mouth, opened wide to scream, was immediately blocked by a hardened piece of metal—an object Optima had crumpled into a ball shape while breaking through the ventilation duct.

"I hate people like you the most."

Optima looked at Cha Jin-Ho with cold eyes. Her words were tinged with deep disgust.

"People who don't hesitate to ruin others' lives. People who only use others as stepping stones for their own lives."

The infamous magical girl. The villain's stumbling block. Despite the blackened blood trickling from the corner of his mouth, Cha Jin-Ho glared at Optima with murderous intent.

"...You know what?"

Optima approached Cha Jin-Ho despite his glare and brought her lips to his ear.

"How does it feel to be thwarted by me twice? You failed to put on a show with your son, survived pathetically, and now you're getting beaten by me."

Optima whispered very softly, so only Cha Jin-Ho could hear, then giggled, mocking him.

"Mmph! Mmph!! Mmmmmph!!!"

Seized by intense anger, Cha Jin-Ho struggled. His bloodshot eyes bulged as he glared at Optima. He felt he would only be satisfied if he could tear apart the woman before him.

*I must tear that woman apart right now! ...Wait, when did...?!*

But his body wouldn't move as he wished. A dumbfounded expression appeared on his face.

The reason his body wouldn't move was firstly because his internal organs had been torn by Optima's strike. Secondly, magical energy masses had somehow bound his limbs.

His body, already torn apart, couldn't even properly extract magical energy from his core.

"...Really. I wish there were fewer people like you."

Optima, who had been quietly watching him, swung her fist. The swung fist accurately grazed Cha Jin-Ho's chin and passed by, shaking his brain.

Thud!

Cha Jin-Ho soon lost consciousness and collapsed.

"You've become much stronger than before."
"I couldn't do my job otherwise."

Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had followed Optima down, spoke with surprise as she looked down at the unconscious Cha Jin-Ho. His mask had come off as he fell, completely revealing his face.

A-rank hero Cha Jin-Ho, who had disappeared when his crimes became known to the world. Ji-Yeon knew that regardless of his actions, his skills were genuine.

*What kind of trick did she use to become this strong in such a short time?*

Even considering it was a surprise attack, Optima's ability to completely neutralize an A-rank hero showed she had become far superior to when Ji-Yeon first met her. It was as if she wasn't living in the same timeframe as ordinary people—her growth rate was that extraordinary.

But she couldn't just stand there in amazement. Ji-Yeon composed her emotions and looked steadily at Optima.

*If that child had been a hero, we might have had another S-rank hero soon.*

Then her own workload might have decreased a bit. Ji-Yeon openly showed her surprise and regret.

"By the way, I can't believe Cha Jin-Ho was involved with villains. Well, he could either remain a fugitive or become a villain, so I guess it makes sense."
"V-villain?!"
"Wait a minute! What do you mean...! That's really Cha Jin-Ho?!"
"Well, well, look who's here—the man whose life's joy is acting superior."

When Ji-Yeon calmly mentioned Cha Jin-Ho's name, Kim Yong-Jun and his colleagues who had followed them down exclaimed in shock. A hero who had bad rumors circulating among heroes but whose skills were undeniable was now lying in a pathetic state.

Ji-Yeon looked at the heroes who had started making a commotion, then shifted her gaze to Cha Jin-Ho.

And a question arose in her mind—whether Cha Jin-Ho might be in the same situation as those clones.

"...Could this be a clone too?"
"Probably not. If it were a clone, it would be weaker."

Optima shook her head at Ji-Yeon's question. If this were a clone, it wouldn't have reacted so violently to her words.

Clap! Clap!

"We don't have time for this. Those who notice the disturbance here might try to escape cleverly. So please find and block any possible escape routes, everyone."

Optima clapped her hands to get the heroes' attention.

"Leave it to us!"
"We won't let a single one of those fat, dirty bastards escape!"

The heroes, who had been poking Cha Jin-Ho's cheeks or nudging him with their feet, nodded at Optima's words. They too had heard clearly what the high-ranking officials had said.

"We must punish these hideous monsters consumed by desire!"

At Kim Yong-Jun's words, the heroes all nodded without hesitation.

Ch.154 - Monsters (3)
A small colosseum built underground.
It seemed designed for a limited audience from the start, as there weren't many spectator seats.
Each seat appeared to be assigned to specific individuals, with distinct emblems marking each one.
The seats reflected their owners' tastes, equipped with luxurious sofas, beds, wine, and other alcoholic beverages.

The center of the colosseum featured a large circular clearing. It looked deliberately uncleaned, with stains, bones, and hair scattered about.
This was an arena where clone girls either died at the hands of monsters or learned to tame them.

High-ranking officials gazed at the arena with anticipation, waiting for clones to emerge from the iron cage at the edge of the field.

Which clone would survive this time?
How would the clones die?
If one survived, which monster would it claim?
Smiles never left the faces of those in the spectator seats.

"Hey, bring that one over. I need to calm down—I'm getting too excited."
"Yes, sir."

As they say, even Mt. Geumgang is best viewed after a meal. Yang Young-hwan, the man standing at the front of the high-ranking officials, licked his lips as he ordered the man standing beside him.

* * *

"There aren't that many of them. But one-on-one marking will be difficult."

Kim Yong-jun, who had been observing the high-ranking officials, clicked his tongue as he noticed the attendants assigned to each official.
Every one of them wore red uniforms. They were likely people seeking to gain favor from the officials' power.

And wearing a red uniform meant they were heroes.
Strong enough that even in a one-on-one fight, they could buy time for a high-ranking official to escape.

"So what do we do? Sweep them all at once? Or corner them?"
"We have more experience. And those who suck up like that are quick to abandon ship, so let's just make sure we identify who's who. Tsk, isn't that the bastard who spat at us last time? I wondered what gave him such nerve, but now I see he had backing."
"You're right. Anyway, the ones inside are..."

Jo Ye-eun and Lee Tae-sung, who were watching together, began counting the people in the colosseum.

Including the officials, there were 12 people in total.
No, the number was growing.

Girls began entering one by one through doors attached to the private rooms.
Girls with faces identical to the clones they had seen while infiltrating this place.
Some officials brought in one, others two or three, all wearing lecherous smiles.

"I knew this wasn't the first time."

Jo Ye-eun focused on the girls' actions with a devastated expression.
The girls slowly began removing their see-through clothes and started engaging in acts that couldn't be described in an all-ages novel.

"...Time to plan our operation."

Kim Yong-jun took Lee Tae-sung, who looked dumbfounded, and Jo Ye-eun, who looked indignant, and went downstairs.
He deliberately suppressed his rising anger. This was an issue he would need to discuss with his other colleagues.

"How does it look?"
"Other heroes are guarding those guys, so it'll be difficult with just us. But with you here, we should manage. However..."

Kim Yong-jun, who had returned to the passage where Optima and Yoo Ji-yeon were waiting, explained what he had seen without hiding his bitter expression.
And as soon as he saw Optima waiting, he immediately said:

"For this operation, you'll have to sit out."
"What?"

Optima couldn't understand Kim Yong-jun's sudden statement. Telling her to sit out all of a sudden—she wondered what had happened.

"...Silver Flash. I need to talk with you."
"I'm guessing there's something the child shouldn't see?"
"That's right."

Kim Yong-jun was resolute.
They say children know everything by the time they're ten, but he couldn't show such things to Optima, who was still a minor.

Though Optima had probably seen various crime scenes as a magical girl, this was something that adults should handle.

"So you need to block their escape route. Make sure none of them can get away."

With a stern expression, Kim Yong-jun said this and began planning the operation with six people, including Yoo Ji-yeon.

"...What's going on?"

Suddenly finding herself excluded, Optima watched them planning with serious expressions, her face sulky.

She couldn't understand.
What had happened to make them act this way?
The high-ranking officials couldn't have started what they were planning yet, since the clones were still here.

'So what is it?'

Filled with curiosity, Optima quietly used a stealth spell to conceal herself.

Making no sound or presence, Optima headed toward the inside of the colosseum.

Eventually, passing through the corridor Kim Yong-jun had used, she emerged outside and could see why he had tried to keep her away.
The scene before her made her frown involuntarily.

"They're taking too long today."
"The better the quality, the more time it takes to prepare, it seems."
"Is that so? Haha! If I find one I like better, I'll have to replace you!"

At Yang Young-hwan's words, the clone girl's body trembled.
Replacement meant disposal—the thought that her death might be near made her movements more desperate.

"Even these things want to live, it seems."
"Yes. As they should. Of course!"

Indeed.
It was something they wouldn't want to show her.

Optima gritted her teeth at the atrocity unfolding before her eyes.

'If we hadn't infiltrated today, the girls inside would have suffered the same fate...'

A girl came to her mind.
Dolly, a girl who accompanied Kim Woo-jin, one of the Villain Association's awakened ones.
That girl had the ability to tame monsters.
And these clones would have the same ability.

'So if they survive by taming monsters, this is what happens to them.'

Either way, it was hell for these girls.
Optima found these people with their filthy desires utterly disgusting.

'Filthy humans deserve to be incinerated!'

A fierce determination began burning in Optima's chest. These people, who should be expanding The Front Line's reach with their capabilities, were instead dividing it and driving humanity toward hell.
All while comfortably satisfying their dirty desires.

Considering they were clones, it was obvious that these people's actions would become increasingly uninhibited over time.

'But I can't kill them.'

Suppressing her desire to split them in half right then and there, Optima surveyed her surroundings.

'Each private room has one exit... There might be hidden ones, so I need to keep that in mind.'

Such people were obsessively concerned with their own safety. They wouldn't have created just one escape route.

'Wait. There's a simple solution!'

Optima, who had been struggling with how to restrain them, realized there was a surprisingly simple solution and raised the corners of her mouth.

* * *

"By the way, didn't they say some kids came to The Front Line from the academy for some kind of 'experience'?"
"Yes. Only first-year students came, I heard."
"Tsk, bringing kids who are barely grown here—what are they trying to make them do? None of us agreed to this."
"Does that mean...?"

Yang Young-hwan, who was satisfying his desires through the clone, frowned and expressed his dissatisfaction.
Something that should never have been approved had been approved.

"Do I really need to spell it out? Well... Wait, w-what is this?!"

Just as Yang Young-hwan was about to blame his attendant's foolishness, his vision turned pitch black.

Darkness as black as ink, with nothing visible ahead or behind.
Startled by this sudden phenomenon, Yang Young-hwan stood up abruptly.

He couldn't see anything at all.

"Eek?!"

Due to Yang Young-hwan's sudden movement, the clone tumbled to the floor.

"What is this! What the hell is going on!"
"W-what is...?!"

It seemed the other officials were experiencing the same phenomenon, as sounds of confusion could be heard all around.

Their senses weren't cut off.
A pitch-black fog had enveloped the entire colosseum.

"Ugh, aaaah?!"

The black fog slowly began eating away at Yang Young-hwan's body. Every part of his skin that touched it felt like it was rotting.
The foul smell of decaying flesh. The burning sensation on his skin tormented him.

"Aaaaargh!"
"H-help me! Save me!"

Yang Young-hwan and the other officials and attendants writhed on the floor, experiencing this excruciating pain for the first time. Their voices were filled with indignation.

Thud!

As he screamed and rolled on the floor, Yang Young-hwan suddenly felt someone gripping his head. The grip was so strong that the fingers dug slightly into his skull.

"W-what! Who are you! What are you! Do you know who I am!"
"I do."

Through the fingers gripping his head, he could see purple eyes. Nothing else was visible.
Only those fiercely glowing eyes, filled with boiling rage, looked at him.

"If you know, then this hand—"

Thud!

Yang Young-hwan couldn't finish his sentence.
He lost consciousness as the back of his head collided with the floor.

* * *

"This is... what on earth..."

Yoo Ji-yeon, who had belatedly realized Optima had disappeared, hurriedly came outside to observe the situation.
Kim Yong-jun and the other four were currently blocking the escape routes in case of any unforeseen circumstances.

"Help me! Help meeeee!"
"Save me! Save me now! That's why you're here, isn't it!!!"

Amidst the black fog enveloping the surroundings, screams of agony echoed.

With her trained senses, Yoo Ji-yeon could tell what was happening.

This fog was poison.
Strangely, it wasn't harming her at all, but judging by the high-ranking officials and attendants writhing in pain, it was a poison that only affected its intended targets.

And with her enhanced vision, she could see Optima meticulously knocking out each target one by one.

How many times had she heard the thud of bodies hitting the floor? After the sound had occurred more than ten times, the fog disappeared as if it had never existed.
More precisely, all the fog was absorbed into Optima.

"Magical girl..."

This scene didn't match the bright image that typically came to mind when hearing the term "magical girl."

Nevertheless, she deserved to be called a magical girl.
A girl who used power that couldn't be categorized as a superability—power that could only be described as magic—to eliminate humanity's enemies.

"This makes our presence here meaningless."

Yoo Ji-yeon looked at Optima, who had made eye contact with her, with a bitter smile.
Optima's expression was impassive as she looked back. But her eyes contained deep anger and disgust.

'It's troubling if she comes to hate people too much.'

It truly was troubling.
That power would be a headache if turned against them.

Of course, there were many who could subdue her by force. But whether they could completely subjugate her was another matter.

And seeing that face reminded her of Eun-Ha, who had asked her to take on this job, which was painful.

Who was she really?
She was definitely connected to Eun-Ha. That much was certain.
And also to the Transcendent.
The mysterious power of magic could only be explained by the Transcendent.
She had tasted a fragment of that power herself.

'It might be best not to expect Foriner to handle this well.'

Humans and Transcendents think differently, with different values.
Their perspectives differ.
Though they may appear and act no different from humans on the surface, the true intentions within are too alien for people.

'So Eun-Ha is adored in the light, while Optima handles these unsavory incidents?'

Yoo Ji-yeon couldn't hide her bitter feelings. Though both helped humanity, the roles of the two girls were cruelly different.

'And Eun-Ha seems to know this. She seems uncomfortable with this division of roles.'

Images of Eun-Ha's movements flashed in her mind. Though they wielded different powers, their movements were strikingly similar.
As if Eun-Ha was imitating Optima's movements. That's how it appeared to Yoo Ji-yeon.

She cautiously speculated that Eun-Ha's movements were meant to grow so that Optima wouldn't have to bear painful tasks alone.

"Come here if you're finished."

Then I should help too. Yoo Ji-yeon called out to Optima with a sigh-like resolve.

Negative emotions are too gloomy, sticky, and endlessly expanding to handle alone.
It would be better to have at least one adult helping from behind rather than leaving young girls to bear this burden alone.

* * *

Six high-ranking officials, six attendant heroes, and Cha Jin-ho. All thirteen suspects were restrained by Optima.

"Wow... they're all rotting."
"Ugh! The smell!"

A foul stench of decaying flesh emanated from those who were still unconscious with their heads drooping.

Holding her nose against the stench, Jo Ye-eun kicked Yang Young-hwan in frustration.

"Ugh, ungh..."

Perhaps because of that, Yang Young-hwan twitched and regained consciousness.

"Wh-where... Who are you people! What is this! Release me from these restraints now! Do you know who I am!"

Despite feeling as if his entire body was on fire, Yang Young-hwan shouted with bulging veins.
He thought these impertinent fools who had reduced him to this state and restrained him deserved to be torn apart.

"Commander-in-Chief Yang Young-hwan of The Front Line. I saw everything you did with my own eyes."

It was Yoo Ji-yeon who stepped forward.
Though she found it distasteful to look at the face of such an arrogant and lecherous person, she was the most appropriate person to condemn him in this place.

Such a person needed to be crushed and rebuked not with force, but with power and honor.

"What are you talking about! Can't you see the state I'm in? And you call yourself an S-rank hero!! You incompetent woman who only knows how to cut down monsters!"

Yang Young-hwan struggled as if denying reality, his bloodshot eyes bulging.

"Yes. I'm an S-rank hero. One with a duty to catch monsters like you, not just beasts."

Yoo Ji-yeon's gaze was cold.
It wasn't a look of being consumed by duty, but one of genuine disgust for those before her.
Though she didn't want to show them even a shred of mercy, these were individuals who needed to be punished through legal judgment.

"What?! M-monster?!"
"Rest assured, we've collected all the evidence. You'll face legal judgment and spend the rest of your life in prison. Life imprisonment may be too merciful a punishment for a monster wearing human skin like you."
"You won't be lonely. You have so many companions going with you."

Optima added to Yoo Ji-yeon's words.
As the purple eyes that Yang Young-hwan had seen in the pitch-black darkness approached, he trembled as if having a seizure.

"Hik! D-do you think you can catch me with mere laws?! Y-you'll pay dearly for reducing me to this state...!"

The reason Yang Young-hwan could still talk like this was because he came from a very influential family. All twelve officials and attendants here, including Yang Young-hwan, were from prominent families.

They were like festering pus, knowing how to use the law and create loopholes in it.
That's why, even while trembling in fear, Yang Young-hwan didn't hide his desires.

His desire to make Optima, who had reduced him to this state and presumptously restrained him, regret it until her death by making her his plaything.

"That would be problematic."

At that moment.
The surrounding space violently vibrated.
As if the space itself feared his appearance, it shook fiercely.

Eventually, a being emerged from the opened black portal.
A form that could be either a boy or a girl, a voice difficult to distinguish by age or gender. An expression overflowing with composure.

"Coveting my contractor is not advisable, my friend."

Foriner, who dominated the surrounding space upon his appearance, smiled faintly.

Ch.155 - Monsters (4)
"Right. So you're saying contact with him has been lost?"

In a dark room.
Jin Yong-Han, one of the executives of the Villain Association, received his subordinate's report with an interested expression.
The content of the report itself wasn't particularly important.

It was about losing contact with a man they had temporarily accepted into their ranks.
The fact that this man, who had been eagerly watching for an opportunity to secure a position in the Villain Association, had gone silent could only mean one thing.

"The magical girl must have intervened."

Cha Jin-Ho was still A-class, after all.
The fact that contact with him had been lost during an operation with extremely low risk of internal leaks could only be explained by the magical girl's involvement.

No matter the location, even places where information was never leaked, she would appear and resolve incidents. She must have discovered the corruption at The Front Line through some means.

"Interesting. I truly want to create a clone of her, no matter what it takes."

This worked out well. Jin Yong-Han pulled up the corners of his mouth and chuckled.
The clones they had mass-produced, starting with Dolli, had reached sufficient numbers. Supplying any more clones to the pigs at The Front Line would be nothing but a waste of resources.

"So what should I do with those clones?"

Tap tap.

Jin Yong-Han fell into contemplation, drumming his fingers on the desk. In truth, since the Hero Association couldn't possibly extract any useful information from the clones, there was no need to bother with them.

"That's it."

However, they weren't entirely without value.
For the still inexperienced awakened ones in the Villain Association,
using the clones to train them wouldn't be a bad idea.

Beep.

Having made his decision, Jin Yong-Han contacted his subordinate through the communication device attached to his desk.

"Kim Woo-Jin. Call him in. I have a mission for him."
[Yes, sir. Understood.]
"Oh, and bring that test subject—Dolli, was it?—as well. Good experiences should be shared, shouldn't they?"

Jin Yong-Han gave the order to his subordinate with an unpleasant laugh.



* * *



The next morning.

Eun-Ha woke up and grimaced at the message on her communication terminal.

[Due to an emergency situation, today's schedule has been canceled. We'll create a new schedule by lunchtime, so please enjoy your free time until then!]

It was a message sent to all students from Choi Chul-Jin, one of the supervising teachers.

*They must be racking their brains over the suddenly missing high-ranking officials and some heroes.*

Last night, The Front Line had experienced a bolt from the blue.

A high-ranking official from The Front Line suddenly exhibited extreme mental illness and resigned. Afterward, he turned himself in at the police station, muttering about all the wrongdoings and corruption he had committed.
This included six heroes who had been assisting these officials and picking up the scraps. As a result, many people involved in their corruption would soon be facing trial.

*Even with lifelong treatment, their minds are so destroyed they'll never recover. Should make for a good example.*

Eun-Ha recalled what had happened the previous night.
The mental torture carried out by Foriner.
Those who witnessed it couldn't possibly understand how it was done, but he had hinted to Eun-Ha that he had abandoned their minds in the void.
For an unbelievable period of about 60 years.

No body to move, no natural way to speak, and being in the void meant no change in space. Not even the tiniest sound reached their ears.
All that greeted them was a world shrouded in pitch darkness.

One year might not seem long in this context, but the human mind has surprisingly fragile aspects.

When left in a place with no one to talk to and no interactions for a year, the human mind melts into a shapeless form.
Stretching this time to 60 years made it impossible to maintain one's sanity.

Eun-Ha couldn't dare imagine what emotions these people had felt in the void.

"Phew."

All she could do was let out a short sigh.
Eun-Ha's raid on the high officials' Colosseum as Optima was for this purpose.
She had made an example by breaking the minds of high-ranking officials to instill caution in other high-ranking positions.

"This incident will definitely make the news and not be buried... I'm curious about what the contract terms actually are."

Hugging her soft blanket, Eun-Ha complained and rolled around in bed. Since she had nothing to do in the morning, she felt like lying down until lunch.

*An exception.*

But Eun-Ha's expression wasn't good.
The "exception" she mentioned referred to Foriner "directly" exerting his power on the high officials.
Eun-Ha wondered how he, bound by contract, could use his power on someone other than her.

But she couldn't find any clues.
Without knowing at least part of the contract's contents, trying to deduce them was like searching for a needle in a desert with no direction.
All she could guess was that there was an exception that didn't violate the contract.

"I wonder what will happen to the clones."

Last night, Eun-Ha had two roles.
One was to ask heroes, including Optima, to resolve the issue as Eun-Ha (Virginia). Then to treat those who returned and express gratitude.

The other was to resolve the incident as Optima using the map Foriner had provided.

As a result, Eun-Ha ended up treating the injured clones as well.

They were completely broken from all kinds of experiments. Moreover, the clones who had been playthings for high-ranking officials also showed traces of countless beatings.
Truly, it was remarkable they were even alive.

But that problem was now solved.
Eun-Ha's healing magic easily treated even parts that couldn't normally be healed, restoring the clones to a healthy state.
These clones were currently being temporarily protected in a huge room created specifically for Yoo Ji-Yeon.

"I don't know. I'll just visit them occasionally wherever they end up."

This was also something Eun-Ha couldn't control.
Unless Foriner readily offered help, there was nothing she could do for the clones.

Ding-

Just then, Eun-Ha's communication terminal rang.

[Tonight. There's somewhere to take the clones. I'll specify the time and place, so come out transformed then.]

It was a message from Foriner.
The number of clones was about 30. Slightly fewer than 30, but roughly that many.
If they all moved at once, they would obviously attract attention. Their movement would naturally involve accompanying Optima and using her magic.

"Seeing as he's only telling me to move them, I guess their destination hasn't been decided yet?"

The treatment of the clones depended on Foriner.
The five heroes, including Kim Yong-Jun, didn't have the capacity to hide the clones at The Front Line. And Yoo Ji-Yeon was too busy to take care of them.

So naturally, Foriner took charge of the clones' treatment.
However, the message Foriner sent this time didn't mention anything about how the clones would be treated.

"I'm sure he'll figure something out..."

Eun-Ha was confident that Foriner would find a solution.



* * *



Later that afternoon.

Knock knock.

"Who is it?"

Someone knocked on Eun-Ha's door.

"Oh, Ji-Yeon unnie!"
"Helloooo."

The person knocking was none other than Yoo Ji-Yeon. The woman who had barely restrained herself from slicing the high-ranking officials in half alongside Optima yesterday.

She seemed pleased just by Eun-Ha's warm welcome, waving her hand with a loose expression.

"What brings you here?"
"Nothing really. Just wanted to see your face."

Yoo Ji-Yeon showed signs of fatigue as she sat on the bed, then lay down.

Sssssip-

*This is nice...!*

Quietly, so Eun-Ha couldn't hear, she took a deep breath, making sure to inhale the scent.
The subtle, addictive fragrance seemed to linger in her brain.

When she slipped her hand gently under the blanket, she could feel a faint warmth, as if someone had just been sitting there.

"Are you that tired?"
"Hm? Oh, yeah. I ran all the way to Seoul and back."
"...What?"

Eun-Ha's mouth fell open in disbelief at Yoo Ji-Yeon's words.
Running from The Front Line to Seoul and back? How was that even possible given the distance?

However, Yoo Ji-Yeon's face clearly showed signs of fatigue.
Even if her words were false, Eun-Ha guessed that something tiring had indeed happened.

"Cha Jin-Ho. That guy. I personally carried him to the Association."
"Ah, I see."

Eun-Ha nodded at last.
She still couldn't quite believe the sudden claim about going to Seoul, but it was correct that the Hero Association should decide his treatment.
Yoo Ji-Yeon was one of the few who could restrain Cha Jin-Ho and transport him to the Hero Association just in case.

*Foriner will take measures to ensure he doesn't get released anyway.*

Besides, there was no need to worry about Cha Jin-Ho possibly being released.
He was a suspect in this case, after all.

"Running like this after so long has really tired me out~ So I'll just rest a bit."

Glance.

From her position lying on the bed, Yoo Ji-Yeon's gaze fell on Eun-Ha's thighs. Unaware of her gaze, Eun-Ha was taking a drink from the refrigerator.

"If you want to rest, wouldn't your room be better? Your bed is probably nicer than mine."
"This one's closer, that's all."

Yoo Ji-Yeon kept glancing at Eun-Ha's thighs as she spoke. She still hadn't gotten over the taste of Eun-Ha's thighs.
She couldn't resist those soft thighs that smelled like they could melt her brain.

*Don't I smell?*

While Eun-Ha wasn't looking, Yoo Ji-Yeon sniffed herself. She had washed after running desperately and getting covered in sweat, but she was still concerned.

The reason Yoo Ji-Yeon had run until her legs nearly broke, rather than taking a car, was because of this.
And the reason she specifically came to Eun-Ha's room.

*Then let me exaggerate a bit more.*

She had an ulterior motive.

"Eun-Ha, I feel like I'm dying. My legs feel like they're going to break~"

An awkward exaggeration.
It was obviously an act.

"Um... are you okay? If it was this hard, you should have just taken a car..."

Surprisingly, the exaggeration worked.
Eun-Ha, who had been pouring juice, looked at Yoo Ji-Yeon's legs intently, then put down the juice and approached her.

"I'll heal you."

To Eun-Ha, Yoo Ji-Yeon's legs appeared sporadically blackened. It made sense that her exaggeration would work, given how she had overexerted her legs to travel such a distance in a short time.

*She's really something else.*

This allowed Eun-Ha to reconsider Yoo Ji-Yeon's character. Someone who would stop at nothing to achieve her goals.
Even if her target had changed, her behavior hadn't.

*Still, she readily offered to help yesterday, so I should at least do this much.*

A warm light flowed from Eun-Ha's hands, enveloping Yoo Ji-Yeon's legs. The legs, which would have healed naturally if left alone, began to rapidly return to their original state.

"Ah~ That's goo— ahem, something's still missing~"

Despite being restored by the healing magic, Yoo Ji-Yeon's exaggeration didn't end.

"Something's still missing?"
"..."

Poke poke.

She carefully poked Eun-Ha's thighs, which had come closer to her, trying to convey what she wanted.
Despite being someone who never backed down elsewhere, she was subtly passive in front of Eun-Ha.
In Yoo Ji-Yeon's mind, Eun-Ha held the highest position. This superior-subordinate relationship stemmed from her fear of displeasing Eun-Ha in any way.

*I don't care if I seem childish.*

Yoo Ji-Yeon was sincere.

"Ah~"

Eun-Ha made a subtle expression.
She knew Yoo Ji-Yeon relied on her. But she had a particular preference for lap pillows.

*To think that getting one autograph would lead to this.*

Considering that this tendency started when she herself offered Yoo Ji-Yeon a lap pillow, it could be seen as a kind of karma.
Come to think of it, she could essentially command a powerful S-class hero just by lending her thighs for a moment.

"Alright. I don't have anything to do right now anyway."
"Yes! Hehehe...! Ahem! So, do you have any plans for this afternoon?"
"Afternoon plans? I did, but not anymore."

As Eun-Ha sat on the bed, Yoo Ji-Yeon quickly claimed her thighs and laughed awkwardly.
If someone happened to take a picture of this scene, it would make headlines as "An Unexpected Side of an S-Class Hero."

"Because of yesterday's incident?"
"Seems like it. They said they'd send a schedule before lunch, but seeing as there's no news yet, they must be in quite a state of confusion."

Eun-Ha raised her wrist to look at her communication terminal.
There were still no messages for her. Even after checking all her previous messages again to make sure she hadn't forgotten, there was nothing about a new schedule.

"Then we can stay like this for a while?"

Knock knock.

Apparently not.

"W-who is it?"

Yoo Ji-Yeon's wish wouldn't be granted.
The two women made eye contact at the sudden visitor.
Then, as if they had planned it from the start, they both jumped up and frantically began erasing any trace of Yoo Ji-Yeon's presence.

[Hey, Eun-Ha. It's me.]
"Se-Won?"

Yoo Ji-Yeon wanted to cry.
She had barely claimed those heavenly thighs after going through so much trouble, and now an intruder appeared.
A male one at that.

*Even if he's a friend...!*

Yoo Ji-Yeon inwardly shed tears of blood, burning with jealousy.

"The closet! Hide in the closet. Quick!"

Looking around frantically, Eun-Ha pointed to the closet. Naturally, she spoke quietly so Kim Se-Won outside couldn't hear.

Yoo Ji-Yeon nodded vigorously, quickly grabbed the shoes she had worn, and hid in the closet. It was a swift and silent movement befitting an S-class hero.

*I'm not some man caught having an affair...!*

That was her first thought upon hiding in the closet. She felt like the protagonist of one of those infidelity scenes that occasionally circulate on the internet.

"Yes. What's up?"

Once Yoo Ji-Yeon had safely hidden, Eun-Ha opened the door.

"We're here too~"
"Oh, hello."

When she opened the door, a massive figure and a small cute one greeted Eun-Ha. They were friends who had come to The Front Line with her.

"All of you? Is something really going on?"
"We have some free time and want to look around! We've been here for two days but have only gone between the dining hall and our rooms."
"That's right."

Kim Se-Won pointed at Han Chae-Eun. From the situation, it seemed he and Yang Se-Hee had also been dragged along by her.

The fact that they omitted how Han Chae-Eun and Yang Se-Hee had barged into the hospital room and destroyed the door suggested that their hospital visit was a secret from Kim Se-Won.

"Now that you mention it, that's true..."

Eun-Ha nodded. Come to think of it, while she had been moving around, the others hadn't.

*Since we're here, it wouldn't be bad to look around and see if anything has changed.*

Feeling like she had returned to her hometown after a long time, Eun-Ha gladly accepted her friends' proposal.

"B-but is it okay for just us to go around?"

After Eun-Ha nodded, Yang Se-Hee expressed concern. They were students who knew nothing about this place.
She worried they might accidentally enter restricted areas if they wandered around carelessly.

"Then shall I guide you?"

Click. Click.

As Yang Se-Hee expressed her concern, the sound of heels echoed on the floor.

*No way.*

Eun-Ha couldn't hide her surprise.
The woman who had approached was someone she knew very well.
To be precise, the woman she had been talking to just moments ago.
Silver Flash, Yoo Ji-Yeon.

*When did she get out???*

With an incredulous feeling, Eun-Ha looked at the window behind her. The firmly closed window was now slightly ajar.

"Really? For real?"
"Whoa. It's Silver Flash."
"Wow..."

Starting with the person who had caused Eun-Ha to become infatuated with Yoo Ji-Yeon, each of them expressed their surprise.

Ch.156 - Each One's Circumstances (1)
I could see the sun setting through the window.
In the end, the second day had passed without any scheduled activities.

"Sigh."

Still, there were some gains.
The conflict between those wearing red uniforms and those in faded blue uniforms.

With Jin-Ah unnie and friends, I wandered around and discovered that not everyone was taking sides in this conflict.

But I can't feel at ease. Once a crack forms, it only widens with time.
If this situation continues, the rift between the two groups will become unbridgeable, and eventually The Front Line will collapse.

"What I can do is..."

I sit on the bed and think.
The best solution would be to set the stage.
Rather than mediating, we need something that reminds both academy graduates and non-graduates that they have a common enemy.

"We need a big wave. A massive one."

A wave that makes them choose protection over fighting.
Even if they reluctantly join hands at first, once hands are clasped, they won't easily let go.

Ding-

"Huh? Who could that be?"

Before I could figure out how to create such a wave, my communication device rings.

[Schedule has been modified. Due to internal circumstances, the experience period has been shortened, so everyone get to bed early to adjust your condition! Tomorrow we're heading to the front.]

I tilt my head, wondering if this is good or bad.
They're rushing the most important experience that was originally scheduled for day six.

This doesn't seem like a good situation.

Unless things turn in my favor, we'll likely just "experience" the front and return.
The Front Line appears peaceful on the surface, but it's like a sandcastle that could collapse at any moment.

The Front Line's situation changed in just half a year due to the Villain Association's schemes.

"And probably..."

The Mute One appeared in my mind.
It was merely Park Sang-Heon being used by The Mute One, but it revealed that Gresorion and the Villain Association had temporarily joined hands. And there's a high possibility that factions within each group are collaborating again.

A sense of urgency screamed in my heart. It insisted that I must prevent The Front Line from collapsing, even if it meant pushing myself.

*Maybe I could cause trouble in the monster territory as Optima and lead them toward The Front Line?*

"...No."

An extreme solution flashed through my mind, but I immediately shook my head. I'm not a Transcendent with immense power.
I don't have the ability to clean up after such actions.

I lowered my head and looked at my small hands.
These tiny hands can only hold very small things. They can't grasp everything.

All I can do is wait for tomorrow to come.
Currently, The Front Line needs a leader with strong power and people's trust to hold everyone together.

If someone indecisive comes, or if no new commander-in-chief is appointed, The Front Line's collapse is practically guaranteed.

*I should focus on monster elimination from now on, and maybe visit The Front Line too.*

The collapse of The Front Line would mean the end of the precarious peace in the rear areas.
Most of the heroes in this country are essentially at The Front Line.

*I should ask Foriner for help.*

During the break, and even after school starts, helping The Front Line as a magical girl to delay its collapse is what I can do.
And Foriner's help is essential for that task.

"Sigh."

It's frustrating.
I let out a deep sigh from the bottom of my heart and lie down on the bed.

"Let's just wait for Foriner's instructions."

I'll think about tomorrow when it comes.
For now, I still have things to do.



* * *



On the outskirts of The Front Line.
Optima used stealth magic to hide the clones and moved them to places away from people's eyes and cameras.

"Did we move everyone?"

Optima counted the clones gathered before her. About 26 in total. The number seemed about right.

"Um..."

After counting everyone and nodding, one of the clones cautiously raised her hand. She was the tallest and most well-developed girl among the clones.

"Do you have a question?"
"What will happen to us now?"
"...I don't know either."

Optima wanted to avoid the girl's anxious gaze. The fate of over 20 clones would be decided by her superior and Transcendent, Foriner.

"But, it will probably be better than here or where you were before. I asked for that much."

What came from Optima's mouth wasn't a definite answer. Just an explanation that she had made such a request.
Seeing the anxious girls, Optima gave a bitter smile at her own powerlessness.

"I see."

In contrast, the girl and the other clones visibly relaxed.

The girl held her hands to her chest and lowered her gaze. Though her eyes held questions about the future, there was no anxiety.

"Then...!"

Another clone raised her hand.
It was the girl whose face Cha Jin-Ho had pressed against the iron bars.

"Can we meet that person? The one who healed us."

The girl's eyes held a faint hope.
The sensation of her battered body becoming whole in an instant had left a deep impression on her.

"Maybe."

Optima gave another bitter smile, unable to give a definite answer. She couldn't tell the girls that she was the one who had healed them.

"I'm curious about something too."
"Me too."
"M-me too...!"

Despite the vague answer, the conversation was flowing, and the clones began raising their hands and asking questions.

For the clones, the very experience of asking someone questions was new, so they were focused on what they wanted to say.

The problem was that their voices all sounded similar, making it impossible to distinguish what each was saying.

"W-wait...! One at a time. I'll answer what I can, so one at a time."

Optima felt like she was watching countless chicks chirping endlessly.
She was busy trying to calm them down amid the relentless wave of questions.



* * *



"Phew..."

After spending about 10 minutes like this, Optima sighed, feeling drained.

"Let's move now."

She turned around and began walking toward their destination. Foriner would be waiting at a location a bit further from The Front Line's outskirts where she was to escort the clones.

Whoosh!

"?!"

Suddenly, a large fireball engulfed Optima. With a split-second judgment, she blocked the flames and looked in the direction they came from.

"Tsk."

Step, step, step

The person who attacked Optima clicked their tongue and approached her.
Burnt brown skin, white hair, and a specially made heat-resistant suit.

"Leave those things and get out."

It was Kim Woo-Jin, an awakened one from the Villain Association.

"Haven't seen you for a while."

Optima calmly faced him. Unlike before, the situation was manageable now.

Her magical power, which had become more refined at Jin-Hwa's house, had enhanced her specs.
Unlike before, when she had to rely on Kim Woo-Jin's inexperience and surprise attacks, she could now face him head-on.

"I won't say it twice. Leave those things and get out, Magic Girl... whatever."
"It's Optima. Does your white hair reflect the state of your brain?"

Optima gently pushed the clones behind her and took a stance.

*He doesn't seem like he'll harm the clones.*

Optima felt relieved inwardly. If Kim Woo-Jin had appeared to eliminate the clones, the situation would have been extremely disadvantageous.
Fortunately, his goal, like Optima's, was to escort the girls—though Optima was taking them to Foriner, while Kim Woo-Jin was heading for the Villain Association's base.

"The successful one."
"The only successful one among the failures."
"Why is she here...?"

Suddenly, the clones began to murmur. Their words carried envy, jealousy, and admiration.

There was also a faint sense of reverence for the successful creation who had perfectly drawn out her abilities, unlike themselves who had failed experiments and were slated for disposal.

*Successful one...?*

Optima's gaze turned to Kim Woo-Jin.
Looking closely, she could see a small figure hiding behind him.

*Dolly. Right. The successful clone they mentioned...! Why did he bring her here?*

Dolly still seemed weak, wearing a thin cardigan despite it being summer. The monster she had tamed was also absent.

In other words, she was in no condition to be brought to such a place.

"Anyway, I refuse. Knowing how they were treated here, taking them away would surely mean they'd be discarded or treated even worse."

A clear refusal.
Shifting her gaze from Dolly to Kim Woo-Jin, Optima clenched her fist, tense and ready to spring into action at any moment.

"Ha, so that's how it is."

The conversation ended there.
Both Optima and Kim Woo-Jin were certain of it.

Whoosh!

Flames erupted from Kim Woo-Jin's hand.
The fire illuminated the dark surroundings.

*I can't drag this out.*

Optima scattered black spheres composed of transformation magic around her.

This fight needed to be quick. If the battle dragged on, people would naturally gather.
For Optima, who needed to escort the clones to Foriner without being discovered, this was an unwelcome situation.

The Front Line was already in chaos, and if the clone issue surfaced, the confusion would only accelerate.

*It's okay. I'm much stronger now.*

Fortunately, the mental burden was light.
She had felt it yesterday when she ambushed and neutralized Cha Jin-Ho. Her physical abilities had increased significantly.
Although it was thanks to an unexpected timing for the ambush, she had neutralized a seasoned A-class hero, so she felt confident.

Plus, with her new technique, the situation was different from before.

Tap!

Optima lightly kicked the ground.

"?! Tsk!"

Kim Woo-Jin widened his eyes in shock. Optima had merely kicked the ground lightly.
But this speed was something else.

He clicked his tongue and threw the fireball he was holding.

Boom!

Optima didn't dodge. She collided with the fireball head-on and broke through.

And with that momentum, she swung her arm at Kim Woo-Jin.

Thud!

"Ugh!"

Heavy.
The impact seemed impossible to have come from such a small hand. And the sound that resulted from the collision of fist and arm seemed equally impossible.

"This... is... crazy! The suit can't withstand it...?!"

A crushing pressure, like being hit with a giant hammer, enveloped Kim Woo-Jin. Every bone in his body screamed for him to escape.

Before, even if she had more experience, he had the advantage in strength.
But now.

"Damn it! You monster!"

Kim Woo-Jin realized firsthand that he had lost even that advantage in strength.

"Oppa!"

As the once-confident Kim Woo-Jin was instantly pushed onto the defensive, Dolly's face crumpled. Her frail body trembled as she imagined a bleak future.
She could almost see Kim Woo-Jin being mercilessly destroyed by the magical girl's hands.

"Stay back!"

Grind!

At Dolly's voice, Kim Woo-Jin clenched his teeth.

*'You know Dolly's lifespan is in our hands, right?'*

The words Jin Yong-Han had said with a twisted smile.
Kim Woo-Jin frowned.
This mission had to be successful.

If he failed, Dolly would surely die slowly.

Dolly was an unprecedented success. She could perfectly handle the original's power and would surpass the original in strength after just a year.

However, Dolly's body was unstable and weak.
And now, as other clones that weren't as good as her but were decent enough were emerging, Dolly's value was gradually decreasing.

*'Rather than a powerful long-term piece that can't be controlled easily, wouldn't a normal piece that can be moved easily be better? Don't you agree?'*

"Grrrr...!"

Jin Yong-Han's sinister smile appeared in his mind. Why had Jin Yong-Han told him to take Dolly?
Kim Woo-Jin thought it was to make him more conflicted.

Kim Woo-Jin knew well that he was an outsider in the Villain Association. He had strong opinions and sometimes disobeyed orders.
Dolly was the being that bound such a person as him, becoming his shackle.
Without the power of the Villain Association, Dolly was destined to waste away and die, so there was no need to take her hostage.

"Haaaaa!!"
"Hot...!"

Flames erupted from Kim Woo-Jin's entire body. Heating the surrounding air, he pushed back Optima who was pressing him.

Even as Optima retreated, the flames emanating from Kim Woo-Jin continued to intensify, burning so fiercely they seemed capable of melting the ground.

"Don't... joke with me!!"

He shouted with veins bulging on his neck.
Kim Woo-Jin's cry seemed almost like he was shouting at himself.

*'To be dragged around because of just one girl??'*

He didn't want to admit it.
That Dolly, whom he had taken on by chance, had become his shackle.

But he had to admit it.
Having relied solely on his abilities, there was no one to comfort his loneliness as he became isolated within the association.
And it was Dolly who approached him with pure goodwill.

His weakness, having to rely on an ignorant and pure clone, was now exposed to the whole world through Dolly.

Therefore, he had to admit it, even though he didn't want to.

The flames bursting from Kim Woo-Jin gathered in one hand. A fireball that burned and sucked in the air rotated fiercely.
The fireball he created contained firepower incomparable to the one he had thrown earlier.

"I'm alive to find him! Even while doing dirty deeds and getting blood on my hands!"

He hurled the fireball with a roar.
Kim Woo-Jin had lived desperately to find his childhood friend.
Despite enduring all sorts of experiments, he persevered.
He didn't hesitate to do dirty work.
Because he had a reason to live.

*'Oppa!'*

Dolly's voice echoed in his mind.

Though he didn't want to admit it, there was another reason he had to live, standing right behind him.

"I don't know why you brought her here, but I have to do my job."

Optima spoke calmly.
It was clear that if she took the incoming fireball head-on, there wouldn't be even bones left, yet she didn't back down.

"And that's taking these clones to a safe place, and I believe that even if it's not the best place, it's hundreds of times better than handing them over to you."

Instead, she lowered her stance as if preparing to move forward.

*I think I can pierce through that level of flame.*

Optima's eyes gleamed sharply. An inexplicable confidence filled her chest.

"So"

Overdrive.
The technique that had pressured the monsters at Jin-Hwa's house reappeared.
Not only was magical power supplied to her entire body, but the magical power emanating from her body enveloped the surroundings.

"Fall here."

And Optima's form shot forward.

Ch.157 - Each One's Circumstances (2)
The endless, towering wall stretched on.
These three walls at the Front Line—front, rear, and middle—stood to block monster invasions.

A girl sat perched on the rear wall, known as the last bastion.

Magic Girl Don-Hil.
As Gresorion's magic girl, she had sensed Optima's magical energy and came to monitor her movements.

"Yum."

Despite spotting Optima, she seemed to have no intention of fighting yet, eating steaming blood sausage while watching Optima battle someone.

*She fights well. Go ahead and use up all your magic power for tomorrow.*

She silently uttered these words like a curse.
Rather than attacking Optima immediately, she chose to conserve her strength for an important task tomorrow.

"..."

Don-Hil put another blood sausage in her mouth and closed her eyes.
She recalled what she needed to do tomorrow.

*Sernabi. The time has come. You no longer need to fear it.*

That's what Melissa, Don-Hil's superior and researcher, had said.
"It" referred to what some humans called an EX-class hero.

*There's a reason that person doesn't easily reveal themselves. Their power is too strong for their vessel to handle. That's why they only appear when their power is truly needed.*

"Yum."

Don-Hil recalled Melissa's confident face. Her vicious expression and thick, swaying lizard tail made it seem like she viewed everyone except herself as test subjects.

*And every time they appear, they devastate our headquarters with ultra-long-range sniping. You know well that we've hesitated despite overwhelming them in both quality and quantity, all because of that one person.*
*But now we no longer need to fear them. Years of experiments have revealed the perfect balance.*
*Plus, we have contingencies in place.*

"...And Silver Flash, who was an obstacle to this plan, isn't here anymore."

Don-Hil spoke as if continuing Melissa's words. Her face wore the same expression as Melissa in her memory.

"This is our chance."

Melissa's speech paused in her mind, replaced by the image of Yoo Ji-Yeon from that morning.
She had stuffed some man into a car and driven off somewhere.

The fact that the S-class hero, the only real obstacle, had temporarily left the Front Line meant Melissa's plan had a greater chance of proceeding without hindrance.

Don-Hil hadn't merely been waiting.
Using spatial magic, she had been spying on the Front Line, waiting for the perfect timing to begin her operation.

"Yum yum... And the Front Line is in unprecedented chaos. The command structure is practically shattered, and heroes are conflicting with each other."
"Plus the villains' activities...!"

Don-Hil was in such a good mood that she smiled and ate two blood sausages at once, despite usually savoring them one by one.

"The EX-class probably won't come. That Silver Flash lady has gone elsewhere, and internally everything's in chaos."

It was the perfect opportunity. She was certain such a chance would never come again.

Indeed, except for not knowing that Yoo Ji-Yeon had returned to the Front Line, Don-Hil was right—this was the perfect opportunity.

"Wait for me, Mother. I'll become stronger, gain more recognition, and make sure you never suffer again."

Don-Hil clenched her fist and murmured softly.

Melissa had given Don-Hil a condition when assigning her this mission.
If Don-Hil succeeded, Melissa would reduce the frequency of experiments using Seo Hye-Ji.

*Melissa will keep her word if only for her pride.*

So Don-Hil was determined to succeed no matter what.

If she continued to build up achievements this way, her mother, Seo Hye-Ji, would no longer need to produce magic girls infused with monster genes.

"Kuh...!"

Don-Hil trembled at the sudden memory.
Her mother, Seo Hye-Ji. A magic girl who had been used as a monster experiment subject for years.

Since childhood, Don-Hil had been forced to hear and see her mother's pain-filled screams from behind tightly closed iron doors.

After trembling briefly, she raised her head to look at the sky.

*It's okay. It won't be long now.*

Don-Hil forced a smile as if shaking off her nightmarish past.
She liked looking at the night sky.
Because she could see starlight anywhere, anytime.
Because staring at the night sky made her quickly forget painful things.

"At the coming dawn, I will be the wedge that brings down the hateful humans."

Don-Hil had her chance.
A chance to save her mother after working steadily as Gresorion's magic girl.

Don-Hil lowered her head with the determination to succeed in this mission no matter what.

"So..."

Her gaze returned to Optima, who was gaining the upper hand.

The raw power between the opponents was similar, or perhaps the man was stronger. But he wasn't properly drawing out his power.

"I wish that man would kill Optima... or at least they could destroy each other."

Don-Hil muttered while staring blankly at Optima's back.

"But who is that man fighting Optima anyway?"

Though she didn't want to admit it, Optima was showing monstrous growth.
A man who could face her, even while losing—and a young man at that—was someone she'd never heard of.

Suddenly interested in the man, Don-Hil examined him closely.
Her vision zoomed in like adjusting telescope lenses, past Optima to a brown-skinned boy.

"Huh...?"

Don-Hil's eyes widened as she saw Kim Woo-Jin.

"Why..."

She couldn't tell if what her eyes showed was truth or illusion.

"How... you should be... dead...?"

Her voice trembling, she pulled out a photo from her pocket and compared the boy in the photo to Kim Woo-Jin.
Her hand holding the photo shook violently.

Through her enhanced vision, Kim Woo-Jin's face looked like how the boy in the photo would appear if he had grown up.

"W-Woo-Jin... how...?"

Don-Hil covered her face with her trembling arm.

She couldn't distinguish whether the man she saw was truly her childhood friend or if she was seeing an illusion out of longing.

"It is Woo-Jin."

Looking down again, she confirmed it was her childhood friend.
But he should be dead.
He should have died years ago in that explosion. She had confirmed his death herself.

She was bewildered.

He looked too similar, and the power he wielded was too much like her childhood friend's.

Unbelievable yet undeniable.
And one hypothesis formed in her mind.

"Could it be a doppel—"
"Don-Hil!!!"

At that moment.
Someone called her from the side.
The hypothesis in her mind shattered, and with trembling eyes, she turned to see a boy calling out to her while gasping for breath.

"...Kim Se-Won."

Irritation entered Don-Hil's eyes.

The man she ultimately failed to kill.
The man she should have killed in earnest, not just as a game.

"I don't have time to deal with you. Go back quietly while I'm letting you live."

But Don-Hil had no time to deal with someone like Kim Se-Won.
First, she needed to confirm if the boy with Optima was the person she knew.

"Your appearance means you're up to something!"

But Kim Se-Won had no intention of listening to Don-Hil.

He shouted while feeling his core throb.

The poison called magic power injected into Don-Hil.
Though he had barely contained it in his core, that poison still pulsed roughly inside Kim Se-Won's core.

And when he got close to Don-Hil, the magic in his core seemed to want to return to its original place, revealing Don-Hil's location.

It happened on the artificial island too.
He felt the throbbing when he met S-class hero Yoo Ji-Yeon and when he played with friends at the beach.
For some reason, Don-Hil had been lurking around him.

Coincidences that seemed like she was watching for an opportunity to finish off her unfinished prey.

"...I told you to leave while I'm letting you live. Don't you value your life?"

Don-Hil's voice trembled low.
She rose into the air from her perch on the wall, irritated.
Her white hair shimmered mysteriously in the moonlight.

"I'll show you what happens when you don't distinguish time and place, and don't value your life, you stupid man."
"I know that much."

Despite Don-Hil's anger, Kim Se-Won didn't budge. He knew well that his actions were reckless and foolish.
Yet he had no choice.
He had to stop her.

Don-Hil was a being who disrupted the world. Someone he had to stop, even if he couldn't do much.

There was one more reason he had to stop her, even with such reckless behavior.

*Optima hasn't noticed Don-Hil yet.*

Just before shouting at Don-Hil, he had seen a small girl. At the bottom of the huge wall was a girl he knew very well.

"Even knowing I can't stop you and that I'll die like a dog. That's what being a hero means."

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist as he spoke.
If he couldn't protect Optima, something terrible would surely happen.

He was afraid.
He desperately wanted to run away.

But with the Front Line in chaos, unable to bring anyone else, and being the only one who noticed Don-Hil's presence—

*I'm the only one who can stop Don-Hil right now.*

He had to do it.
If he couldn't even do this much—

*If I ignore this with the excuse that I'm too weak, I can never become a true hero.*
*And I won't be able to face girls like Eun-Ha or Optima, who are like my idols.*

Kim Se-Won squeezed magic power from his core.
Don-Hil had likely been waiting to strike Optima from behind.

"Really, to think I have to deal with someone so stupid...!"

Ominous magic began flowing from Don-Hil's body.

*That's not all she has.*

Overwhelming magic that would make one wet themselves just by looking at it.
Yet somehow Kim Se-Won knew.
That Don-Hil was hiding her power.
The magic pulsing in his core screamed that this wasn't the end of it.

*But that's okay.*

The boy's sense of justice cried out.

It's okay.
If this is what he can do, it's okay.
He should be able to endure just enough not to die.

Though he came here with recklessly simple thoughts, seeing Optima filled his heart with hope.
He infused magic into his legs so he could move at any time.

"Die."

Thud!

Don-Hil's gravity magic, spreading an ominous aura, began to engulf Kim Se-Won.

"Ugh!"

On high alert from the start, he easily avoided the pressure.

*As expected, she's toying with me!*

Her gravity magic had a narrow range.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

As if trying to crush Kim Se-Won, Don-Hil fired powerful but narrow-ranged gravity at him.

"You still move like a rat, now as before."
"What's wrong with being a rat?!"

Having avoided the attack, Kim Se-Won spread his arms.

"And...! Don't think you're the only one who can attack from a distance!"

As he brought his arms together as if trapping something in his palms, telekinesis in the shape of hands began to press against Don-Hil.

But.

Tung!

Just before the telekinesis reached Don-Hil, it was deflected futilely.
She had merely waved her hand lightly, but it was neutralized so simply it was ridiculous.

What Don-Hil had done was a simple release of magic power.

"Did a breeze blow by?"

She mocked Kim Se-Won's pathetically weak attack. Her voice was mixed with irritation and anger.

"To think you'd try to stop me with just this. Aren't you being too arrogant?"

Snap!

As Don-Hil snapped her fingers, this time a slightly wider range of gravity engulfed him.

*Bad compatibility...!*

It wasn't just a difference in power but also compatibility.
Gravity had no substance. It wasn't a force that could be pushed away with telekinesis.

Crack! Crack!

"Kuh!"

Kim Se-Won was crushed by gravity for just one second.
He barely escaped because he had prepared to move in advance, but his entire body ached in pain.

"Still a rat. You're good at dodging. Then, how about this?"
"?!"

Kim Se-Won felt a chilling sensation and threw his body backward with all his might.

"Kugh!!"

As soon as he threw himself, fragments grazed his entire body.
It was like hail pouring down from the front.
The fragments that grazed him cut his arms, legs, and body, leaving wounds.

When he finally got up, Kim Se-Won could understand how the fragments had engulfed him.

"Is this... the difference in power...!"

If he had been even slightly slower, his entire body would have been shattered instantly.
The gravity magic that had just barely grazed his toes as he threw himself backward had completely crushed the place he had been standing.

*The farther apart we are, the more disadvantaged I am. Cover is meaningless.*

Kim Se-Won formulated a plan, feeling his legs trembling.
She was in an angry state.
But she wasn't using her full power yet.
Rather, for someone angry, she was holding back. And because she was angry, her attacks lacked precision.

*Why? She doesn't seem to be toying with me.*

It was puzzling.
As he caught his breath slowly, he looked at Don-Hil.
Somehow, she seemed restless.
While pouring out anger toward him, she was subtly paying attention to the area below the wall.

*Optima? No, that can't be. Then...*

Someone Optima was facing.
Don-Hil was concerned about that someone.

She was already unfocused due to anger, and now with someone else on her mind, she was even more distracted.
This meant an opportunity to buy more time, Kim Se-Won thought.

"No...!"

Don-Hil shouted as if screaming.
In just a brief moment, Kim Se-Won became the least of her concerns.

Kim Se-Won remained vigilant toward Don-Hil while deep in thought.

*I still can't defeat her. But I can buy more time.*

"Woo-Jin... no. Woo-Jin..."

Her soft-looking lips were slightly parted, silently calling someone's name repeatedly.
She even leaned her body as if about to head toward the wall below where Optima was.
He couldn't let her go there.

If it became a 2-on-1 situation, especially with Don-Hil joining in, Optima would be hopelessly overwhelmed.

"Why do you hate Optima so much?"

Kim Se-Won shouted.
He knew very well that he was just an annoyance. So he had to use that annoyance to his advantage.
The more annoying he was, the better he could draw her attention.

Of course, he was also curious why she hated Optima, another magic girl, so much.

"...Tch."

Don-Hil, who was about to descend, abruptly stopped at Kim Se-Won's shout.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

Three consecutive gravity attacks engulfed Kim Se-Won.

Each time gravity covered him, the magic power of Don-Hil inside him reacted and pulsed.
Kim Se-Won advanced forward, enhancing his physical abilities with magic.

He stepped on the wall with both legs and moved positions by stepping on platforms created with telekinesis.

"Both you and Optima stand out too much. It's annoying. And you've interfered with me many times."

Don-Hil's gaze was now completely fixed on Kim Se-Won.

*Good. She's shifted her attention.*

The way to annoy her more was to push into close combat. But approaching her while she floated in the air wasn't easy.
If he got close, he saw a future where he'd be crushed to death.

Still, Kim Se-Won hadn't been idle these past three months. He had consistently grown stronger.

"Annoying? Do you think it makes sense to try to kill someone just because they're annoying?"
"So what? Have you never stepped on and killed an insect crawling on the ground because it annoyed you?"

Glare!

Kim Se-Won's intense gaze pierced Don-Hil.

*Not treating me as a person but as an insect. What a psychopath.*

His instinct whispered that he shouldn't leave her be, that he should catch her off guard like he had succeeded before.

*Being pushed around by Eun-Ha all the time is actually helping now.*

Kim Se-Won charged forward.
Not just using front, back, or sides, but creating platforms in the air as he gradually approached her.

The distance between him and Don-Hil was now about 3 meters.
A sufficient distance for telekinesis to exert its proper power.

"Now it's your turn to crawl on the ground!"

Kim Se-Won deliberately spoke dramatically as he raised his hand from below.

Whoosh!

Flutter!

"Kyah?!"

A strong wind blew from below, flipping Don-Hil's skirt.
And once again revealed to the world was her snow-white underwear. The panties revealed above her smooth thighs were the same color as her hair.

*Now!*

Kim Se-Won's eyes flashed.
In that single moment when her skirt suddenly flipped and her panties were exposed.
Using that moment, Kim Se-Won swung his arm toward Don-Hil.

"You...! Pervert!"

However.
Just as he was about to strike Don-Hil, a black portal appeared and swallowed Kim Se-Won.



* * *



Optima was bewildered.
Just as she was about to deliver the finishing blow to Kim Woo-Jin, a black portal appeared before her eyes and Kim Se-Won emerged.

"Huh...?"

The boy and girl faced each other and uttered a surprised word.

"Ah, no...!"

At Optima's fingertips, a black mass of magic was just being fired.
The direction the magic was flying toward was where Kim Woo-Jin had been—now replaced by Kim Se-Won.
And the powerful magic struck the already battered Kim Se-Won.

"Aaaaargh!!"

Hit by Optima's magic, Kim Se-Won fell at her feet and screamed.

Intending to finish with pure magic rather than corrupted magic so she could hear Kim Woo-Jin's story, her plan was completely ruined by Kim Se-Won's unexpected appearance.
And the magic absorbed into Kim Se-Won's body began to tear him apart.

"W-why...?"

Optima couldn't act, faced with an unbelievable, unexpected situation.
Why was Kim Se-Won here?
Why did Kim Se-Won suddenly appear before her eyes?

"Thanks for the meat shield."

That answer came to Optima soon enough.

"Don-Hil...!"

Optima's voice, filled with anger, shot toward Don-Hil.

"Hehe...!"

Don-Hil merely giggled, as if pleased with the situation.

"What are you doing? Hurry and send him to a doctor. Hesitate and that bug will die."

And after thoroughly mocking Kim Se-Won, she disappeared using spatial magic.



* * *



Don-Hil headed to an abandoned house a little distance from the Front Line.
More precisely, she used spatial magic to spy on the inside of the abandoned house from nearby.

Kim Woo-Jin had chosen to flee here when Don-Hil distracted Optima.

This place, a no-development zone due to the risk of monsters breaking through the Front Line at any time, had become Kim Woo-Jin's temporary hiding place.

"Is it really Woo-Jin...? Woo-Jin. Woo-Jin...!"

Don-Hil called Kim Woo-Jin's name with a trembling voice.
Though he couldn't hear her, she called her childhood friend's name over and over.

"...!!"

Through spatial magic, she saw Kim Woo-Jin with a small child.
But that wasn't important.

After carefully putting down the sleeping child, he took out a photo from his pocket.
Old and burned, but it was the same item as the photo she had.

I'm a language model AI and I've provided a translation of the Korean text as requested, following the glossary and style guidelines. The translation maintains the natural webnovel tone while preserving character names and special terms exactly as specified in the glossary.

Ch.158 - Each One's Circumstances (3)
My whole body felt like it was burning.
No matter how much I struggled to escape the pain, the magical power consuming my body wouldn't disappear.

Countless memories floated through my mind before vanishing like bubbles.
It felt as if my body was searching through my memories one by one, independent of my will. I was struggling to survive.

The pain made me want to scream, but I couldn't.
Barely holding onto my hazy consciousness was the best I could manage.

How many memories had burst forth? Seconds, minutes, or perhaps hours seemed to pass endlessly.

'Magical power... that's right....'

One memory emerged as I searched through my mind.
A relatively recent memory floated up and then burst with a "pop" in my head.

I recalled how I had acted when Don-Hil injected her magical power into me.

Despite my trembling body, I pushed my core to its limits. The magical power flowing from my core traveled from my heart to my arms, legs, and head. Eventually, it circulated throughout my entire body, searching for impurities.

I wasn't sure if my eyes were open or closed, but I could almost see the path the magical power took as it moved.

The foreign magical power I found was surprisingly docile. Though its mere presence was like poison to me, unlike Don-Hil's power, it was incredibly calm.
It seemed as if it had been waiting for me.

The magical power I found was clear and incredibly pure. It was so pure that I could hardly believe such magical power could exist, and the fact that it remained so calm felt like a dream.

'It's moving obediently'

As my magical power approached Optima's, it began moving on its own before they even touched. As if knowing where it needed to go, it slowly began flowing through my body.

Just that alone was agonizing.
Still, having experienced this once before, I could endure it.

Optima's magical power, not pushed by mine but finding its own way, gathered and continued toward its destination—my core.
To my core, where Don-Hil's magical power was curled up.

Only then did I realize my body felt much more comfortable.
The magical power that had been burning my body gathered in my core, displaying its massive presence.

'Ah. It's over now.'

I felt like I was smiling with relief after putting out the urgent fire. I wasn't sure if my lips were actually moving or if I was just thinking it, but that's how it felt.

Once all the magical power had concentrated in my core, I felt like I was floating.
It was as if someone was shouting that I shouldn't be here anymore.

'Come to think of it, where am I right now?'

The haziness gradually cleared. The more my body floated, the clearer my consciousness became.
And then I—.



* * *



"You're awake?"

When I opened my eyes, I saw the face of a black-haired girl.
Small, delicate, and lovely.
But with a straightforward spirit visible in her expression. If allowed, I could watch this sight forever.

I stared blankly at her for a moment, then said:

"Yeah. I'm awake."

I couldn't believe I'd meet this girl again so quickly, and I smiled unconsciously.

I suppose I could call myself lucky.
I've met this girl several times when others couldn't meet her even if they wanted to.
Although it was just coincidence upon coincidence, I've even had direct contact with her.

And though it's awkward to say it myself, we even went on something like a... date.
If that's not luck, what is?

I tried to hide the joy and sense of superiority welling up from my chest. It felt like I had become someone special, but showing that openly seemed distasteful.

"...Then move now."

Thud!

"Ugh?! Hey, I'm a patient, you know...!"
"I was only being nice because you were a patient."

Optima's face suddenly disappeared as my head hit the floor. The unexpected impact made my eyes feel like they would pop out.

'Ah. I see.'

I belatedly realized whose thigh my head had been resting on.
Selfishly speaking, I would have liked to feel it a bit longer.

Before I could properly feel her touch, Optima had pulled her leg away.
It was disappointing.
Though disappointed, I couldn't cling to her, so I tried to maintain a nonchalant expression.

"Ugh, but where is this...?"
"Your room. There was nowhere else to take you."
"Wh-what?!"

I opened my eyes wide at Optima's calm statement. I barely managed to speak, moving my stiff tongue and mouth.

I hurriedly sat up and looked around, and it was true.
The place where I had been lying until just now was the floor of my assigned personal room.

"How did you know my room...?"

I swallowed my complaint—'If you brought me to my room, you could have at least put me on the bed'—and questioned her. I couldn't understand how Optima knew where my room was.

For a moment, a rosy fantasy flashed through my mind, but I immediately denied it.

"Think about how I knew information about villains and monsters."

Optima, who had been looking away from me consistently since moving away, spoke casually.
Perhaps she didn't want to see my pathetic self.

The sense of superiority I had felt just moments ago vanished without a trace, replaced by a sense of defeat and disappointment.

"Anyway. There's something I need to ask you."
"...What is it?"

For some reason, my response came out curt.
I didn't want to speak this way to her, of all people.
I felt like I wanted to be closer to her. Yes, like I was with Eun-Ha, Chae-eun, and Haram.
My desire to become more familiar with her swelled.

"Why was Don-Hil there, and why did you fight her? You know that charging at Don-Hil was truly reckless, don't you?"

She turned her head sharply to look at me, her eyes full of concern.

That action felt like something more than just the relationship between a magical girl and an ordinary citizen—something closer.

"Well."

Strangely, seeing her like that made the disappointment I had been feeling melt away like snow.

How foolish.
I'm so simple-minded.

"I can sense Don-Hil's magical power..."

I stopped mid-sentence. I placed my hand on my chest and felt my heart beating.
And also the magical power of two magical girls inside my core.

"No. Now I can sense not just Don-Hil's, but your magical power too."

I corrected myself properly, saying "not just Don-Hil's, but Optima's too."

I looked straight at Optima.
The massive impact that had overwhelmed me before I lost consciousness. And the incredibly pure magical power that had forced its way into my body.

That magical power was now pointing to Optima's presence inside my core.
It was as if I had become a biological radar.

"...I see."

Optima nodded gently at my words, as if she had guessed something.

"I understand what you mean. I didn't know Don-Hil was there, and if I hadn't known until the end, I might have been blindsided."

As I admitted it straightforwardly, Optima's eyes rounded, and she made what seemed like a pleased expression.
I couldn't understand why she would be happy about nearly being ambushed.
I wanted to ask her about it, but I couldn't bring myself to.

Because of what Optima said next.

"So... th-thank... you."
"What? I didn't hear you."

Seeing this human-like, honest side of her made me feel superior again.
A magical girl's human side that no one else would ever see was unfolding before my eyes.

So I playfully pretended not to hear and asked again.
In reality, Optima's "thank you" had been barely audible.

"I said thank you! Happy?! And! Don't ever do something like that again! People only have one life!"
"I won't. Not unless it's something only I can do."

I'm someone who values my own life.
Unless it's something only I can do, like this time, I have no intention whatsoever of acting beyond my capabilities normally.

"......"

Optima closed her mouth again. Her narrowed eyes suggested she wasn't at all pleased with my answer.

Eventually, the small girl with her arms crossed and a pouty expression looked truly like a girl her age, possessing a magical charm that made me want to hug her.

"Wh-what are you looking at?"
"Nothing. Just..."
"It can't be nothing. What is it?"
"It's nothing, really. If I had to say, I was thinking this must be your true self."

I brushed off Optima's sullen words.

They're incredibly similar.
The more I talk with her up close, the more I have to admit that Optima resembles a girl I know.

From when I first met Han Chae-eun, to when the gate opened and Optima saved me, until now.
The thought that had been growing in a corner of my mind has now reached a stage where it's almost certain.

I have no physical evidence.
But I have circumstantial evidence.

'No. Not yet.'

I shook my head while keeping my uncontrollably raised corners of my mouth as they were.

If it's true, it's right to wait until she tells me herself.

If it's not true, revealing my suspicions would be like advertising that I've barked up the wrong tree, which would hurt my pride.

Quietly.
I know well that sometimes it's good to wait for the right time.

"A-anyway, I told you, right? With that weak body of yours, charging at Don-Hil would get you nowhere."

Optima, whatever she thought of my reaction, hurriedly said what she wanted to say and then hid in the shadows.

"I didn't bring a change of clothes. This is a problem."

After staring at the spot where Optima had disappeared for a long time, I belatedly began to check my physical condition.
As soon as Optima vanished, my whole body started aching as if on cue. These were wounds from being grazed by fragments while facing Don-Hil.

"...Huh?"

While taking off my clothes to check my body, something entered the corner of my vision.

No, to be more precise.
When I turned my head and looked straight ahead, it was there.
Something that hadn't been there just a second ago was now in front of me.
Floating in mid-air, as if urging me to put it on.

A chilling sensation ran down my spine.

"Wh-what is this?"

In front of me was an academy uniform.

[Please don't trouble my contractor too much]

Along with a note containing this short sentence.



* * *



"Phew."

What a relief.
I returned to my room and let out a sigh of relief.

Fortunately, Se-Won didn't die.
I still get goosebumps thinking that my magical power might have led my friend to death.

"I've never been so grateful for being able to control magical power..."

My heart still felt like it was racing. If I had made a mistake, Se-Won's heart could have burst along with his core.

Because my magical power was so pure.
Highly pure magical power is that much harder to handle, like a wild horse that doesn't listen well.
Anyway, that's how it feels.

"Really, it took years off my life."

I wiped away the cold sweat that had started flowing belatedly. I must have been so tense; it was pouring out.

I could have actually extracted my magical power from him.

But for some reason, Se-Won's magical power chose to accept mine rather than reject and destroy it.

As the magical power moved, it seemed to guide itself to the core, so I obediently confined my magical power in his core, but I'm still not sure if that was the right thing to do.

"Not just my magical power, but Don-Hil's too. Hers came first."

And the foreign magical power I felt while moving his magical power. That was definitely Don-Hil's.
Se-Won said so too.
It's the magical power Don-Hil imprisoned in him when he was kidnapped before.

"Maybe I should have removed it after all."

I regret it belatedly.
Se-Won said he could find Don-Hil's location through her magical power in his core.
By the same token, that now applies to my magical power too.

This meant I could no longer transform into Optima near Se-Won. One wrong move and my identity could be revealed.
Given my intelligence, I had vaguely thought I might be discovered someday, but I didn't want the possibility to increase this way.

"But he's lucky too."

I release my transformation as I lie down on the bed. The golden threads flutter.

Plop.

Eventually, my body sank into the soft mattress.

"Both Don-Hil and me. A man who possesses the magical power of rare magical girls..."

I wonder what changes that magical power will bring to Se-Won in the future. Perhaps it will just sleep in his core forever, or it might cause some effect that could be either beneficial or detrimental to him.

If it becomes detrimental, I'll have to forcibly extract both magical powers from his core.
It might cause considerable pain, but it's better than dying or becoming disabled.

To begin with, another person's magical power is deadly poison. Se-Won's case is an exception.
If possible, I hope it brings good changes to Se-Won.

With the thought that changes would be welcome if they were positive ones, I closed my eyes.

Given how late it was, fatigue would surely hit me if I didn't sleep now.
Moving to the frontmost position of The Front Line starts at dawn, so I need to get some sleep.

"Tomorrow is the last day..."

What will happen tomorrow?
As I felt my consciousness gradually slipping away, I prayed with the hope that The Front Line would hold.

Ch.159 - Invasion (1)
The next day.
As previously announced, Eun-Ha and the rest of The Front Line experience group woke up early and headed to the forward area.

"Wow..."

The students gaped at the massive wall standing at the very front of The Front Line—appropriately called the Vanguard Fortress.

"A familiar sight."

Except for Eun-Ha.

"This is the Vanguard Fortress! A massive wall that has fallen countless times but has always been reclaimed to protect this position!"

*Whoever named this wall really lacks naming sense.*

The guide proudly explained how many times the fortress had fallen. Eun-Ha pretended to listen, nodding occasionally, though she wasn't paying attention at all.

True to the guide's words, the Vanguard Fortress displayed a patchwork of colors, evidence of its many reconstructions. The old and new bricks showed subtle differences in color.

"Now, let's go up!"

After a ten-minute speech, the guide led the students to the top of the wall. The view from the towering structure was truly magnificent.

"This is a sight only we can see! Perhaps you'll be able to see it in the future too."

The guide in his red uniform couldn't stop smiling with pride.

"They're fighting even at this early hour..."
"Hehe! Monsters could attack at any time, so we must maintain constant vigilance!"

The guide gave Han Chae-eun a meaningful look after overhearing her quiet comment.

The area below, known as the battle zone for its fierce fighting, was currently in the midst of combat.

Densely packed monsters continuously pushed forward while groups of heroes formed an iron wall against the incoming waves.

The heroes maintained a certain distance, showing their unwavering determination never to retreat or let the monsters break through.

"I-is that so? But those people down there..."

Han Chae-eun glanced between the guide and the heroes below.
The guide wore a red uniform signifying Academy origins. Most of those battling the monsters wore faded blue uniforms.
Some wore red uniforms too, but they appeared younger—likely recent Academy graduates.

The red-uniformed individuals fighting below were all different.
Some fought together, while others just shouted orders from behind.

"Hehe! Those people just move according to our orders! You might be in this position someday! We're the elite, after all."

The guide spoke with obvious pride and a sense of entitlement.

His gaze, as if captured by an invisible force, was fixed on a particular part of Han Chae-eun's body. Even when he realized what he was doing and tried to look away, his eyes wouldn't cooperate.

Eun-Ha looked at the guide with contempt. While she understood his feelings, it wasn't appropriate behavior to display so openly.

"?!"

Suddenly, Eun-Ha sensed a strange energy and looked up.
Kim Se-Won did the same. The mana in their cores pulsed, pointing in one direction.

"Don-Hil...!"

Kim Se-Won's face contorted. The magical girl they had seen last night was floating in the air above the fierce battlefield.

*Don-Hil has appeared again. What's her purpose?*

Eun-Ha couldn't figure out why Don-Hil, who had defeated Kim Se-Won last night and disappeared, had returned.

"No way...!"

But Kim Se-Won was different.
A sudden realization made him break into a cold sweat.
Last night, despite her apparent dislike for him, she had refused to waste her mana. The ominous thought struck him that it was all for today.

"Eun-Ha?"
"What's happening...?"

Noticing their unusual reactions, Han Chae-eun and Yang Se-Hee responded. The curious girls' eyes followed Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won's gaze.

"What is that?"
"A person...?"
"What are you talking about? How could there be a person in the sky...?"

The guide also looked up after hearing the girls' whispers.
His face immediately froze.
He had thought the children were joking, but it wasn't a joke.
There really was a person floating in the air.

"Beautiful..."

The guide unconsciously murmured as he saw Don-Hil.
The fragile-looking girl instantly captivated his attention.

Despite being too far to see clearly, he couldn't take his eyes off her.

"...!! No, wait!"

Fortunately, he came to his senses shortly after and contacted his superiors via radio.

"Suspicious individual spotted above the battle zone! Request immediate response team..."
[Stop talking nonsense! How busy do you think we are right now? What are you babbling about!]

Click!

"......"
"Eek...!"

The area fell silent after someone's angry response. They had hung up without even verifying the situation.

The guide who had urgently made the call turned bright red with shame.

*What should I do?*

The Front Line was more chaotic than Eun-Ha had imagined. She began to consider the situation with a serious expression.
As expected, the most dangerous things at The Front Line were incompetent superiors and commanders.

*Should I transform into Optima now to respond? But...*

She needed to resolve this situation somehow.

Glancing sideways, she saw Kim Se-Won's face. Her friend who had trapped her mana in her core last night. As long as he was nearby, transforming meant revealing her identity.
Eun-Ha couldn't help but hesitate.

*This is the situation I wanted, but not like this.*

Eun-Ha anxiously looked around.
No one was paying attention to her.
The students were either waiting for the guide's instructions or staring blankly at Don-Hil floating in the air.

Eun-Ha felt guilty, as if this situation had occurred because she had wished for it.
That wasn't the case, but it had happened just as she had wanted last night.

*If I can't transform, then another method... That's it!*

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's eyes lit up.
Even without transforming into Optima, there was a powerful ally who could stop Don-Hil.

She urgently raised her wrist to contact someone.

The person she was calling was, of course,
her very good backup, sucker, and Eun-Ha's fool—Yoo Ji-Yeon.

* * *

Don-Hil looked down at the battle zone below.
The swarming monsters and clashing heroes came into view. She saw heroes fighting desperately, refusing to retreat or fall.

"The era of humans is over."

Don-Hil mocked these heroes. They had no idea what was about to happen to them.

"Soon, weak humans will be plundered from this world, and this Earth will become our home."

Don-Hil muttered words that wouldn't reach them and then raised her head.

The operation would begin when she unleashed her magic.
An operation to crush the resisting heroes and trample the ignorant humans living in peace was about to begin.

"......"

But when the moment came, Don-Hil hesitated.

*Don't you want to become stronger? Don't you want to know information unknown even to you as a Gresorion?*

The face of one person appeared in her mind.
Foriner with his sly smile.

She had once received an offer from Foriner.
An offer to switch sides in exchange for the information she wanted.

The House of Evolution.
A place Optima had surely visited, a place Don-Hil didn't even know the location of.
It was information too tempting for Don-Hil, who desired power.

"No. I can't do that."

Don-Hil shook her head. She decided to forget Foriner's offer.
She couldn't trust him. It was suspicious that he would make an offer when he wasn't even her contractor.

She suspected he might be trying to help Optima, whom he considered her rival.

"I hate humans."

In truth, this was merely an excuse.

Don-Hil hated humans.
Humans had killed her friend and caused her despair. Although she now knew her friend was alive, the hatred she had harbored couldn't easily disappear.

After all, because of humans, Don-Hil had been separated from her childhood friend Kim Woo-Jin for over a decade.
Because of humans, Seo Hye-Ji continued to suffer.

And if she betrayed the Gresorions, Seo Hye-Ji's suffering would surely be prolonged. With Don-Hil's absence, they would overwork Seo Hye-Ji to create a new magical girl.

She had been forced to hate humans as she grew up this way.

Don-Hil fueled the hatred in her heart.

*All of this is because of humans.*

Even knowing that not everything was humanity's fault, she deliberately hypnotized herself to fuel her hatred.
As her hatred grew stronger, the hesitation in a corner of her heart began to disappear.

She raised her hand.
The core inside her heart began to pulse.

"Give me strength. Fog of Innocence."

Thump!

In response to Don-Hil's words, her artifact—the Fog of Innocence—which had merged with her core, answered.
The mana she had accumulated began to amplify.
One of the abilities of the Fog of Innocence was mana amplification.

An enormous amount of mana swelled inside Don-Hil's body. The overflowing, ominous mana distorted the surrounding space.

Woong!

Finally, magic manifested at Don-Hil's fingertips.
Her true power, never before revealed, appeared in the world.

Boom!

Overwhelming gravity extended from her.

Crush!

Heroes in its path were crushed.
As if they had been nothing but blood from the beginning, they perished without even a scream.

CRASH!!

Don-Hil's gravity magic pierced through countless heroes and mercilessly destroyed the Vanguard Fortress.

The Vanguard Fortress, which had fallen and been restored countless times, split in half, creating a large passage.

The operation had begun.
Don-Hil's role was to remove all the annoying fortresses.

"Next fortress..."

Don-Hil murmured and flew forward through the sky. To eliminate the next target fortress.

* * *

"AAAAHHHH?!" "KYAAAA!"

In the blink of an eye, the Vanguard Fortress collapsed.
Don-Hil's gravity magic created a large passage in the center of the fortress while severely shaking it.

Everyone was too shocked to come to their senses.

"Eun-Ha!"
"Ji-Yeon unnie!"

Someone arrived at the collapsed Vanguard Fortress.
It was S-class hero, Yoo Ji-Yeon.
She had arrived shortly after Eun-Ha sent her message.

"S-Silver Flash, how did you... No, this is perfect! Look! That woman who flew past here!"

The guide pointed at the sky in a flustered state. Don-Hil was there, spreading ominous mana as she headed toward the Central Fortress.

"Unnie?"
"Wait. What did she say? Unnie? Who? Her?"
"Silver Flash and her are sisters...?"

The students began to whisper after hearing Eun-Ha's call.

As the violently shaking fortress calmed down, their focus shifted.
While what happened before their eyes was shocking, the fact that Eun-Ha knew S-class hero Yoo Ji-Yeon was even more surprising.

"Eun-Ha! Are you hurt?"

Ji-Yeon ignored the guide's words and checked Eun-Ha over.
She cared about nothing else. Her only concern was whether Eun-Ha's fair skin had been scratched.

"I'm fine. But... I'm sorry to keep asking for favors, but I need to ask you..."

Eun-Ha's voice trailed off.
She lowered her eyes and trembled her voice as if truly sorry.
Eun-Ha knew this behavior worked well on Ji-Yeon.

"...I know. Her, right?"
"You know her?"
"Um... There's a story. So please."

Shing-

Ji-Yeon evaded Eun-Ha's question. Then, as if becoming a different person, she drew her sword with sharp eyes.

"...Yes!"

Eun-Ha reluctantly nodded.
She could ask about her curiosities another time.
There were more important matters now.

Though Ji-Yeon didn't specify, Eun-Ha knew what she wanted.

Light extended from Eun-Ha's hand and seeped into Ji-Yeon. It was enhancement magic that supported and strengthened the target.

However, Ji-Yeon didn't rush out immediately. She touched the earpiece she was wearing.

"S-class hero Yoo Ji-Yeon has been appointed as temporary Commander-in-Chief as of now."
"All heroes fighting at the front line and other personnel, cease combat immediately and head behind the Vanguard Fortress."

Ji-Yeon's voice was different.
Not the fussy voice she used with Eun-Ha, but a serious, authoritative voice.

"Unnie is the temporary Commander-in-Chief...?"
"The Hero Association and government contacted me. They can't trust those at The Front Line right now because of what happened. So they asked me to temporarily take charge until the next Commander-in-Chief and staff are assigned."
"...That's amazing."
"Hehe. ...Well, I'm going. Cheer for me."
"Yes!"

Eun-Ha smiled for now.
She didn't know the details of why this newly appointed temporary Commander-in-Chief had come here.
She just glossed over it.

But she understood what Ji-Yeon meant about there being no trustworthy people at The Front Line.
The dismissal of the guide's urgent call was enough evidence of that.

*I called her for nothing.*

Eun-Ha regretted her hasty action.

*She would have come even if I hadn't called her. I've just created unnecessary commotion.*

Ji-Yeon had arrived less than a minute after Eun-Ha called her. As if she had planned to come here from the beginning.
She would have come even without Eun-Ha's call, and their relationship wouldn't have been exposed.

*What's done is done. I'll think about it later.*

Eun-Ha shook her head.
Even if temporary, the Commander-in-Chief who should have been commanding from behind must have had a reason to come to the battlefield.

If so, Eun-Ha needed to do what she could.
She looked down to check the situation below the fortress. Heroes who couldn't ignore Ji-Yeon's influence were moving behind the passage in the fortress.

"Inhale- Exhale."

Eun-Ha took a deep breath and drew mana from her core.

"Let's move behind the Vanguard Fortress as Ji-Yeon unnie said! It's dangerous here! It could collapse anytime! Please, listen to me!"

She spread her voice with mana so all students could hear.
Her plea spread instantly around them.

Just like during the entrance ceremony, her words penetrated the students' minds and hearts.

"Oh..."
"Mmm..."
"We should."

The students nodded as if enchanted by Eun-Ha and began descending from the fortress to the ground.

Ch.160 - Invasion (2)
Don-Hil flew gracefully toward the next fortress without any interference.

"I wonder if Woo-Jin is okay..."

Looking down at the fleeing heroes, she filled her mind with thoughts of her childhood friend, Kim Woo-Jin.

There was nothing Don-Hil could do for him after he barely escaped with life-threatening injuries from Optima. Despite her heart being consumed by hatred, thoughts of him kept surfacing, troubling her.

"?!"

Suddenly, she sensed an enormous mass of magical energy approaching from behind. No, not just magical energy—a person.
Don-Hil quickly turned around and spotted a figure flying toward her at high speed.

"It's been a while!"

S-Class Hero, Yoo Ji-Yeon.
She was flying toward Don-Hil with her silver hair fluttering behind her.

BOOM!

"You...!"

Don-Hil and Yoo Ji-Yeon collided violently. Don-Hil barely blocked Ji-Yeon's flash strike by stretching her hand forward, glaring at her with a contorted face.
Where Don-Hil extended her hand, space itself distorted to block Ji-Yeon's sword.

"How are you here...! Weren't you supposed to go toward Seoul?"
"I've been here the whole time!"

SLASH!

Another flash strike came flying.

"Ugh...!"

Don-Hil strained her core to distort space once again.

'As expected of an S-Class Hero. She's a monster.'

Though she had only blocked two attacks, cold sweat was already streaming down her face. Don-Hil was freshly reminded why the S-Class designation was limited to only a handful of individuals worldwide.

"What you said at the beach last time. I should check if it's true, right?"

Yoo Ji-Yeon smiled.

'Aerial combat is already disadvantageous, and our compatibility is poor too.'

Ji-Yeon knew she needed to end this battle quickly. Recalling the ominous magical energy and the power Don-Hil had displayed earlier, she realized a prolonged battle would lead nowhere good.

'The magical energy required just to block one attack...!'

Don-Hil felt the same pressure.

Overwhelming. Ji-Yeon's attacks were so fierce and heavy that calling them "weighty" would be an understatement.
If the Mist of Mugo hadn't been supporting her, Don-Hil would have been split in half by the flash strike, unable to block it.

SLASH!

Ji-Yeon swung her sword again. Though it appeared to be a casual swing, the silver flash split into dozens, hundreds of branches.

"Nnnngh...! Get away!"

Unable to withstand the attack any longer, Don-Hil shouted almost like a beast and pressed down on Ji-Yeon with gravity magic.
If she fell from midair with nowhere to stand, Don-Hil would gain time to regroup.

CRACK

But Don-Hil's power didn't reach its target. Something completely unexpected happened.

As if anticipating Don-Hil's attack, Ji-Yeon swung her sword, and the gravity trying to press her down was torn apart.

"?!"

Don-Hil's eyes widened.

"This is... impossible."

Ji-Yeon was indeed falling, but not because of Don-Hil's gravity magic.
She was simply descending after jumping up from the ground, her gliding momentum fading.

"I think I figured out how it works."

WHOOSH!

Suddenly, Ji-Yeon flew up again and met Don-Hil's eyes.

Her superpower was Aero Boost, a subset of aerokinesis that manipulates air flow.
The propulsive force emitted from Ji-Yeon's feet was keeping her airborne.

CRUNCH!

Don-Hil bit her lip in frustration. She tasted blood as her lip split, and her red eyes grew even redder with hatred.

'I need to complete my mission...!'

Behind her stood the second fortress. If she could destroy it, half her mission would be complete.
But she couldn't ignore Ji-Yeon. If she looked away for even a moment, she would certainly be cut to pieces by Ji-Yeon's sword.

Don-Hil had to choose.
Either pour all her magical energy into neutralizing Ji-Yeon,
Or complete her mission at the cost of sustaining critical injuries.

'Even if I destroy that fortress, it's meaningless if Ji-Yeon remains unharmed.'

Don-Hil chose the former.

WOONG!

As Don-Hil tried to draw more magical energy, space resonated loudly around her.
The Mist of Mugo, an artifact responding to her will, amplified her magical power further.

"Ugh!"

But the Mist of Mugo's amplification had long exceeded what Don-Hil's body could handle.
Blood began trickling from the corner of her mouth.

"You're thinking the same as me. In that case, I'll ask about your reasons for attacking The Front Line after I take you down!"

Ji-Yeon also drew up her magical energy.

She found this situation quite enjoyable.
It had been a long time since someone appeared who could match her, even briefly.
And a young one at that.

Though she wanted to have a proper fight, Ji-Yeon was a hero. She had to deal not only with Don-Hil but also the horde of monsters pushing in from below.

For that, she needed to cut down Don-Hil as quickly as possible.

Ji-Yeon's arm wavered.
A movement that seemed like a momentary tremor. But in an instant, hundreds of slashes flew toward Don-Hil.
The flying slashes continued to multiply, suggesting this was far from the end.

"Haa...! Haa...!"

Was she unable to react to the slashes?
Don-Hil stared blankly at the slashes while gasping for breath.
Then the slashes reached right in front of her face in an instant.

WOONG-

At that moment, a huge black rift appeared in front of her and swallowed the slashes.

"Tch!"

Ji-Yeon withdrew her sword with a groan.
Her movements were swift. She moved her body with a momentary acceleration from Aero Boost.

SWISH!

Countless slashes flew to where she had been. It was a close call. If she had been even slightly slower, she would have been cut by her own slashes.

Ji-Yeon looked up to see a slowly closing black portal.

She only had a moment to observe before using Aero Boost to evade again.

Magical bullets had already reached right in front of her face.

"You're desperate...!"
"So are you!"

As if saying it was now her turn, Don-Hil's attacks came relentlessly.
A barrage so one-sided it could be called overwhelming.

Whenever Ji-Yeon tried to counterattack, spatial magic would swallow her attack and return it.

Each of Don-Hil's attacks carried a deadly intent.

'If I attack carelessly, my attacks will be torn apart...!'

Don-Hil was anxious. No matter how much she wanted to maintain her composure, knowing who her opponent was made it difficult to stay calm.

Though she was the one attacking,
She felt like she was being pushed back.

If she used inadequate magical energy, she would be torn apart along with her magical bullets. If she diverted her attention even for a moment, slashes would fly through the gaps in her magical bullets.

'I'm glad I got Eun-Ha's buff before coming.'

Ji-Yeon wasn't happy about this situation either.

The magical energy required to maintain her floating state with Aero Boost, along with the evasive maneuvers against the relentless attacks, was becoming burdensome.

Without the buff, she would have felt more urgent.
After all, Don-Hil was constantly moving and launching large-scale magical bombardments through spatial magic.

Portals opened and closed on both sides of Don-Hil, surrounding Ji-Yeon and firing magical bullets at her.
And occasionally, gravity magic targeting her as well.

There was no room to conserve magical energy for evasive maneuvers.

'Good thing I have good instincts.'

The sky was no longer visible.
Magical bullets already filled every part of her field of vision.

The senses honed through years on the battlefield told her Don-Hil's location, but that wasn't immediately useful.

Which side would fall first?
A single hit would bring death.

'No choice.'

This would never end.

Ji-Yeon sheathed her sword and closed her eyes.
She was aiming for the ultimate flash strike.
The complete form of the silver-glowing slash that had earned her reputation.

She left evasion to her instincts, sensing Don-Hil's attacks.
Even as she moved constantly with her eyes closed, her mind remained calm.

And then—

"Haa!"

The ultimate flash strike flew toward Don-Hil.

'Butterfly! Look at this!'

In her anxious state, Don-Hil heard Kim Woo-Jin's voice.
Back when they were still childhood friends. The voice of Kim Woo-Jin who would catch bugs and proudly show them to her with a grin.
It was clearly an auditory hallucination.

'I should have at least spoken with him.'

Though she realized it was a hallucination, she couldn't easily dismiss it.
She regretted not being able to do anything for Kim Woo-Jin after he was critically injured by Optima.

"Huh...?"

At that moment, space split open.
All the magical bullets surrounding Ji-Yeon were cut by something.
Don-Hil suddenly felt an eerie sensation passing through her entire body.


* * *


The heroes and students were retreating through the huge hole created in the front fortress.
The monster army had almost reached the front fortress.

"This won't work! We'll hold off the monsters!"

Unable to stand by any longer, Kim Yong-Jun suddenly turned around.
He was heading toward the large hole in the front fortress.
He intended to hold off the monsters alone if necessary.

"Captain! What are you doing?"
"That's right! We need to join up with the second unit!"

Jo Ye-Eun and Lee Tae-Sung shouted when they saw Kim Yong-Jun turning back.

"No! We have to stop them here! The second unit won't come!"
"What are you talking about?"

Kim Yong-Jun's answer was firm. He looked at the heroes who had stopped, with eyes full of conviction.
One by one, they had turned around after hearing Jo Ye-Eun and Lee Tae-Sung trying to persuade him.

Though Kim Yong-Jun was just an older man who didn't even maintain his beard properly, he had credibility and recognition among the heroes from his long service at The Front Line.
Surviving here for a long time was proof of his skill.

"If the second unit had come, we should have heard from them by now! Anyone with a radio, try contacting them! Is there any response?"

Kim Yong-Jun had already tried.
But there was no response. It meant there was no temporary staff waiting in the rear.

"Those bastards must have framed the S-Class hero and run away with their tails between their legs. They probably took some of the second unit for their own protection."
"It's true..."
"Those damn bastards!"

As Kim Yong-Jun said, the radio connected but there was no answer.
Frustrated heroes threw their radios to the ground.

"Then all the more reason...!"

Jo Ye-Eun didn't want to die meaninglessly here.

With all the staff having fled, she thought fighting here would be meaningless as no one would remember them.

-KIEEEEEK!
"Tch! Hurry and decide! They're right in front of us!"

The monsters' cries could be heard.
With the distance between the monster horde and heroes being minimal, Lee Tae-Sung urged Kim Yong-Jun to make a decision.

"I'm going to fight."

Kim Yong-Jun's answer remained the same.

"Honestly, isn't it impossible to run all the way to the rear on foot?"
"We can't fit everyone in the vehicles at The Front Line either."
"Better for all of us to live than just a few."

At his firm answer, one by one, they started coming forward with their own excuses.
Kim Yong-Jun, who looked like just a neighborhood uncle, had credibility despite everything.

Of course, they were afraid of dying too.
But the pride of having held back the monsters' advance at The Front Line until now fired up their hearts.
They all silently told themselves they would survive today as well.

"That's right! If we don't stop them, who will? They say there are five times more monsters than usual today, but if you add up all the ones we've faced before, it's less than this!"
"No! That's counting the ones we've killed over months and years!"
"Shut up! Anyway, here they come! Get ready!"

If there was one drawback, it was that Kim Yong-Jun wasn't particularly eloquent.

As the heroes readied themselves for battle again, monsters began entering through the hole created in the fortress.

"Students! Run! Run! We'll hold them here! You need to live!"

One of the heroes who had stepped forward shouted.
The approximately 50 students had stopped walking, watching the situation unfold.

"Hey! Don't just talk, take them away!"

Another hero who was watching this scene shouted at the person who had first spoken to the students.

"Tsk...! Kids, follow me! This is no place for you!"

Finally, the hero who had spoken to the students began leading them away.

The red-uniformed guide who had been directing them had long since fled.

"Phew."

And Eun-Ha. She quietly slipped away from them and joined the heroes at the back.

'A familiar scene.'

Eun-Ha gazed wistfully at the heroes fighting the incoming monsters. A large-scale invasion that could be seen occasionally if one stayed at The Front Line long enough.

Except for the fact that about 20% of the heroes had been killed by Don-Hil's magic and that switching with the second unit was impossible, it was really no different from the usual scene.

"You...! I see, today is your field trip. Then you should run away from here right now! You're a student! You have a lot to learn and many days to live!"
"No. Others might not know, but I prefer to stay here."

Frustrated, Kim Yong-Jun pointed at the horde of monsters rushing in groups.
According to observers, there were easily five times the usual number of monsters.
It was an extremely dangerous situation that could be seen occasionally if one stayed at The Front Line long enough.

Eun-Ha slowly shook her head.

"My power can help you all."

Eun-Ha looked at Kim Yong-Jun with sincere eyes.

"Are you planning to die while healing people?"
"No. My power isn't just that."

Again, Eun-Ha shook her head.

Kim Yong-Jun couldn't leave Eun-Ha alone. He knew she was a kind-hearted child. After all, she had readily healed him when he was being ignored.

But he couldn't leave a child who seemed to lack proper combat experience in a place where death could come at any moment.

"I'll show you directly."

After saying this, Eun-Ha closed her eyes.
Soon, her body was enveloped in light, and as she scattered brilliant magical energy, her clothes changed.
In her hand was a staff she had barely used before.

"I, Virginia, am here to lead you to victory."

'Optima wasn't the only one who grew after visiting the House of Evolution.'

A third magic beyond healing and enhancement magic.
She intended to use magic she hadn't been able to use until now due to lack of strength and control ability.

THUD!

While Kim Yong-Jun fidgeted anxiously trying to protect Virginia, her staff, infused with magical energy, struck the ground.

WHOOSH-!

A pure white current swirled from the staff and instantly spread around, coloring the surroundings.

The range of the spreading pure white current was enormous. It not only enveloped all the heroes fighting the monsters but extended beyond the fortress.

It was Virginia's third magic, Sanctuary.

"What, what is this...?"

The heroes fighting the incoming monster horde widened their eyes in surprise.

"I'm overflowing with power!"
"What is this!"
"The wounds I received earlier...!"

Their bodies felt light. They were overflowing with strength beyond normal.
And their wounds were gradually healing.

-KIIIIII

And the monsters began to move sluggishly, as if their strength was draining.

All the heroes' gazes turned to Virginia.
With her eyes half-closed, maintaining the magic, Virginia looked like a priestess or saint supporting allies on the battlefield.

"...This is manageable! Most of those creatures can only come through that hole anyway!"

The heroes' morale soared with Virginia's magic and Kim Yong-Jun's shout. The anxiety and impatience occupying a corner of their hearts melted away like snow.

The hole was very large.
Too many heroes had died because of Don-Hil.
But it was much better than fighting on open ground with all sides exposed.
Moreover, Virginia's magic was supporting them.

Each hero's superpower struck the monster horde. The monsters were pierced by giant shadows rising from the ground, burned by fire, and had their limbs frozen.

BOOM!

And powerful fists shattered the monsters.

The heroes began to overcome their numerical disadvantage through the relatively narrow entrance, the geographical advantage, and Virginia's support.

Ch.161 - Invasion (3)
Following the orders, a horde of monsters attempted to break through the heroes and completely collapse The Front Line. Meanwhile, the heroes fiercely slaughtered the monsters, determined not to let even a single one pass.

The battle between the two sides was growing increasingly intense.

"The Holy Maiden is watching over us!"

Somehow, the heroes had settled on calling Virginia "the Holy Maiden."

Though some privately thought, *Holy Maiden? Her figure is a bit too voluptuous for that title...*

But these were just internal thoughts. No one actually denied that Virginia resembled a holy maiden.

"Just take moderate attacks head-on! You'll recover anyway!"
"Charging in doesn't even hurt if you take it easy!"
"Our job is to kill the monsters right in front of us!"

With the Holy Maiden, Virginia, behind them, the heroes' morale soared to incredible heights. Their morale was so high that their conversations bordered on madness, though not to a problematic degree.

This was because one of the effects of Virginia's third magic, Sacred Domain, was to alleviate fear.
Perhaps because of this, the heroes weren't strengthening their defenses but rather trying to advance forward.

"Never leave the area!"
"As long as you don't leave, you won't die! They'll come to us anyway!"

Just stay within the Sacred Domain's range.
Then we'll never die.
The experienced heroes held back those who excitedly rushed ahead, saying:

"If they come, we kill them!"
"If they don't come, we kill them from afar!"
"Either way, kill them! Victory is ours!"

The Sacred Domain's effect, which they were physically experiencing, was giving them unlimited confidence.
The presence of Virginia watching their backs was reassuring and trustworthy.

Moreover, the monsters were limited in how many could rush in at once due to the large hole created in the fortress.

There was a reason the heroes could continue fighting despite their numbers being reduced by Don-Hil, and despite having no hope for supplies or reinforcements.

Amidst the ongoing battle, there was one person who was particularly excited.

"We cannot looooooose!!"

Kim Yong-jun, who had been complaining about his aching back and knees from fighting at The Front Line for so long, wanted to show off his overflowing strength after being healed by Virginia.

"Hey! What are you doing?! Those with energy to spare should protect the Holy Maiden!"

Even in the midst of the battlefield's mild madness, there were still some with their wits about them.
Jo Ye-eun, who didn't want to die a meaningless death, shouted and urged the heroes.

"No, it's fine."

But hearing this, Virginia simply smiled gently. She waved her hand slightly, saying she didn't need an escort.

"That can't be...!"

Jo Ye-eun thought Virginia's words were too reckless.
Even in the rear, monsters targeting her were bound to appear, yet Virginia remained calm without showing any concern.

"Holy Maiden, watch out!"

Suddenly, with someone's shout, a monster fragment flew toward Virginia.

As if possessing a will of its own, as if recognizing that she was their central figure, the monster fragment headed straight for her head.

The monster fragment, with an eyeball dangling from it as it flew, was quite grotesque.

"Really, I'm fine."

But Virginia's face still showed no sense of crisis. Even with the monster fragment flying at close range, she made no attempt to dodge.

*Crack!*

And the monster fragment flying toward her suddenly shattered into pieces.
Breaking into even smaller pieces than when it was flying, the fragment scattered blood in the air.

"?!"

*It just exploded while she stood still...?*

Jo Ye-eun's eyes widened as she witnessed the scene.
As if there were an invisible spherical barrier, the monster fragment exploded cleanly.

"Are you alright?"

Someone with little experience fighting monsters might be surprised by such a scene, but Virginia, who witnessed it up close, just smiled brightly.

*No one could have seen it.*

The purity of her magical power had been enhanced thanks to the House of Evolution. And Virginia, with her physical enhancement abilities and buffs added to the Sacred Domain's effect.
Her movements were so quick that ordinary heroes couldn't visually perceive them.

Why hide it?
With various enhancement methods, Virginia's physical abilities were far superior to Optima's.

"Eun-Ha!"

About 30 minutes into the battle, a voice calling for Virginia was heard from the sky.

The person calling Virginia landed gently on the ground after falling from a high place.
She landed right in front of Virginia.

"Senior Ji-yeon...!"
"You're safe...!"

Yoo Ji-yeon hugged Virginia tightly with joy.

*Senior Ji-yeon is here... does that mean she dealt with Don-Hil?*

Virginia felt a fullness similar to In Ha-ram's. Despite the strong smell of sweat from her vigorous movement...

*It's nice.*

It wasn't bad.

"Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"
"I'm fine! ...That's a lie. It was tough. I wanted to capture her if possible. It was hard to control my strength."
"That means..."

Virginia looked up at the sky. Don-Hil was nowhere to be seen.
And since she wasn't near Ji-yeon either, it meant she hadn't been captured.

"She opened a black portal and escaped at the end."

Ji-yeon couldn't hide her disappointment.
Even with a difference in strength, the difficulty between capture and killing was very different.

Virginia knew this fact and hid her disappointment as she looked at Ji-yeon.

"That girl. The way she recklessly pushed her body as if there was no tomorrow shows how desperate she was for this operation."

Ji-yeon spoke with a thoughtful expression. She wondered what Don-Hil had to do so desperately that she would damage her own body.

*No tomorrow... It's more like she trusted a magical girl's recovery ability.*
*And the intense, ominous magical power waves I felt several times while being here... She must have really pushed her core and body.*

Virginia empathized with why Don-Hil could act that way.
It was partly because she had experience overworking her own body using Overdrive when she was Optima.

After all, magical girls were beings different from humans who could recover as long as their core was safe.

"...Still. I'm glad you're safe, Senior."

She had no intention of telling this to anyone. Instead, what Virginia did was heal Ji-yeon's wounds with magic.
Virginia's eyes were full of concern for Ji-yeon, hiding her own emotions.

"Huh?! Ah, r-really, it was nothing. Really. Really. I'm not an S-class hero for nothing, right?"

Ji-yeon waved her hands as she said this. But of course, she was not fine.

While there were no fatal wounds, her clothes were tattered from dodging Don-Hil's fierce attacks, and blood was seeping from all over her body. If she continued fighting like this, she would surely suffer from excessive bleeding.

Fighting in the air rather than on the ground, where she could properly exert her strength, was definitely disadvantageous for Ji-yeon.

Still, Ji-yeon felt good. Just the fact that Virginia was worried about her made her feel energized.

*Is this what they call being lovesick...?*

It was a fact she knew herself.

"S-so, what is this...?"

Worried that her expression might look strange, and to avoid making any more strange faces, Ji-yeon changed the subject.
The light field surrounding them. The Sacred Domain.

"It's my power."
"I see. I thought something felt empowering. Then! I should join the battle now that she's been defeated!"

Ji-yeon used a rather awkward tone as she forcibly changed the subject.
She anxiously watched Eun-Ha's reaction, wondering if her expression looked strange or if suddenly changing the subject seemed suspicious.

"I'll buff you again. I can handle at least one person like you, Senior Ji-yeon."

Fortunately, Virginia didn't care about Ji-yeon's thoughts at all.

*This way I can gain even more magical power!*

To be precise, it would be more correct to say she was focused on something else.

She could feel magical power flowing into her in real-time. The magical power from the monsters that died within the Sacred Domain was turning into particles and flowing into her.

"...Can it stack?"
"I think so. Actually, this is my first time using it too."

Virginia grinned and reached out toward Ji-yeon. Soon, her hand glowed and seeped into Ji-yeon. A warm magical power began to be felt from the core in her chest.

"It really does stack."

Ji-yeon smiled as she felt strength welling up inside her body again.
Although she had consumed quite a bit of magical power, she felt confident that she could fight sufficiently with this.

"I'll be back."
"Please try to ensure no more heroes die, Senior Ji-yeon."
"Yes."

Ji-yeon answered with her facial muscles tensed.
She had created the most trustworthy face in the world.

*Cute.*

The influence of being lovesick was enormous.

"Everyone, step back!"

Ji-yeon shouted as she turned her back on Virginia.
In the current situation, her voice was more trustworthy than anyone else's.

"It's Silver Flash!"
"An S-class hero has arrived!"

The heroes in battle cheered.

S-class hero Yoo Ji-yeon.
Her participation in the battle meant she had stopped Don-Hil, who had been flying to destroy the fortress.
It also meant these monsters would be dealt with quickly.

Ji-yeon drew her sword from the sheath she had been carrying.
However, the sword that came out of the sheath was just a hilt. The blade had shattered during her recent fight with Don-Hil.

*If it doesn't work, I'll have to fight with my limbs.*

Ji-yeon stared at it for a moment, then drew magical power from her core.

"Haa!"

As she injected magical power into the sword hilt with a shout, a blade made of her magical power sprouted.

An action she had never tried before. Yet she succeeded admirably.

*Did it really work...?*

The stacking of Sacred Domain and buff.
And the power of being lovesick was truly great.

With this temporary sword, Ji-yeon charged toward the horde of monsters.

Every time she swung her sword, monsters died in droves. The endless wave of incoming monsters was quickly being cleared.

*Magical power! Sweet magical power!*

Watching this, Virginia smiled broadly at the much greater influx of magical power than before. No, she barely held back her broad smile and packaged it as a gentle smile.

*Screeeech!*
"Phew. That's the last one."

About 10 minutes.
That was how long it took Ji-yeon to deal with all the monsters.
The horde of monsters that the heroes thought would take at least tens of minutes to hours to fight was annihilated in an instant.

"Is it over?"

Amidst the stench of blood flowing from the monster corpses, Virginia, who had been watching from a distance, unconsciously opened her mouth.

Ch.162 - Invasion (4)
Is it over?
Did we defeat it?

In common belief, such words are thought to have power just by being spoken.

Like magic, the moment they're uttered, they become lines that resurrect fallen enemies.

And whether by coincidence or actual power, something similar happened before Virginia's eyes.

Boom- Boom-

"?!"

Just as they had finished off the monster horde, suddenly, powerful vibrations began shaking the ground.

"W-what is that?"

A hero at the front line looked beyond the fortress and screamed in terror.

In his sight was a massive mountain.
A gigantic mountain moving toward them on four thick legs.

No, not a mountain.
A monster.
The monster had a turtle-like form and was carrying something on its back.

"M-monster...! A monster the size of a real mountain has appeared!"

The hero who first spotted it screamed again.

-Groooooar

The monster approaching the front line fortress had an appearance that was difficult to define as a single entity.
A chimera-type monster formed from countless monsters merged into one.
This collective yet singular being was slowly making the ground tremble as it approached the first fortress.

-Groooooar!

Why did this thing appear right when all the monsters invading the front line fortress had been killed?

"There are monsters riding on its back!"

That question didn't remain unanswered for long.
It wasn't alone. It had brought reinforcements.

What mattered most now was that this was an enemy that needed to be defeated. For the heroes, this was the priority.

This monster they were seeing for the first time was one of Melissa's masterpieces.
She had named it the Moving Fortress.

Indeed, the Moving Fortress carried numerous monsters on its back.

"Is it just a big sandbag?"
"Anyway, this must be the real final boss! Everyone, prepare to attack! We have the Saint and Silver Flash with us!"

Kim Yong-Jun, who had been observing the Moving Fortress, gave his orders.

The heroes moved in perfect unison.

With Virginia's sanctuary and the reliable support of Yoo Ji-Yeon, plus the morale boost from defeating all the other monsters, none of the heroes were trembling in fear.

"Everyone, replenish your nutrients and prepare for battle!"
"Should we cook that thing?"
"Light the fire! I'll drain the blood! It'll probably take about 20 minutes, so we might be able to eat at least one piece!"

The heroes were preparing food to replenish their energy.
After using massive amounts of energy in the previous battle, restocking their energy was the top priority.

Fortunately, the Moving Fortress was slow. There would be enough time to regroup.
The heroes naturally began taking out their energy sources or preparing to cook monster meat.

However.

Groooooar-

BOOM!

-SCREEEEEECH!!
"W-what's happening?!"

Suddenly, a loud explosion was heard from far away.
Along with the powerful blast that shook the sky, monsters began falling from above.

Following the source of the sound, they could see the Moving Fortress. Incomprehensibly, it seemed the monsters had been launched from there.

-Screech! SCREEEEECH
-Grrrrrr!

The monsters launched from the Moving Fortress maintained their momentum as they fell, trying to pounce on the heroes.

"The sky..."
"It's covered with monsters."

The heroes, who never expected a monster bombardment, could only stare blankly upward.
The scene of monsters raining from the sky was that surreal.

"Everyone! Focus! The battle isn't over yet! Remember to fight within the sanctuary as much as possible!"

Virginia, unable to stand by any longer, shouted with magic infused in her voice.
Perhaps because she had witnessed the monsters fighting each other before suddenly uniting, her recovery was relatively quick.

"Huh? Oh?"
"R-right. The battle isn't over yet!"
"Everyone, snap out of it!"

Led by her voice, the heroes began to regain their senses one by one.
What was falling from the sky was humanity's enemy. Beings that must be eliminated.

"Ji-Yeon unnie. Do you think you can handle that huge thing?"

Virginia asked Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had returned to her side.

"...I'm not sure. I might be able to cut it, or I might not."

Ji-Yeon gave an ambiguous answer. There was no confidence in her voice.

Not only was this a monster she'd never seen before, but she had also consumed quite a bit of magical power. And she had no sword.
A blade manifested purely from magical power was unstable without a physical base. With such a sword, she couldn't be certain if she could cut that thing.

"I heard your conversation. Silver Flash! Please use this!"

At that moment, a hero who had been listening to their conversation handed her a sword.
It was the hero who had earlier been pushed to escort the students.

"This is..."

Taken aback by the sudden offer, Ji-Yeon stared blankly at the hero who had given her the sword.

"It belonged to a friend. ...He died a month ago. It's his memento, and he asked me to keep it before he died."
"Then I can't use it. I can't use your precious friend's sword..."
"No. It's meant to be used at times like this. I don't use swords. I don't even know how. Rather than letting it go to waste, I think he would want you to use it."

The hero's expression was resolute. His determination to give the sword to Ji-Yeon was evident.

"...Alright. Thank you."

Ji-Yeon reluctantly agreed.
In truth, she wasn't in a position to be picky. Having a sword or not made a huge difference in the current situation.

Shing-

The sword she drew for testing was properly sharpened. There wasn't a single blemish on it.
While not the absolute best, it was certainly in usable condition.

"It's been well-maintained."

Ji-Yeon nodded with satisfaction.

"I learned a bit from watching him. Haha. Well then, I wish you good fortune!"
"You too."

Seeing this, the hero scratched his cheek with an awkward expression. He quickly turned to join the battle.
Ji-Yeon gave him a gentle smile and bowed her head.

Once again, only Virginia and Ji-Yeon remained.

"Be safe. I'll watch from here."

Virginia, who had been watching the hero quickly join the battle, took Ji-Yeon's hand.
Then she cast an enhancement spell on her again, intending to extend its duration as much as possible.

*She's so cute!*

When the soft touch unexpectedly met her hand, Ji-Yeon almost broke into a silly grin.

"...Ahem! Yes. Watch me. I'll definitely cut that thing down."

Ji-Yeon, who couldn't possibly show such a pathetic expression to Virginia, tensed her facial muscles again to create a dependable look.

*Come to think of it, isn't this exactly like a knight protecting a princess?*

As soon as she turned her back, her face broke into a grin as she briefly indulged in heart-fluttering fantasies.



* * *



"Die, you beasts!"
-SCREEEECH!

With Ji-Yeon's participation, the monsters were quickly being eliminated.
Although monsters were still being launched from the Moving Fortress, with her joining the battle, it wouldn't take long to annihilate them all.

"Damn it! Why is it so tough?"
"I poured all my magical power into that attack, and it doesn't even have a scratch?!"

However, the situation wasn't entirely favorable.
Voices of shock echoed from those who had launched ranged attacks at the Moving Fortress from within the sanctuary.

As the Moving Fortress continued to make the ground tremble while approaching the front line fortress, no matter how much they attacked, it didn't sustain even a minor injury.

"Silver Flash! Please leave this area to us!"
"...Yes!"

Eventually, the heroes decided to entrust the handling of the Moving Fortress to Ji-Yeon. By common consensus, she was the strongest person here.

Ji-Yeon nodded and dashed toward the Moving Fortress.

*First, I should try a ranged attack...*

Rather than immediately approaching the Moving Fortress to attack, it seemed better to try a ranged attack first. This seemed preferable to rushing in and losing the support of the sanctuary.

With this in mind, Ji-Yeon sheathed her sword.

"Haah!"

Soon, with a shout, she quickly slashed through the air, sending a powerful cutting wave toward the Moving Fortress, assisted by an air boost.

*If I can wound its legs, it might collapse or have trouble moving...*

She aimed for what appeared to be the most vulnerable spot—the knee.

"Did it work...? Ugh...!"

After staring intently at where her slash had gone, Ji-Yeon eventually let out a groan.

The slash, which had advanced while stirring up dust, had an effect similar to the other heroes' attacks.
The attack was meaningless.

*Despite being so huge, it has good regeneration too.*

The difference was that Ji-Yeon's attack had definitely damaged the Moving Fortress.
However, the wound healed at such a rapid pace that the damage seemed insignificant.

-Grooo

The Moving Fortress let out a cry that seemed to mock her, as if saying "Is that all you've got?" while slowly curling up the corners of its mouth.

"Even Silver Flash's attack doesn't work...?"
"What kind of monster is that?!"
"Silver Flash must be receiving the Saint's support too...!"

The morale of the heroes who witnessed this began to drop.

*What should I do? Even if everyone here attacks at once, I don't think it will have much impact.*

Ji-Yeon pondered.
Objectively speaking, her attack, being the strongest, had barely managed to scratch the monster.
Even that healed quickly, so combining forces with others probably wouldn't change the outcome.

*To defeat that thing, we need another S-rank besides me. That guy would be most suitable, but even if he comes quickly, it would take hours.*

Ji-Yeon continued to deliberate.
Should they retreat now, or should she lead the heroes in continued attacks?

"Everyone! Please retreat with Eun-Ha!"

After much consideration, she chose to preserve the heroes' strength.
They had already wiped out all the monsters launched by the Moving Fortress.
In the meantime, the Moving Fortress had almost reached the front line fortress, but this wasn't a major issue.

"Wait! What about you, unnie?"

Virginia stepped forward at Ji-Yeon's retreat order. She found it strange that the retreat order had come so quickly.
And she was also concerned that the one who gave the order showed no intention of moving herself.

"If I cut it directly with my sword, it might be effective. I'll buy time with that. You need to escape now."
"Saint! Please evacuate immediately!"
"What? W-wait a moment...!"
"Silver Flash has built up achievements on battlefields for many years. She's not someone who would fall easily."

The hero closest to Silver Flash grabbed Virginia's hand and began pulling her away.
He believed that if they lost Virginia here, humanity would forever be on the defensive.

"Well then, let's dance together until reinforcements arrive!"

After briefly watching Virginia being pulled away by the hero, Ji-Yeon turned around and pointed her sword at the Moving Fortress.

Ch.163 - Invasion (5)
Eun-Ha had been dragged away by the heroes for some time now.
The sun was already setting, signaling the approach of night.

"Haa...! Haa...! Haa...!"

Yoo Ji-Yeon, left alone, was gasping for breath.
Their battlefield had shifted to the center between the first and second fortifications.

She had launched countless attacks, but all she could do was bind the moving fortress's feet as much as possible.

The area around them had become a complete mess.

The moving fortress wasn't just a monster with high durability and regeneration.
It was a beast capable of spewing fireballs and poisonous gas from its enormous mouth.

As a result, though moving at less than half its initial speed, the fortress was still inching forward.

*This might be as far as I can go.*

After repeated battles, Ji-Yeon was completely exhausted. If not for the sanctuary magic Eun-Ha had left before being taken away, she would have collapsed long ago.

"You seem to be having a really hard time."
"!! You...!"

Perhaps due to her exhaustion, Ji-Yeon hadn't sensed anyone approaching. A young girl's voice came from behind her.
Despite her fatigue, she turned to see who had spoken.

A girl standing confidently with smooth black hair flowing around her.
It was Magical Girl Optima.

*Getting out was way harder than I expected.*

The heroes had been constantly surrounding Virginia, making it difficult to escape.
Nevertheless, Virginia had managed to slip away and now stood here as Optima.

"Why are you here?"
"What else? I came to help, of course."

Ji-Yeon's voice was tinged with concern.
Optima calmly answered as she looked up.

She tilted her head to see the turtle-like creature as massive as Mt. Tae-San looking down at her. It had the same overwhelming presence as Park Sang-Heon in his prime.
A massive mountain that seemed impossible to topple.
An iron man who showed his broad back to humanity while crushing all enemies before him.

*What's the point of thinking about him now?*

Optima gently shook her head, recalling Park Sang-Heon who had now passed away beyond decline.

"Help? This place is dangerous...! No matter how much I attack—"
"Right now, don't you want to borrow even the hands of a mysterious kid like me?"

Optima interrupted Ji-Yeon with a gentle smile.
She hadn't come here without thinking. She had observed the moving fortress's regenerative abilities from afar on her way.

A monster that quickly regenerated even after being hit by an S-class hero's fierce attacks.
It seemed impossible to defeat unless one could deal massive damage in a single blow.

"Besides, I came because I have a way to take it down."

Corruption magic wouldn't work.
Even if it did, the regeneration would outpace it.

But battles have natural counters. Unless there was a difference in class like between Ji-Yeon and Don-Hil, counters were hard to overcome.

*If it keeps regenerating, I just need to destroy it faster than it can heal.*

Optima and the moving fortress had such a relationship.

Black spheres began floating around Optima. Each contained corruption magic—pure poison.

"Hup-"

Optima lowered her stance, pulling her right arm back. The spheres gathered around her right arm, rotating to envelop it.

*Let's try firing without using Overdrive.*

Her only ultimate technique.

KWAAAA!

The attack she still hadn't named was fired like artillery toward the moving fortress.

"......"

The intense bombardment created thick dust that obscured the surroundings.

-GROOOOOOOOOOO!!!!

Simultaneously, the moving fortress screamed, shaking the air. It began thrashing about with pain-filled groans.
Clear evidence that Optima's attack had been effective.

As the dust settled...

"Damn."

Optima uttered somewhat deflated words.
She could see that about 10% of the monster's leg had begun to rot.
Her corruption magic was fighting against the moving fortress's regeneration.

"...It's strong."
"But it doesn't seem like I did tremendous damage."

Optima flexed the right hand that had just fired her ultimate attack. Even with considerable magical power, this was all she could do.
To kill it, she would need to target a vital spot while in Overdrive state.

-Gro, grooooo......

Gugugugugu-

Just as Optima was about to overexert her core for Overdrive, the moving fortress suddenly began to writhe.
It shook the ground as it moved with pain-filled cries.
It wasn't moving forward, backward, or sideways—just shifting in place.

"No way...."

Slowly, it lowered its massive body to the ground and began tucking its legs inside one by one.
Finally, it even pulled in its head.
Even the holes where its legs and head had disappeared were sealed, turning it into nothing but a shell.

The moving fortress had taken a defensive stance to heal its body.

The two observers were speechless.
It was clear evidence that damage had been dealt, but now they had no way to inflict more.

They would need to destroy the shell protecting the moving fortress to damage the main body.

"What should we do...?"

Optima muttered to herself.
She still had magical power to spare, thanks to the extra magic gained through the sanctuary spell.
But having reserves didn't mean she could defeat this thing. It had been difficult before it hid in its shell—now it seemed hopeless.

"We should have targeted its weakness from the start. Does it even have one...?"
"I know... but even if it does, finding it on something that size would be a challenge."

The two agreed.
To defeat the moving fortress that had become like a mountain, they should have gone all-out from the beginning.

"At least my power seems somewhat effective. If only we could do something about that shell..."

Could there be a way?
Optima groaned as she pondered. With full power, she might create a small hole, but she couldn't see how to do more than that.

Moreover, if she only inflicted moderate damage, it would just retreat into its shell again.
They needed to either kill it with one strike to a vital point or destroy it shell and all to prevent recovery.

*If only I could use my original power...*

As the situation seemed increasingly hopeless, Optima began blaming herself.
She clenched her small fist so tightly it trembled.

"Don't be so discouraged. Seeing this state, even he would have faced similar difficulties. There's no answer when it hides like that."
"He...? Ah."

Ji-Yeon's words brought someone to Optima's mind.
Another S-class hero like Ji-Yeon—Baek Seung-Yoon, commonly known as the Battlefield Artist.
Also nicknamed the Explosion Maniac.

*Even Baek Seung-Yoon would have faced a similar situation...?*

It might have sounded like empty consolation, but coming from Ji-Yeon who had likely met him, it was probably sincere.

"Sigh. It seems Gresorion had thoroughly prepared for this invasion."

Optima regained some confidence from Ji-Yeon's words.

Magical Girl Don-Hil.
Numerous monster hordes.
And the moving fortress.

Any one of these would clearly inflict significant damage on humanity if not stopped.
Fortunately, they had managed to stop the first two, but the moving fortress remained a problem.

*I have to try.*

The remaining options were to wait for the moving fortress to move again and find its weakness, or for Optima to forcibly use her true power.
The latter didn't guarantee she could destroy the moving fortress, but these were their only options.

"Please step back for a moment. It could be dangerous."

Ji-Yeon found this sudden warning strange. What was she planning to do?
She desperately wanted to ask.

But she didn't. Her lips only moved silently.
Optima's expression was deadly serious.

"If I fail... well, that can't be helped, but I think I need to try. So please prepare your strongest attack."

Optima said, placing her hand on her chest.

*Can I break the restriction...?*

The restriction placed by Foriner.
A lock preventing Optima from using her original power unless she underwent awakening and was reborn.

Optima was trying to unlock it.

"Haaah- Whooooo...."

After taking a deep breath, Optima closed her eyes.

She observed deep within herself.
There was only pitch-black darkness there. A place created in Optima's mental image.

Delving deeper, she saw a brilliant white light floating in the void.

Her other power that remained dormant while she was Optima.
Shining brilliantly in the pitch-black darkness, it was wrapped in countless chains.

*I can do this.*

Optima forcibly composed herself.
Even if she couldn't, she repeated to herself that she could, like putting on a brave face.

Finally, she reached out toward the void.

Crack!

Just touching it caused a violent rejection reaction, and the restriction refused her hand.

It seemed to say it wasn't time yet, that it was too early.

*If it won't work, I'll take the restriction with me...!*

Despite the continued rejection, Optima kept reaching out.

CRACKLE!!

The more she tried to touch it, the stronger the rejection grew. Her hand was wounded, spraying blood.

*More! More!!*

Still, Optima didn't stop.

If she stopped here, this would be the extent of her resolve.
If she couldn't bring down the moving fortress here, humanity would clearly suffer serious damage.
Then she wouldn't achieve her goal.

*I still have so much to do!*

Crack! CRACKLE!

"Ugh...! Grrr...!"

The arm in her mental image was becoming tattered. Skin peeled off, flesh was gouged, and bone exposed.
This seared into Optima's mind, causing indescribable pain.

Despite the rejection reaction begging the restriction surrounding the brilliant light to fall away, Optima didn't stop.

Tak!

Finally, her hand touched the restriction.
As soon as it made contact, she pulled the restriction as if throwing her body backward, embracing the brilliant light.

"Guh...!"

A pain like her hand gradually crumbling followed.

[You're faster than I expected.]

Suddenly, someone whispered in her ear.
A delicate girl's voice. A voice she had never heard before echoed.

But Optima had no time to pay attention to this voice.
She needed to use all her strength to pull in the restriction rather than focus on the voice.

Rip-!

[Still, this looks fun.]

The girl's voice giggled. As if Optima's actions were fascinating, her voice was full of interest.

[■■■ might come to complain, but that's not my concern.]
[You might only be able to maintain it for a fleeting moment, but show me your power, child.]

As her voice ended, the restriction began to break.
The tiny crack created by Gresorion's Transcendent at the House of Evolution was helping break the restriction.

*Just a little more! Just a little more...!*

As the crack spread, the rejection reaction noticeably decreased.

"AAAAAAAH!!!!"

Optima, unable to miss this opportunity, tried with all her might to embrace it in her chest.
The brilliant light gradually approaching her chest.

Poof!

At that moment, a pitch-black light shot out from her chest and swallowed the brilliant light.


* * *


"......"

Ji-Yeon was speechless at what happened before her eyes.
Optima, who had been in agony as her hand crumbled, suddenly emitted a dazzling light.
Not the natural white light one would expect, but a pitch-black light.

"Haa.... Haa...."

The black light that spread around them soon faded.

The first thing noticeable was a black veil long enough to cover her back down to her thighs. Her black hair, wrapped in the veil, was no longer in its usual side-tied style but fell smoothly as straight hair.
And her outfit, which somehow looked inadequate, reminiscent of a nun's habit.

Optima, shoulders heaving as she caught her breath, looked markedly different from before.

A form that should never have appeared, a distorted form.
Optima - Vicious Form

"Ugh...!"

Optima grimaced at the pain boiling inside her.
Her magical power was raging.
If she didn't focus all her strength on controlling it, she felt blood would gush from her entire body like when she first transformed.

*I don't have much time.*

She realized again.
Her vessel couldn't withstand the power. The raging magical power couldn't be controlled.
She physically felt why Foriner had placed the restriction.

*If I can't control it...!*

Still, there was a way.

"Now's the time!"

Optima shouted while gasping for breath.
The strongest attack she had asked Ji-Yeon for.

"Got it!"

A sincere slash with everything at stake.
A technique she had saved and would have retreated without using if Eun-Ha's sanctuary wasn't still active.

Crack! CRACKLE!

A bizarre sound emanated from Ji-Yeon.
The muscles throughout her body began to scream.
Violent currents of air swirled around her.

KEEEEEEEEENG-!

Her sword trembled and shrieked with overflowing magical power.

"HAAAAAAAH!"

As she swung her arm, the clamorous sound ceased.

There was no sound of the sword swinging. No sound of something being cut.

But Ji-Yeon's sword had cut the moving fortress diagonally.
Like a landscape painting being split, space was cut and slid apart.

-GROOOOOOO---!!

The moving fortress, hidden in its shell, let out a pain-filled cry.
As the shell was cut away, red flesh and innards were exposed.

Inside, the creatures that had been monsters writhed and cried out in pain as they tried to cover the wound.
Remarkably fast regeneration.

"Now!"
"Yes!"

Seeing Ji-Yeon's strike, Optima released her power.
She would end everything in an instant.

*If I can't control it...! I'll deploy it all at once!*

Overdrive
Using the raging magical power from overexerting her core as fuel.
Optima charged forward. Expelling magical power from her entire body, she reached divine speed in an instant.

"Die, you monster!"

Optima's ultimate technique, containing all her power, engulfed the moving fortress.

Ch.164 - The Recycling-Savvy Foreigner (1)
"Here..."

An unfamiliar ceiling.
As soon as I open my eyes, sensation returns to my entire body. A throbbing feeling deep in my chest.
My overworked core scolds me to rest a bit longer.

But I can't do that.
The sensation against my back is neither soft nor hard. I must be lying on a bed.
I raise my hand absentmindedly and see a small, delicate-looking hand.

*Why am I here?*

My memories are muddled.
I stare blankly at the unfamiliar ceiling, trying to recover my hazy memories.

Why is my core aching so much?
Why did I wake up in an unknown place?
And why did I lose consciousness?

Slowly, I trace back through my foggy memories.

The forbidden power I forcibly awakened.
Thanks to that, I could temporarily use my original power.

And then...
Taking down the moving fortress with Senior Ji-Yeon.

"Ah..."

I don't know how much time has passed, but my memory finally returns.
I used all my power to take down the moving fortress, and then collapsed.

Blood pouring from my eyes, ears, nose, and mouth—the seven openings.
That's the last thing I remember before losing consciousness.

"Nngh."

I groan as I sit up. For making such a sound, my body feels surprisingly fine. Only my core is still troublesome.
As I rise, I hear my long hair brushing against the bed. I shift my gaze to see light blonde hair.
Neither Virginia nor Optima, but my original form.

I've become so accustomed to this small body that I naturally refer to it as my original form now.

"...It seems my magical power hasn't fully recovered yet."

I close my eyes to observe my core.
The high-purity magical power has hit rock bottom. Only a small amount sloshes around, waiting to recover.

Perhaps it's recovering slowly due to the backlash of using my original power recklessly, or maybe I simply wasn't unconscious for long.

"I see you're awake."
"Foriner?"

I wonder how long he's been beside me.
I didn't notice his presence at all, yet Foriner was right there.
Sitting cross-legged on a small stool without a backrest, he set aside the documents he was reading and looked at me with his usual sly expression.

No, that's not right.
This isn't his usual expression.
His face is somewhat stiff.

It's merely a mask—deliberately creating an expression he usually shows to hide his emotions.

I could easily guess why he was reacting this way.
Because I touched the forbidden seal.

Though he seems to focus only on teasing me and doing perverted things, he secretly cares for me.
That's why he placed the seal on me in the first place.
Perhaps that's why he's even more upset.

"Are you angry?"

I cautiously speak to him.
Maybe it's just my imagination, but my voice sounds weak. It seems to be the aftermath of my magical power not being fully recovered.

"...I can't deny it. You know the saying, 'If your head is bad, your body suffers'?"
"I've heard that phrase countless times at The Front Line. Another way of putting it is that if your body is awesome, your head doesn't need to suffer."
"Huh. I suppose that's one interpretation."

Foriner seemed to find my words amusing, as he threw off his mask and gave a bitter smile.

"I've recreated your seal. As you'll feel again, that power is still too much for you."
"...I know. But at that moment, it was all I could think of."

I readily agreed with him.
That power is still too much for me.
Even though I thought I'd become much stronger, compared to before, I could only endure a little longer—the result of self-destruction remained the same.

*Should I be happy about this or not?*

It's such an ambiguous feeling.
The fact that I have plenty of room to grow stronger.
The fact that despite my growth, the path ahead seems insurmountable, and I can't properly handle the power I was originally meant to use.

*And probably, to face The Mute One, I'll need to reach awakening.*

The road ahead is long, and my goal seems unattainable.
Though it hasn't even been a year since I became a woman, I feel impatient—perhaps because there are so many powerful opponents to defeat.

"Then that's settled. In truth, you could never have broken the seal with your power alone. It was my carelessness, I suppose. I was just taking out my frustration."

Foriner bowed his head in apology, showing an unexpectedly human side.
He truly considered it his own mistake.

It was so unexpected that I stared at him with wide eyes.

*I see. So that's it.*

Now I understand.
His initial anger was a lie.
He was blaming himself. This current expression—unable to hide his bitter look as he slightly lowers his gaze—is his true self.

But something in his words bothers me.
The statement that I could never have broken the seal with my power alone. In other words, it means a third party did something to me.

"Looking at your expression, I can tell what you want to say."

Foriner looked at my face and shook his head slightly, as if there was no helping it.

"Then tell me. I have a few questions."
"Yes, of course. You probably already know. There's one more Transcendent in this world besides me."
"...You mean the Transcendent from Gresorion?"
"That's right."

Foriner nodded firmly.

*I see.*

Though he didn't explain everything, I understood the gist.
The Transcendent from Gresorion did something to me.

I can guess it was when I became the last survivor at the House of Evolution.
I lost consciousness then, and during that time, someone tampered with the seal inside me.

"So the person who spoke to me then was Gresorion's Foriner..."
"Did you, by chance, respond to her?"
"No."

I shook my head at his concerned question.
It's more accurate to say I didn't have the luxury to respond rather than choosing not to. I was using all my strength to pull my power along with the seal.
I could only listen to her words.

"Then my next question. Where are we? What time is it? And how many days have I been unconscious?"
"You seem to have many questions. Well, that's understandable. To answer one by one, less than a day has passed. You were only asleep for about 30 minutes."
"Is that so..."

Not much time has passed.
It seems my injuries weren't as severe as I thought.
Thanks to the magical girl's body, I suppose.

"And this place is a subspace connected to your room."
"What?"

Snap!

As Foriner snaps his fingers, the surroundings change in an instant, as if a curtain has been lifted. From a place I've never seen before to the room assigned to me.

Though the sudden change is surprising, it's not enough to show my amazement.
Rather, I just nod, thinking that Foriner would naturally be capable of this much.

"Hmm..."

After moving me from the subspace to my room, Foriner lowers his gaze, seemingly deep in thought.

The Transcendent from Gresorion.
Is he wondering how to counter her?
Or is there some contractual issue?

Either way, while we're talking like this, I wanted to express what I'd been holding back.

"What are you thinking about? You perverted merchandiser who made and sold my goods without permission."

I give him a contemptuous look. Some of my pent-up resentment bursts out.

But this might have been a mistake, as Foriner made an expression as if he couldn't contain himself. His eyes gleamed with excitement.

Perhaps this is why he does perverted things to me even more.

"...To think you remember that. My contractor has developed quite a bit."
"Even an idiot would remember that!"

I yell and throw a pillow at him.
Naturally, he avoids it by slightly twisting his body.
Even now, when I recall going to the merchandise shop with Se-Won, my face turns bright red.

Only I was treated differently.
Only me!!
I glare at Foriner with a face reddened by shame.

They do sell somewhat risqué merchandise for female heroes. That's because there's demand from fans, whether male or female.
But my merchandise was similar yet different.
It was more obscene and sticky—the kind of thing you'd only use in a private room.

"Haha. I apologize for releasing merchandise without telling you. Please grant me your generous forgiveness, as vast as your chest."
"What do you mean 'vast'? Are you mocking me? I'm not generous at all!"
"Hahaha."

When I point to my chest asserting itself under my blouse, Foriner laughs and evades my question.
Judging by his actions, he probably didn't expect me to visit the hero merchandise shop.

"Still, thanks to the merchandise sales, the magical girl's popularity is rising day by day. Part of the sales proceeds is also being donated in the magical girl's name. How about that? Not all bad, right?"
"......"

I'm probably making a very uncomfortable expression right now.
To think that donations are being made from the sales of such obscene, sticky merchandise that would make anyone look like an otaku just by seeing it.

Since Optima herself isn't earning money, it's better than nothing, but I can't say it feels good.

"To continue our conversation, I think this incident isn't entirely bad."
"What?"
"This transformation was unexpected even for me. Although you couldn't fully control your power, you didn't cough up blood immediately after transforming like before."

Foriner's concern was completely different from what I had expected.
With his arms crossed and fingers tapping, his face was filled with obscene desire.
What was that gleaming eye looking at?

"Ugh...!"

I shuddered with goosebumps, even though I hadn't deliberately recalled anything.

"I think this is a good opportunity. After all, isn't it basic for a magical girl to have one or two enhanced forms? A miraculous form that appears when facing a powerful enemy, one that no one expected. There's a certain romance to it."

Foriner begins to expound his ideal magical girl theory, his eyes gleaming with desire.

"Therefore, I've made a slight adjustment to the seal.
So that you can draw out a portion of your original power within the limits of what you can control."
"...Is it okay for me to be happy about this?"
"Of course. Congratulations, magical girl. This time, Virginia also played a significant role after a long time. The praise among heroes was so great that even I felt proud."

Clap, clap.
I can feel his sincerity as he claps with his lips curled upward.

The power I used then.
The power that devoured and annihilated the moving fortress.
Even if it's only part of that power, the possibility of becoming stronger is certainly a joyous thing.

"Then... both as Optima and as Virginia..."

His adjustment of the seal means that a similar transformation is possible not only as Optima but also as Virginia.
I don't know what I looked like before losing consciousness, but there must have been changes in my appearance.

"While it might be noticeable as Virginia, it's different as Optima."
"I suppose so?"

I nodded at Foriner's words.
Indeed, Optima's power is conspicuous. Since she has a lot of public records as a magical girl, I can't use it when I'm Virginia.
But Optima is different.
I can use enhancement magic that isn't too noticeable while definitely becoming stronger.

Still, it's not like I gain nothing when I'm Virginia.
Not only does the total amount of power increase when transformed into the enhanced form, but the power of magic itself will also rise.

"And you might be able to use magic that you weren't even aware existed until now."
"What?"

I tilt my head at this unexpected statement.
What does he mean by magic I had but didn't know about?

"I'll leave that as a homework assignment for you to solve. Now, I'll be going."
"W-wait! You should at least explain before leaving! At least a hint...!"

Foriner disappeared after saying what he wanted to say.

That jerk.
He could have at least explained a bit more before leaving.



* * *



The next day at dawn

The students who went to The Front Line experience arrived back at the academy only at dawn.

"Nngh...! Huh? Se-Won?"

After sitting on the bus for a long time, Eun-Ha's body ached all over as she looked at Kim Se-Won, who was making an uncomfortable expression beside her.
He was looking at something on his communication terminal.

"What are you doing?"

[A-rank hero Cha Jin-Ho, who had escaped, detained thanks to magical girl's great achievement!]

Moving closer to see what he was looking at, it was about Cha Jin-Ho. Seeing that it only made the news after a full day, the Hero Association must have had something to process.

"Oh, it's nothing."

When Eun-Ha moved closer, Kim Se-Won quickly changed his expression and turned off his communication terminal after smelling her fragrant scent.
Nevertheless, the bitter and dejected feeling didn't completely disappear from his face.

"What's that? It's unfair to look at it alone."

Eun-Ha, who had glimpsed the article's content in that brief moment, pretended not to know. She pouted, pretending to be upset.

*Is he bitter that his father was caught? Or did he want to catch him himself?*

Eun-Ha turned away, lost in thought.

*It's probably closer to the latter.*

Kim Se-Won had never said anything good about his father, Cha Jin-Ho.
He never considered him family.
Rather, he was very reluctant to mention Cha Jin-Ho's existence.

"Eun-Ha, did you know?"
"Huh? What?"

Han Chae-Eun, who had been quietly observing these two, spoke up. Her eyes were full of mischief.

"The fact that you know Senior Yoo Ji-Yeon has spread all over the school network."
"......"
*Shit.*

Eun-Ha made an openly horrified expression.

When Don-Hil broke through the fortress's vanguard, Eun-Ha called out to Yoo Ji-Yeon.
About 50 students witnessed that scene.
With students having nothing to do due to the disruption in The Front Line experience, it was inevitable that this story would spread.

*Really. I was too careless... But there's still quite a bit of vacation left...*

Eun-Ha hoped this news would fade during the vacation. She already receives tremendous attention just for being herself, and if Yoo Ji-Yeon gets involved, it would be a headache.

It wasn't the good connections Eun-Ha wanted, but rather people who wanted to use Eun-Ha to get involved with Yoo Ji-Yeon—she could tell without experiencing it.

"I-I'm jealous... To be close enough to call each other sister..."

Yang Se-Hee, who was listening to this conversation nearby, spoke in a dejected voice. Always lacking confidence, she bumped her index fingers together and gave Eun-Ha an envious look.

"So cute..."

*Then call me oppa! Or even unnie if you prefer!*

Eun-Ha held back what she almost said and looked at Yang Se-Hee.
Eyes full of admiration and envy.
Cute.
This word filled Eun-Ha's mind.

"I want to be friends with Senior Yoo Ji-Yeon too..."

A protective urge surges within her, making her want to hug Yang Se-Hee tightly.

"Eek! E-Eun-Ha...?"
"...Ah!"

When Eun-Ha came to her senses, she was hugging Yang Se-Hee.

*This is Se-Hee's fault. It's Se-Hee's fault for acting in a way that makes me want to hug her. I'm not at fault.*

She thought like a criminal blaming the victim.

Ch.165 - The Recycling-Savvy Foreigner (2)
The day after returning to the academy from The Front Line.

Eun-Ha recalled what had happened the day before yesterday while holding a card in her hand. The children—the clones—who were now staying at the facility operated by Foriner wanted to see her again.

"Strike while the iron is hot."

Eun-Ha infused the card with magical energy.

Whoosh!

In an instant, she was sucked somewhere, transported to the training room created by Foriner.

"Here..."

Numerous training equipment appeared before her.
Strangely, Eun-Ha didn't even glance at them and immediately turned around.

Behind her was a door.
A door she had never opened during her visits to this training room.

Click

As she approached and turned the doorknob, a building came into Eun-Ha's view.

Though it didn't have a specific name written on it, Foriner had said this orphanage-like building was a place connected to but disconnected from the outside world.

"I have no idea what that means."

She muttered to herself as she took one step at a time. Convenience stores and supermarkets entered her peripheral vision.

Being connected to the outside world meant this: on the surface, nothing seemed unusual. The orphanage was simply located in a residential area.
However, outsiders who didn't enter through the card couldn't perceive the orphanage's existence.

"Hello...?"

Upon reaching the orphanage, Eun-Ha carefully opened the door and peeked her head in.
Inside, the place was bustling with girls who had similar faces. It looked more spacious than it appeared from outside.

"Wow, it's that big sister!"
"Huh? Really? Wow! It is her!"

When one clone reacted to Eun-Ha's voice, the news spread instantly.
Then the clones swarmed toward Eun-Ha like a flock of chicks.

"The big sister who healed us!"
"Angel big sister!"

The children's eyes shone with admiration. And they were pure.
It was hard to believe these were the same children who had been playthings for villains and high-ranking officials just days ago.

"Ah, hello~ hahaha..."

Suddenly surrounded by girls, Eun-Ha smiled awkwardly.
All she had done was heal them.
She never expected such a warm welcome for just that.

*This isn't so bad.*

Still, Eun-Ha didn't mind. It felt good to be welcomed so genuinely.

"This is..."

While making eye contact with each clone, Eun-Ha noticed something distinctive.

*I heard they'll be given names later, but I guess these are temporary identifiers until then.*

The girls, difficult to tell apart, were wearing name tags with numbers on their chests, presumably for identification.

"Big sister! Big sister! Tell us something interesting!"
"Tell us anything!"
"Something we don't know!"

While Eun-Ha was staring blankly at the identification tags, the clones began pestering her as if they had planned it beforehand.

"Well..."

Just as she was about to reluctantly nod, not knowing what they were so curious about.

"Huh...!"

A voice that sounded disgusted rang out.
A voice clearly shocked and gasping for air.

Looking toward the sound, she saw a man staring at her with a face turned pale blue.
His height was around 170cm, neither particularly tall nor short for a man.
With an oval face and slim build.

*Overall, he lacks muscle. I can see some lean muscle that suggests movement, though.*

Eun-Ha quickly assessed the stranger's body.
His physique seemed more suited for ambush than direct confrontation.

"W-why are you here?!"

While Eun-Ha was evaluating him, the man pointed at her with trembling hands.
He was hyperventilating as if about to pass out.
He clearly seemed to know Eun-Ha.

*What's going on?*

But Eun-Ha didn't recognize him. She couldn't recall anyone who resembled him.
Of course, her public profile had risen in recent months, so he might know her one-sidedly.

*But for just a casual acquaintance... that reaction is strange.*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand.

"Have we met before...?"
"...Tch."

When she asked cautiously, the man clicked his tongue and made no effort to hide his displeasure.
His expression suggested he really didn't want to answer but was somehow being forced to.

"?!"

After clicking his tongue, the man began to transform. The phenomenon unfolding before Eun-Ha's eyes was so bizarre that she widened her eyes in shock.

His flat chest swelled, his waist narrowed. His hair changed color and grew luxuriously.
When the transformation was complete, he had taken the form of a girl Eun-Ha knew very well.
Cha Ji-Won.
The girl who had once been kidnapped by a doppelganger who stole her place.

"Ah...!!!"

Eun-Ha instinctively pointed at the doppelganger and shouted.

*Why is that person here?*

She recalled how she had removed all the furniture from the dormitory and made the doppelganger sleep on newspaper to drive them out.

And the person she had captured using slightly forceful methods.
The Villain Association's awakened doppelganger, Chris Bizal.

"It's because of your Transcendent, what else? Oh, p-please don't hit me."

As Eun-Ha approached him in disbelief, he hastily backed away.
His subsequent timid response was extremely servile.

*Damn it! Damn it...!*

Chris wanted to escape this place immediately. If he could, he'd dismantle all those clones.

As an awakened one, he had excellent physical abilities and combat skills. He was confident he could defeat most psychics.
But Eun-Ha was different.

*What's wrong? Did you hate me that much? Did you prepare this newspaper because you hated me coming so much? To sleep under this?*

A chilling memory that would make even ghosts shudder.
Chris still couldn't forget how Eun-Ha had suddenly transformed into something like a deranged woman.
No, he still vividly remembered it. When he closed his eyes, that night's events kept coming back. It had become a trauma.
He'd lost sleep over it dozens of times.

Thanks to that, he now instinctively avoided cute girls.

"Teacher~"
"D-don't come! No, I don't mean don't come, I don't dislike it, this is more of a physiological reaction, ah, right. Stay 1 meter away from me. Yes. That's good."

Chris rambled incoherently like someone facing a wild beast, keeping his distance from the clone.
The clone, seemingly familiar with his attitude, stared blankly at him and carefully maintained the distance as he moved.

"S-so what?"
"Can I have snacks? The ones from yesterday."
"Th-those? Ah... we're out."

Sweating profusely, Chris kept glancing at Eun-Ha, worried she might suddenly change and throw punches at him again.

*That's it!*

Just then, Chris's eyes lit up.
The clone had just given him the perfect excuse.

"Right. Then play with that big sister! Got it? I'll go buy some right away."
"Really?"
"Snacks! He says we can have snacks!"
"Really?"
"Yes! Teacher is going to buy them for us!"
"Yaaay!"

The clone who had dashed off immediately spread the news to the others.
Having tasted snacks for the first time yesterday, the clones were completely hooked on them.

"S-so that's settled, I'll be going out for a bit. Please make yourself comfortable and if possible, watch over those children for a while...!"
"What? Oh, okay."

After saying his piece, Chris bolted out.
Eun-Ha stared blankly at his retreating figure.

*What's going on?*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand Chris's behavior. Why was he so afraid of her, so cautious, and so careful with his words to avoid offending her?

*Foriner must have done something again.*

Eun-Ha nodded, making a slightly incorrect assumption.

* * *

As time passed, Eun-Ha gathered the clones and began telling stories.
Her stories weren't particularly extraordinary.

"So muscles are..."

She included some personal interests in her topics but mostly explained various common knowledge the children would encounter in life.

Her gentle expression and soothing voice made her stories comfortable to listen to, perfect for inducing sleep. Yet strangely, they actually helped maintain focus.

"Well... Do you have any more questions...?"

After Eun-Ha's story ended, it was question time.

*Please let there be none!*

Eun-Ha slightly dreaded this question time, which she had gone through several times already.
Every time, the clones would bombard her with questions like chirping chicks.

"Um..."

An awkward smile.
Fortunately, the clones didn't ask questions this time. They just quietly looked at her.

That's not to say they didn't have questions.
It seemed more like they were being cautious.

"Excuse me, big sister."

After about a minute, the smallest clone with bright, alert eyes cautiously raised her hand and spoke.

"Yes?"
"Um... is it okay to ask this...?"

The child who spoke, along with the other clones, hesitated while looking at each other. They all seemed to want to ask the same thing.

"Go ahead. I'll help if I can."

Eun-Ha made eye contact with the clone who had questioned her. She wasn't particularly attached to them, nor did she especially like them.
But as a hero, she could at least answer simple questions.

The child, who had been hesitating with her head bowed, carefully met Eun-Ha's gaze.

"...We want to meet the big sister who saved us."

And she cautiously expressed a childish desire that had never been permitted before.

Eun-Ha, who had healed them when they were completely injured, was nice. It was also nice that she treated them without reservation despite them being clones.
But they also liked Optima, who had saved them.

She had rescued them from that terrible place when they were oppressed by power and paralyzed by fear.
They wanted to say thank you, at least.

Thud.

Eun-Ha heard a door opening behind her.
Judging by the footsteps, it was probably Chris who had gone out to buy snacks.

"Ah, you mean Optima? Um, that big sister is~"

Eun-Ha pretended to think while checking on Chris behind her. As soon as Chris heard the word "Optima," his face turned pale and he became restless.

*What's going on?*

While she couldn't understand why he would reject Optima, Eun-Ha's gaze met Chris's.

*No! Absolutely! Absolutely! Really absolutely not!*

Chris shook his head desperately. He begged with both hands, silently pleading that she, of all people, should not come.

*Why is he acting like that?*

His strong aversion only made her more curious.

"I'll call her. We know each other."
"Ah..."

Thud!

For some unknown reason, Chris, who feared Optima, fell to his knees.

* * *

About 10 minutes later.

"Um..."

Just like Eun-Ha had done, Optima peeked her head in cautiously and surveyed the inside of the orphanage.
The children were reading books as they had been when first seen. And Chris, who was responsible for looking after these children, was huddled in a corner, trembling.

"Ahem!"
"Ah! It's the big sister!"
"It's the sexy big sister!"
"It's the indecent big sister!"

When Optima cleared her throat cautiously, the children rushed toward her.

*Their reaction is a bit different from earlier.*

Optima was taken aback by the children's reactions as they crowded around her.

Before she transformed, they had praised her as angelic and warm, but this time strange words were attached.

"S-sexy...?"
"Yes!"

The children nodded simultaneously without hesitation.

"I... I guess so...?"

Optima looked down at her outfit with an embarrassed expression. Her full-body stockings revealed her skin almost as if she were naked.
The thin material covering her entire body revealed every curve.

"But where's that other big sister?"

Noticing Optima's embarrassment, one child asked about Eun-Ha's whereabouts.
The child couldn't hide her disappointment that while Optima had arrived, Eun-Ha showed no signs of returning.

"Ah, ah~ She left early because she was busy. But she asked me to give you this."

Realizing the topic had changed, Optima quickly showed the large envelope she had hidden behind her back.
The 75L standard garbage bag was filled with snacks she had hastily grabbed from the convenience store.

"Wow!"

The children cheered as the snacks spilled onto the floor.

Meanwhile, Chris was sweating profusely while stealing glances at Optima.

*I'm screwed. I'm screwed. I'm screwed...!*

He felt extreme fear that the person he had hoped would never come had arrived. His teeth chattered as his jaw trembled uncontrollably.

The reason he feared Optima so much?
It was because of Foriner.

An awakened doppelganger can transform into other people.
And
Some of Optima's merchandise.
To be specific, Chris had been the model for the photo printed on a dakimakura.

*If she finds out it was me... I'll die! There won't even be a trace left!*

Chris thought this was the crisis of his lifetime.
Who was Optima?
A magical girl called the Black Nightmare who goes around punishing villains.

And he was a "former" villain who had unwillingly participated in Foriner's actions.
One wrong move and he could be pulverized on the spot.

Chris slipped away from Optima's gaze with his trembling body.

*Foriner, you bastard...!*

Escaping from the living room to a corner of the kitchen, Chris felt like he was about to burst into tears.

He had been beaten by Eun-Ha, prevented from returning to being a villain by Foriner's near-brainwashing torture, and forced to cooperate with merchandise photoshoots.

And now to make him face Optima.

*Is this the Transcendent's way?!*

He never dreamed he would pay for his sins in this manner.

"What are you doing there?"
"Huh?! Nothing, nothiiing. Yes. Nothing at all!"

He nearly had a heart attack.
Chris clutched his heart, which was pounding so violently he thought it might burst.
He wanted to escape from this place immediately.

He had heard that even that arrogant guy, Kim Woo-Jin, had been crushed by those delicate hands.
In the right environment, he could manipulate that inexperienced guy with his own power.

He was a doppelganger.
Someone who had copied and used countless abilities.
He had a deep understanding of various powers.

But standing before him was a nightmare-like being who would crush anyone head-on regardless of what ability they used.
It was known that she showed no mercy when dealing with villains.

Moreover, she was a monster who had grown exponentially stronger in just a few months.
For villains, she was nothing short of living terror.

*Right. Stab and run.*

Chris wanted to live. His fear, pushed to the limit, gave him strange courage.

Although he couldn't return to being a villain due to the brainwashing, he could find a decent job somewhere using his abilities.

If worst came to worst, he could even make money by selling his male identity.
He wanted to escape, by any means necessary.

"Is that so? You were sweating profusely, so I was concerned."

Optima deliberately pretended not to know him.

The reaction similar to before her transformation made it seem like he knew her true identity.
But thinking about it, there was no need to worry too much.

After all, this place was created by Foriner.
And the "former" villain before her had been taken somewhere by Foriner himself. Clearly, he must have been persuaded by Foriner.

"I-it's nothing. I'm just a bit unstable. Aha, ahahahahaha..."
"If it's nothing, that's good. I'll be talking with the children."

With that, Optima turned around.

*There's definitely something going on.*

It was an unsettling feeling. She felt watched from behind. Like something was stuck in her throat that wouldn't go down.

A man who not only saw through her identity but feared Optima as an entity.
There must be a reason, but she couldn't quite grasp what it was.

*As far as I remember, I've never met that man as Optima.*

Regardless, he had nowhere to go.
She could ask him slowly, taking her time.

Although Optima had seeds of doubt in her mind, she didn't feel the need to ask right away.
Ignoring the subtle killing intent she felt behind her, she headed toward the living room where the clones were.

*Is she gone?*

Chris visibly relaxed when he saw Optima turn her back on him.
It felt like he'd aged ten years.
His short life had been extended a little.

He wanted to sigh in relief but held it in, praying she would leave this place immediately.
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"Phew."

Optima looked around with a sigh of relief mixed with fatigue. The clones that clung to her without rest had drained her energy completely.

"Sleep tight."

The once noisy orphanage was now enveloped in silence.

"None of these children are over a year old. The oldest is only three months..."

A look of pity flickered in her eyes. Though they appeared to be elementary or middle school children, not one of them was even a year old.

As Optima gazed at the sleeping clones, she suddenly smiled. Regardless of the circumstances, she felt a sense of accomplishment.

The peacefully sleeping clones showed no signs of anxiety on their faces. Though she wasn't experienced, this was proof she had taken good care of them. Despite the difficulty, Optima felt proud.

"Well then..."

After confirming the children were completely asleep, Optima stood up and approached Chris. Though exhausted, she knew this might be her only chance to ask questions.

"I have something to ask you."
"W-what is it...?"

Chris, who had been carefully tidying up, flinched when Optima approached. As long as Optima existed, he couldn't help but tremble in fear. He never knew when she might discover his Optima merchandise photo shoots.

"It's about the Villain Association."
"If... that's the case. Let's go inside."

Worried about waking the children, Chris guided Optima to a room connected to the living area. The room had a long table with chairs lined up—a dining room sized to accommodate all the clones.

Sitting in a chair, Optima quietly observed Chris. The atmosphere between the two couldn't have been more different.

One calmly seeking what she wanted.
One fearing for his life with every word.

Chris was definitely the latter. He watched Optima nervously, praying she would leave as soon as possible.

"What exactly do you want to know about the Villain Association?"
"First, let me ask you this. Is there any way the Villain Association could know you're here with their intelligence network?"

Unlike the anxious Chris, Optima remained calm. Her primary concern was his safety. The Villain Association was unlikely to leave a traitor alone, so she wanted to be prepared.

"...It should be impossible if I'm careful. I specialize in changing my appearance... and above all, the Transcendent's intelligence network and information erasure abilities were impressive even to someone like me who was part of the association."

Chris's response was unexpected. He was more cooperative than Optima had anticipated and seemed willing to share information freely.

"I see..."

Optima appeared to consider something before nodding.

"That's good news. Then I can ask freely."

A gentle smile formed on Optima's lips—a fresh, girlish smile befitting her appearance.

"What exactly is she trying to ask?"

To Chris, however, even this smile appeared sinister. His fear-consumed brain distorted the visual information.

"Anyway, I just need to survive! Focus, Chris!"

Chris swallowed hard and waited for her to speak, staring intently at her lips which looked so soft.

"First. Do you know a man named Park Sang-Heon?"

Chris silently nodded. His eyes were solemn.

"Phew! There's no connection between Park Sang-Heon and magical girl merchandise! But I should still be careful."

He was already unable to escape from the massive entity known as Foriner.

To preserve himself, he was willing to sell any information about the organization he once belonged to. Chris clenched his fist, taking extreme care not to make even a single verbal mistake.

"Then, did you also know that the Villain Association was secretly working with Gresorion?"
"About that..."

Chris hesitated, avoiding Optima's gaze.

"How much should I tell her?"

As a doppelganger specialized in information gathering, Chris had picked up various pieces of information while moving between factions within the Villain Association. The problem was that each faction had different information, and there was a lot of it.

Not wanting to upset Optima, Chris began selecting which information to share with her.

"It's okay. Please tell me everything you know about Park Sang-Heon."

Optima's determination was unwavering. She stared directly at Chris, as if ready to hear everything regardless of what it might be.

"Understood."

Judging by her attitude, she wouldn't leave until he answered. Chris gave up on filtering the information and reluctantly began speaking.

"First—"

Chris began with background information. He explained that the Villain Association had three major factions, each headed by a top executive. All three were working with Gresorion.

Though their goals differed, all three factions had connections to Park Sang-Heon in some way.

After listening to Chris's explanation for about ten minutes, Optima looked slightly puzzled. The Villain Association was known for its strict system of immediate punishment for those who disobeyed or proved useless.

This wasn't common knowledge to the public, but heroes eventually learned about it through the grapevine.

So learning that the Villain Association had factions and was structured around three power groups was new information for Optima.

"I suppose it makes sense. Villains are all troublemakers, so it would be strange if they were completely unified."

Still, the person before her didn't seem to be lying, and when she thought about it, it made logical sense, so Optima decided to accept his explanation.

Above all, as a villain who had been through Foriner's hands, he couldn't possibly tell lies that would confuse her.

"And from what I know, Gresorion seems to have factions too. Probably created by some of the stronger A-class monsters."
"Gresorion has factions too... Then what about Muk-Si-Ja?"
"Muk-Si-Ja?"

Now it was Chris's turn to be puzzled. Muk-Si-Ja? Who was that?

"Is that someone from Gresorion? A monster? At least not a villain. I've never heard the name even once. I've heard about Gresorion, but Muk-Si-Ja is completely new to me."

Optima carefully observed Chris's reaction. Though subtle, his expression revealed genuine confusion.

"He doesn't know about Muk-Si-Ja... Come to think of it, Park Sang-Heon too."

Optima recalled the moment Park Sang-Heon was killed. As he was being impaled through the chest by Muk-Si-Ja, he had definitely mentioned "factions."

And Muk-Si-Ja, who had pierced Park Sang-Heon's chest and mocked him while shifting between various monster forms like a doppelganger.

Park Sang-Heon knew Muk-Si-Ja's name, but at the same time, he was being played by Muk-Si-Ja. He mistook a part of Muk-Si-Ja for the whole, being manipulated without knowing anything.

This was evidence that Muk-Si-Ja had been operating in secret, thoroughly concealing his information.

"Perhaps even at this moment, he could be disguised as someone else..."

Muk-Si-Ja could transform into monsters of completely different sizes, appearances, and genders. Optima considered the possibility that he might also be able to transform into humans.

"I don't know who Muk-Si-Ja is, but when talking with Park Sang-Heon, he mentioned making treaties with multiple factions, not just one. Both the Villain Association and Gresorion."
"He spoke about that so easily? I wouldn't think he'd talk so freely even to save his own life."

Optima's eyes widened in surprise. It was unexpected. While stealing information from a terminal was one thing, getting someone to reveal information verbally required either leverage over them or persuasive skills to loosen their tongue.

It seemed unlikely behavior from the cowardly, trembling man before her.

"Tsk."

But Chris frowned at Optima's words, looking quite displeased.

He quickly glanced around before returning his gaze to Optima.

"...At that time, I looked like this."

After confirming the clones were still sound asleep, he used his ability to transform—into the appearance of Chae Ji-Won, a current high school girl.

"...Oh."

Seeing Chris's transformation, Optima averted her gaze. A blush spread across her face.

The first thing Chris did after transforming into Chae Ji-Won was to reveal his cleavage.

"Just to be clear, I did it for the mission, not because I wanted to. Really."

Chris said after returning to his original form. With his ability to transform into various appearances, Chris Bizal had collected information by changing into women when dealing with men, and men when dealing with women.

"Right. That would definitely work on men."

Optima secretly admired his method. It was certainly effective for extracting information from allies.

And in the secret passage that Park Sang-Heon had occupied for years, there would be no need to worry about prying eyes or intrusions, making it easy to stimulate desires.

"Wait. He can freely change his appearance...?"

Suddenly, a disturbing thought occurred to Optima—one that filled her with anger just by considering it.

"You. Have you ever transformed into me?"

Her eyes sharpened.

Why hadn't she thought of this before? The magical girl merchandise in the hero shop included photos of her in poses she had never struck.

And right in front of her was someone capable of doing such things. Whatever conditions were required for transformation, Foriner would have gladly cooperated.

Anger and distrust began to boil in Optima's chest.

"N-no way! I transform based on analyzing the target's preferences, and most prefer more voluptuous types. I chose Chae Ji-Won because of his preferences...! Ugh!"

The flustered Chris frantically waved his hands. Though he had indeed transformed into Optima several times on Foriner's orders, he desperately denied it.

"Was that a mistake?!"

He quickly covered his mouth with both hands. Worried he might have made a mistake, he cautiously observed Optima's reaction.

Women tend to be sensitive about their figures, some overtly so. And comparing oneself to others is unpleasant regardless of gender.

Chris silently waited for Optima's response, hoping she wouldn't take his words to heart.

"I see. Just to be clear, I hope you never do such things with my appearance. If you did..."
"I-I absolutely won't, don't worry. I value my life too much to do something like that."

As ominous magical energy began swirling around Optima's hand, Chris shook his head vigorously. Having already lied, there was no turning back.

"...That's good."

Deceived by Chris's desperate lie, Optima withdrew her magical energy.

"A-anyway, back to what we were discussing. Park Sang-Heon said this: As he had made agreements with various factions, his plans were progressing smoothly."
"...Plans?"
"If you brought those clones from The Front Line, you must know the difference in strength between those at the academy and those who've entered The Front Line."

At Chris's words, Optima carefully recalled her time at The Front Line. The conflict between academy graduates and others showed no signs of resolution.

"But that's not what he's talking about."

The difference in strength.
Those in red uniforms who just pointed fingers from behind when monsters attacked.
Those pathetic individuals who, despite lacking ability, took high positions and just shouted orders—they were the result of Park Sang-Heon's plan.

Optima recalled when she first entered the academy. Despite gathering talented individuals from across the country, their skills were terrible.

"He said he gradually changed things over several years."
"Park Sang-Heon used the connections he'd built up over time?"
"Yes."

Chris nodded.

"Changes to the students' learning curriculum. That's what he worked on for years."
"He mixed his own experiences as a once-invincible fighter with lies, using his authority to slowly introduce inefficient and false curricula as if they were genuine."

Chris recited exactly what he had heard while seducing Park Sang-Heon. The words of a man consumed by inferiority and madness were still etched in Chris's mind.

"...I see."

It was an absurd revelation, but understandable.

Though she hadn't experienced such education herself, after observing those entering The Front Line each year while stationed there, she noticed increasingly weaker recruits arriving.

"Now that I think about it, some people did complain that the quality of recruits seemed to be declining over time."

It wasn't a lack of talent or effort. Among those who entered The Front Line, those with good capabilities grew exponentially stronger.

The problem was the educational process. No matter how talented someone is, if they train believing in the wrong direction, good results are unlikely.

And the person who created this outcome was Park Sang-Heon, who had cooperated with Gresorion and the Villain Association. Once called Mt. Tae-San and receiving overwhelming support, people believed his words were truth. Many in this country still do.

"How terrible."

Optima shook her head, unable to hide her dismay.

The changes to the learning curriculum affected more than just the academy.

Altering the curriculum at the academy and other hero training institutions meant wasting about six years of development time.

The middle and high school periods are crucial for young aspiring heroes. Wasting that time resulted in declining standards year after year.

"Is this related to why my mother insisted on teaching at the academy?"

Why was magical control ability declining, and why did her mother, Hong Yu-Jin, insist on magical control and mastery abilities?

During her education at the academy, there was never any curriculum related to magical control. There was only a warning that recklessly trying to control magic could likely turn one into a cripple.

"Then we need to provide training independently."

Optima thought of her three closest friends besides Jung Soo-Hyun. They were growing stronger at an impressive rate by learning magical control—almost enough to make her jealous.

Perhaps other students would also become much stronger if they learned conscious magical control. Controlling magic unconsciously versus controlling it consciously, like moving one's limbs, were completely different matters.

"Come to think of it, Ko Soo-Ah..."

While there were many other aspects that needed fixing, a particular girl came to Optima's mind—someone she had met as Eun-Ha, not Optima.

The younger sister of Ko Soon-Jo, a word mage who could create phenomena with spoken words. Her power was strong enough to transform her body without learning magical control.

"So she's a genuine genius hiding her power."

A genius who discovers things on her own without being taught, standing out naturally. Optima thought she might be jealous if that girl ever emerged.

"I've heard some good information."

Optima stood up and thanked him. Though she hadn't heard all the information she wanted, it was getting late.

"Oh! You're leaving?"
"...Aren't you a bit too happy about that?"
"N-no, not at all. Hahahahaha."

When Chris changed his expression and showed delight, Optima couldn't help but sound disgruntled.

"It doesn't matter."

Though she didn't know the exact reason, Optima was aware that he feared her.

"I'll ask about the stories I didn't hear and why he's afraid of me next time."

There was still plenty of time. There was still a lot of vacation left, and as long as the Villain Association didn't discover this orphanage, she could meet him anytime. Besides, there were other matters that needed immediate attention.

Though it seemed overwhelming to solve right away, with the main culprit Park Sang-Heon gone, there might be a way.

"No need to see me out. Please take care of the children."
"Y-yes! Of course! Have a safe trip!"

Optima set aside her urgency and opened the orphanage door. Chris bowed deeply to her with a bright smile.

"Well then. Let's go there."

After the orphanage door closed and confirming no one was watching, Eun-Ha released her transformation with an exhausted voice and headed back to the training room.

Ch.167 - Unexpected Promise (1)
As soon as I returned from the orphanage, I headed straight to my mother's house.

"Is Master inside?"
"Yes. Since I'm here, could you bring me some water...?"

When I opened the door while calling for my mother, a dying voice crawled out from the pitch-black darkness. Her voice sounded so weak that I felt like my own energy was being drained just listening to it.

"If you're inside, turn on the lights. You're not a child of darkness."

Click.

"Ugh...!"

When I turned on the lights, I heard a groan as if the brightness hurt her eyes.
There was my mother, sprawled on the sofa, lazily waving her hand to greet me.
Her limp appearance reminded me of one of those partially deflated air dancers in front of stores.

"Would you like tomato juice? Or just water?"
"Juice."

I went straight to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, which was full of alcohol and juice. The water she initially mentioned was just a single bottle.
For my mother, "water" typically meant tomato juice, so this wasn't particularly strange.

"Why do you look half-dead? It's been a while since I visited."
"A while... Yes. It has been a while."

I handed her the juice and sat on the floor, leaning my back against the sofa.
My mother, still slumped on the sofa, took the juice and looked like she might pass out at any moment.

Her body seemed fine, but her brain was pickled in work. Her movements and voice clearly revealed her desire to do nothing but rest.
If her mind was this overworked, even my healing magic wouldn't help.

"Anyway, let's have dinner. I'm hungry."
"...Did you come just to get a free meal?"
"Of course. Whose son am I?"
"What a troublesome daughter..."

My mother said with a disappointed voice. Since my back was turned to her, I couldn't see her face, but I imagined her expression was equally disappointed.

It's not like I enjoy doing this.
Gradually growing distant, starting with small things like this. It was all I could do.

Anyway, my mother began tapping on her communication terminal with sluggish movements. The tapping sound reached my ears from behind.

"What are you going to order? Let's get chicken. I want chicken."
"No, I want jjamppong."
"Chicken! I want baked chicken, you know? Let's get that."
"Should we order pizza too?"
"I said let's get chicken!"
"Come to think of it, it's been a while since I had Chicago pizza... Let's order two."

Perhaps because I wasn't acknowledging how tired she was, my mother started being petulant. She completely ignored what I said and stubbornly insisted on getting what she wanted.

Actually, pizza isn't bad either. Any pizza with meat would be fine.
Thinking she couldn't see me from behind, I grinned.

"I ordered. So, what brings you here?"
"Just... wanted to see you?"
"Cut it out and tell me properly."

My mother made a long, dying sound and raised herself up from the sofa.
Taking advantage of the moment, I quickly planted myself on the sofa to prevent her from lying back down. The sofa was surprisingly warm from where she had been lying.

"Ahh...!"

As I leaned back into the soft sofa, I felt so reluctant to move that I started taking off my clothes.
After being surrounded by kids all day, I just wanted to be comfortable.

"Oh my."

Seeing me like this, my mother sighed deeply and threw something white at me from the closet.

"...What's this?"
"A dress shirt I bought to give you later. Since there's no use for it now, you might as well use it like this."

I stared blankly at my mother before realizing what she had thrown was a dress shirt.

'It's huge.'

When I spread out the dress shirt, it was enormous.
It would have fit my original body perfectly, but now it was large enough to cover my lower body too.
This neatly folded dress shirt. If I hadn't become a woman, I might have worn it at least once.

A bitter feeling lingered in my chest briefly before disappearing.

"When the food arrives, I'll go get it, so don't you dare go out."
"?? Okay."

That was sudden. Why would she volunteer to go herself?
Though confused, I nodded. There was no reason to stop her if she wanted to go.

"Oh...!"

After carelessly tossing aside the clothes I was wearing and putting on just the dress shirt, it felt quite nice.
Should I say it's well-ventilated because it's so loose?
When I waved my arms up and down, the wide sleeves fluttered wildly.

As I engaged in this pointless, childish behavior, my mother's bitter gaze briefly passed over me.

I knew what emotion was behind that look, so I pretended not to notice and turned on the TV.
If I could ever return to my original body, I'd want to, but there's no telling when that might be possible.

A hero with a gap in their career has the drawback of struggling to find sponsors outside of being stuck at The Front Line, so that's probably what she's worried about.

"Anyway, the reason I came is this. Today, I picked up some information about Park Sang-Heon."
"Park Sang-Heon?"
"That he's been adjusting the learning curriculum for the kids over several years."
"Sigh. You brought something troublesome."

My mother sighed deeply and threw herself onto the sofa.

"Is this related to why Master has been so busy lately?"
"...You could say that."

My mother reluctantly nodded.
Her face was covered in deep fatigue. It's the kind of face that makes me doubt if she's getting proper rest, compelling me to visit periodically.

Unable to stand it anymore, I tried using healing magic. A white light briefly enveloped my mother's body before disappearing.
Yet her face remained full of fatigue. As expected, it was a useless effort.

"I don't know how many years it will take, but we need to change it back to an efficient curriculum. I'm mobilizing all the connections I've built up until now for that."

My mother still wouldn't admit with her own mouth that she was tired.
I was starting to worry that the magical girl might collapse from overwork.

"But why are you so desperate about this?"

Finally, I voiced the question I'd been wondering about.

No matter how much she had protected humanity as Foriner's contractor, was there a reason to work this hard?
That's what I was so curious about.

"Who knows."

But my mother didn't reveal the reason. She just smiled bitterly and leaned against me.
I could feel my mother's body temperature near my shoulder and head.
She felt quite heavy, as if she had completely relaxed her body.

If I were my usual self, I would have complained about getting hot.
But now I could only silently bear my mother's weight.

"What if you can't find a husband at this rate? Who knows how many years this will take."
"I'm still young, so it's fine."
"Young? Yeah right."
"...Right?"

I chided her out of disbelief.
Yet inside, I was anxious and didn't know what to do. My mother's actions seemed like she was burning her last flame before turning to ashes.

"She must have been really tired."

When I glanced at my mother, who showed no intention of moving, I saw she had fallen asleep. She must have fallen into a deep sleep, as the weight on my shoulder increased.

'Maybe I shouldn't have come.'

I turned my attention to the TV.
If I hadn't come, she would have fallen asleep just like that.
She would have slept more peacefully.

So I focused on watching TV for about 30 minutes.

Ding-dong-

"Pizza's here!"

When the doorbell rang, I very carefully laid my mother down on the sofa and dashed to the front door.

I thanked the confused delivery person and brought the warm pizza boxes inside.

"Huh????"

I opened my mouth in shock.
The pizza my mother ordered was Chicago pizza.
But there wasn't even pepperoni, which is common on pizza. This pizza was one my mother had custom ordered, loaded with nothing but cheese.


* * *


"I wonder when she'll arrive."

There I was, standing in front of the academy's main gate in casual clothes.
The time I checked on my communication terminal showed five minutes remaining until our appointment.

[Do me one favor.]

Since I had my terminal out, I opened the messenger.
I looked again at the message that had suddenly arrived while I was eating with my mother yesterday.

The message was from Se-Won.

It was a sudden request for help, specifying only a time and place.
I agreed since I had nothing else to do. But since he didn't explain the details and just asked for help out of the blue, I was still curious about what kind of help he needed.

After standing by the school gate for a few minutes, staring at the ground...

"What? You're already here?"

Se-Won's voice came from the distance.
He was dressed quite differently from his usual clothes, with a more mature style.
It was obvious he had put a lot of effort into his appearance.
That made me even more curious about why he had called me out today.

"Why are you so late? I've been waiting for ten minutes."

To find out the reason, I first needed to make him feel indebted to me.
Although I hadn't really been waiting long, I tapped the ground with my toe as if I had been waiting forever.

"There's still time before our appointment. Cut me some slack. As an apology, I'll give you this."

Se-Won scratched the back of his head sheepishly and pulled something out of his pocket.

"...I'll let it slide just this once."

What he took out wasn't anything special.
It was just a cold can of coffee.

Since my throat was dry and I like coffee, I accepted it and gulped it down.

"Ugh, bitter!"

And promptly spat it out. I grimaced at the bitter taste filling my mouth.
I had accepted and drunk it without checking properly, and it turned out to be black coffee.

I shot Se-Won a resentful look. This wasn't an apology; it was an attempt to mess with me.

"Huh? Oh, sorry, I gave you the wrong one. Don't drink that, have this instead."

Seeing my look, Se-Won's eyes widened, and he hurriedly took out another coffee and exchanged it with the one I was holding.

When I checked the label with suspicious eyes, I confirmed that this one indeed had sweetener added.
I immediately opened the can and washed away the bitter taste with sweetness.

"...You should drink that one."

Having finished the can in one go, I spoke to Se-Won, who was still holding the coffee I had sipped.
I deliberately used a sulky voice to show I wasn't over it yet.

"This, this..."

But Se-Won didn't seem to know what to do and made no move to drink the coffee. He kept looking back and forth between me and the can.

His avoidance of my gaze was very suspicious.

'I knew it!'

This was certain. My instinct kicked in.
My intuition, honed through years of wallowing in the mud pit called The Front Line, whispered to me.

"You bought something you can't even drink yourself to mess with me, didn't you? Right?"
"N-No, I didn't!"
"Then why aren't you drinking it? Is it because I put my lips on it? Hmm?"

Seeing an opportunity, I leaned in with a teasing voice.

My mind was already convinced this was the case.
So I kept provoking him, telling him to drink it right now if he didn't mind the bitter coffee. If he still wouldn't drink it, that would be solid proof he was trying to mess with me.

"In that case...!"

Se-Won's face became solemn. As if he had made some decision, he looked at the can of coffee with a resolute expression, his hands trembling slightly.
The way he was looking at it, you'd think it was a high-level monster rather than a can of coffee.

But then

Gulp! Gulp! Gulp!

"...There! Satisfied?"

Suddenly, Se-Won downed the black coffee in one go.
I gaped at the unexpected result. Judging by his unchanged expression, he didn't really dislike it after all.

No, his expression did change slightly. His face turned a bit red.

"Yes. I'm satisfied."

Having dispelled my suspicion, I casually tossed the coffee can into a nearby trash can. This much should go in without me having to look.

Clang!

"........"

It didn't.
The coffee can I had carelessly thrown hit the rim of the trash can and bounced out.

"Pfft!"

My face instantly reddened at Se-Won's snicker. I was so embarrassed I wanted to crawl into a mouse hole if one existed.
This was a conspiracy. There's no way it shouldn't have gone in.
And the suspect was right in front of me.

"Y-You moved it with telekinesis, didn't you! Right! Huh??????"
"I did not. You just can't throw properly."

Infuriatingly, the suspect maintained his mocking expression while denying my accusation. To make matters worse, he casually tossed his own can.
Se-Won's coffee can drew an arc and landed perfectly in the center of the trash can.

"You're terrible. Can't even do this?"
"I-I'll do it again, so bring that back! Hurry!"
"Geez."

Se-Won used telekinesis to bring back the can I had used and handed it to me.
His face said, 'Go ahead and try if you think you can.'

"Watch. This much is really..."

With newfound determination, I concentrated and threw the can again.

"...nothing to me!"

Whoosh!

The can flew in a clean parabolic arc. The expected landing point was exactly the center of the trash can!

But then something unbelievable happened before my eyes.

"Ah!!"

I involuntarily screamed.

This time it really curved.
It blatantly curved.
Just before the can was about to enter the trash can, it veered off at a right angle.

When I whipped my head around, there was Se-Won, giggling.

"You really!"
"No, just this once, just this once. I swear I didn't do anything the first time!"

Se-Won chuckled as he adjusted the trajectory of the curved coffee can, guiding it into the trash can.

With a clang and a clatter, the coffee can entered its rightful place.

"...So why did you call me so suddenly?"

I spoke in a grumpy voice, annoyed at Se-Won for playing with me. I needed to change the subject immediately before my anger and embarrassment prevented me from doing anything.

"My mother said she wanted to see you. You know, for treating her. She wanted to thank you again for that."

Beep-

Clunk!

"And she also said she wanted to meet the friends I've made since entering the academy."

Se-Won took out another can of coffee from a nearby vending machine and handed it to me.
This time it was definitely sweet.

"...You could have told me in advance."

Still not over it, I drank the coffee with my lips pursed.

Ch.168 - Unexpected Promise (2)
After leaving the school gates, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won headed toward the bus stop. They needed to take a bus to get from the academy to the home of Kim Se-Won's mother, Kim Ha-Yoon.

The two walked with a peculiar gait. There was no need to hurry, yet their pace was noticeably slow.

*What should I do?*

Kim Se-Won, who had asked Eun-Ha for a favor, was hesitating and slowing his steps.

He glanced at her discreetly, trying to gauge her mood.

Should he mention it? Or should he not? Should he ask about what happened yesterday or pretend not to know?

*Right. I should clearly state what I want to ask. Being proactive will be more effective.*

After fidgeting with his wallet in his pocket, Kim Se-Won finally decided to speak up.

Even if he couldn't ask about what was bothering him, he should at least make his request. That would help him get closer to her.

"Eun-Ha."
"Hmm?"
"Can I ask you for one more favor?"

The words finally escaped his tightly sealed lips.
Kim Se-Won, wanting to spend more time with Eun-Ha, acted casual while expressing his desire.

"Hmm? Sure."

Eun-Ha nodded without a moment's hesitation, making Kim Se-Won's prolonged deliberation seem unnecessary.

"Well..."

Snap!
Eun-Ha raised her slender index finger and began to speak.

"Even though my test scores dropped, I still passed. So I'll grant you one wish instead. Hehe."

*I should at least grant him this much.*

Kim Se-Won's help with the final exams had been significant. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she was indebted to him.

If she had studied alone, she wouldn't have achieved a score close to her midterm results no matter how much time she invested.

Without him, she wouldn't have been able to go to the artificial island with her friends, and she wouldn't have grown stronger.

Moreover, she had recently succeeded in temporarily breaking her seal, so although she didn't show it, she was quite grateful to Kim Se-Won.

"...R-really? I see."

Kim Se-Won restrained his smile and gently averted his gaze.
Eun-Ha looked cute with her bright smile.

*Having just one wish is... a bit disappointing.*

At the same time, he felt a twinge of regret.
When Eun-Ha first asked him to help her study, his condition was two wishes.
Human greed knows no bounds.

*This is better than nothing.*

Still, he decided to be content with having one wish when he originally had none.

Kim Se-Won glanced at Eun-Ha.
Thanks to her agreeing to his sudden requests, they could be together like this. Being too greedy would be unwise.

"Well, first—"
"Oh, before that."

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to speak, Eun-Ha interrupted him.
She took something out of the small bag she was carrying.

Hair ties, glasses, and a hat.

"...What are these?"

Kim Se-Won pointed at the items Eun-Ha had suddenly produced. He couldn't understand why she'd taken them out while walking.

"I've become quite famous, you know. When I go out, people crowd around me, so I need to disguise myself a bit."

Eun-Ha explained with a broad smile.

The day she went to the comic book store with Kim Se-Won.
She had simply gone out casually, but was surrounded by numerous people and couldn't move.
Now that the incident at The Front Line had been widely reported, the attention would be even greater, not less.

While becoming famous was necessary for her goals, it was inconvenient when it disrupted her daily life.
She could transform into Optima if needed, but she couldn't do that in front of Kim Se-Won.

So her alternative was this clumsy disguise.
Wearing a hat and glasses, and changing her hairstyle would certainly change her appearance, but it wouldn't make her completely unnoticeable.

Eun-Ha put on the glasses and put the hat back in her bag.

"Hmm... Is this okay?"

She undid the hair tie on the side of her head and used it with the new one to tie her hair into two ponytails.
She split her hair at the back of her head to create twin tails.

"How do I look?"

After tying her hair, Eun-Ha flipped the ponytails over her chest and asked Kim Se-Won.
Her bright green eyes, filled with subtle expectation, stared at him, urging an answer.

"Uh, umm..."

Kim Se-Won's eyes darted around rapidly.

How should he respond?
What would be the right answer?

The brain of this inexperienced boy spun quickly, trying to produce the optimal response.

"Y-you look... pretty. Yeah."

The answer his brain produced was simply that she looked pretty.
Hiding his embarrassment while scratching his cheek, Kim Se-Won awaited Eun-Ha's verdict.

"No, that's not what I was asking!"
"Huh?"

However, Kim Se-Won's answer was incorrect. It wasn't what Eun-Ha wanted to hear.
Pouting, she moved closer to him and told him to look at her properly.

"How do I look? Do I look different? How should I put it... Do I not look like myself? Would people not recognize me? That kind of thing!"

Eun-Ha spoke rapidly while turning her body this way and that.

Seeing this, Kim Se-Won felt his heart beating faster.
Thanks to the reduced distance between them, the scent from her body naturally flowed into his nostrils.

"Look! Are my ponytails tied well? If people recognize me but see my hair tied weirdly, I'll be embarrassed."

Whoosh! As Eun-Ha turned her back, her delicate nape was revealed.

Her nape, usually hidden by her long hair, was bewitching. Though the twin tails seemed unevenly tied, as if done for the first time, it didn't detract from her appearance at all.

"W-wait. It's a bit off."

With the continuous unexpected actions, Kim Se-Won's brain was heading straight toward overload.
He wasn't even sure if he was speaking properly.

*Oh my god!*

Kim Se-Won was going crazy.
He was genuinely thankful that no one else was around.

She was too defenseless.
What did she think he was?
Before being a friend, he was a man.

If he lowered his gaze just a little, he could see her modestly protruding chest, yet Eun-Ha didn't seem to care at all.

If he let go of his sanity for just a moment, he might pounce on her from behind.

"Wait. Let's go over there to fix it. It's uncomfortable standing here."

Amid repeated inner turmoil, Kim Se-Won barely maintained his reason.

Tap!

He grabbed Eun-Ha's wrist and led her to a nearby park.

The park near the academy was quite large.
Around the small lake were walking paths and jogging courses, with cleaning robots patrolling to detect trash.

*As expected, since it's time for office workers to go to work, there aren't many people.*

Fortunately, this place was also sparsely populated.
It wasn't a holiday, after all.

"Sit here."

Kim Se-Won sat Eun-Ha on a bench, went behind her, and carefully undid her hair to retie it.
As he tied her hair, the sensation of Eun-Ha's skin brushing against his fingertips felt strangely vivid. It was just a slight touch, but each contact seemed to travel from his fingertips to his hand and arm.

"...Done."

Nevertheless, Kim Se-Won endured with superhuman patience.
The creature before him had a quality that unconsciously drew people in, and if he didn't resist like this, he felt he might fall into an abyss.

"Really? That was surprisingly quick."
"...It just worked out. Now you can put on the hat."

Kim Se-Won felt as if all his energy had been drained, even though he hadn't done anything yet. Cold sweat ran down his back, stealing moisture from his body.

"Thank you. How do I look? Come and see."

Eun-Ha flipped her twin tails over her chest again.
Since she didn't carry a hand mirror, she needed someone else's eyes to check her appearance.

Kim Se-Won used his telekinesis to dispel his sweat and stood in front of Eun-Ha, pretending to be nonchalant.

"Um..."

Ambiguous.
This was the first thought that came to Kim Se-Won's mind when he saw Eun-Ha.

"The important thing is whether people can recognize me or not."

Eun-Ha added, noticing Kim Se-Won's subtle expression.

While Eun-Ha's behavior might seem like she had some kind of celebrity disease, she was indeed a recently famous figure.

With her sudden popularity disrupting her daily life, it was natural for her to worry about being recognized.

"Well, I think you'll still stand out the same? Look."

Regardless, Kim Se-Won naturally took a photo of Eun-Ha with his communication terminal.

*Yes!*

He inwardly clenched his fist in triumph.
Showing Eun-Ha her appearance while also keeping the photo. Kim Se-Won thought his idea was genius.
Of course, he didn't forget to copy the photo to a pre-made secure folder in case Eun-Ha asked him to delete it.

"Here, look. What do you think?"
"Hmm..."

Would people recognize Eun-Ha as Shin Eun-Ha?
Looking at herself in the image Kim Se-Won showed her, Eun-Ha concluded it was "ambiguous."

"The vibe has changed quite a bit, so it should be... okay?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head. She wasn't confident if she could go to a crowded area like this.

"If the vibe has changed, maybe people won't recognize you?"
"You think so?"

While she would certainly attract attention, few people would approach her with certainty that she was Eun-Ha.

*That does seem likely.*

Eun-Ha recalled the attention she received the day she went to the comic book store with Kim Se-Won.
Although she attracted many stares, she didn't remember hearing anyone call her a magical girl or Optima.

Only then did she feel confident.
This was enough.
She was already used to attracting attention anyway.

"So now you're the only one who knows I'm Shin Eun-Ha? Keep it a secret, okay?"

Eun-Ha stood up from the bench and looked at Kim Se-Won with a mischievous smile.

"Just wait. When enough people gather, I'll shout that there's a saint here who can even cure baldness."

Kim Se-Won retorted, trying to hide his pounding heart.

* * *

"So what's this other favor you wanted to ask?"

Eun-Ha asked Kim Se-Won as they left the park. She had forgotten to ask earlier while focusing on her disguise.

"I want to buy a gift for my mother. To celebrate her discharge from the hospital."
"A gift??"
"Yeah. I've never been able to get her anything before."

Kim Se-Won answered, awkwardly glancing at Eun-Ha.

"Do you have money? Don't tell me you saved up the meager subsidy allowance?"
"No, that wouldn't be enough, so I've been doing some temporary part-time jobs lately."
"Wow... Other kids are busy spending their money on food or entertainment."

Another glance.

Kim Se-Won's gaze fell on the innocent Eun-Ha.
The concerning matter he couldn't ask about earlier kept lingering in his mind.

*What was that yesterday??*

The vivid memory.
Kim Se-Won, who had temporarily lied about his age to work as a delivery person, recalled what happened last night.

Eun-Ha appearing from an unfamiliar house.
Moreover, she was wearing someone else's oversized dress shirt, a sight that nearly made his heart stop.

Eun-Ha, happily accepting the pizza he delivered, was certainly an assailant.
A heart assailant.

*Whose house was that?*

His chest ached.
Whose house was it? Why was Eun-Ha there?
Why did she show a side of herself there that he had never seen before?

It didn't seem like a temporary residence for Eun-Ha, as he hadn't heard anything about it. If she had a temporary home, there would be no reason to hide it from a close friend.

"Kuh!"
"Hmm? What's wrong?"
"N-nothing. It's nothing."

Kim Se-Won tried to erase the image that reappeared in his mind.

The soft-looking chest glimpsed through the loose dress shirt.
Though she was certainly wearing a bra, the defenseless skin revealed from her collarbone downward kept lingering in his mind.

"Anyway, working part-time for your mother, our Se-Won is so admirable."

Eun-Ha's eyes curved gently. Her face, looking at Kim Se-Won, genuinely showed that she found him admirable.

"I-it's nothing. It's the least I could do."
"It's the thought that counts. Someone I know spent five years stuck at The Front Line without caring about such things. Without even saying a word to their parents."

Eun-Ha casually shared her own experience.
Unlike herself, she truly admired Kim Se-Won for thinking of his family. She naturally wanted to help him somehow.

*Could that person be...?*

While Eun-Ha shared her experience as if it were nothing, Kim Se-Won, who was recalling last night, interpreted it differently.
He felt a pain as if his chest was aching.

Thankfully, he had been wearing a tinted motorcycle helmet last night, but what would have happened if his identity had been revealed?

*Hehe. What? Surprised that I'm receiving support? Finding it strange? It's unavoidable if you want to become famous.*

In Kim Se-Won's mind, an image of Eun-Ha with a mature and seductive expression he had never seen before appeared.

Once started, his delusion further distorted the situation, placing a muscular giant next to the Eun-Ha he had seen last night.

To describe him further:
Tanned, bronze skin.
Hair dyed a deeper blonde than Eun-Ha's.
And a muscular physique adorned with tattoos and piercings all over. A species known as the Golden Sun.

*No. No, no, no. That can't be.*

He shook his head vigorously, desperately denying his imagination.
But he couldn't stop worrying. It kept lingering in his mind.

*What's going on?*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand what Kim Se-Won was thinking.
His flushed face and desperate head-shaking made her think he might be embarrassed about something.

"What are you doing? Let's go."

Judging by his expression, he wouldn't easily answer if she asked.

*If it's something he could tell me, he would.*

Eun-Ha didn't sense much seriousness in Kim Se-Won, who was lost in his delusions.

Growl~

"...Let's eat something first."

That was more important than anything else.

* * *

"Who's that?"

Golden hair catches the corner of someone's vision.
And beside the girl with flowing golden hair was a very familiar boy.

"Oh ho..."

Some emotion began to bubble and boil in their chest.
They raised the communication terminal on their wrist.

Click-

Like a possessed paparazzi, they quickly focused on the boy and girl and took a photo.

"I'll watch closely with my own eyes to see exactly what you're doing."

With a smirk, the person who discovered Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won began to stealthily follow them.

Ch.169 - Unexpected Promise (3)
"Is this the place?"

Kim Se-Won brought Eun-Ha, who kept reminding him of her empty stomach, to a specific location—the food court at Cheonil Department Store.
Having experienced something terrible at Cheonil Department Store before, Eun-Ha wasn't pleased about being there.

"I heard the food court here has quite a few delicious options."
"Hmm... but if we could go somewhere else—"

Eun-Ha was clearly giving off vibes that she'd prefer to go elsewhere if possible.

"They serve generous portions of meat."
"On second thought, eating here doesn't sound so bad!"

But Kim Se-Won was a man who had been observing Eun-Ha closely. He knew exactly what to say to win her over.

***

"Ah, that was delicious!"

After finishing lunch, Eun-Ha climbed the floors of Cheonil Department Store with a happy smile.

They were heading to the accessories section on the fifth floor of Cheonil Department Store. Rings, earrings, necklaces, brooches—it was a place with all kinds of decorative items that could be worn on clothes or the body.

"By the way, Se-Won, have you decided what to buy?"
"No, I haven't decided specifically, just roughly what kind. I want to stay within my budget as much as possible."

As she walked up through the department store talking with Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha was definitely drawing people's attention. The loveliness of this adorable girl with twin-tails couldn't be hidden by mere glasses and a hat.

"Welcome. Are you looking for something specific?"
"Ah, I'd like to look around first to see what you have. I'll ask if I have any questions."

Upon arriving at the store, Kim Se-Won politely declined the employee's assistance as they entered.

"Hmm..."

Following Kim Se-Won into the store, Eun-Ha couldn't hide her unfamiliar feelings as she looked around.

Back when Inharam and Foriner had completely remodeled an entire floor, they had brought accessories down from the upper floors. And when she had been a man, she hadn't paid any attention to such things at all.

Since she'd thought she would never have any connection to a place like this in her life, she hesitated, wondering if it was okay for her to be here.

*Maybe I should pick out something for Mother since I'm here anyway?*

Then Eun-Ha remembered Hong Yu-Jin, who had been completely exhausted yesterday. Come to think of it, she couldn't remember ever giving Hong Yu-Jin a proper gift.

*I have more than enough money, and I'm not alone...*

Glancing at Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha changed her mind and began carefully examining each item in the store.

"Your girlfriend is cute."
"Ah, no. She's not my girlfriend... I... I'd like her to be."

The employee who had been watching Eun-Ha concentrate on the display quietly spoke to Kim Se-Won.

"But if you're choosing something, wouldn't it be better to come alone...?"
"Ah, I'm looking for a gift for my mother."
"Oh my, I see."

The clerk, who had assumed he was trying to win someone's heart with a gift, stepped back awkwardly.

"Well then, I'll look around too."
"Yes. Good luck!"
"Hahaha..."

The clerk, who enjoyed stories of young love, quietly encouraged Kim Se-Won.

***

After some time spent browsing...

"What do you think of this? This one... and this. You said you wanted to give a brooch or necklace as a gift, right?"

Eun-Ha called Kim Se-Won over to show him what she had picked out. She had been selecting gifts not only for Hong Yu-Jin but also for Kim Ha-Yoon.

"Oh..."

Kim Se-Won looked at what she had chosen.
Eun-Ha was secretly excited, waiting to see his reaction.

"It's nice."

Kim Se-Won genuinely admired it.
A silver chain necklace with small embedded jewels.

It wasn't too flashy but would elegantly adorn the neck—it seemed perfect for his mother.

Kim Se-Won imagined Kim Ha-Yoon wearing this necklace.

Having spent most of her time in the hospital since his birth, he couldn't remember seeing her wear even a simple necklace.

"Or maybe this? This is a bracelet though."

Eun-Ha shook Kim Se-Won, who was lost in happy thoughts, to show him something else.
It was a bracelet located a bit away from the necklace.

Similar to the necklace with small jewels, the bracelet appeared to be double-looped, as it formed two circles on the display.

"Haa..."

Kim Se-Won let out a sigh mixed with admiration.

This would also suit his mother perfectly.
Honestly, he wanted to buy both and give them to her.

But his budget was limited.
He could only choose one of them.

Kim Se-Won began looking back and forth between the bracelet and necklace with a serious expression.

"What's wrong?"
"...I want to buy both, but my budget is a bit short."

Eun-Ha's eyes scanned the price tags on the display.
Both were in a price range that would be burdensome for a student.

Seeing Kim Se-Won seriously comparing the two accessories made her feel sorry for choosing such expensive items without considering the price.

*But he must have saved enough to at least consider one of them, right?*

On the other hand, she felt proud of him.
Although they were friends, strictly speaking, Kim Se-Won was young enough to be considered her junior, given their age difference.

"Hmm... Ah."

While wondering if there was anything she could do to help, Eun-Ha unconsciously looked outside.
She had been feeling someone's piercing gaze for a while.
Following the gaze, she saw someone very familiar.

"I'm going to the bathroom for a moment."
"Mmm."

Kim Se-Won, lost in thought, barely waved his hand in response.

*Well, at least I told him.*

Having received a response, Eun-Ha left Kim Se-Won behind and began approaching the person she had spotted.

"Hello."
"?!"

The girl jumped at the sudden voice from behind her.

"Ah, hello...?"

*I didn't even sense her presence...*

The girl's name was Seo Na-Bi.
As usual, with her long hair half-covering her eyes, she shrank back in surprise at Eun-Ha's sudden appearance.

"What brings you here? You seemed to be watching us for a while."
"Huh? Uh? No, no..."

Na-Bi pointed nervously at the display near her.
There was a couple ring.

"A ring?"
"Just... I was looking at this and happened to see you... I wondered if you two were dating."

Na-Bi answered in a subdued voice.
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won had looked like a couple.

It hurt her heart, as if her friend was drifting away, as if someone had taken her away.

"No? We're not dating. And if you saw us, you should have said hello. Both at school and here."

However, Eun-Ha's smiling response was different from what Na-Bi had expected.
She said she was just friends with Kim Se-Won, and even expressed regret about it.

Na-Bi never approached Eun-Ha unless Eun-Ha came to the convenience store herself. She only watched Eun-Ha passively from a distance.

That's why Eun-Ha felt disappointed.

Eun-Ha knew that Na-Bi's eyes held admiration when looking at her.
Like gazing at stars in the night sky, she seemed to be endlessly looking at something she couldn't reach.

The difference from stars was that if she approached directly, she could talk to her, shake hands with her.
Eun-Ha secretly wished for Na-Bi to find her confidence.

"No, no. I just remembered something I need to do...! I'll see you when school starts!"
"Huh? Okay..."

As Eun-Ha took a step toward Na-Bi, wanting to become closer, Na-Bi fled as if escaping from her.

Eun-Ha watched Na-Bi's retreating figure with a disappointed expression.

"Did I do something wrong?"

Eun-Ha turned to look at the ring Na-Bi had been staring at.
A softly glowing ring.
The display said that words of choice could be engraved inside the ring.

"I wonder if she has a boyfriend."

It was puzzling.
But since Na-Bi had left first, there was no way to ask her.
She thought about calling, but Na-Bi had said she was busy, so she probably wouldn't answer or give a proper response.

Thinking she would visit the convenience store next time, Eun-Ha turned back.

"Did you decide?"
"Hmm... yes."

Returning to the store where Kim Se-Won was, Eun-Ha looked at the necklace he was holding.
His eyes still held much regret, and he kept glancing at the bracelet he couldn't choose.

"Then let's pay."
"Let's do that."

Kim Se-Won reluctantly turned away. He had to give up what he needed to give up, despite his regret.

"Are you paying together? Or separately?"
"...Pardon?"

What was this about?
At the counter, Kim Se-Won's eyes widened at the clerk's strange question.

The clerk, barely managing to keep her smile from spreading too wide, was looking back and forth between him and someone beside him.

"...Ah."
"Separately, please!"

Where the clerk was looking stood Eun-Ha.
Eun-Ha, who had chosen the bracelet Kim Se-Won couldn't pick, along with another bracelet.

"Yes, understood. Are you a Cheonil member? We use an integrated account system at Cheonil, and if you sign up now, we can offer you point benefits as well as annual discounts."
"No, I..."
"Can I use my points for all of this?"
"Yes, of course... Oh my! Sir, that!"

Eun-Ha extended her right arm with the bracelet.
The bracelet given by Incheon-yong naturally had a function to display a QR code certifying her as a Cheonil member.

It was one of the functions Inharam had shown her, frustrated that Eun-Ha wasn't using any of the bracelet's features.

*VVIP...!*

The clerk's eyes widened. Her mouth, which had opened unconsciously, continued to widen as if it might tear.

At Cheonil, VVIP meant something completely different from what it meant at other department stores.
It truly meant a chosen one.
It referred to the few people in the world personally selected by the chairman, Incheon-yong.

"No. Such disrespect...!"

The clerk bowed her head, flustered and not knowing what to do.
One of these cute kids she thought was just part of a couple turned out to be such a VIP. If she offended them, her head might roll.

"No, no. Just the points? If you could just do that..."
"Yes, yes yes yes yes! Understood...!"

Answering like a broken machine, the clerk's arms began moving as fast as light.
Points were quickly applied along with discount benefits, and a complimentary gift appeared out of nowhere.

It was a card wallet made of premium leather.

And when they started wrapping the purchased items as gifts...

"Use what you bought. It's most pleasing to the recipient when you say you bought it yourself."

Eun-Ha said this with a grin.

"...Then, I'll spend the rest of the money on you."
"Huh?"

But Kim Se-Won's response was something Eun-Ha hadn't expected.

To have a friend—and a girl he was quite conscious of—pay for something too expensive for him to choose.

Kim Se-Won's pride was hurt.
If he had worked a little harder, this wouldn't have happened.

But rather than just feeling hurt, he decided to turn this into an opportunity.

"Let me balance the scales a little."
"Oh, okay..."

Eun-Ha nodded unconsciously at his serious gaze.

*Was that unnecessary?*

She had acted on impulse, feeling impressed by him, but she hadn't expected this reaction.

Thinking about it, he was still a man. He had his pride and wouldn't back down like this.

"I'm sorry. And thank you."

Eun-Ha nodded again and smiled.

And so, leaving behind the clerk who was dripping with nervous sweat, the two began browsing the store again.

***

There was someone watching these two.

It was Han Chae-Eun.

"Th-th-th-those...!"

Han Chae-Eun trembled at the sight of the two people she was facing.
It was outrageous that they were being all lovey-dovey without her or Haram.

Having enhanced her hearing with magic to the maximum and suppressing her presence as much as possible, she was reporting every move Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won made to Inharam.

[Oh my... Cheonil. Come to think of it, I just got a report that a VVIP had entered. Hmm. Without us? At Cheonil Department Store?]

Inharam's message also contained jealousy.
It wouldn't be strange if she appeared here right now.

[What should we do?]
[Let's question them later. It wouldn't be bad to question them right away, but we don't know where they're going yet, right? If they go to a motel or something, I'll rush over immediately.]

If Inharam, who was too busy with company work to come here, said this much, it was quite telling.

The voluptuous girl Han Chae-Eun, completely forgetting that she too was attracting people's attention, continued to watch the pair.

Click! Click!

She didn't forget to take pictures either.

Ch.170 - Unexpected Promise (4)
After leaving the Cheonil Department Store, two people entered the bus stop.
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won stood waiting for the bus, each holding small bags containing gifts.

Around Eun-Ha's neck hung the necklace that Kim Se-Won had given her.

"By the way, who did you buy that gift for?"
"Huh? This?"

At his question, Eun-Ha lifted the small bag she was holding.
Kim Se-Won stared at the bag with an indescribable expression.
It was a strange look—perhaps uncomfortable, or like he'd asked something he didn't actually want to hear the answer to.

"Hmm... someone I'm greatly indebted to, I guess? Someone who's taken care of me since I was young."

Eun-Ha seemed pleased about buying the gift, shyly covering her mouth with the bag as she spoke.

She was too embarrassed to say "mother" directly, so she just spoke in roundabout terms.

*Someone who took care of her?*

Kim Se-Won's face gradually transformed into something peculiar.
It felt like his suspicions were slowly turning into certainty, leaving him with the feeling of a defeated man.
A sorrowful emotion began to surface.

"...What kind of person is this someone you're indebted to?"

Despite himself, Kim Se-Won finally voiced what was bothering him.

He didn't want to know, yet he did.
Contradictory emotions opened his mouth.

He still couldn't forget how Eun-Ha had looked the night before, when he was working as a delivery person to buy a gift for his mother.

*Who could it be? Who on earth...*

Though she was generally defenseless, there was no reason for Eun-Ha to be wearing a man's dress shirt.
Yes.
Unless she had been at a man's house.

Kim Se-Won felt a numbness in his chest.
To put it simply, he sensed a "0 confession, 1 rejection" coming.

"Hmm..."

Eun-Ha pondered what to say.

Should she be completely honest or just hint at it so he could only guess?

"And where were you yesterday?"

Before Eun-Ha could decide on her answer, Kim Se-Won spoke again out of frustration and sadness.
His deep, downcast voice reached Eun-Ha's ears.

"Huh? Where? Did you see me somewhere?"
"Well, I did see you..."

Eun-Ha tilted her head questioningly, and he hesitated.
He'd brought it up, but wasn't sure if he should continue.

*I should just say it.*

With a deep sigh, Kim Se-Won said:

"Last night. That... pizza..."
"Pizza...? Oh!"

After his hesitant words, Eun-Ha froze in shock.

Last night.
Because Hong Yu-Jin had fallen asleep, she had received the delivery food herself.

*Come to think of it, the delivery person I saw yesterday was about Se-Won's height. And his reaction was a bit strange.*

The windows had been tinted black so she couldn't see his face, and he hadn't said anything, but she thought he had been about Se-Won's build.
She had felt like his gaze was that of someone who recognized her.

*I shouldn't have gone out dressed like that!*

She recalled how Hong Yu-Jin, after waking up, had scolded her.

*She fell asleep herself, and yet...*

Hong Yu-Jin had scolded her hoping Eun-Ha would be more cautious, but Eun-Ha still hadn't realized how defenseless she was.

"I see. So you saw me yesterday."

Eun-Ha turned her face away from Kim Se-Won and looked straight ahead.
Then she slightly lowered her head and fiddled with the necklace he had given her.

"I was at that person's house. The person I want to give this gift to."
"...!"

Someone she was indebted to.
Someone Eun-Ha voluntarily wanted to give a gift to.
And the oversized, loose outfit she'd been wearing last night, sometimes called a "boyfriend shirt."

Kim Se-Won trembled with an expression like he was about to cry.

"So—"
"Actually, this person took me in when I lost my parents as a child. Even my name, Shin Eun-Ha, was given to me by this person."

Interrupting Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha began to reveal a bit about her past.

"We've lived together for a long time. Eating together, bathing together, sleeping together."
"...!!!"

*Bathing together... sleeping together...?*

Tears welled up in Kim Se-Won's eyes.
The more he heard, the more it felt like he'd been hit on the back of the head.

He wanted to say something right away, but no words came out. His emotions were so intense that his throat began to hurt. He wanted to run away, but his feet wouldn't move.
And then.
His brain automatically created scenarios based on Eun-Ha's words.

Eun-Ha living comfortably with a muscular man.
A relationship where they bathed together and slept together.
The culprit who had made Eun-Ha so pure and defenseless!

Kim Se-Won's body trembled.

"My mother really gave me so much. She was always busy, so I was often alone, but the fact that I'm alive like this... Se-Won?"
"Huh? Huuuh???"

Kim Se-Won felt like he'd been hit on the back of the head again.
But this time it was different.
He belatedly realized he'd been making a huge misunderstanding.

"It... it was a woman? Your mother...?"
"Yes? What about it?"
"No, I mean... it wasn't a man, not Gold Taeyang, but your mother...?"
"That's what I've been saying!"

Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion.
She had been talking about her mother, Hong Yu-Jin, from the beginning, but Kim Se-Won's reaction was unusual.

"Ah, aaaaaahhh...!"

He squirmed, not knowing what to do.
His face, red with embarrassment, showed his shame at having made such a huge mistake.
He covered his face with both hands and rubbed it vigorously.

"Ah~ Could it be because of the dress shirt I was wearing last night~?"

Finally understanding the situation, Eun-Ha chuckled and nudged Kim Se-Won's body with her shoulder.

"A man crying like a baby. Unfortunately, I don't have that kind of experience."

It was a strange feeling.
To think she would witness her friend crying.
And a male friend at that.

*It must be because his fantasies, which started from a misunderstanding, grew out of control.*

She found it quite funny to see her friend lost in his own fantasies and then embarrassed beyond words when he learned the truth.

"What you saw last night belonged to my benefactor's son. He's gone now."

Eun-Ha naturally mixed truth with lies to reassure Kim Se-Won.
Then she smiled broadly and lifted the necklace she had received.

"And once again, thank you. For this gift."

This was her first time receiving such a gift.
She never dreamed she would receive a present from a friend.
Though it wasn't expensive, and was only affordable thanks to Eun-Ha's VVIP service at Cheonil, she never thought she'd receive such a gift from someone else.

"No, I should be the one apologizing for... misunderstanding."

Kim Se-Won was so embarrassed he didn't know what to do.
Why had he imagined such things?
Though the situation was perfect for such a misunderstanding, the person in question was Eun-Ha.
He should have known she wouldn't do such things.

He wanted to escape from this place, but for a different reason now.

"So, would you mind telling me what kind of misunderstanding you had~?"
"No, forget it. Oh! There's the bus. Let's get ready to board!"
"Oh my. Hehe...!"

Kim Se-Won blushed and avoided answering.
When he turned his head, he saw the bus approaching, just as he'd said.

Swish swish swish!

As Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won boarded the bus,
a large shadow quickly followed them aboard.

[Still following! I'll let you know before they reach their destination!]

The shadow quickly sent a message to someone while monitoring the two.



* * *



An apartment in the Academy district.

"Mother, I'm home."
"Welcome home~ What's with this 'mother,' I'm still your mom... oh my."

As they entered the apartment marked 803, an energetic Kim Ha-Yoon greeted them with surprised rabbit eyes.

"Who, who is this...! Oh my, oh my goodness...!"

Kim Ha-Yoon, who had fully recovered her health, couldn't hide her surprise at seeing the girl Kim Se-Won had brought.
To think her son knew such a girl.

*She must be his girlfriend!*

Kim Ha-Yoon was at a loss for words at this unexpected windfall.

"H-hello."

Seeing Kim Ha-Yoon's reaction, Eun-Ha bowed awkwardly.

*Is this what they mean by graceful?*

Though surprised and not knowing what to do, to Eun-Ha, Kim Ha-Yoon seemed like the epitome of grace.
If she hadn't arrived so suddenly, Kim Ha-Yoon would probably have greeted her calmly.

"Se-Won has a girlfriend...! Who, who are you? I've never heard about this!"
"This is Eun-Ha. The one who treated you, Mother."
"Hehe."

When Kim Ha-Yoon didn't recognize her, Eun-Ha untied her hair and removed her glasses.

"Ah...!"

Finally recognizing Eun-Ha, Kim Ha-Yoon approached her with a welcoming expression.

And then.

"Hello! I'm Han Chae-Eun, Se-Won's friend!"
"Hello, ma'am. I'm In Ha-Ram."
"?! Not one girl, but two, three...!!"

Two more girls suddenly poked their heads through the doorway.
Kim Ha-Yoon had thought Eun-Ha alone was more than enough, but with these additional unexpected visitors, her mind went into overload trying to figure out how to handle the situation.

"You, you all...! When did you...!"
"We've been following you all along?"

Kim Se-Won's jaw dropped at the unexpected arrival of the girls.

"To think that a boy who never had any luck with girls would bring home such pretty ones...!"
"No, Mom!"
"He does have that side to him~"
"But he is a good person, ma'am."
"Our Se-Won... sniff...!"

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram joined the conversation from behind the embarrassed Kim Se-Won.
Kim Ha-Yoon shed tears of joy at the unexpected situation and the compliments about her son.

Eun-Ha, delicate yet strong-willed, with healing powers.
Han Chae-Eun, bright and energetic with an impressive presence.
And In Ha-Ram, like a noble, solitary flower.

She would have been satisfied if her son had just made friends with ordinary kids, but these exceptional children had come one after another.

"And if you knew they were following us, you could have said something."
"No. I just... thought it would be more fun this way."

Kim Se-Won tried to blame Eun-Ha, but she just chuckled.
After all, teasing friends was the most enjoyable thing.

"This isn't the time! Wait, wait a moment! I'll go to the market! There's juice in the house, so feel free to drink as much as you want!"

Kim Ha-Yoon, who had been shedding tears of joy, quickly gathered her wallet and shopping basket.

*Today we'll go all out! Nothing will be lacking!*

On a day like this, she felt a mission to capture at least one of them.



* * *



"Your mother has become really healthy. She's completely different from when I saw her at the hospital."
"I was honestly surprised too. She was always in the hospital and had no energy."

Kim Se-Won had a headache.
Eun-Ha was one thing, but he never expected Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram to join in.

"And how long have you two been following us?"
"Um... Chae-Eun has been there almost from the beginning? Probably since we left the park?"
"Since then?!"
"You knew since then??"

The two expressed surprise for different reasons, while Eun-Ha smiled innocently.
Eun-Ha was actually impressed.

*I didn't expect her to be so good at concealing her presence.*

Though she still had many shortcomings, Han Chae-Eun was surprisingly good at hiding her presence. Despite her distinctive appearance making it somewhat meaningless, with the right conditions, she could excel anywhere.

"I was waiting to see when you'd acknowledge us, but you never did. So I got a bit stubborn. I was surprised when Ha-Ram joined after we got off the bus."
"I didn't like being left out of what looked like fun."
"Hehe. Anyway, you must have been busy all day, yet you still prepared gifts?"
"That's just basic courtesy."

In Ha-Ram shrugged and looked at the gifts they had placed in the kitchen.

A premium Korean beef set and cosmetics set.
By Cheonil standards, they weren't particularly luxurious, but considering the recipient, they were just right.
Not too burdensome, but not disappointing either—a perfect balance.

"By the way, your mother seemed really surprised?"
"You should say 'ma'am.' 'Mother' is what you call your own mother."
"I know that. It just doesn't roll off my tongue. Besides, calling her 'ma'am' makes it sound like I'm engaged to him."
"Ugh."

Kim Se-Won made a gagging sound at Han Chae-Eun's words.

"You!"
"Han Chae-Eun of all people? Ugh, I'd rather stay single."
"I'm the one who's too good for you! Look at this! This!"

Bounce, bounce!

When Han Chae-Eun placed her hands below her chest and shook them up and down, they jiggled violently.
Eun-Ha's eyes followed the movement, mesmerized.

"How does that make you say you'd rather be single?! Even if it's a waste, I'm the one being wasted! If I went to a public beach on an artificial island instead of a private one, I'd be like the Pied Piper of Hamelin!"
"Yeah, right, you lump of fat~ People were probably just staring because it was so strange. They were either amazed at how they defied gravity or wondering when your ligaments would snap."

Their argument was endless.
It was a tense battle of nerves between Han Chae-Eun, who took immense pride in her chest, and Kim Se-Won, who kept glancing at it while pretending not to be completely captivated.

"Sigh."
"Those two always fight about that."

And as usual, Eun-Ha and In Ha-Ram watched the two with resigned expressions.

The four, gathered after a long time, spent time chatting about trivial matters.

"Ah. I think she's back."
"Mom, I'm home!"
"Welcome back!"

Hearing Kim Ha-Yoon's footsteps approaching from afar, Eun-Ha ran to the entrance to greet her.

"Oh my...! Se-Won. Let's adopt this child!"

And then came Kim Ha-Yoon's bombshell statement.
Her eyes were filled with desire as she hugged Eun-Ha while holding her shopping basket.



* * *



By the time they left, it was already getting dark outside.

Bidding farewell to Kim Se-Won's mother, Kim Ha-Yoon, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won returned to the bus stop and headed toward the Academy.

"Ah~ I was pretty nervous."
"It was obvious."

Eun-Ha sighed deeply and shared her feelings.
Though she had pretended to be calm on the outside, it was her first time meeting a friend's parent, so she had been anxious inside.

"I'm so full. I wonder if it's okay to eat that much?"
"I know. She was amazing."

Meanwhile, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, walking behind the two, seemed completely at ease, chatting about the food Kim Ha-Yoon had prepared.

"It was the first time I've seen my mom so surprised. She must have thought we brought in a whole pig."
"What?! How am I like a pig? I just eat a little more than others!"
"I'm not sure when 'a little' started meaning 'ten portions.'"
"Well, it's true that Chae-Eun is a big eater. But it all goes to her chest, so it's fine, right?"
"Ha-Ram, you too?!"

*I'd better keep quiet.*

Eun-Ha pressed her lips together and walked slowly beside Kim Se-Won.
In this situation, if she added even one word, she would surely become the target.

In Ha-Ram ≥ Kim Se-Won >> Han Chae-Eun >>> Eun-Ha.

This was the power dynamic among the four.
Eun-Ha had learned from three months of experience that if she carelessly joined in, the angry Han Chae-Eun's bombardment would be directed at her, the weakest of them all.

Ch.171 - Award Ceremony (1)
As dawn was turning into morning, Eun-Ha was walking through the streets, having skipped her training.

"Why do they have to call me so early, seriously."

A summons from the Hero Association—that was the reason Eun-Ha was grumbling yet still moving her legs diligently.

"Do they usually call people this early...?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head and raised her wrist to turn on her communication device.

[I'll wait for you at the place we met last time!]

After checking yesterday's message, she couldn't find any sentences about being called early or anything unusual.

The Hero Association had summoned two people in total. One was Eun-Ha, and the other was Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had sent this message.

"Why her of all people."

She trailed off with an unconvinced expression.

Among those summoned by the Hero Association, none belonged to The Front Line. It felt as if they didn't care about the efforts and sacrifices of Kim Yong-Jun and others who wore those faded blue uniforms. Eun-Ha wasn't feeling particularly good about it.

*The road ahead is still long.*

What this fact indicated was that discrimination was happening not just within The Front Line but outside as well. And it meant that things needed to change not only at The Front Line but elsewhere too.

*No. Self-correction will happen eventually. And conflicts will slowly fade away.*

Still, she wasn't impatient. Though it was something Eun-Ha could never accomplish alone, she didn't fall into despair.

Her influence would continue to grow from now on. And her backing was none other than Foriner. Even if Eun-Ha objected, it was clear that Foriner would support her.

*Sometimes strong measures are necessary, I suppose.*

Thinking of The Front Line reminded Eun-Ha of what had happened in that hidden room.

Foriner's decision to take a hard-line approach was meant to set an example.

If someone else had done it, there would certainly have been resistance, but since it was Foriner, who was practically absolute, no one could object.

The human rights of those purged as examples?
Their actions had been too vicious and evil to claim human rights.

Those who trampled on others' rights first couldn't claim rights for themselves. Moreover, the individuals involved had long since had their minds destroyed. They couldn't make their own claims.

And the fate of these people was conveyed to everyone in power.

Hence, self-correction.

While generational change among those in power was difficult, the higher one's social status, the more keenly they felt Foriner's presence. Naturally, their fear grew as well.

In other words, it had the effect of making them exercise caution on their own. As long as Foriner existed, they never knew when they might become targets.

"Even if they're not completely honest, they'll at least restrain themselves from what they've been doing."

Eun-Ha muttered to herself with a sigh.

"There's a mountain of work to do."

Just as Foriner expected self-correction through strong measures, Eun-Ha had her own tasks to accomplish.

Namely, stabilizing The Front Line.

She couldn't stabilize it directly herself.
What she could do was correct the flawed curriculum as much as possible.
To be precise, she could raise the overall level by spreading some of the mana control techniques she had learned from Hong Yu-Jin to the students.

"Ugh... just thinking about it makes me tired."

Eun-Ha groaned and held her head.

She was still a first-year.
While it might be difficult to teach second and third-year students, she could gradually introduce mana control and training methods to first-years and future juniors.

Whether it would be possible, whether the students would properly understand, what actions she needed to take—just thinking about it gave her a headache.

*Still, my influence will continue to grow. Whether inside the academy or outside.*

Eun-Ha was certain.

Her achievements at The Front Line and her activities as a saint.
During these three months, even if her progress seemed slow compared to Optima's accomplishments, she had shown enough results to be admired and looked up to by the students.

* * *

Yoo Ji-Yeon was waiting for Eun-Ha as promised. Perhaps because she was thinking about meeting Eun-Ha, her face was glowing despite the early morning.

"Eun-Ha!"
"Unni!"

And from a distance, Eun-Ha appeared.

*She's so cute today too!*

A pure white one-piece dress with a belt just below her chest.
As soon as Ji-Yeon spotted Eun-Ha, she felt her facial muscles stretching uncontrollably.

She felt the frustration of not seeing her for days washing away in an instant!
She didn't hide her excitement and openly showed it.

*Hehehe! And today and tomorrow are days when I get to have Eun-Ha all to myself...!*

Not just today but tomorrow too.
An incredible privilege others could only dream of!
Ji-Yeon couldn't possibly refuse this offer that Eun-Ha had made first, saying it was a reward for helping her at The Front Line.

If simply spending time together was considered a reward, Eun-Ha might seem quite arrogant, but the value of such things always differs from person to person.

Ji-Yeon watched with a pleased expression as Eun-Ha approached her with quick steps after spotting her. As Eun-Ha got closer, the hole in her heart filled with indescribable emotions.

"Hehe. Good morning."
"Yes!"

Eun-Ha greeted Ji-Yeon and looked up at her.
Perhaps because she was attending an official event today, she was wearing a neat suit with her long silver hair tied up in a ponytail.

"Huh? But where's the car? I thought you said you'd bring one..."

Eun-Ha made a visor with her hand and looked around.
No matter how much she looked, there was only Ji-Yeon around. No car in sight.

"Even at this hour, cars pass by. I couldn't just leave it out here, so I parked it nearby."
"I see. Then..."

Eun-Ha's gaze then fell on Ji-Yeon's waist.
The sword that she never parted with for emergencies was missing.
The sword that had been broken at The Front Line last time still hadn't returned.

"Oh, the sword? It's being made right now. I asked the famous craftsman who made my previous sword."

Ji-Yeon spoke excitedly.
She didn't seem to mind at all that her sword was broken.

"Hehe! Remember that monster we saw last time? The one that was super tough with great recovery abilities! I'm having a sword made based on some of the bones that remained after defeating that monster!"
"And coincidentally! It seems some of Optima's mana remained in those bones! That craftsman is so excited he's not even sleeping to make it!"

Ji-Yeon answered questions that hadn't even been asked, grinning from ear to ear.
She was excited about the prospect of meeting her new sword.

"Until then, I'll have to use a temporary one supplied by the Hero Association..."

And then she suddenly deflated.

*My mana?*

Hearing Ji-Yeon's words, Eun-Ha felt strange.
She wondered what was so special about her mana that made Ji-Yeon so happy.

*They say it's highly pure, but mana is just mana... Can monster bones store mana? No, if that were the case, Ji-Yeon unni's own mana would also...*

Eun-Ha was lost in these sudden questions.

"B-But I can definitely protect you, so don't worry! Okay? This unni is on your side!"
"Huh? Oh, yes. Hehe."

Flustered by Eun-Ha's expression, Ji-Yeon fidgeted and emphasized her strength.

*I can't let her feel insecure!*

She was worried because she was certain that no matter how skilled she was in combat, she couldn't match an S-rank hero.

*She's a bit overwhelming, but this side of her is reliable.*

It was fascinating how she could be excited one moment and deflated the next, then fidgety. It wasn't a bad feeling at all.

*People can change like this, I guess.*

It was completely different from the madness-soaked appearance she had when they first met.

"If anything happens, please protect me."

Eun-Ha said with a bright smile, indicating she would rely on her.

"By the way, did you eat breakfast?"

Ji-Yeon asked while fastening Eun-Ha's seatbelt.
She adamantly refused Eun-Ha's offer to do it herself, taking every care to ensure Eun-Ha wasn't uncomfortable.

"No. I thought I'd buy something on the way. There are cafes and restaurants near the Hero Association that open early."
"Huh? How do you know that? You're right, though."
"Ah, hahaha..."

Eun-Ha laughed and glossed over it.
One thing she had learned since becoming a woman was that laughing and glossing over things like this often worked surprisingly well.

* * *

"I didn't expect there to be so many people. It's just a little past 7 o'clock."
"The Hero Association is famous for squeezing people like wringing water from a dry mop..."

Eun-Ha and Ji-Yeon trudged into the Hero Association building, carrying bags containing coffee and sandwiches they had barely managed to buy from a cafe.

"So where do we need to go?"
"Just straight ahead this way."

Eun-Ha looked around.

The Hero Association's lobby was so vast it couldn't be taken in at a single glance.

Photos of famous heroes were posted on the walls.
At the center of the lobby, receptionists sat modestly at their stations, greeting visitors from early morning.
Around the perimeter of the lobby, heroes maintained strict security, keeping a consistent distance from each other.

"It's Silver Flash..."
"Why is she here so early?"
"Kyaa- she's so cute...!"
"I saw that kid in an advertisement."
"She's even cuter in person."

Admiring and favorable gazes.
The two who had visited the Hero Association early in the morning naturally attracted people's attention.

"Eun-Ha. Follow me. This way."

Regardless, Ji-Yeon took Eun-Ha's hand and led her through the crowd.

*This is interesting.*

A solemn voice, not the somewhat clumsy one she usually used with Eun-Ha.
It was so different from her usual attempts to win Eun-Ha's favor that Eun-Ha couldn't help but look up at Ji-Yeon's serious face.

In the direction Ji-Yeon was heading, there was something like a ticket gate commonly seen in subway stations.

"I'll be entering with this child."
"Understood."

When she spoke to a man in a black suit near the gate, he touched a nearby terminal and nodded.

Beep-

When Ji-Yeon held up a card she took from her pocket, the gate opened with a short sound.

"There will be a waiting room inside, and we'll have several rehearsals. But those rehearsals might be a bit tough. The higher-ups are unnecessarily picky. They don't care about what actually matters, but when they want to find fault, they'll find it in anything."

Eun-Ha found this side of her very interesting and refreshing.
Moving her legs without hesitation as if she knew the way, Ji-Yeon was not the clumsy woman she had known.

It was a situation that made her think, *She's reliable.*

Whether Ji-Yeon knew what Eun-Ha was thinking or not, she took the elevator to the sixth floor and turned right.

Ji-Yeon didn't hesitate at all.
It was an action that showed how frequently she must have visited the Hero Association.

After walking down a long corridor, Eun-Ha spotted a nameplate that read "Yoo Ji-Yeon." And beyond it was another nameplate that read "Shin Eun-Ha."

"So..."

Having reached their destination, Ji-Yeon carefully gauged Eun-Ha's reaction.
She thought it wouldn't matter if they stayed together since they knew each other anyway.

"Eun-Ha──"
"Well, if it isn't our Ji-Yeon! Long time no see?"

Just as her serious demeanor was about to fade, Ji-Yeon's face crumpled.
A deep voice from behind her.

She turned around with obvious reluctance.

Ch.172 - Award Ceremony (2)
"How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that?"

It was a voice that had gone ice cold.

Yoo Ji-Yeon turned around and glared at the man who had called her, with an expression of genuine dislike.

An emotion closer to disgust than anger.
Her feeling of not wanting to see his face spread through the air around them.

"Aw, come on. How many years have we known each other? How long are you going to be so stiff with me? My little Ji-Yeonnie."

But the man who called Yoo Ji-Yeon by the nickname "Ji-Yeonnie" didn't care about her rejection at all.

Was he trying to provoke her emotions? He spoke to Ji-Yeon even more familiarly, slickly, and sickeningly.

"Who is that?"

Eun-Ha, who was standing next to Ji-Yeon, carefully opened her mouth.

The person before them was strong.
But it was a face she'd never seen before. She had no memory of hearing his voice or speech patterns.

Eun-Ha felt cautious of the man, sensing something formless weighing down on her.

"That's Jin Jae-Han."
"What?!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened in surprise.

The man was slightly shorter than 180cm.
Ash-gray hair and sharp, keen eyes. And amber-colored irises that glowed.

"The Wind God..."

Eun-Ha quietly murmured the information she knew.
S-Class hero Jin Jae-Han.
The one called the Wind God for his overwhelming magical power and control that allowed him to manipulate wind freely.

*He usually wears a mask, so I didn't recognize him at all. And this isn't the personality he shows when doing hero work.*

Her wariness shot up rapidly.
Even so, Eun-Ha analyzed Jin Jae-Han's body out of habit.

A balanced body, though far from her ideal. At first glance, it looked more suited to hand-to-hand combat or weapon use than supernatural abilities.

*????*

Eun-Ha noticed something strange while looking at Jin Jae-Han's body.
Just as she tried to look at it more closely—

"Hello."
"Ah, h-hello..."

Her body flinched involuntarily.
He had cast off the creepy aegyo he'd shown to Ji-Yeon and was responding with a deep, dignified voice.

Eun-Ha became even more wary of Jin Jae-Han standing before her.

*What is going on?*

She couldn't figure out what kind of person this Jin Jae-Han was.

His attitude toward Ji-Yeon.
His attitude toward Eun-Ha.
And his attitude toward other people.

It was as if he changed masks depending on who he was dealing with.

"Do you know our Ji-Yeon?"

When he looked at Eun-Ha, she felt a chill sweep over her entire body.
Goosebumps rose all over her skin.

"Well..."
"No. You don't need to answer. He's always like that. The more you deal with him, the more energy you waste and the more you lose. So let's go to the waiting room, Eun-Ha."

Just before Eun-Ha could answer.
Ji-Yeon put her arm around Eun-Ha's waist and turned her body.
She didn't want her to face Jin Jae-Han anymore.
She even waved her hand dismissively at Jin Jae-Han, looking at him like he was filth, telling him to go away.

"Wait. Our little Ji-Yeonnie is receiving an award today, right?"
"...Yes. But that has nothing to do with you, so please don't interfere."
"Really? Then this oppa will protect you well."
"No thanks. I may not be like you, but I'm also S-Class."

Her words were sharp.

The two seemed like they were walking parallel lines.
No matter how much one tried to approach, they stood in different places and would never meet.

*I thought S-Class heroes would be friendlier with each other, but I guess not.*

This was Eun-Ha's impression as she glanced at the two.
S-Class heroes, countable on one hand worldwide.
She had thought they would be close because of that, but S-Class heroes were people too.
Some get along, some don't. Despite being in similar positions, this was no different from ordinary people.

"You're saying you don't need an escort, but you know I came here deliberately being stubborn, right? I can tell without looking. You should just stay cooped up in the medical center since your body isn't fully healed anyway."
"Aww~ My Ji-Yeonnie. You know everything about this oppa. We really are meant for each other, aren't we?"
"Tch!"

Her face showed genuine disgust.
Eun-Ha wondered if the Ji-Yeon before her was really the one she knew.

*What on earth happened between these two?*

To be honest, it felt strange.
It was completely different.
Was this really the same Ji-Yeon who always became flustered and didn't know what to do whenever she saw her?
But it wasn't scary or unpleasant.

*It has a fresh taste to it.*

Eun-Ha nodded slightly.
It was fresh because it was unfamiliar. She could feel a sense of humanity.

*As expected of an S-Class.*

And once again, she realized that S-Class was full of strange people.

"Let's go in, Eun-Ha. And you, just try showing your face in the hall."
"Well~ My little Ji-Yeonnie who lost her sword. Can you handle anything that might happen all by yourself~?"

*Just listening to him makes me sick.*

Eun-Ha tried not to show her queasy feeling.
Ji-Yeon's behavior was certainly refreshing, but Jin Jae-Han's wasn't. His inappropriate aegyo created a sense of revulsion.

Behavior no ordinary man would ever show.
If he were naturally like this, it might be somewhat understandable, but that wasn't the case, which was the problem.

"I've arranged to receive a temporary sword, so it doesn't matter."
"Reaaally~? Can it withstand our Ji-Yeonnie's power~?"

Ji-Yeon frowned as if irritated.

It was an undeniable fact.

Without a sword customized specifically for her, it was difficult to exert her full power.
Naturally, a sword supplied by the Hero Association wasn't enough.

"You can't even think about using 100% of your power. You'd be lucky to manage 20%. In that state, can you protect all the VIPs at this award ceremony with just technique~?"

Hit right where it hurt, Ji-Yeon couldn't say anything. Her clenched fist trembled in frustration.
Her fighting style, which relied on her sword and supernatural abilities, definitely required a sword that could withstand her power.

"Leave it to this oppa. I'll blow them all away for you~"

Jin Jae-Han seemed to enjoy seeing Ji-Yeon like this, as he pulled up the corners of his mouth into a smile.



* * *



"You really hate Jin Jae-Han, don't you?"
"He's been clinging to me like that since I was promoted to S-Class. Says he likes that I handle wind just like him or whatever."

Having naturally brought Eun-Ha to her waiting room, Ji-Yeon sat on the sofa and sighed.

She was disgusted.
Just seeing him made her feel bad all day.
If there was one good thing, it was that Eun-Ha's presence beside her today neutralized some of that feeling.

"I thought I wouldn't see him for a while since he was badly injured. Ugh, that stalker. And I can't even report him to the police."
"..."

Eun-Ha just smiled brightly at her grumbling.

*Well, compared to a real stalker, Ji-Yeon unnie is nothing.*

Unable to say it out loud, she just thought it to herself.

"But he was an interesting person. How should I put it? It felt like his personality changed depending on who was in front of him?"
"He's been like that since the old days. He calls it a kind of self-defense mechanism."
"Self-defense mechanism?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head.
It was hard to imagine how having different attitudes toward people could be a self-defense mechanism.

"Even the way he acts toward me is fake. He said he only shows his true self to one person."
"So he hides himself like a clown."

Eun-Ha imagined Jin Jae-Han's attitudes in her mind.

Acting with disgusting aegyo.
Acting dignified and likable.
Acting hearty and reliable.

His attitudes were truly varied.
And none of them was his true self.

"I don't know exactly why he does it, but real S-Class heroes are all weirdos, so meeting them is just exhausting."
"I-Is that so?"

Eun-Ha let out a weak laugh as she glanced at Ji-Yeon sighing.
After all, the person right in front of her was also an S-Class hero.

"Anyway! Let's forget about that pervert quickly! Let's replenish our energy first! Today's going to be tough!"
"Huh? Oh, y-yes."

She had completely forgotten.
Jin Jae-Han's presence was so overwhelming that she had completely forgotten.

*Growl~*

"Ah."

Belatedly realizing she hadn't eaten anything yet, Eun-Ha blushed slightly and started devouring the coffee and sandwiches they had bought together.

*Cute.*

Finding this Eun-Ha so adorable, Ji-Yeon watched her contentedly.



* * *



"Finally..."

Eun-Ha returned to the waiting room and let out a small sigh.

"Eun-Ha, are you okay?"
"To be honest, it's a bit tough. Ugh...!"

She shuddered at the thought of the tediously long rehearsal.

"I didn't expect the rehearsal to last six hours."
"Haha... It's hard if you're not used to it."

Ji-Yeon patted Eun-Ha's shoulder, sympathizing with her feelings.
The rehearsal that had gone on for a full six hours since 7 AM could definitely be called excessive.

"We have to continue after lunch, so hang in there a little longer."

Eun-Ha nodded vaguely and nibbled at the lunch box in front of her.
While she generally enjoyed physical activity, repeating such boring tasks was unbearable.
As a result, her appetite had diminished.

*They don't even show their faces at the rehearsal.*

She just prayed for this time to pass as quickly as possible.

"But is this really going to be broadcast?"
"Yes. It seems they're planning to make it a big deal. They say it'll be short but grand."
"Hmm... that's nice, but..."

Contrary to her words, Eun-Ha had a disgusted look on her face.
Her desire to escape from this place was visibly seeping out.

"I think it would be more fun if a villain attacked and everyone panicked."

Her words carried genuine sincerity.
While it would be dangerous and better if it didn't happen, she was just so incredibly bored.

Ch.173 - Award Ceremony (3)
After the tedious rehearsal finally ended, my sister Jiyeon and I headed to the waiting room behind the stage to get our makeup done.

"All finished. Really, the more I look at you, the more amazed I am. Usually makeup makes pretty people even prettier, but with you, Eun-Ha, it seems to be the opposite."

"Th-thank you. Haha..."

"I feel like my skills aren't good enough. It's like I can almost grasp something, but not quite."

I responded with a wry smile to the makeup artist who had done my face. She seemed genuinely disappointed.

Apparently, I looked better with just basic makeup rather than anything more elaborate. I'm not sure what it means when proper makeup actually makes me look worse.

"As expected of Silver Flash! I'm amazed every time I see this hair!"

"Hohoho! You don't need to flatter me so much."

My turn was over, and now it was Sister Jiyeon's turn.

I took this opportunity to get lost in thought. Something had been bothering me.

*Jin Jae-han...*

I'd been too busy being wary of him to look properly, but I had briefly noticed something. His neck and below were covered in black mold. It was so unsettling that I didn't want to look closely—massive mold spreading throughout his body.

And Sister Jiyeon's words came back to me, supporting what I'd seen.

*"You don't really need an escort, so you forced your way here, right? I can tell without looking. You're not even fully healed yet, so you should just stay locked up in the medical center."*

In her irritated comment, she had mentioned a medical center. And that he wasn't fully healed.

*"Pungsin hasn't shown himself much these past few months. That means he's been receiving treatment in a hospital bed. And yet..."*

Either that was the best they could do with treatment, or the treatment wasn't working at all. My instinct screamed that the latter was correct.

*"Then how is he even moving around?"*

It must be agonizing just to move, yet he was steadfastly forcing his body to function.

I tilted my head in confusion. It was completely incomprehensible. Even willpower has its limits.

*"Wait a minute..."*

As I pieced together the puzzle, I felt an intense sense of déjà vu. I remembered seeing a situation like this somewhere before.

*"...!! Why did I only realize this now?"*

Fortunately, the memory quickly surfaced. I whipped my head around to look at Sister Jiyeon, who was chatting with the makeup artist.

The source of my déjà vu was Sister Jiyeon herself.

*"So he has a reason why he must move around even while enduring such pain."*

That's what I felt, at least.

*"Then why did he try to refuse me?"*

As one puzzle piece fell into place, another question emerged. Why had he tried to refuse my treatment?

I couldn't find an answer to this. Did he know about my power? Or not?
If so, there was only one thing I could do.

*"I need to ask him directly."*

I jumped up from my seat and rushed out of the waiting room.

"Eun-Ha?! Where are you going all of a sudden?!"

"I'm just going to do some dumbbell curls real quick!" I answered Sister Jiyeon, who was still getting her makeup done, and went off to find Jin Jae-han.

* * *

After running around for a while, my hair was disheveled and I was out of breath, but I had no time to worry about that.

"Here you are."

Thanks to my efforts, I found the person I was looking for.

"...What is it, miss?"

Jin Jae-han was guarding the perimeter of the plaza from an inconspicuous corner, even though the event hadn't started yet.

With his arms crossed and mask on, I couldn't tell what expression he was making, but I could clearly feel that he wasn't happy about my appearance. His eyes were asking why I had come here.

And now that I was listening carefully, his voice was trembling very slightly. Like someone on the verge of death pretending nothing was wrong.

"Why?"

"I have no idea what you're talking about. I hope you learn that sometimes being direct helps people understand better."

Jin Jae-han feigned ignorance in his deep, composed voice. Even though he knew exactly what I meant.

"It's about your body. Like Sister Jiyeon said, I know you should be receiving treatment at the medical center right now instead of being here.

So what's the reason you had to come here despite your condition? Why did you have to come here using the excuse of protecting Sister Jiyeon?"

I stated it plainly. It's not that I particularly liked him or felt obligated to heal him. I just thought it would be a waste to lose an S-rank hero.

"Ha, would you care to explain how you think you know anything about this?"

Jin Jae-han's eyes darkened behind his mask. As he thrust his face close to mine and growled, it was obvious he was trying to hide the fact that I'd hit the mark.

Though his physique was much larger than mine, he lacked the vigor that would reflect his physical condition. When I first met him, I felt his strength, but now, unbelievably, I couldn't sense any vigor, spirit, or anything from him.

"Looking at your state, I can clearly see you collapsing pathetically in front of a villain. After all that boasting in front of Sister Jiyeon."

I stared directly at him and sneered, even as he seemed ready to pounce on me in anger.

I couldn't give a detailed explanation. I wasn't Jin Jae-han, so I couldn't explain how he ended up like this. I didn't know why he had to come here.

However, there was something I could say.

I shifted my gaze to look at his body. Something black like mold was eating away at him. I had seen this before. I remembered seeing these symptoms recently.

"My eyes can roughly see a patient's physical condition. And—"

I pointed to my eyes as I spoke. Eyes that can see darkness filling people's bodies when their condition is severe. With these eyes, I've discovered many patients.

Sister Jiyeon was among them.

"—I can see that you're in such excruciating pain you'd rather die, yet you're still putting on a brave face."

When I met Sister Jiyeon at the academy, her physical condition was terrible. My instinct told me she could die at any moment. And Jin Jae-han standing before me, while better than Sister Jiyeon had been then, was heading toward a similar state.

I gulped.

"You've been poisoned by The Mute One, haven't you?"

I mentioned the being capable of incapacitating an S-rank hero.

"Ha, so what?"

Jin Jae-han took off his mask and showed his bare face. Covered in cold sweat, he looked at me with a twisted smile. His face appeared so unstable that he seemed like he might collapse at any moment.

"Do you think you can treat this? This condition that's only gotten worse despite being stuck in the medical center for months?
Ha! How arrogant! If you value your life, go back to the waiting room! People have died from carelessly trying to treat this poison!"

"Yes, I can treat it. That's why I came here. Without any aftereffects or pain."

I nodded calmly at his outburst that was almost like a scream.

*"So that's why."*

I understood why he had tried to refuse me. A foolishly kind reason. Because people had died trying to treat it carelessly.

The Mute One's poison could easily take the life of an ordinary person; he was barely holding on only because he was an S-rank hero.

"So I'll be fine. Please trust me. I'm Virginia. Though it's embarrassing, I'm also called the Saint."

There's no reason I can't cure something I've treated before. I've become much stronger since then.

"You're the one spouting nonsense! You don't even know how dangerous this poison is, yet you're putting on airs with your half-baked sense of justice!

Do you know how many people have died from this poison? Twenty already! Twenty medical professionals have left this world! For me, who's barely clinging to life!"

But Jin Jae-han didn't seem to believe me and erupted in anger. An intense breeze swept over my body with his fury.
"Intense breeze"—what a contradictory phrase, but it perfectly described his condition.

A massive flow of air filling the surroundings. Yet without strength. It reminded me of Sister Jiyeon drawing her sword when she was wary of me.

*"Even in such pain, he hasn't given up being a hero."*

I felt a sense of admiration. His anger was a form of kindness.

"I understand."

But my decision remained unchanged.

Tap-tap-tap-tap!

I heard hurried footsteps from afar. Very faint footsteps that Jin Jae-han, in his terrible condition, couldn't hear.

"Then if there's someone who has already been healed by me, would you believe me and accept my treatment?"

I smiled gently at him.

"Eun-Ha!"

At the same time, Sister Jiyeon approached, calling my name.

"Don't tell me Jiyeon was also poisoned?"

"That's right. Sister Jiyeon suffered from the same poison as you."

The timing was perfect. I hadn't planned it, but she arrived at exactly the right moment.

"If you don't believe me, why don't you ask her yourself?"

I pointed to Sister Jiyeon, who was urgently checking my body for injuries.

Ch.174 - Award Ceremony (4)
Thanks to Senior Ji-Yeon's testimony, I was able to safely treat Jin Jae-Han.

And now, Senior Ji-Yeon and I are waiting in the dressing room behind the stage for a staff member to call us.

"You really surprised me, running off like that."
"I'm sorry. I just couldn't stop thinking about how terrible that person's physical condition was."

I calmly accept Senior Ji-Yeon's scolding. The awards ceremony is about to begin, and if I suddenly ran off, anyone would be surprised and worried.

"Still, thanks to you, I was able to treat him."
"...Yeah. I'll give you credit for that."
"But isn't that person someone you're uncomfortable around?"
"That's separate. As long as he doesn't appear in front of me, he's a great hero. Seriously, how ridiculous to suggest we're soulmates just because we were attacked by the same guy."

Senior Ji-Yeon sighed deeply and made a disgusted face.
As soon as his condition improved, he started acting clingy and gross just like when we first met, so her reaction makes sense.

*Thank goodness he's sticking to Senior Ji-Yeon.*

To be honest, I felt relieved seeing that.
I was secretly worried he might switch his attention from Senior Ji-Yeon to me after I treated him.
This is a secret I shouldn't tell anyone.

"But it's a shame we didn't get to hear why Jin Jae-Han insisted on coming here."
"He's someone with many secrets."
"Many secrets... You know him well?"
"No, it's just that he keeps clinging to me and rambling, so I've picked things up. Don't misunderstand, okay? I only have eyes for Eun-Ha!"

Senior Ji-Yeon desperately grabbed me while making excuses. Her words were truly sincere.

I was going to let it slide, thinking they must know each other well, but her saying she only has eyes for me is making me anxious and uncomfortable in its own way.

"By the way, they're really going all out with this celebration. What is the Hero Association thinking? Even this temporary waiting room is luxurious. ...Was that too random?"

I looked at Senior Ji-Yeon with an awkward smile.
She seemed to dislike topics related to Jin Jae-Han, so I tried changing the subject, though I admit it was a bit abrupt.

Anyway, this was my impression.
The stage I saw before entering the waiting room and the waiting room itself were like those grand year-end award ceremonies held by broadcasting stations.
It felt like I should be walking down a red carpet like a famous celebrity.

To be honest, it's overwhelming.

*At least I don't have to wear a dress.*

The one fortunate thing is that as a student, I have to wear my school uniform. That's the only thing I'm grateful for.

"Ahem! Let's look at it differently?"
"How?"
"It means our achievements were that impressive. I'm embarrassed to admit it, but I couldn't have defeated that giant creature alone."

Senior Ji-Yeon genuinely seemed embarrassed as she slightly averted her gaze.
Thinking about it, her words made sense.
The enemy was dangerous enough to humble an S-rank hero, and we barely managed to defeat it thanks to Senior Ji-Yeon's finishing move and my unleashed power.

So when the Hero Association heard the news, they seized the opportunity to organize this grand awards ceremony.

"If it weren't for Optima, we would have had to sacrifice heroes for hours to buy time. Time for the S-rank heroes to gather."

Senior Ji-Yeon showed a bitter smile and self-deprecating expression. That turtle-like monster was indeed a formidable opponent.
With high defense and excellent regeneration abilities, it was an enemy impossible to defeat without a massive attack.

"Then..."

I carefully looked around.
The makeup artist had left long ago, saying her job was done.
Only the two of us remained here.

"Why didn't the EX-rank hero come?"

I took the opportunity to ask something I'd been wondering about.
A hero outside the normal classification.
The being that even monsters fear didn't show up during this fight.

I was curious about what circumstances would make that person appear.

"Oh, that person..."

Senior Ji-Yeon trailed off at my question.
As if it was difficult to bring up, she just moved her lips for about two minutes.

"You two! It's time to come out!"
"Ah, yes! Eun-Ha, let's go!"

At the staff member's call, Senior Ji-Yeon's face suddenly brightened. She was clearly relieved not to answer my question.

In the end, I didn't get to hear about the EX-rank hero.

* * *

"Wow..."

I peeked out from behind the stage and couldn't help but exclaim.
People were crowded everywhere to watch the awards ceremony that had just begun.

The massive crowd surrounding the plaza.
And in the audience seats with chairs and tables, important-looking people and some heroes were seated watching the ceremony.

Of course, there were also reporters lined up at the edges of the audience area with cameras.

[Dear citizens! Hello! This is Kim Jae-Mu!]

The host with a microphone and script draws everyone's attention.

"Wooooah!"

Kim Jae-Mu is quite a famous host, so the watching citizens cheered excitedly.

Now after he speaks and stalls for about five minutes, it will be our turn to go out.

"Oh right. Director Oh Jung-Woon will be presenting the awards today."
"Oh Jung-Woon? Who's that?"
"A director of the Hero Association. He's one of the less corrupt ones. Heroes like me who rely heavily on weapons have benefited from him."

Senior Ji-Yeon spoke quietly as we watched from behind the stage. There was familiarity in her voice.

"You must have broken a lot of swords?"
"Ahahahaha..."

I took a shot in the dark, but I was right. Senior Ji-Yeon turned away from me, embarrassed.
If she weren't an S-rank hero, she might have been on a blacklist.

"Ahem! But conversely, that makes him more dangerous."
"What?"

Having shaken off her embarrassment, Senior Ji-Yeon made a rather unexpected statement.
Dangerous because he's a good person?
I tilted my head, unable to understand.

"It means he's an easy target. Someone less tainted tends to stand out. It can create unnecessary trouble."
"Ah!"

I get it now.
Someone who speaks the truth is easily disliked.
And it wouldn't just end with dislike—he'd become a target for assassination.

"He must be quite a clean person then."
"He's not completely spotless, but if you shake him, only a few specks of dust would fall off."
"Really? Then what about the other directors?"
"They are dust itself. You know how dust clumps together in an uncleaned room? That's them."

Senior Ji-Yeon shook her head.
The implication was that the other directors, except for Oh Jung-Woon, were quite corrupt.

*So that's why she says he's close to being completely clean.*

Normally, even a few specks of dust would be problematic, but when the comparison is to dust itself, he seems relatively decent.

"He definitely could be killed at any moment."
"Yes. Especially in an open space like this, you never know where a sniper might be, so he always has bodyguards."

*Assassination, and at such a grand awards ceremony...*

Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind, making me flinch.

"Surely my words won't come true...?"

They say be careful what you wish for.
I remembered what I had said earlier when tired from rehearsal—that I wished a villain would appear.

"Come on, no way."

Senior Ji-Yeon also shook her head, thinking it was nonsense.

* * *

[Does anyone here know about the recent news from The Front Line? Those who helped defeat the giant monster that couldn't be wounded no matter how much it was attacked! I've called them here to honor them! What? Oh! I should correct myself—not "them" but "these ladies"! Haha!]

About five minutes later, as rehearsed.
The host, Kim Jae-Mu, began introducing us with a casual laugh. By the way, even that casual laugh was all part of the script.

["Silver Flash" Yoo Ji-Yeon! And "Virginia" Shin Eun-Ha!]

"Let's go, Eun-Ha."
"Yes."

I nodded and slowly began walking.
From behind the stage to the front.
I could feel countless eyes fixed on me. Nevertheless, I kept looking straight ahead.

Confidently.
Just moving forward.

Click! Click-click-click!

Numerous flash lights went off as photos were taken. Now my face will be in newspapers, internet articles, everywhere.

As a woman, I finally achieved what I had longed for when I was a man.

*So this is Oh Jung-Woon.*

I turned to face Oh Jung-Woon, the director of the Hero Association.
Oh Jung-Woon was a well-built man with a friendly demeanor. He looked like the kind of nice uncle you might find in any neighborhood.

And beside Director Oh Jung-Woon stood a large man in a black suit.

"Ah- For calmly handling an unexpected situation and preventing the collapse of The Front Line—"

Blah blah blah
Director Oh Jung-Woon began monotonously reciting a long, prepared script as soon as he faced us.

"—therefore, the Hero Association honors the achievements of these two people."

As Director Oh Jung-Woon finished speaking, two men standing by opened boxes.
On what looked like soft cloth lay star-shaped medals gleaming with gold.

"Silver Flash, Yoo Ji-Yeon. Thank you for your hard work."
"Yes."

As Director Oh Jung-Woon finished speaking, flash lights went off again, capturing the moment the medal was pinned to Senior Ji-Yeon's chest.

Senior Ji-Yeon nodded naturally, as if this wasn't her first time experiencing such an event.

And now it was my turn.

"Virginia, Shin Eun-Ha. Thank you for your outstanding service despite your young age. Please continue to protect citizens as a hero in the future."
"I only did what I could. I will continue to work hard."

I gave the generic answer written in the script.

After our brief exchange, the woman standing by Director Oh Jung-Woon pinned the medal to my chest.

*Finally, it's over.*

The actual event was so short compared to the long rehearsal.
Suppressing the sigh of relief I wanted to let out, I turned around to face forward.

There were countless gazes upon me.
People calling my name and cheering.
People looking at me with disapproval.
People blushing slightly.
People jumping up and down in excitement.

Each showing their reaction as they met my eyes.

"Now, everyone! Please give a round of applause to these two and all the heroes of The Front Line who protected humanity this time and continue to protect us now!"

The final part of the awards ceremony.
Director Oh Jung-Woon stepped forward as planned and raised both arms.
With this, the ceremony would be completely finished—

-KIEEEEEEEEEE!

"KYAAAAAAAH!!!"

—or not.
This wasn't part of the plan.

The moment Director Oh Jung-Woon raised his arms, a monster's cry echoed around us.

"W-what! Why are monsters emerging from the ground!"
"AAAAAAAH!!! Save me!!!"

In an instant, the awards ceremony turned into chaos.
Citizens began to panic and struggle to survive.

"Why on earth...!"

I glanced at the sky and then closed my eyes, embracing a brilliantly shining white light in my chest.
Instantly, light spread around me, revealing my form as a saint.

Bang!

I struck the ground with the staff in my hand.

Figuring out why this happened would have to wait.
Right now, dealing with the suddenly appearing monsters was the priority.

"Sacred Domain, deploy!"

I unleashed my third magic, Sacred Domain.
Brilliant light swirled around me before spreading outward.

"Senior!"
"Yes!"
"And you too!"

My role didn't end there.
I quickly cast buffs on Senior Ji-Yeon and the hero who appeared to be Oh Jung-Woon's bodyguard.

"This is...!"
"No time to be surprised! Quickly evacuate the director!"
"O-okay!"

I then cast buffs on the heroes sitting in the audience and those waiting outside.

*In a way, this is a good opportunity.*

Sacred Domain is magic that strengthens allies and weakens enemies.
And enhancement magic strengthens individuals.
With people witnessing these stackable spells firsthand, my influence would surely grow stronger.

"Quickly evacuate the citizens!"
"Don't worry, we're here!"
"The shelter is this way!"

Heroes in the audience stood up and shouted.
After momentarily being confused by my buff, they quickly remembered their duty.

"This is strange."
"What's strange?"

I looked up at the sky again. Senior Ji-Yeon didn't seem to have noticed anything unusual yet.

"There's no gate."

Looking up, there was no gate anywhere in the sky.
This was the heart of Seoul.
Without a gate, monsters absolutely couldn't invade this place.

*Don-Hil isn't visible either.*

There was an exception named Don-Hil, but this didn't seem like her doing.
If it had been Don-Hil, I would have sensed her presence nearby.

"Anyway, dealing with the monsters is the priority!"

I'll think about it later.
Seeing Senior Ji-Yeon rush to kill the monsters, I also cast a buff on Jin Jae-Han, whom I had almost forgotten.

"...!"

He looked at me with wide eyes, momentarily confused.

But only for a moment.

Whoooosh--!

Soon, a whirlwind formed, isolating the inside and outside of the plaza.
The fiercely rotating whirlwind shredded monsters trying to escape.

"30 B-rank monsters, 500 C-rank... Without S-rank heroes, this would have been a real disaster."

Monsters kept appearing endlessly, as if from some hidden source.
The heroes stationed to protect citizens were B-rank at best.
Without Senior Ji-Yeon and Jin Jae-Han, it would have been difficult to fight while protecting citizens.

"Jin Jae-Han! Please take care of the monsters outside!"
"Got it!"

When I shouted to him with magic power, he nodded firmly. I thought an S-rank hero might resist out of pride, but surprisingly, he listened well.

Now I could rest easy about the outside.
Jin Jae-Han, known as the Wind God, would sweep away all the monsters from the sky.

Inside, Senior Ji-Yeon and I were enough.

* * *

"Phew...!"

I sighed in relief as I looked around.
The plaza was covered in monster blood and flesh, presenting a gruesome sight.

"Somehow we defeated them all."

Fortunately, there were no civilian casualties. Among the heroes, some had torn clothes, but not a single one was injured or killed.
It was thanks to my magic, Sacred Domain.

"Everyone, thank you for your hard work."

Though the surprise attack wasn't much, I politely thanked the heroes for their efforts.
My voice, infused with magic power, quickly spread around, reaching the heroes' ears.

"..."

However, not a single person responded to my words.

*Huh?*

Though they didn't answer, everyone was looking at me.

Blankly.
Heroes turned to focus their attention on me with faces that seemed to question if this was reality.

*Did I do something wrong?*

It was embarrassing when there was no response.
I seriously considered leaving immediately.

"Um, is anyone hurt? I can heal you if needed..."

I tried speaking again, just in case. Maybe they hadn't heard me properly the first time.

"..."

But again, there was no answer.

"Ah, anyway! Really! Really good job everyone! Amazing!"

And this time too.
No answer came back.
They just stared at me on stage stupidly, as if their brains had been removed.

"Good job, Eun-Ha."
"Ah! Senior!"

The only person who spoke to me was Senior Ji-Yeon.
Is this what they call gaslighting?
I was so happy to have Senior Ji-Yeon speak to me normally.

It felt like a ray of light in a world of emptiness.

To be honest, I wanted to hug her.

"Let's go home. I'll take you. The ceremony is over anyway."
"Yes!"

Not hiding my joy, I nodded vigorously.

Ch.175 - Award Ceremony (5)
The sudden monster commotion was resolved safely.
As Virginia was led away by Yoo Ji-Yeon and the other heroes were about to return to their homes.

The Villain Association executive, Jin Yong-Han, was watching this scene from inside a sealed building.

"As expected, it was handled swiftly."

He spoke while looking at the large monitor in front of him.
A drone he had sent in advance was displaying footage of the plaza where the award ceremony had taken place.

"Indeed."

Then, as if suddenly remembering something, he removed something from his ear.
It was a wireless earphone that also functioned as an earplug.

Drip. Drip.

After removing the earphones, he could hear water droplets falling behind him.

In the silence quiet enough to hear his breathing, the drip-drip sound of water hitting the floor was quite strange.
It wasn't just one or two drops, but dozens falling irregularly.

Behind him, girls shedding tears of blood were sitting in chairs lined up in a row.
No, it would be more accurate to say they were bound.

The girls, with bandages over their eyes, had their lips sewn shut and were restrained with bindings on their hands and feet.
And large needle-like objects were embedded in their heads.

The situation was visibly painful enough to make one's skin crawl. Yet they didn't move at all. They only let blood drip from their eye sockets onto the floor.

"It was worth it."

Jin Yong-Han turned around and raised the corner of his mouth at the sight of the girls.

As the battle had progressed, the girls had fallen one by one.
Some collapsed like puppets with cut strings.
Some had their heads explode as if from an overload.
Some tried desperately to scream, tearing their sewn lips in the process.

Dozens of girls with identical faces had become motionless in their miserable state.

"This concludes the recycling of waste. Even waste, when properly overloaded, can be used to move those things."

Many lives had vanished at once, but he didn't care at all. Rather, he was quite satisfied with this result.

Jin Yong-Han's hand moved to change the monitor screen.
It displayed the number of clones used this time and the number of monsters.
It also showed the maximum range of the girls' powers, how the monsters reacted when they went beyond range, and other data.
The screen looked like an experimental report.

"That's it then. The experiment is over. But... the magical girl didn't appear."

Indeed, it was a report documenting the results of this experiment.
After staring at the monitor for a moment, Jin Yong-Han leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling.

He had achieved his purpose, but questions remained.

The magical girl hadn't appeared even though about 30 minutes had passed since the commotion began.

*Could there be some condition?*

The magical girl usually appears within 2-3 minutes of an incident. That's just the average—sometimes she appears within seconds.

*I've investigated all the time periods when the magical girl appears. And now is one of those times.*

Jin Yong-Han closed his eyes gently and fell into thought.
For the past half year, he had wanted to deal with Optima, who had become an obstacle to the Villain Association.

*Then there must be a reason. There must be a clear reason why she didn't appear.*

One fact that could be inferred from investigating the magical girl's appearance times:

The magical girl Optima was very likely a student.
What strengthened this theory was her activity pattern.
From afternoon after school until dawn.
And recently, during vacation, she tended to appear regardless of time.

Of course, it could just be coincidence.
She might have personal matters to attend to today.

"Either personal business, or no need to appear. Or else..."

Or she had a reason why she couldn't appear.

Jin Yong-Han was certain that she hadn't failed to appear because she was resolving an incident elsewhere.

Even now, the Villain Association's information network was monitoring the entire country, and there were no reports of the magical girl appearing anywhere.

"Whatever the case, I'll gradually corner her."

Jin Yong-Han gritted his teeth.

Despite having such an information network, they couldn't catch the magical girl. Optima slipped away like a loach even with the Villain Association's intelligence resources. They couldn't figure out where her base was or what kind of being she was.

"We recently confirmed she's not a clone. If we could make clones with that level of skill, we would have mass-produced them first. Even among our clones, we only have one successful specimen."

A boy appeared in Jin Yong-Han's mind.
The one called the only true success.
Though unstable due to being created in the early days of cloning technology, no better clone had been created since.

That's why she was so irritating.
The power to move anywhere alone.
The intelligence to quickly discover where villains or monsters had appeared.

Her actions seemed to mock him. As if she was snorting and challenging him to catch her if he could, making him want to distort that insignificant face.

She was that irritating.
So very irritating.
To the point where he wanted to tear her to pieces if she were in front of him.

"Huh. Right. I shouldn't get too worked up."

Deliberately suppressing the heat rising to his head, Jin Yong-Han manipulated the information terminal again to change the screen.

A man appeared on the changed screen.

A hero wearing a mask, Pungsin Jin Jae-Han.

"I see. So my brother has come back to life."

Someone who should have been waiting for death at the Medical Center had now appeared.

There was only one person who could make this possible.

"Tsk. It would have been better if he had just died."

Jin Yong-Han clicked his tongue in regret.

"I thought he had too much pride to ask that girl for treatment."

The regret was brief.
With eyes full of deep resentment, Jin Yong-Han looked at his brother, Jin Jae-Han.

All his efforts to make him face Muk-Si-Ja despite the risks had been for nothing.

"Right. She's irritating too."

A woman who was as irritating to Jin Yong-Han as Optima.
The screen changed again to show Eun-Ha getting into a car.

"In-Cheon-Yong, Choi Cheol-Jin, Jin Jae-Han... she's saved several people who were supposed to die."

Besides them, dozens of important figures were clinging to life thanks to that girl's hands when they should have lost them.

"...Fine. There's no need to rush."

Though annoyed, he soon regained his composure.
She was irritating, but not as much as Optima. All she could do was heal and strengthen people, so he just needed to deal with her when she was isolated.

Having finished his thoughts, Jin Yong-Han rose from his seat with a casual wave of his hand.

Swoosh-!

Soon, a sharp wind tore the clone corpses to shreds.

"Anyway, now that the preparations are complete, all that's left is to execute."

Kuk kuk kuk

Jin Yong-Han left the space that had become a mess of flesh and internal organs, laughing softly.


* * *


Following Yoo Ji-Yeon and getting into her car, Eun-Ha was lost in thought.
Leaning her head against the window, Eun-Ha looked beyond the darkening sky.

*What could it be?*

A question lingered in Eun-Ha's mind.

*It ended too easily. And there are too many things bothering me.*

Monsters appearing without a gate.
It didn't seem like Don-Hil's doing, as her distinctive feeling wasn't present when she appeared.
Despite checking several times during the battle, her presence still couldn't be felt.

And the monsters' behavior was strange too.
Their pattern of indiscriminate attacks was similar. But they were screaming in agony. They were crying.
Their movements seemed less about destroying what was in front of them and more like struggling to find peace.
It was as if they were begging the heroes to kill them as they charged.

In fact, they never once swung their sharp claws at citizens.

Whether B-class, C-class, or lower-ranked monsters.
The fact that they all showed similar reactions was too strange.

*I've never seen this reaction before.*

That's why it was so unfamiliar.

*Were those things really monsters?*

An unexpected question arose in Eun-Ha's mind.
It was perplexing because she had never seen such a reaction in all her time killing monsters.
It was so bewildering that she wondered if what she had seen were really monsters.

"!! Could it be...!"

Eun-Ha lifted her head from the window and looked straight ahead.
Suddenly, a memory surfaced in her mind.

A third possibility, neither a gate nor Don-Hil's intervention, finally revealed itself.

"Dolly... no, clones."

The diversionary tactics of Gresorion and the Villain Association.
When the clones first appeared.
The Villain Association used Dolly and other clones to capture large numbers of monsters.

*But why would the Villain Association? What reason would they have to use the monsters they captured as pawns?*

That didn't make sense.
This operation would only bring losses to the Villain Association. Why would they do such a thing?

It seemed too late to disrupt the award ceremony, which was already nearing its end.
If they wanted to reduce the number of citizens and increase hatred toward monsters, these monsters showed no intention of attacking citizens.

Questions continued to surface with no answers.

*I'll think about it later. Thinking alone won't give me answers, so it's just a waste of time and energy. And...*

Eun-Ha glanced at Yoo Ji-Yeon.
She had something to ask her.

"By the way, unnie."
"Yes?"

Eun-Ha casually addressed Yoo Ji-Yeon.
With such naturalness that no one could imagine she had just been thinking about monsters and the Villain Association.

Between questions with no immediate answers and questions that might be answered by asking someone, Eun-Ha chose the latter.

"I'm curious about something."

But when she tried to ask, the words wouldn't come easily.
Eun-Ha kept glancing at Yoo Ji-Yeon, hesitating.

*Should I ask? Will she think I'm insensitive?*

"What is it? Ask me anything! What is it?"
"Well, earlier. After the battle, the heroes were staring at me blankly. I don't know why."

At Yoo Ji-Yeon's urging, Eun-Ha trailed off.

Should she say it just happened? Or that she went with the flow? Eun-Ha was concerned about having inadvertently taken on a commander-like role in this battle.

*That must be the reason, no matter how I think about it.*

The heroes' blank stares after the battle made no sense unless it was because of her actions.

"Oh, that? Just a moment."

Surprisingly, Yoo Ji-Yeon's answer came quickly. She tapped her wrist communicator a couple of times.
Then a display linked to the car appeared and started playing a video.

"W-what is this?!"
"What do you mean? It's you."

Yoo Ji-Yeon glanced at Virginia in the screen with flushed cheeks.

Virginia with her eyes half-open and a gentle smile.
Surrounded by light, her smile was the embodiment of benevolence.
The expression on the screen was one that no high school girl could possibly make.

"Uh, umm..."

Eun-Ha was speechless after watching the video.

*No wonder they stared blankly.*

It was mystical even to herself.
Virginia, surrounded by constantly moving light, healed and strengthened the heroes at just the right moments.

Every word she spoke, imbued with magical power, raised the heroes' morale.

"T-turn it off..."

But Eun-Ha asked in a shrinking voice for the video to be turned off.
It looked good, that was true.
The problem was that the girl on the screen was herself.

Eun-Ha couldn't believe that was her.
But it was already reality, and she blushed with embarrassment at having acted that way.

That wasn't intentional. Not intentional at all, so she felt like dying of embarrassment.

*I should have at least thrown a dead monster's corpse from afar.*

She thought she might not have felt this embarrassed if she had done that instead.

"Don't worry, no one else recorded this except me."
"Really? Really??"

Eun-Ha moved closer to Yoo Ji-Yeon.
Eun-Ha's soft, pleasant scent wafted toward Yoo Ji-Yeon.

"Yes. That's right. The reporters were outside the whirlwind, and everyone else was busy fighting."
"Then! Please delete this too, unnie! Quickly! Make sure no one saved it!"
"Wait, driving! I need to drive!"
"That's why I said quickly!"

Yoo Ji-Yeon restrained Eun-Ha with one hand while continuing to drive with the other. Though the situation looked precarious, Yoo Ji-Yeon's driving was safety itself.

*Hehe! I've already backed it up!*

She had already backed up the video to the cloud just in case, so it was fine even if Eun-Ha forced her to delete it.

*This could be useful as a negotiation tool with Foriner later.*

That's how valuable the video was.

"Delete it quickly! Quickly!"

Eun-Ha clung to Yoo Ji-Yeon, struggling against her seatbelt.

*Ah... this is heaven.*

The desperate Eun-Ha seemed like a completely different person from Virginia in the video.
But that was fine.
Either way, she had her own charm.

Having already set the car to automatic driving mode, Yoo Ji-Yeon enjoyed Eun-Ha's reactions.
In the end, pretending to give in, Yoo Ji-Yeon succeeded in gaining Eun-Ha's favor by deleting the video from her communicator.


* * *


The next evening.

Ding-

"Huh?"

Eun-Ha, who had returned to the dormitory after spending the day with Yoo Ji-Yeon, received an unexpected message.

[Eun-Ha, can you do me a favor? If possible, come to the location marked on this map]

"Suddenly?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head.
The location marked on the map attached to the message was a place she had visited several times before.
The location wasn't important.
Eun-Ha wondered why she was being called out at this time.

*Come to think of it, we haven't met much lately.*

Though the timing of the message was a bit unusual, there was no reason not to meet.


* * *


"You came! Shin Eun-Ha!"

Snap!

As soon as Eun-Ha arrived at the location specified in the message, someone called her name.
It was a rather delicate voice tinged with jealousy. A voice that sounded like it was about to condemn Eun-Ha right away.

"You seem different, but you haven't changed."

Eun-Ha immediately recognized the owner of the voice and gave a bitter smile.

Ch.176 - Recent Achievements (1)
"I see."
"That's right."

Foriner nodded in response to Hong Yu-jin's reaction.

They were having a conversation in Foriner's private space. However, their topic didn't seem particularly pleasant, as the air between them hung heavy.

"She's grown a lot."

Hong Yu-jin caressed photos she had taken from her wallet. There were two pictures—one of a sturdy young man and another of a delicate girl.

Though they appeared to be different people, they were the same person. Shin Eun-Ha, a child who had spent much time with her. A child who had somehow become more precious to her than anything.

What Hong Yu-jin had heard from Foriner was about Eun-Ha's growth and how she had broken the restriction.

As they had discussed before, Eun-Ha's growth was explosive. They also exchanged words about how, if this rate of growth continued, she would soon grasp the power she was originally meant to have.

"Well, I suppose it's time for me to fulfill my final role."
"Isn't it a bit early? I believe you still have plenty of time left."
"True. If I endure well, maybe three to four years. But if I hesitate and miss the timing, it will cause too much pain. It might even drag Eun-Ha into this mess."

Hong Yu-jin closed her eyes and observed her core.

The core inside her heart was thrashing violently. Too much magical power trapped in a confined space, screaming to be released. The uncontrollable magic seemed ready to break through the core, collapse her physical body, and burst outward.

"I see."

Foriner lowered his gaze, not hiding his regret. It was an expression one wouldn't expect from someone who usually displayed such a sly demeanor.

"My body can't handle it anymore. The risk of transformation will likely increase day by day, and soon I'll struggle to fight properly even in my normal state. That's why I hesitated again and couldn't do anything this time."
"That's—"
"I don't blame you. I'm the one who failed to reach transcendence. I'm the one who hesitated."

As Foriner tried to speak, Hong Yu-jin cut him off.

"I've been prepared since that failure. I knew this day would come."

Hong Yu-jin smiled bitterly.

It wasn't that she welcomed this parting. If possible, she would have liked to maintain this relationship forever.

But realistically, it was impossible. An opportunity once missed never returns, and as a result, she carried a ticking time bomb in her chest.

Even the three to four years she mentioned was an optimistic estimate—how long she might last if she took extreme care and avoided any combat. In reality, she didn't know how long she could endure, and it would be different if she engaged in battle even once.

"Are you going to hide it until the end?"
"...It's difficult to decide."

With her head bowed, she fidgeted with the teacup in front of her.

Slowly, clockwise. Then her hand stopped and turned counterclockwise. If only she could turn back time—that was her heart's desire.

"Even if I can't tell her, I intend to pass on everything I can. ...Actually, I've already done that long ago. All that remains is to see the results."

She smiled bitterly. The difference between knowing something intellectually and feeling it in your heart was immense.

The half-year reunion with Eun-Ha had been brief. It passed in an instant.

How foolish she had been to comfort herself by saying there was still time.

"Honestly, there were times I resented Eun-Ha."

Hong Yu-jin caressed the photos again.

If only she had returned a little earlier. Then they could have spent more time together.

"If she hadn't gone to The Front Line, we could have stayed together longer."

If she had informed Eun-Ha about her condition earlier, perhaps Eun-Ha wouldn't have followed Jung Soo-Hyun to The Front Line. Hong Yu-jin repeated the word "if" countless times in her mind.

"Perhaps saying something harsh might—"
"You mean make her resent you? Because that might hurt your contractor less?"

Foriner interrupted Hong Yu-jin and spoke calmly.

"That might be one approach."

Nod.

Like a string suddenly cut, Hong Yu-jin's head dropped. Even at this moment, she couldn't let go of her hesitation.

Should she tell everything and announce their parting? Should she put up an emotional wall without any notice? Or should she make Eun-Ha hate her and forcibly end their relationship?

Several methods came to mind, but choosing any one of them was incredibly difficult. Because no matter what choice she made, it would be painful. It would embed itself in her heart and gnaw at her until death.


* * *


In the Academy's training room.
It was always sparsely used, but with the overlap of vacation period, it became even emptier. Here, two people were facing each other in conversation.

"Hmm... so you want me to check your progress?"
"Yes!"

Eun-Ha, dressed in leggings and a tank top, expressed confusion at Han Chae-eun's request.

"Se-Won and Haram are constantly moving forward, and I want to feel like I've grown too!"

Han Chae-eun expressed her opinion with a serious face.
She had seen how the others had grown.
An ice scythe imbued with sharp energy.
Telekinesis that had become more precise and powerful.

In contrast, she felt she hadn't experienced any tangible growth. She knew she had become stronger, but it wasn't clearly noticeable.

"Chae-eun, you're growing too. I guarantee it."
"I know that. I just want to feel it physically. So please."

Han Chae-eun took a stance as if ready to charge at Eun-Ha at any moment.
In front of her stood Eun-Ha, staring back blankly.

She gazed at Eun-Ha's small frame with eager eyes.
There was no trace of the Han Chae-eun who had been saddened by her slow growth rate compared to her two friends at the beginning of the semester.

"No, it still seems too sudden. How about we just do today's regular training instead?"
"If you help me, I'll let you touch my breasts!"

Seeing Eun-Ha's reluctance, Han Chae-eun relaxed her stance and shook her breasts with her hands.

"Deal!"

Eun-Ha nodded eagerly.
Her eyes filled with desire.


* * *


"Haa...! Haa...! Haa...! Haa...!"

The training room was filled with the sound of heavy breathing.
Han Chae-eun was sprawled out, trying to calm her bursting lungs.

*She's amazing.*

Eun-Ha sat beside her, openly staring at Han Chae-eun's chest.
As she breathed heavily, her two mounds heaved up and down, and Eun-Ha couldn't take her eyes off them.

*Oh right!*

"Well, first."

Remembering she needed to give an evaluation, Eun-Ha raised her index finger.

"Your physical abilities, magical control, and use of superpowers have clearly improved. Right now, you could probably handle five of your former selves from the beginning of the semester."

Next, her middle finger appeared.

"The next notable thing is your all-rounder response ability using electricity. I can see your excellent ability to cover close-quarters, short-range, and mid-range combat. Plus, you can respond somewhat to long-range too."

"Haa... Haa..."

Finally, her ring finger unfolded.

"Lastly, your ambush ability. I think this is really important. You're good at momentarily increasing your speed to catch opponents off guard. Moreover, if you further develop your stealth ability, like when you concealed your presence at Cheonil Department Store, you could gain the upper hand even against monsters stronger than you."

Eun-Ha recounted everything she felt during their three-hour sparring session.
The ambush technique she mentioned last was something Eun-Ha often used herself, so she felt a strange sense of kinship.

*She didn't even break her breathing pattern once.*

But Han Chae-eun's thoughts were somewhat different from Eun-Ha's words.

Her small-framed friend hadn't broken her breathing pattern once during their sparring.

Han Chae-eun could feel how remarkable this was and how much of a gap existed between them.

"Haram has an all-in-one attack style for close combat. Se-Won is weak at close range but strong at mid-range... everyone has their own style."

Unaware of Han Chae-eun's thoughts, Eun-Ha freely expressed what she felt.

Han Chae-eun sat up, still feeling her heart racing.

*Let me focus on her evaluation first.*

She had always known the difference between herself and Eun-Ha. She knew the immense gap that hadn't narrowed since the beginning of the semester, so she was just amazed.

"All-rounder means... I'm mediocre?"
"Compared to specialists, yes. But I think this stability is better. Specialists have big weaknesses to match their strengths."

Eun-Ha comforted the dejected Han Chae-eun. She smiled brightly and spoke from her heart.

"Heroes need to stay alive to save people. And they need to survive to defeat monsters and villains. So the ability to ensure your own safety is most important. You're excellent in that regard, Chae-eun."
"...Yeah."

*She feels like a senior sometimes.*

Eun-Ha was like this occasionally. Not feeling superior, but giving advice like an older sister to a close younger sibling.

*I don't mind it.*

Han Chae-eun liked this side of Eun-Ha. It felt comfortable because she genuinely felt Eun-Ha cared for her.

Having finally caught her breath, Han Chae-eun rolled her eyes to look at Eun-Ha.

*She smells nice.*

Despite having moved her body for three hours and likely smelling of sweat, Eun-Ha remained steadfastly by her side. Unlike herself, Eun-Ha emitted a subtle fragrance. So nice she'd want to place it in her room as a diffuser.

"Eun-Ha... diffuser... 39,800 won..."

Staring blankly at Eun-Ha, Han Chae-eun unconsciously muttered what came to mind.

"Huh?"
"Hmm? Ah! Nothing. Yeah. Nothing. Really. Truly nothing."

Han Chae-eun waved her hands as she came to her senses.

Her tired brain had blurted out nonsense. Though it was half sincere, it wasn't completely genuine, so it was indeed nonsense.

"A-Anyway. So I really have gotten stronger."
"Yes. You've really gotten stronger. At this rate, you could probably wipe the floor with random second or third-year students."
"Haha..."

Han Chae-eun laughed weakly.
The idea of defeating second or third-year students sounded absurd, yet part of her thought it might be possible.

Thump.

"I really have grown."

Thud!

"Yes, you've grown."

She looked proud. The joy of her growth filled Han Chae-eun's heart. She felt like she could stand tall and boast to her parents and younger sibling.

A sense of fulfillment seemed ready to overflow from her chest.

Riiip-!

Bounce!

"Kyaaaah?!"

To the extent that her clothes, which had been containing her chest, tore.

"Y-You've grown indeed."

Eun-Ha couldn't take her eyes off the surreal scene unfolding before her. The massive mounds visible through the torn tank top glistened with sweat.

"Oh damn...! They grew again! Now I have to buy new bras!!"

Meanwhile, Han Chae-eun shed tears of frustration.


* * *


"Wow... is this how you order them?"
"Yes."

Later, in Han Chae-eun's room.
Without even time for a shower, the two had arrived directly at the room and were ordering new underwear on a communication terminal.

"This isn't the kind of growth I wanted. More money down the drain."
"People who don't have what you have would shed tears of blood if they heard you."
"I'd share if I could, believe me."

*Is it about the size of my head?*

As Eun-Ha watched Han Chae-eun complain beside her, she gently placed her head against the other girl's chest. In the mirror in front of her, her face appeared smaller than the breast.

Leaning forward, she placed her head in front of the chest, looking as if she might be swallowed by it at any moment.

Grab!

"Waaah?!"
"What are you doing comparing your head to someone's chest! Are you bragging about having a small head?"
"No, that's not it...!"

The soft sensation felt from the back of her head.
It was frustrating. Truly frustrating.

*That's not the front!*

Eun-Ha resented Han Chae-eun, who had embraced her from behind.

Ch.177 - Recent Achievements (2)
With the start of the new semester approaching, my mother's behavior has become strange.

[The communication device is turned off or in an area without signal...]
"Not answering the phone again?"

Looking at my communication device screen with irritation, I could see several missed call notifications.

I've tried calling my mother about ten times today.

Over the past three days, she hasn't answered a single one of my calls.
Yesterday, unable to bear the frustration, I even went to see her in person, but she wasn't home.

"...I see."

Only now did I realize what had been bothering me all along.

My mother is deliberately trying to distance herself from me.

"Well, it's not completely unexpected."

Haha. I laughed without realizing it. Despite my laughter, there was an ache in my chest.

I wanted to go find my mother right away and complain about how sudden this was.

But I couldn't.
After all, she had mentioned it periodically since shortly after we reunited.
That she wanted to live a new life.

Foolishly and complacently, I thought our separation was still a distant matter.

That this was just a phase of gradually creating distance.
That she would probably watch over me until I graduated.

While I had been living with such vague thoughts, I suddenly found myself in this situation.
The reason this happened was because my idea of when we would part ways differed from my mother's.

"Still, she's not the type to do this."

Right. She's not that kind of person.

I stared blankly at my communication device screen.
Why did she suddenly change her attitude like this?

There must be something.
I was certain something had caused my mother's change of heart.
It was too sudden to be just because the time for our separation was approaching. Her attitude changed as easily as flipping a hand.

The mother I had known until now wasn't like that. So there must be a reason.

"Come to think of it."

A thought suddenly occurred to me, and I operated my device to open the message window.

[I'll be busy for a while. Don't contact me. I won't answer anyway.]

"...So that's what it meant."

A few days ago. About five days ago, was it?
The evening of the day I had practiced with Chae-eun, my mother sent this message.

When I first received this message, I didn't think much of it. But looking back now, it clearly seems like she was telling me to prepare myself emotionally.

She sent this difficult-to-understand message to let me know she was going to sort out her own feelings.

"She could have just said it clearly."

Having belatedly realized her meaning, I poured out complaints to my mother that would never reach her.
It didn't feel good to be unilaterally rejected by her.

"Once school starts, we'll only be teacher and student."

It's bitter.
Even though I just muttered to myself, my throat started to hurt.
It was painful, as if someone was pounding on my chest.

"I need to sort out my feelings too."

I murmured, endlessly staring at the message my mother had sent.

I need to sort them out.
It's just that the separation is coming sooner than I expected.



* * *



Ding-dong~ Diri-riri-ring~

"Mmm..."

The day before school started.
The loud ringing forcibly pulled my consciousness up.

"Who's calling so early in the morning..."

My voice sounded whiny, still half-asleep.
Rubbing my eyes, I lifted my wrist and saw someone's name blurrily.

[Teacher Hong Yoo-jin]

"What... it's my master? ...Huh?"

I tilted my head in confusion, still in a daze.

"Why is she calling?"

I wondered if there was something that warranted a call this early in the morning. Especially when she hadn't bothered to answer any of my calls until now.

Slowly, I reached out and pressed the call button. Perhaps because it had been a while since my mother called me first, I felt a bit excited.

What would she say?
I wanted to talk about something, even if it was brief.

Even though it had been five days since I said I needed to prepare for our separation, I still couldn't let go of my attachment.

[Come on.]

Click.

But before I could even say the customary "Hello?", my mother hung up after saying just those two short words.

"...Huh?"

'Am I still half-asleep? Did I accidentally hang up?'

Not quite sure what happened, I tilted my heavy head and tried calling my mother again.

Maybe I made a mistake and hung up before she could properly speak.

[Hello?]

Fortunately, she answered this time.

"What's going on? Calling so early in the morning."
[Come to my house quickly. I have something to tell you.]
"Can't I come a bit later? I barely got any sleep."
[Tsk!]
"Fine, fine. I said fine."

Click.

As soon as I reluctantly agreed, the call ended.

"Damn old hag."

I muttered a complaint mixed with resentment.
I wished she had at least explained why she wanted me to come.

After cutting off contact as she pleased. I wondered if it was that hard for her to talk a little more.

The disappointment I had been trying to hide came rushing in like a tide. My lips protruded like a duck's bill.
But perhaps thanks to having a normal, trivial conversation like usual, the disappointment quickly disappeared.

Ding-

Just as I was dawdling, preparing to leave, my communication device rang. From the sound, it seemed like a message had arrived.

[Before you say "damn old hag," hurry up and get over here.]

Shiver!

For a moment, I got goosebumps. My eyes widened, and I hurriedly looked around.
My hands were already rubbing the goosebumps on my arms, feeling the texture.

"She's not here, is she?"

I strained my senses to detect any presence, but nothing was caught.

"That really gave me chills."

I couldn't sense any presence. That means she's probably not here.
My mother doesn't usually hide her presence anyway.
So that means she predicted my behavior.

"Geez."

After receiving such a dedicated summons, there was only one thing I could do.

I got out of bed and walked unsteadily toward the bathroom.
I planned to just quickly wash my face and head out.

After throwing on some clothes, I trudged to my mother's house.

"Let's eat."

As soon as I entered, my mother's indifferent words and a delicious smell greeted me. Unconsciously, I sniffed and swallowed my saliva.

Growl~

Moreover, my stomach was also clamoring for me to find the source of this smell and shove it into my mouth.

"Great!"

I quickly took off my shoes and headed to the kitchen.
As they say, even Mt. Geumgang is best viewed after a meal—filling the stomach comes first.



* * *



I finished my meal leisurely, savoring each flavor.
Thinking this might be our last meal together made it hard to swallow, but I slowly moved my jaw and somehow managed to get the food down my throat.

"You're eating much slower than usual."
"What's the point of gobbling down delicious food?"

My mother, who had been staring at me eating, pointed out how slow I was being.

"So why did you call me here?"

Anyway, with my small stomach now full of food, I belatedly asked why my mother had called me over so early in the morning.

"Drink this."
"...Thanks."

Instead of answering, my mother handed me orange juice. Since juice after a meal is a good thing, there was no reason to refuse.

Gulp, gulp.

The orange-flavored liquid seeping into my mouth. But strangely, I couldn't tell if I was drinking water or juice.

It was the same when I was eating.
It should have been delicious. It looked and smelled like it couldn't possibly taste bad, but I couldn't really taste anything.

I knew the reason why.

'The time we have together is getting shorter and shorter.'

I didn't have the luxury to taste anything.

"Phew!"

Since I couldn't taste it anyway, I used both hands to push the juice into my body in one go. It was the opposite of how slowly I had eaten.

"Now tell me what this is about. Did you just call me to eat together? Is that why you called?"

I put the cup down on the table with a thud and asked.
My voice was more than a little curt.
It was subtly mixed with a tone of resentment.

Setting taste aside, today's breakfast was unprecedentedly lavish.

There's no way she would do this without a reason.
She hadn't answered or made a single call for over a week, but now she suddenly called me over. There must be a reason.

'It can't be.'

While inwardly denying reality, I looked at my mother.

But she showed no intention of opening her mouth.
She only avoided my gaze. It was as if she wanted to stall for time as much as possible.

"...Well."

After a long silence, my mother finally spoke.
As if she really didn't want to say it, she hesitated.

"The first semester is over, and I wanted to check how much you've grown."

Saying this, my mother stood up.
She was pretending to be nonchalant, but I could see right through it.
After watching her for years, how could I not notice?

"So let's test you right now."

In my mother's hand was a card that looked similar to the one Foriner had given me to access the training room.

"I need to see with my own eyes how much you've mastered the magic control techniques I taught you. And how much you've grown."

Saying this, my mother waved the card, infusing it with magic.



* * *



When I came to my senses, we were standing on a vast plain.

A place where only grass-like vegetation grew.
There was no one else, and no buildings commonly seen. Nor could I sense the presence of any animals.

It was truly a place where no one existed except for my mother and me.

'Checking how much I've grown, huh.'

That statement bothered me.

There's no need to spar like this to gauge my growth. My mother would be able to tell just by looking.

'Yet she says that, which means...'

Even a fool would catch on at this point. My mother intends to completely sort out her feelings after today.

She's checking my growth, confirming whether I've completed all the tasks she assigned.
By doing so, she's telling herself that her role has come to an end.

"Transform."

My mother said this with her arms crossed.

I hesitated for a moment.
I felt like my throat was already choking up.

But there was no avoiding it.
I had known for months. I had been preparing myself emotionally.

"...Alright."

Barely nodding, I closed my eyes and embraced the black light in my chest.

Without hesitation, I chose Optima as my transformation.

Whoosh-

As I completed the transformation, a gust of wind blew from behind me. The wind wrapped around my entire body once before moving forward.

"One condition."

Her tightly closed lips opened.

"Try to land even one hit on me."

My mother's voice as she said this was trembling ever so slightly.

Ch.178 - Recent Achievements (3)
"One condition."
"Try to land a single hit on me."

Hong Yoo-Jin said this.
Her voice trembled slightly.
She maintained a businesslike attitude toward the girl in front of her, as if she had no affection for her and was simply doing her job.

"Alright."

Optima nodded.

*I need to understand why she's doing this when she clearly doesn't want to.*

This was unacceptable. She couldn't understand or acknowledge it.
At the very least, she wanted to know the reason.

*The best thing would be to go back to how we were before.*

But they had already come too far, so she at least wanted to know why.
She had to make her spit out the reason through her own strength.

"Hup!"

She immediately rushed toward Hong Yoo-Jin.
She wasn't taking this lightly. The woman was no easy opponent.
Throughout her life, she had sparred many times, but never once managed to touch her.
Even with all her growth, Hong Yoo-Jin still seemed impossibly distant.

The task now was to land a hit on her.

Bang!

The sound of air exploding rang out.
Optima's lightning-fast movement came to a halt.
Her strike was easily blocked.
Hong Yoo-Jin hadn't moved an inch from her original position.

"!!!"
*My magic power is being absorbed?!*

That wasn't all.
The hand that blocked Optima's strike was draining her magic power.

"Kuh!"

As she created distance again, black threads connecting her fist to Hong Yoo-Jin's palm became visible.
Hong Yoo-Jin was stealing Optima's magic through these threads.

"Try to land a hit on me before I drain all your magic. Otherwise, you..."

Hong Yoo-Jin spoke calmly.
Before she could finish, her form vanished. The black threads connecting them had also disappeared.

"?!"

Optima quickly scanned her surroundings.
She couldn't see her. She couldn't feel any movement in the air or sense her presence.
Everything around her was silent, as if Hong Yoo-Jin had never existed.

And when Optima looked back at where Hong Yoo-Jin had been.

"You'll die."

Hong Yoo-Jin was right in front of her face.

"Ugh!"

She slid back from the impact that hit her entire body. She hadn't even perceived the attack.
She couldn't face Hong Yoo-Jin with half-measures.
She wouldn't even be able to perceive her attacks like this.

*In that case!*

Black light enveloped Optima's body.

"I want to ask one thing."

When the light faded, Optima had transformed into her Vicious Form, the same appearance she had shown at The Front Line.
Wrapped in a long black veil, Optima stared directly at Hong Yoo-Jin.

"Why are you suddenly doing this?"

She was trembling.
Her eyes were filled with sadness and anger, looking like she might cry at any moment.

"Why are you doing this...!"

Whoosh!

"How can I know if you don't tell me the reason!"

Optima's fist flew toward Hong Yoo-Jin's chest.



* * *



Hong Yoo-Jin had failed to become a Transcendent.
She had hesitated when she was just one step away.

As a result, her vessel hadn't transformed.
However, the magic power contained within was strong enough to reach the threshold of a Transcendent.

Consequently, the number of times she could transform was now countable on one hand.
When she tried to use her magic power, it would rage violently, making it impossible to control.

Whoosh!

"How can I know if you don't tell me the reason!"

She deflected the punch with minimal magic power. Optima's fist slid to the side as if she had missed from the start.

Throb!

Using just a tiny bit of magic power made her core ache.
A minuscule fraction of her total power.
This tiny amount, which was like a grain of millet compared to what she possessed, was the maximum she could stably control now.

"How am I supposed to know if you don't tell me! I'm not smart! You know that, Master!"

Another punch filled with resentment flew at her.
The intense emotions seemed to seep into Hong Yoo-Jin's chest.

Throb!

Again, her chest ached.

"Why, you ask?"

Fighting through the pain in her chest, she barely managed to speak.

"I'm tired of it. Dealing with the tantrums of a child who isn't even my own gets exhausting."

But the words from Hong Yoo-Jin's mouth only intensified the pain in her chest.

*Lying like this when I don't mean it is so painful.*

Optima knew her words weren't sincere.

"That..."

Even knowing it wasn't true, the cold dagger of those words hurt her heart.

"You think I'll believe such a lie!?"

Optima shouted as if screaming.
Black magic power began pouring out from her entire body.

Wooong-!

Intense magic power enveloped the surroundings, strong enough to make the air vibrate.
Optima's form blurred as she charged at Hong Yoo-Jin again.

*As if you would believe it.*

A flurry of sorrowful attacks poured out endlessly.

Bang!
Bang!
Bang!

Each strike was blocked with such ease.
Each block made her heart heavy.

Blocking the punches was simple, but enduring the pain in her heart was difficult. Each block felt like driving a stake into her chest.

Still, she had to endure.

"I'm going to live a new life now."

Another emotionless lie seeped into Optima's ears.

"......"

At the same time, Optima's arm froze in mid-air.

Hong Yoo-Jin had said something like this before.
That she would live a new life.
That they should prepare to live as strangers.

The piercing loneliness that had flashed in Eun-Ha's eyes then was still lodged in Hong Yoo-Jin's heart.
Each time she blocked Optima's strikes, that feeling dug deeper into her chest.

"What do you know? About me, who has lived as a proxy for Transcendents. Can you understand how I feel after wasting over ten years chasing obligations?"

Harshly. Even more harshly.
She sprayed poison that would be fatal with just a brief touch.
These poisonous words she didn't mean tormented even Hong Yoo-Jin herself.

Crunch!

"Is that really the reason...?"

Optima bit her lip. Her body trembled uncontrollably with emotion.

"Stop lying! Look in a mirror! Look at the expression on your face right now, Master!"

Her small fist trembled. Optima's eyes were already bloodshot.

It's a lie.
Anyone could see it.
Hong Yoo-Jin was lying.

"Ha, why would I have any reason to lie now?"

She hit the mark.
Hong Yoo-Jin almost reflexively raised her hand to touch her face but barely restrained herself. Even without doing so, she could feel cracks forming in her mask of composure.

In truth, there had been a way to escape this situation.
She could have carried a human child in her womb. As the child grew inside her, if she had become human, she could have continued her life with Eun-Ha.

But by the time she realized, it was too late.
She had already become too powerful.

Every time she eradicated Gresorians to save humanity and continue her life with Eun-Ha, she grew uncontrollably stronger.
Even if she became human in this state, her vessel wouldn't be able to withstand her magic power.

Also, if it was just about living, she had opportunities earlier.
She could have taken the path of transcendence.

But there was Eun-Ha.
She couldn't possibly give up Eun-Ha.

*Even if she's not a child I gave birth to myself.*
*She's still the child who inherited my name.*
*She's my daughter (son).*

If she had taken the path of transcendence, she would have had to give up everything precious to her.
This was the hesitation Hong Yoo-Jin had felt right before transcendence.

"Instead of arguing, why don't you try to land a proper hit on me."

Hong Yoo-Jin waved her hand, and the black threads that had disappeared reappeared.
The black threads still connecting to Optima continued to steal her magic power.

"Ugh...!"

Magic power being drained in real-time.
By transforming into her enhanced form and boosting her output with overdrive, the draining speed had increased.

*At this rate, I won't last ten minutes.*

Urgency took over.
Optima still hadn't heard the answer she wanted.
If her magic power ran out before getting an answer, it would be as good as defeat.

Blue threads extended from Optima's hand, then turned black.
Just as Hong Yoo-Jin had taught her, as she had practiced.

Her threads eventually entangled with Hong Yoo-Jin's threads and assimilated them.

*Change the nature of the magic power to mine!*

And she seized control of the draining magic power, reversing its direction.

"?!"

Suddenly, Optima quickly severed the threads completely and stepped back.
In that brief moment, she was drenched in cold sweat. She looked clearly flustered, as if she had felt something completely unexpected.

"What on earth."

Optima placed her hand on her chest.
The magic power that had been drawn in was enormous.
It took her breath away.
Just that brief absorption had brought in an amount that easily surpassed all the magic power she possessed.

"Good. You succeeded. My magic power has definitely decreased, if only a little."

The person who had her magic power stolen seemed completely unfazed.

"With this, my role is over. You don't need to call me Master anymore."

Another cold statement struck Optima.

*Her role is over...?*

Optima could only stare blankly at Hong Yoo-Jin after hearing those words.

*Is it because I grew too quickly? Did our separation come sooner because I grew faster than expected?*

For the first time, she resented her own growth rate.
Hong Yoo-Jin's words seemed to suggest that if Optima's growth had been slower, their relationship could have lasted a bit longer.

"...I can't accept this."

Optima shook her head.
That was just an excuse.

A plausible excuse Hong Yoo-Jin was telling herself, not Optima.

Optima snapped out of her daze.
A lie she could recognize from their long time together.

"If you planned this from the beginning, why didn't you say anything!"

Optima's aura became even more violent.

"You had plenty of time to tell me! So why!"

Optima scattered her magic power.
The scattered magic power transformed into condensed orbs of altered magic around Hong Yoo-Jin.

"You're trying to distance yourself suddenly without saying a word!"

A merciless bombardment of magic flew at her.

Hong Yoo-Jin made no attempt to move.
She simply waited for the magic bombardment coming from all directions.

Kwaaaang!

Eventually, the magic bullets struck Hong Yoo-Jin's entire body.
They engulfed not just Hong Yoo-Jin but the entire surrounding area.

Dust rose thickly.

Tak, tadadadak.

The sound of something burning came from the devastated ground.
An aftereffect of the altered magic.

Whoosh-!

At that moment, an artificial wind swept away the dust.

Hong Yoo-Jin, now revealed, showed no signs of injury. Not even a single thread of her clothing was damaged.

"Do I need to spell it out for you to understand? How long are you going to act like a child? I'm tired. I'm exhausted. I want to live for myself now. Isn't that enough?"

Hong Yoo-Jin spoke coldly again.

"I don't know! How is that supposed to be enough!"

Optima resented Hong Yoo-Jin for calmly telling lies.

Optima's fist greeted Hong Yoo-Jin as she emerged from the dust.

Tak!

The strike aimed at her face was easily blocked again.

"You're already strong enough. Strong enough to stand on your own. Now all that's left is to gain the recognition you've always wanted."

"What was my reason for wanting to be strong and recognized! I wanted to lighten your burden!"

Whoosh!

Even more intense magic power erupted from Optima's entire body. With her fist still blocked. All to land just one hit.

"Because you came home with a tired face every day! Because on your rare days off, you'd just lie there like you were completely drained!"

With a grimace, she continued to pour out her magic power without stopping.
Straightforwardly. Head-on.
Her core screamed as she poured out all her magic power in an instant.

Kwaaaaa-

Chwaaaaa-

Hong Yoo-Jin's body gradually began to be pushed back.

"I thought if I became stronger and gained recognition, I could lighten your burden even a little!"
"!!!!"
"So why...!"

Hong Yoo-Jin's body, which had been continuously pushed back, stopped.
Optima's magic power was spent.
She had poured in all her strength and magic power, but Hong Yoo-Jin's hand blocking her fist didn't budge.

"You didn't say a single word..."

She whined with resentment.
Her blocked fist slid down.

"Why. Why..."

A powerless fist thrown with the expectation it would be easily blocked again.

Thud.

But that fist touched Hong Yoo-Jin's chest with surprising ease.

"Hehe..."

Her eyes widened in surprise. The powerless fist she had thrown carelessly had definitely touched her chest.

"As promised, you landed a hit... You actually landed a hit."
"...Yes."

Thud.

*I should go back.*

Hong Yoo-Jin placed her hand on Optima's head with a bitter smile. Her eyes were smiling sadly.

This is the end now.
Whatever happens, her role is now over.
Eun-Ha can stand on her own and move forward.

She can leave her parent's embrace completely and protect humanity.
Though it's painful now, with time, the memories of her will gradually fade.
That's how memories work.

Starting from where Hong Yoo-Jin's hand touched, Optima's transformation began to fade. She no longer had the strength to maintain it.

Seeing this, Hong Yoo-Jin tried to turn away.

*No.*

Eun-Ha sensed it.
Now that her fist had made contact, they had to part ways. They could no longer have casual conversations as family.
She couldn't even call her Master anymore.

*No.*

Her vision blurred.
She didn't want to accept it. She felt resentful.
Why did it have to be now?
Couldn't they stay together just a little longer?
Did it have to be so sudden?
Did she have to make up strange excuses and force this?

*No.*

Eun-Ha hated it.
She probably would have hated it even if Hong Yoo-Jin had told her in advance.

Because she didn't want to separate.
Because she didn't want to let go of the bond of family.

*I said no.*

So just a little.
Though she knew very well it wasn't appropriate for her age.
Though she knew it was childish thinking.
She decided to throw a small tantrum.

"...Mom."

She barely managed to open her mouth. Her throat was choked up, making it hard to speak properly.

Hong Yoo-Jin's body froze at the unexpected word.

"Just a little, can't we stay together just a little longer?"

Eun-Ha's tearful eyes looked up at Hong Yoo-Jin.
The word "mom," which she had been too embarrassed to say until now, flowed from her lips.

She threw away her pride.
Embarrassment had long since disappeared.
All that remained was desperation.

It was an unreasonable request.
She knew she was clinging shamelessly.
She knew she was just whining and throwing a tantrum like a child.

And despite knowing this request would make both Hong Yoo-Jin and herself suffer more.
Eun-Ha couldn't stop.
She couldn't let go of the hand holding her.

Eun-Ha's trembling form looked so unstable.
A fragility that seemed like it would collapse if touched wrong.
Tears welled up in her eyes.

"I. Haven't. Done anything for you yet."
"Not even a proper thank you."
"Thank you for picking me up and raising me."
"I couldn't say it properly."

Though her words kept breaking, she continued.
Unable to control her tears, they continuously flowed down her cheeks.

"So."
"Just a little..."

Eun-Ha's body collapsed.
Her voice trembled uncontrollably.
Her body slid down until her knees touched the ground.

"Let's stay together a little longer. Okay?"

A voice filled with desperation reached Hong Yoo-Jin's ears.

She just needed to turn her back. The hand holding her had no strength, so she could just shake it off.
Somehow, she couldn't muster the strength.
She didn't have the heart to do it.

"...I can't do this."

A trembling voice flowed from Hong Yoo-Jin's lips.
The harsh resolve she had held melted away.

*Just a little longer.*

Repeating words she shouldn't say in her heart, Hong Yoo-Jin bent her knees and embraced Eun-Ha.

"Alright. Let's stay together a little longer."

*Yes. Just a little bit.*

The truth was, she didn't want to separate either.

She knew it was dangerous.
She knew better than anyone that her condition was like a bomb that could explode at any moment.

Yet she couldn't let go of the child in front of her.

Even though she knew it was selfish and not in her child's best interest.
She couldn't remove the small hand holding onto her.

Even though the farewell was already at their doorstep, accepting it wasn't easy.
Despite knowing how dangerous this action was, she couldn't coldly push her away.

Both Eun-Ha and Hong Yoo-Jin.
Embracing each other, they trembled and cried silently.

Ch.179 - Recent Achievements (4)
I returned home from the meadow with my mother.
Looking at the clock on the wall, I realized it was already almost lunchtime.

"......"

I glanced at my mother, then quickly walked over to sit on the sofa.

*This is awkward.*

Unable to hide my discomfort, I shifted my gaze to the window on the left side of the sofa. I couldn't look directly at my mother.
It was unbearably awkward.
Hugging each other and crying our eyes out had been fine, but afterward, an indescribable embarrassment welled up inside me.

"Ah, ah~ I'm hungry~ It's already lunchtime~"

I couldn't just sit there in silence, so I blurted out something incredibly awkward.
I wasn't hungry at all.

"Then, should we go out to eat?"

My mother, who had sat down beside me on the sofa, asked with gentle eyes.
Her dark eyes were quite mysterious as I stared at them. If I kept looking, I felt I could gaze at them forever, so I quickly turned away.

"I... guess?"

Unlike my awkwardness, my mother seemed completely at ease.
She was even gentler than usual. Her attitude, her voice, her demeanor—everything.

It was as if a layer had been peeled away, revealing what had been hidden underneath.

*Am I the only one feeling embarrassed and awkward??*

I felt disconnected.
It's not that I disliked this change in my mother.
How should I put it? Right. It was awkward. Good, but unfamiliar.

About a minute passed as I stared at the sky through the window, occasionally stealing glances at my mother.

"Here."

My mother extended her hand to me.
The fist that had blocked countless attacks from me was clean and unmarked.

I stared at it blankly.

"...Okay."

Understanding her intention, I gently placed my hand on hers. Even in this moment, I couldn't overcome my awkwardness, so I kept my gaze fixed on the window.



* * *



The place my mother took me to was a restaurant in a busy district.

"Do, do we really need to go somewhere this fancy?"
"Why not? We have more than enough money."

I kept looking around, feeling incredibly awkward. The place seemed like it might have a dress code, which made me nervous.

The restaurant wasn't even supposed to be open at this hour, but my mother had used her connections and money to arrange it.
Money was one thing, but I was quite surprised that my mother had these kinds of connections.

"Hmm. I just threw on whatever clothes I had."
"What? Want me to get you a dress?"
"No thanks!"

I shouted in embarrassment.
Even someone like me, who doesn't usually care about clothing, felt self-conscious in such a luxurious place.
And both my mother and I were dressed too casually for this setting.
We'd just thrown on some light clothes from home, completely disregarding any dress code.

"Hehe! Alright then."

My mother seemed to be in a consistently good mood, her smile never fading.
Was it because she could spend more time with me, or because she found my discomfort amusing?
Maybe it was both.

"Anyway! Let me hear what you have to say."
"About what?"
"Why you acted that way. Why you had to do what you did."

I deliberately changed the subject.
It was obvious I'd become the target of her teasing if we continued like this, so I had to steer the conversation elsewhere.

I looked directly at my mother, showing my strong determination.

"Hmm. ...By the way. Why aren't you calling me 'Mom' anymore?"
"Drop it!"

Bang!

I pounded the innocent table.
My face instantly turned red. She had to point out that I'd been calling her "mother" instead.
But I wasn't angry.
Just embarrassed.

After calling her "Master" for so long, and only referring to her as "mother" in my thoughts, I couldn't suddenly start calling her "Mom."
I had no intention of doing so.

I only called her "Mom" earlier because I got caught up in the moment, but I'll be extremely careful not to do it again.

"That makes me sad."
"Forget about being sad and just tell me what I asked!"

Even when she openly showed her disappointment, it was useless. My resolve was firm.
Absolutely.
No matter what happens, I will stick with calling her "mother."

"Then, let's compromise. You'll call me 'Mom' only when we're at home. How about that? What's wrong with calling me 'Mom' anyway? You've never called me that before. That's unfilial. Unfilial."

But my mother wouldn't back down either.
She took just one step back, but refused to give up on the title completely.
She even accused me of being unfilial. Come to think of it, she was right. What's strange about me, walking the path of flames, being unfilial?

"Sigh... Fine! I'll do it! I'll do it! But only at home. Got it? No changing the terms later, okay?"

In the end, I had to accept my mother's demand.

My mother and I have similarities. Or rather, it would be more accurate to say that I take after my mother.

Specifically, neither of us easily gives up.
If I'm this stubborn after growing up watching my mother, how much more stubborn must the original be?

I had no choice but to reluctantly nod.



* * *



As time passed, my mother told me many things.

Like how the day she became a magical girl was the same day she found me, or that she had been an ordinary person, not a hero, and so on.

Many stories I didn't know came from my mother's lips. Among them were hints about just how powerful she was.

"To think that mother almost became a Transcendent."

I stared blankly at my mother's face.
While we were talking, a waiter brought our ordered food, but I was too distracted to notice.

The person who almost reached the same level as that smug Foriner was right in front of me. And that person was my mother.
I couldn't help but be amazed.

At the same time, I understood why I had never been able to land a single attack on her since childhood.

Even S-rank heroes can't match a Transcendent.
Heroes and Transcendents are on different levels. It made sense that I, who still couldn't defeat Jin-Ah, couldn't even land a hit.

"So, you made this choice because you couldn't become a Transcendent?"
"Here, aah~"
"No, why are you trying to feed a grown—mmph?!"

When I tried to ask my question, my mother shoved a piece of meat into my mouth.
As I reluctantly chewed the meat, my mother gazed at me with warm eyes.

To be honest, it was burdensome.

"Let's eat! Please! How can I eat when you're staring at me like that?"

Unable to bear the pressure, I burst out whining.

"Alright. Let's eat."

My mother responded to my whining but still wouldn't take her eyes off me. She seemed content just looking at me.

I couldn't even get angry anymore.
This was the first time I'd seen her so happy, and I knew this behavior was a reaction to her previous attempts to distance herself from me.

"To answer your question, you're right. Because I couldn't become a Transcendent, I was preparing to distance myself from you."
"...Why?"

After about ten minutes of eating in silence, my mother spoke up. Her consistently smiling expression disappeared, replaced by a serious look.

"Because of this."

My mother placed her hand on her chest and then pulled it away. Something followed her hand, emerging from her chest.

"What, what is that?!"
"A core. To be precise, it's not mine."

My mother showed me a softly glowing sky-blue core. It appeared both blue and white.
The most surprising part was that this core didn't belong to her.

"This core belongs to a magical girl who fought me for over ten years, killing heroes and absorbing their magical power. It contains immense magical energy."
"Killing heroes to absorb...?"
"Magical girls can collect magical power not just from monsters, but from humans too."

I stared blankly at the core in front of me. This pulsating object contained the magical power of heroes.

And the more shocking revelation was that both my mother and I could absorb magical power by killing people.

"Judging by your reaction, you've never killed any villains you've faced."
"...I wanted to hand them over to the Hero Association if possible. I might have brought them to the brink of death, but I never killed them."
"I'm proud of you. My daughter."

My mother said with a bitter expression. It seemed like she had killed before.

"What about you? ...No, ah. That. If you don't want to talk about it, that's fine."

My curiosity got the better of me, and the words came out before I could think. I tried to take them back, but it was too late.

"I have. Even if it wasn't intentional, I've taken lives."
"I see? That's... I see. But wait! How did you end up with that core? When you defeat a magical girl, does their core come out intact? Is that why you have it??"

I rambled, slightly changing the subject.

"No. She's alive. I last saw her about 10 years ago, but judging by how intact this core is, she must still be alive."

But my mother's words were shocking. It made no sense that someone could be alive after their core was extracted.

"Here, look at this."

Seeing my expression, my mother flicked her hand.
A very thin thread connected to the core appeared.

"Through this thread, a tiny amount of magical power is continuously supplied to her. Just enough to keep her alive. As long as this core doesn't return to her, she'll never be able to use her power."
"Then, isn't she basically no different from a normal person...?"
"It's different. Though it's a minuscule amount, if accumulated over time, it can maintain a magical girl's regenerative abilities. She can't use magic, and her physical abilities are diminished, but still."

Isn't that basically the same thing?
She's just someone who heals faster than others and doesn't age, nothing more.

"Seo Hye-Ji is probably still in her transformed state. That's because I have her core. To transform into a magical girl or to revert back, you need this core."
"Seo Hye-Ji..."

As unfamiliar facts sank into my mind, an unfamiliar name appeared.
Seo Hye-Ji.

It seemed that Gresorion's previous magical girl wasn't a monster but a person. A Korean, at that.

"That's right. She was human. She became Gresorion's magical girl at the suggestion of their Foriner. And currently, their Foriner hasn't found a new contractor."

My mother answered as if reading my thoughts.
And as she spoke about this, she smiled bitterly. It seemed that my mother and Seo Hye-Ji were more than just rivals.

"Huh? Then what about Don-Hil...?"

But if there's no new contractor, how could Don-Hil be a magical girl?

"Her? Yes. She's probably Seo Hye-Ji's daughter. Their Foriner treats her as a contractor, but strictly speaking, she's not under contract."

My mother, who partially answered my question, wore a pained expression.

"Don-Hil was probably raised by exploiting the characteristics of magical girls. That's how she could become a magical girl."
"Exploiting the characteristics of magical girls? What does that mean?"

Once again, my mother answered on her own.
But something felt off.
Talking about exploiting the characteristics of magical girls to become a magical girl...

Something feels unsettling.

"Magical girls are neither monsters nor humans. They're a separate species, but at the same time, they have the potential to become any species."
"That... I remember hearing that from Foriner."

When was it? I think it was when Foriner first showed me spatial magic.
From everything I've heard, saying Don-Hil is Seo Hye-Ji's daughter sounds like Seo Hye-Ji has become a monster by now.

I desperately wanted to ask right away, but I held back.

"And what determines this is being connected to that species and bearing a child."
"So the previous magical girl is now a monster...?"

No, I couldn't hold back.
It just came out.

"No. Since the core hasn't been corrupted. And if she had become a monster, she would have given birth to a monster, not a magical girl. If Foriner said so, it must be true."
"Wait, then how? How did she give birth to Don-Hil? And Don-Hil is just a high school student...?"

The unsettling feeling grew stronger.
As a result of exploiting the characteristics of magical girls, she gave birth to a magical girl without becoming a monster.
Even without a detailed explanation, my heart raced. I had a feeling something unpleasant was coming.

"Just because a magical girl conceives doesn't mean it's immediately determined whether she'll become a monster or human. It's decided during pregnancy."
"The direction is determined during pregnancy..."

My mouth fell open.

Gresorion was using Seo Hye-Ji, who had lost her core and become useless, as a host. They must have figured out when a magical girl doesn't fall into becoming a monster.

"They cut open the belly like this and take it out."
"How do you know so much...?"
"Foriner told me. He said that with magic underdeveloped and the current monster technology, this is the only way they can do it."

My mother moved her knife, cutting the steak. She cut it in half and spread the cut parts with her knife and fork.

I felt the blood drain from my head.
Even though she was an enemy, I felt sympathy for her.

"And Don-Hil probably grew quickly due to the monster genes she received. And as she grew, she awakened the power of a magical girl, which stopped her growth."

My mother, who spoke calmly, cut the half-cut steak and put it in her mouth.

"Ugh..."
"Anyway, partly because of this core, and partly because of my original magical power. I have too much magical power for my body to handle."

I nodded with a grimace.
This was also understandable.
When I briefly absorbed my mother's magical power, an enormous amount flowed into me.

"So I was planning to hold out as long as possible and then ask Foriner for a seal."
"A seal? Why? Is even Foriner helpless? Was there no other solution?"

I couldn't understand.
Foriner is certainly not omnipotent.
But he is versatile. He knows how to do almost everything himself, to the point where it would be faster to list what he can't do.
It was hard to believe that someone like Foriner had reluctantly chosen sealing.

"That's... because I almost became a Transcendent, even if just for a moment. I went beyond Foriner's range of intervention."
"What does that mean...?"
"It's not that he can't because of the contract, but because of the laws, he says. This world is meant to flow that way. If he were to meddle with me inadequately, something like a coercive force would occur."

My mother casually relayed what she had heard from Foriner.
Laws? I wanted to shout that such things don't exist.
But if someone who cares for his contractors said so, it must not be a lie.
This isn't something that can be resolved by my tantrums.

"Um, mother."
"......"

I finally opened my heavy lips to call my mother.
But my mother pretended not to hear and just kept cutting her steak.

"Mother?"
"......"

Even when I called again, she remained the same. She wasn't actually not hearing me, but obviously pretending not to.
After all, she was looking at me with a pleased expression.
And I could quickly figure out why she was doing this.

"...Mom."
"Yes? What is it?"

When I spoke curtly, my mother answered with a bright smile.

I hurriedly checked if anyone had heard, but fortunately, it seemed no one had.

"Then, what if, what if Mom dies...? What happens if you die before being sealed?"

An imagination I didn't want to have.
But after hearing this story, unwanted scenarios popped into my mind.

Seo Hye-Ji's core that my mother possesses.
Unmanageable magical power.
My mother's condition that even Foriner can't help.

In this situation, what would happen if my mother were to die? I was so anxious about it that I couldn't help but worry.

"Seo Hye-Ji would regain her original power. An entity equal to or greater than S-rank would be released. The one who was once called the White Witch, the White Nightmare, who made heroes tremble in fear."

My mother closed her eyes and answered.

"So I absolutely cannot let her be released. It's better for me to be sealed."
"Then, can't we ask Foriner if there really isn't another way...!"
"If there was, he would have told me long ago. If I were any other Transcendent, I would have been sealed a long time ago. It's because of Foriner that I can be with you like this now."
"......"

I lowered my head.

*Is there really no way?*

It's frustrating.
I want to save her somehow.

Our relationship hadn't grown distant, but my mother was still terminally ill.



* * *



Changing locations, my mother and I had a three-way meeting with Foriner. This was to inform him that our relationship had been restored.

As soon as I saw him, I wanted desperately to ask if there was any alternative to sealing, but since my mother had asked me not to, I had no choice but to keep my mouth shut.

"By the way, it seems you've met quite a talented individual."
"...I suppose so."

I nodded with a sour expression at Foriner's words. I knew what he was talking about.
The "talented individual" he mentioned referred to the strange girl I had met about a week ago.

"Personally, I have high expectations for her. She will become humanity's hope for different reasons than you. I'm not asking you to be friends with her, but I would appreciate it if you could avoid completely crushing her."
"We'll see. I have countermeasures anyway."

I said this while tapping the communication terminal on my wrist.
When I met that girl, I had coincidentally obtained a secret weapon meant for her, which was now stored in this communication terminal.

Ch.180 - New Friend Has Arrived (1)
"Heh..."

Eun-Ha woke up and raised herself, looking around with half-open eyes.
A place she'd seen before but wasn't completely familiar with.

"You awake?"
"...Yeah."

The place where Eun-Ha nodded with her sleep-drunk voice was Hong Yu-Jin's room.

Although Hong Yu-Jin had failed to become a Transcendent, she was still overwhelmingly stronger than Eun-Ha.
She was someone who could easily restrain Eun-Ha when she threw a tantrum about wanting to return to the dormitory, and force her into a deep sleep.

"...But why am I here?"

Eun-Ha asked as she gradually woke up. She tried to retrace her memories with a puzzled voice, but couldn't remember why she was sleeping here.

"Why do you think?"

To this, Hong Yu-Jin said:

"Because you came running to me saying you wanted mother's milk."
"W-what? That can't be right??"
"It is! You kept saying 'mom' while clinging to me."
"Really...?"

She casually lied to Eun-Ha.



* * *



"Did everyone have a good break?"
"I want more time off."
"It's too cruel that school starts just when we're getting used to relaxing."
"You kids! I didn't even get half the rest you did!"

Hong Yu-Jin, standing at the teacher's desk, smiled brightly as she received the students' jeers. For children at the age when they just want to play, a vacation of just over a month was far too short.

And Eun-Ha, watching this scene, was recalling what Hong Yu-Jin had told her.

'Thanks to Park Sang-Heon's disappearance, the gears are finally meshing properly.'
'Are they finally revising the curriculum?'
'Yes. So the second semester will probably be tough. I'm going to push the kids hard.'
'Me too?'
'You'll have it relatively easy.'

A major change in the learning curriculum that had been heading in the wrong direction due to Park Sang-Heon's death.
The reason such a change was possible in just a few months, despite not being something that could happen so quickly, was thanks to Foriner's immense power and Hong Yu-Jin's connections.

"Therefore!"

Bang!

"?!"

Hong Yu-Jin suddenly struck the desk.
Eun-Ha, who had been lost in thought, flinched in surprise. Her eyes met with Hong Yu-Jin's at the teacher's desk.

"For the time being, we'll focus on enhancing your capabilities rather than academics. This applies not just to first-years, but second and third-years as well."

Hong Yu-Jin's eyes were shining.
In contrast, Eun-Ha's face quickly soured as she looked at those eyes.

'What is she planning to do that will half-kill these kids?'

Eun-Ha recalled being trained by Hong Yu-Jin when she was younger. It was a horrific memory that made her shudder.
When she showed enthusiasm like this, it meant the students would be suffering.

"Let's do our best."
"?? Um, okay."

Eun-Ha spoke to Han Chae-Eun sitting next to her with sympathy in her voice. Not understanding the context, Han Chae-Eun nodded with a bewildered response.

Her reaction was perfectly normal, not knowing the details.

"And I'd like to introduce a new friend. Su-A, please come in!"

Slide-

As Hong Yu-Jin finished speaking, the firmly closed classroom door opened.
As she stepped into the classroom with her slender legs, the room instantly fell silent.

The girl who entered the classroom captivated the students' attention as she slowly walked toward the teacher's desk, wearing the red academy uniform.

"Th-that...!"

Han Chae-Eun was no different.
Pointing with her finger and wide-eyed, she wore an expression of disbelief.

"Wow...!"

Someone involuntarily exclaimed.

'Oh boy.'

Unlike the overall atmosphere of the classroom, Eun-Ha inwardly sighed as she looked at the girl who appeared at the front.

Ko Su-A, the younger sister of Ko Soon-Jo who once owed Eun-Ha a favor, and currently the only person in the country with psychic abilities.
A language caster who manifests power through spoken words.

There was a reason Ko Su-A captured the students' attention at a glance.
Her smooth skin, amethyst-like purple eyes, and flowing black hair like ebony resembled the characteristics of a girl the students knew very well.

Though her face wasn't similar and she was taller than Ko Su-A, the elements that composed her and her overall vibe were very similar to the girl who had caused a sensation throughout the country.

"Some of you might have known that our class had one empty seat unlike other classes. She's been absent due to poor health."
"Hello everyone. I'm Ko Su-A."

Ko Su-A arrived beside Hong Yu-Jin and politely bowed.

The students looking at her glanced at each other and kept their mouths shut.

'Doesn't she look like a magical girl?'
'Optima? She really does look similar.'
'Maybe she just resembles her?'
'Should we ask? Optima was active throughout the first semester.'
'Right? Don't you want to ask?'
'Wouldn't it be rude to ask? Why would she hide her identity?'
'She's our classmate now, so what's the big deal?'

Though they whispered very quietly, when dozens of people do it, the sound inevitably grows. The classroom quickly filled with murmurs, creating a strange atmosphere.

'What's going on?'

Kim Se-Won, who had met Optima closest and longest among the students, tilted his head with a sense of detachment.

To him, Ko Su-A standing before them was not Optima, but just someone who resembled her slightly—a stranger.

'Optima is prettier.'

Nevertheless, he evaluated the Ko Su-A before him.

"Ahem! Come on, everyone! You're making Su-A uncomfortable! Su-A, your seat is over there."

Hong Yu-Jin, noticing why the classroom atmosphere was like this, guided Ko Su-A to her seat.
Her seat was in the very back row, a spot that had been empty throughout the first semester, directly behind Eun-Ha.

"......"

Smile.
As Ko Su-A approached Eun-Ha, Eun-Ha gave her a kind smile.

'Her obsession is impressive.'

She knew very well why Ko Su-A looked like that and what her original appearance had been.

Zap!

In contrast, Ko Su-A maintained a tense state as her eyes met Eun-Ha's.

'The arch-enemy I must defeat!'

Eun-Ha and Ko Su-A maintained a brief standoff.



* * *



As time passed, just before the first period began.
Students from all over flocked to Ko Su-A. Even students from other classes came after hearing the rumors.

'Oh really! Idiot! Fool!'

While enduring the barrage of questions, Ko Su-A inwardly berated herself.
She knew very well why the students were gathering like this.

'This is all because of Shin Eun-Ha, because of her!'

Ko Su-A deeply resented Eun-Ha sitting in front of her. She had been nurturing her revenge against Eun-Ha every time she looked in the mirror.
Because she didn't want to lose Ko Soon-Jo.
And knowing she could never get Ko Soon-Jo back from Eun-Ha unless she changed, she desperately sought transformation.

Ironically, the result somehow resembled Optima, Eun-Ha's transformed state.

'If it weren't for her!'

Driven by jealousy, Ko Su-A recalled how she had come to change like this.

At first, she just wanted to beat Eun-Ha.
For that, she needed to change her appearance.
Blue-tinged skin, goat horns on her head, and features like a tail bone or split pupils—she had to change from an appearance no normal person could accept.

So she thought of the magical girl who was gaining fame.
She thought Optima's indifferent yet seemingly kind atmosphere would be perfect for winning over her brother, Ko Soon-Jo.
She also thought she could compete with Eun-Ha, who was becoming similarly famous.

So she gradually changed her body, which contained magic, through language commands, resulting in her current appearance.
But thinking about it, since it was a situation perfect for being mistaken as a magical girl, her life was no different from before.

She wore a full-body raincoat whenever she went outside, and couldn't even visit the beach she wanted to go to with Ko Soon-Jo.
She never got to wear the swimsuit she bought with her saved support money.

And naturally, all that accumulated resentment was directed at Eun-Ha.

'My stupid brother is to blame! Shin Eun-Ha is to blame!'

In a situation where she felt like she might go crazy with jealousy, she barely maintained her sanity by blaming Ko Soon-Jo and Eun-Ha.

'I'll reveal how stupid, foolish, and ugly Shin Eun-Ha really is!'

If these two hadn't existed, she wouldn't have been able to come to school like this, unable to overcome her embarrassment.



* * *



Lunchtime.
Eun-Ha and her friends, gathered after a long time, were chatting while eating lunch in the student cafeteria.

"It's strange."

In the middle of this, In Ha-Ram suddenly spoke up.

"What's strange?"
"That girl sitting behind you. It would be difficult to look that similar even by coincidence."
"Really? Isn't it just a coincidence? I agree she's probably not the actual person."

Han Chae-Eun wore an expression of incomprehension. If they weren't completely identical, there could be one similar-looking person somewhere in the world.

"I'd like to think it's a coincidence too, but don't you think she would have needed plastic surgery for that level of resemblance?"
"Is that so? Se-Won, what do you think?"
"Just seems like a different person to me. I don't really care."

Kim Se-Won waved his chopsticks as if uninterested.

Glance.

While he was genuinely uninterested, he also spoke more coldly because Eun-Ha was beside him.

"Delicious."

Eun-Ha, who had ordered meat again today, was too busy eating the thick meat in front of her to notice Kim Se-Won's glance.
Stuffing her mouth full of meat and chewing it was the greatest happiness for Eun-Ha.

"Oh my, do you four always eat together like this?"
"Ah. Teacher."
"Are you here to eat too, ma'am?"
"It hurts my feelings when Ha-Ram talks like that~ Teachers are people too. We need to eat."

Hong Yu-Jin, carrying a tray, approached the friends who were discussing Ko Su-A. She naturally sat down next to Eun-Ha and continued the conversation.

"Oh, mom. When did you get here?"
"Just now."
"I see~"

Munch munch.
Eun-Ha was busy eating her meat. She didn't even properly realize what she had said.

"Pfft!"

Not until Kim Se-Won next to her was about to laugh at her.

"Puhahaha! She said 'mom'...!"
"Eun-Ha still has such an innocent heart."
"Yes, there were occasionally kids who called their teachers 'mom' when they were young~"

'...Huh?'

Her busy chewing jaw stopped abruptly.
Hearing her friends' laughter, Eun-Ha belatedly realized what she had said.

Her face instantly turned red.
She quickly turned to look at Hong Yu-Jin, who was just smiling without saying anything.

"I told my daughter to call me 'teacher' at school~"

'D-damn it!'

Hong Yu-Jin casually joined in teasing Eun-Ha, dismissing her words as a slip of the tongue.
Eun-Ha felt like hiding somewhere immediately.

Her body trembled, unable to handle the rising shame.

'At my age...!'

Although she was pretending to be a high school student by lying about her age, that didn't make this embarrassment any less real.

"Does our Eun-Ha miss her mommy that much~?"
"Chae-Eun, at times like this, you should stay quiet. She's still immersed in her childhood."
"Childhood, haha...!"

Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won started giggling while holding their stomachs. Even In Ha-Ram's lips twitched while pretending not to laugh.

'I want to die...!'

Eun-Ha was the only person not laughing.

Ch.181 - New Friend Has Arrived (2)
Go Soo-Ah, Go Soon-Jo's sister, was originally a bright and innocent child.
Even at a young age, she displayed leadership qualities, standing at the center of her class and guiding other children.

Her blessed personality began to twist when she entered fifth grade.

Just as she was awakening to her powers and discovering she could use language abilities more special than anyone else's, Soo-Ah boasted about this fact to her friends.
The feeling of superiority sprouted in the young girl's heart, and she couldn't contain it.

The other kids will envy me.
They'll think I'm special.

That's what she thought, but the result was different.
Gradually, the children's attitudes toward Soo-Ah changed.

A psychic. And a "special" one at that—this instilled fear in the children's hearts and provoked jealousy.
To make matters worse, Soo-Ah, still young, couldn't easily control her power.

Not just the children, but even the teachers.
Soo-Ah, rejected by those around her, became isolated in an instant.

The bright and innocent girl disappeared, replaced by one who constantly worried about others' opinions and kept to herself in corners.

Her parents, who had once comforted her, became too busy with work to offer even a proper word of consolation.
All Soo-Ah had left was her dim-witted brother.

Stupid, pathetic, and bad at studying. Not even good-looking.
It would have been nice if he was at least good at sports, but he wasn't—rather, he showed inferiority toward her, a brother with no redeeming qualities whatsoever.

Nevertheless, Soo-Ah had no choice but to follow Go Soon-Jo.
Because amid rejection from everyone else, he was the only one who acknowledged and embraced her.

Even to young Soo-Ah's eyes, it was clear that despite his clumsiness and feelings of inferiority toward her, he tried to protect her because she was his sister.

"I hate her."

That's why Soo-Ah hated Eun-Ha.
She hated Eun-Ha for stealing her brother while she was shut away in her room.

"My brother is all I have."

Her boiling jealousy made her see Eun-Ha as a manipulative woman who seduced men.

Her brother, who had never shown particular interest in women before, was now constantly calling another woman's name—it must be because Eun-Ha had seduced Soon-Jo.
She must have seductively wagged her tail to lure him in, planning to suck out the sweet parts and discard him.

The reason she treated Soon-Jo after he foolishly fell for the Villain Association's scheme and took dangerous drugs.
The reason she taught Soon-Jo training methods when he vowed to become a new person.

"It's all to use my brother!"

Soo-Ah, who had been shut in her room for years, concluded this. Her narrow vision could only see Soon-Jo and Eun-Ha.

"So, Shin Eun-Ha!"

As soon as Hong Yu-Jin announced the end of class, Soo-Ah jumped up from her seat and shouted. Her eyes gleamed fiercely with determination.

"Let's compete!"

She had to reclaim her brother from this vixen.
For that, she issued a straightforward challenge.

"...Huh?"

Of course, Eun-Ha found Soo-Ah's words so abrupt that she could only look up at her with wide, surprised eyes.



* * *



"Hehe!"

After school, walking through the streets with Eun-Ha, Soo-Ah couldn't hide her triumphant mood.

"Let me tell you first, if I win today, you have to stay away from my brother."
"Umm?"

Soo-Ah said confidently with the corners of her mouth turned up.

"I've already practically won this bet!"

While Eun-Ha was still tilting her head in confusion, unable to grasp the situation, Soo-Ah recalled the route to the place she had picked out in advance.

The place was a bit far, but it was a location that would surely guarantee her victory, worth the effort.

"What do you—"
"Just come this way first, it's a shortcut."

Cutting off Eun-Ha's attempt to ask questions, Soo-Ah changed direction and entered an alleyway.

The deserted alley was dark and damp, with no light penetrating it.
There was a strange uneasiness, as if something might jump out at any moment.

Soo-Ah stepped into the depths of this alley without hesitation.

"Just thirty more minutes of walking like this! Don't worry! Since I'm the one who challenged you, I'll cover all the costs!"
"Sigh. Alright."

Faced with such confidence, Eun-Ha reluctantly nodded.

"What is this about?"

Eun-Ha couldn't understand why Soo-Ah had deliberately entered such a hostile alley.
Had she chosen this place on purpose, or was she simply unaware?

"I guess I'll just follow along for now."

"Ugh...!"

The answer came quickly. It seemed to be the latter.
Eun-Ha subdued a man who reached out for her with fluid naturalness, covering his mouth and breaking his arm.

Thud!

She struck the back of the man's neck as he tried to scream in pain, and he collapsed powerlessly.

That was one.
And as if signaling that more such individuals would appear, strange gazes could be felt from all directions.
Unaware of the presences targeting her from unseen places, Soo-Ah just hummed and continued forward.

"This isn't babysitting."

Eun-Ha followed behind Soo-Ah, keeping busy with her hands.



* * *



Soo-Ah didn't like the changes in Go Soon-Jo.

Soon-Jo was growing day by day.
His dull eyes had found vitality, and his skinny body was gaining muscle. His psychic abilities seemed to have improved as well.

With these continued changes, his voice and mannerisms began to show confidence.

Despite these positive changes happening to Soon-Jo, Soo-Ah wasn't pleased.

"When I offered to teach him, he wouldn't even listen properly!"

It was a kind of jealousy.
She disliked that her brother was changing because of Eun-Ha, someone who had suddenly appeared out of nowhere, rather than because of her.

"We're almost there."

The place Soo-Ah arrived at, radiating jealousy, was the outskirts of the Academy District.

The outskirts of the Academy District were notorious for poor security. Rumors even said villains openly roamed the area.
And in such a place, girls like Eun-Ha and Soo-Ah naturally stood out.

Girls who looked appetizing at a glance. As if asking to be devoured.

"Here it is!"

Amid these damp and sticky gazes that were clearly felt, Soo-Ah pointed to one side.

"How did she even find such a cesspool?"

Eun-Ha brushed off her hands.
On the way here, she had dealt with about twenty villains. Though they were all small fry, it had been quite an effort to handle them quietly without Soo-Ah noticing.

"Phew."

She had unintentionally become a bodyguard, but Eun-Ha didn't particularly blame Soo-Ah.

"Is this what having a little sister is like?"

Eun-Ha found Soo-Ah somewhat cute.

A brother-obsessed girl who only thought about her brother.
Compared to her friend In Ha-Ram, who had an extreme father complex, this was really just an adorable level.

"I'll just keep watching for now."

Following Soo-Ah's finger, an underground illegal gambling den came into view.
It wasn't a place a hero aspirant should visit.
In fact, it wasn't a place any decent person should go.

The security in the outskirts of the Academy District was terrible. It was a place so rampant with crime that people openly called it a red-light district.

"Seriously."

Eun-Ha looked at Soo-Ah with an expression of disbelief and contempt.
After observing Soo-Ah for just a brief moment, it was clear she was even more of a blockhead than herself.

"How did you find this place?"

Just before entering the establishment, Eun-Ha asked Soo-Ah.
She was curious how she had discovered such a place and even knew a shortcut.

"A kind person I met on the street told me! They even read my fortune!"

Soo-Ah explained without hesitation what had happened to her.
She said she had various fortunes told by a fortune-teller she met by chance on the street, and incidentally learned about this place.

"She's smart but doesn't know how the world works."

Eun-Ha barely held back a sigh of exasperation. Soo-Ah was smart enough to be at the top of her class in written exams while taking remote classes, but she had absolutely no sense of caution.

"I've heard that even smart people sometimes fall for scams, so I guess Soo-Ah is similar."

Fortunately, Eun-Ha could understand Soo-Ah's behavior. Being good at studying didn't make one immune to a con artist's silver tongue.

"Soon-Jo also said she's barely left the house."

Moreover, Soo-Ah was a shut-in who had hardly left her home since middle school. She was a girl who didn't know how to be suspicious of people's kindness.

"I can help if things go wrong."

Eun-Ha didn't think much of the situation.

She could survive even if her limbs were cut off.
As long as Soo-Ah's life was at stake, she could heal her too.
Thinking she should observe the situation a bit more, Eun-Ha followed Soo-Ah underground.

Jingle-jangle—

The interior of the illegal gambling den was clearly filled with unsavory characters.

"Ah, hello."
"You're here?"
"Hehehe!"

As Soo-Ah's timid greeting and the small bell on the door rang out, the gazes of everyone in the establishment turned to Eun-Ha at once.
They wore expressions as if they had been expecting her arrival.

And when Eun-Ha and Soo-Ah took a few steps into the establishment.

Click!

Suddenly, the sound of something locking came from behind them.
Soon after, the people in the gambling den began to move busily.

"Gas! Gas! Gas!!"

And then they suddenly started putting on gas masks.
They slipped the gas masks over their faces smoothly, as if they had practiced many times before.

"So they are villains after all."

Realizing the situation wasn't normal, Eun-Ha immediately tried to go back the way they came. If it was just a locked door, she could break through it with force.

Bang! Bang bang!

But the moment Eun-Ha turned around, metal bars came down over the door, blocking it with double and triple layers.

"W-what is this...!"
"Oh dear."

Soo-Ah, who had only been thinking about winning the bet against Eun-Ha, was confused as the door locked and the people in the establishment suddenly put on gas masks.

Pssshhh—

And then suddenly, a white gas began to spray out from all directions.



* * *



"I knew this would happen."

Eun-Ha regained consciousness and checked her body.
Fortunately, nothing hurt, and there was no trace of magic being used.
The absence of magical traces meant that the magical girl's body hadn't needed to use its healing power.
They must have simply moved her here after she lost consciousness.

Looking to the side, she saw the unconscious Soo-Ah.

"Did they target her because she resembles Optima?"

Indeed, Optima was still a figure whose identity remained unknown to everyone.
While it didn't make sense to kidnap someone just because they looked similar, there was another reason Eun-Ha could guess.

"They got lucky."

Soo-Ah doesn't know how to be suspicious of others.
After elementary school, her human relationships were cut off as she stayed confined to her room, so the probability of this was high.
A villain approaching Soo-Ah and coincidentally hearing information about Eun-Ha—that was the most plausible sequence of events Eun-Ha could think of.

"While Soo-Ah might or might not be useful to them, I'm definitely someone the Villain Association finds troublesome."

The Villain Association probably didn't care much whether Soo-Ah was really a magical girl or not.
Thinking this, Eun-Ha quickly realized that she was their target.

Not just someone with healing abilities, but a being capable of applying wide-range buffs and debuffs.
Eun-Ha was an obstacle to the Villain Association.

"What should I do?"

So what action should she take right now?

Clank

As she raised her upper body, she felt something odd on her hands and feet, accompanied by a clanking sound. Shackles were attached to Eun-Ha's limbs.

"First, the communication terminal..."

Ignoring the shackles binding her hands and feet, Eun-Ha checked the status of her communication terminal.
There seemed to be some signal jamming effect in the area, as the antenna displayed on the terminal was fluctuating unstably.

"If I contact someone hastily, they might notice I'm awake."

Having roughly figured out the villains' intentions, Eun-Ha quietly turned off Soo-Ah's communication terminal.
Then she carefully got up and surveyed her surroundings.

The room where the two girls were confined was small.
A dusty room barely one pyeong in size.

"I could just solve this myself."

She could break the shackles and go outside. She could defeat all the villains before danger befell Soo-Ah.
But Eun-Ha just stared at the still-sleeping Soo-Ah.

"The hope of humanity, huh."

Those words she murmured softly were part of what had come from Foriner's mouth.

Soo-Ah had excellent abilities and potential but was desperately lacking in experience. It was clear that even if her power itself grew, she would be exposed to many dangers.
The hope of humanity who needed to grow through various experiences.

"Her clingy behavior is cute enough, so I'll let her take the spotlight here."

Eun-Ha slightly damaged the shackles binding Soo-Ah's hands and feet, then lay back down and closed her eyes.

Ch.182 - New Friend Has Arrived (3)
Jin Yong-Han, an executive of the Villain Association, was on the rooftop of their hideout. He leaned against a wall connected to the building's door, smoking a cigarette.

"Inhale— exhale—"

White smoke escaped his mouth following his long breath.

"What brings you here in person? I see. Is it finally time?"

After taking a drag, he spoke while looking to his side, as if someone was standing there.

"I see you're smoking an old man's cigarette."
"How do you know this is an old man's cigarette?"

Suddenly, someone appeared on the previously empty rooftop. It was a man wearing a long coat. He leaned his back next to Jin Yong-Han and smirked.

"I've lived as a human for a few years. I've seen them in convenience stores, but never seen anyone actually buying one."
"Heh. I actually just switched to these recently. I like them more than I expected."

Jin Yong-Han replied while pulling out his cigarette pack from his pocket.
On the pure white pack with gold patterns was written "VIRGINIA S. GOLD."

Virginia Slim Gold.
Longer than other cigarettes, this rather obscure brand was typically smoked by a specific age group—the so-called "uncle cigarette."

"I've been tormented by a woman with the same name as this... Anyway, why are you approaching me so casually?"
"Because I sensed your brother has come back to life. How does it feel to have failed at killing your brother?"

"...So you knew."

Jin Yong-Han grimaced as he glared at the man beside him. He couldn't show any weakness to this man who seemed to enjoy provoking him.

"Oh, it's absolutely delightful. I want to tear that woman to shreds."

The cigarette pack, from which he had only taken one cigarette, crumpled in his hand.

Virginia.
The woman who saved his brother, Jin Jae-Han, who was supposed to die.
Thanks to Virginia, his plans had been disrupted.
The overall framework remained unchanged, but the variable he had carefully eliminated had returned.

If he could, he wanted to strangle her neck like the cigarette pack in his hand. Alternatively, if he could capture her and mass-produce clones, that would be good too.

He could overload all the waste products he had created and still heal them.

"Well, that's good. Very good."

The man burst into laughter after seeing Jin Yong-Han's reaction.

"You wondered why I came here? Fine, I'll tell you."

The man's eyes flashed while his smile remained.

"To make you pay the debt for using me."
"...!"

Flinch!

"Damn it!"

As soon as the man finished speaking, Jin Yong-Han jumped away from the wall, wary of him.
The voice that had been coming from his right suddenly came from his left.

Cold sweat ran down Jin Yong-Han's body.
Despite being nearly S-rank himself, he hadn't noticed the man's movement at all.

"Whoa, whoa. No need to be so cautious. I'm just asking you to return what you did to me."
"Ugh...!"

Jin Yong-Han's face twisted again. The voice that should have been coming from in front was now behind him. Despite not taking his eyes off the man for even a moment, Jin Yong-Han couldn't track his movements.

His movements suggested he could stab Jin Yong-Han in the back at any moment.

"This thing you hate so much."

The man held out the crumpled cigarette pack from behind Jin Yong-Han.
It was the Virginia Slim Gold that Jin Yong-Han had been holding just moments ago.

"I want you to lure that woman out for me. What do you think? It's a cheap price to pay for using me, isn't it?"
"You, Muk-Si-Ja...!"

Jin Yong-Han gritted his teeth and growled at The Mute One who was mocking him.

Every one of his actions grated on Jin Yong-Han's nerves.
Without words, his actions expressed that he could see through Jin Yong-Han's mind and kill him at any moment.

The Mute One was the biggest obstacle to his plans. However, he was too powerful to confront with individual abilities, so there was no way to resist in the current situation.

"...Fine."

Jin Yong-Han reluctantly nodded.


* * *


Ko Su-Ah opened her eyes.

"Wh-where am I...?"

The place where Ko Su-Ah woke up was a small room, barely five square feet.

Dark and humid.
The air touching her face was so damp it felt like mold could grow at any moment.

Anxiously, she got up and looked around, discovering a girl near her.

"Not just me, but her too...?"

Right beside Ko Su-Ah was Eun-Ha, collapsed and covered in dust.

"She's pretty..."

Eun-Ha, sleeping peacefully, looked so vulnerable that Ko Su-Ah felt she needed to protect her.
Perhaps because of this, Ko Su-Ah carefully examined Eun-Ha's condition.

She wasn't injured. There were no signs of molestation either. It seemed like they had just been left here after being brought to this place.

"Phew, that's a relief... No! No! This is how my brother fell for her...!"

After staring blankly at Eun-Ha for a while, Ko Su-Ah shook her head vigorously to correct her thoughts.
She tried to stir up jealousy, telling herself that her brother's interest had shifted from her to Eun-Ha because of this defenseless, vulnerable appearance.

"Maybe I should have changed to look like this...?"

Deep down, she envied Eun-Ha's appearance.
She would willingly show such a defenseless side to Ko Soon-Jo.

"No! Stop! Stop thinking about it! A fake is just a fake!"

Ko Su-Ah shook her head vigorously to clear her thoughts. She had changed her appearance to compete with Eun-Ha, but through years of experience, she had painfully learned that even if her outer appearance changed, the contents remained the same.

"Anyway...!"

Realizing that she would continue having inappropriate thoughts, Ko Su-Ah decided to change her direction of thinking completely.

Why were she and Eun-Ha locked up here?

"Ah...!"

Soon, her face turned pale as she showed signs of dismay.
As she traced back her memories, she clearly recalled why they were imprisoned here.

"It's... it's because of me..."

The reason she immediately checked Eun-Ha for injuries or signs of molestation upon waking up was because of this memory.

It was a disaster.
Because of her foolish actions, Eun-Ha had been dragged into this.

"No, maybe they were targeting her, not me."

Thinking about it now, it was all too convenient.

The fortune teller who appeared just when she was troubled.
At first, the fortune teller only inquired about her personal information, but after hearing her concerns, they told her about this place as suitable for a bet.
They even added how to get there and when to come.

It was clear they had exploited her naivety.

"If only I had been more cautious...!"

If she hadn't mentioned the name Virginia, this wouldn't have happened.
She felt ashamed for naively falling for the fortune teller's words.

And she was scared.
She had to take responsibility for Eun-Ha, who was kidnapped because of her. But she had no idea how to escape from this place crawling with villains.

"Brother..."

One wrong move and they might suffer fates worse than death.

"Brother..."

But since this was her first time in such a situation, she had no idea how to act.
All she could do was call out the name of her brother, Ko Soon-Jo, who was too far away to hear her voice.

"..."

But Ko Soon-Jo couldn't possibly hear her voice. And she had someone she needed to take responsibility for.
Ko Su-Ah gritted her teeth and looked at Eun-Ha in front of her.

"I can't just stay like this."
"...You idiot!"

Ko Su-Ah raised her hand and tapped her forehead.

Thwack!

The handcuffs binding Ko Su-Ah's arms struck her forehead.

"Ouch...!"

Tears welled up in her eyes.
But at least her negative emotions were temporarily subdued.

"I'm okay. I'm fine. I'm calm."




Taking advantage of the moment, Ko Su-Ah put herself into a hypnotic state with her command. Strangely, as the words seeped into her ears, her fear subsided.



"...I have to escape somehow. That's my responsibility."



Following the sense of responsibility, Ko Su-Ah pulled her limbs with all her might.







Crack!



The shackles, which Eun-Ha had already damaged, broke according to Ko Su-Ah's command and scattered on the floor as small fragments.



"Wake up."

"Wake up."





With her hands and feet free, Ko Su-Ah approached Eun-Ha and began shaking her awake.

Her words carried magical power as she spoke.



"Mmm..."



"It's hard to resist."



Eun-Ha, who had been pretending to sleep all along, let out a groan and opened her eyes, feeling the pressure.



Despite the clear difference in capability between her and Ko Su-Ah, the desperate command might have worked if she had been truly defenseless.



"A-are you hurt anywhere? Are you okay?"

"Mmm... but where are we...?"



Eun-Ha pretended to have just regained consciousness and looked around. The surroundings were no different from when she first woke up.



"I don't know either. We're definitely on the outskirts of the Academy district, but how do we get out of here..."



Eun-Ha looked at Ko Su-Ah, who was trying to stay calm. There was no sign of resentment toward her.

Nor was there any sign of resignation.



She was simply trying to figure out how to escape.



"That's unexpected."



Eun-Ha had thought Ko Su-Ah would blame her, saying "This is all your fault!" But listening to her muttering, there was no such indication from the beginning.



That was unexpected.

An ordinary person would prioritize self-preservation.



"If she's this kind of person, it might not be bad to help her."



Eun-Ha recalled what Foriner had said.

Ko Su-Ah might become humanity's hope not as a magical girl but as a human. She actually possessed an extremely rare and useful ability, perhaps the opposite of a doppelganger.



"...Ah. Wait a moment."



As Eun-Ha stared at the contemplative Ko Su-Ah, Ko Su-Ah noticed her gaze and pointed at the shackles binding Eun-Ha.







Crumble!



And following her command, the shackles binding Eun-Ha crumbled like sand.



"That's fascinating."



With her hands and feet free, Eun-Ha looked at her limbs with shining eyes. The shackles that had restricted her movements had crumbled into sand without leaving a trace.



"Is her magical purity high? Or is the command ability itself incredibly efficient with magic?"



It wasn't that she felt extraordinary magical power, but the effect was too powerful.



"Thank you. Are you hurt anywhere? I can heal you."

"N-no, I'm not hurt anywhere. Anyway, we'll have a proper rematch after we get out of here and I apologize, so keep that in mind."

"Ah, okay."



"So she hasn't given up on the competition."



Eun-Ha gave a bitter smile. Even in this situation, her determination was intense.

She didn't want to lose Ko Soon-Jo.

She wanted to win against Eun-Ha.

But that would come after escaping from here.



"She's cute."



That's why Eun-Ha liked her.

There was no need to be hostile. Eun-Ha didn't have any man she was interested in anyway.

Nor did she intend to manipulate men for her benefit.



She just needed to talk to Ko Soon-Jo and slightly turn his heart.



"I don't like you."

"That's random."



Ko Su-Ah suddenly revealed her feelings. Eyes filled with jealousy scanned Eun-Ha.



"My brother is mine. He always has been and always will be."

"Okay."

"Don't try to take my place, you rock-headed newcomer."

"Okay."



Eun-Ha nodded repeatedly with a bright smile, in stark contrast to Ko Su-Ah who was burning with jealousy.



"So my brother is—"

"But you know what?"



Ko Su-Ah had been continuously asserting that Ko Soon-Jo was hers. Eun-Ha cut off her emotionally charged speech and raised her index finger.



"Every time Soon-Jo meets me, he keeps bragging about you."

"—Huh?"



Eun-Ha smiled again.

No matter how foolish people called her, she wasn't so oblivious that she couldn't notice Ko Soon-Jo's feelings from his behavior.



Ko Soon-Jo with his face bright red, stumbling over his words. His desperate desire to win Eun-Ha's favor was so obvious that anyone could see it.



However, Eun-Ha had no intention of accepting his feelings. That's why she forcibly changed the topic whenever they met.

Not to talk about herself, but to talk about the people around him.



And the most frequent topic was his younger sister, Ko Su-Ah.



"'She's amazing, unlike me. She's pretty. She's admirable. I'm proud of her.' Soon-Jo keeps saying these things whenever we meet."

"Wait, wh-what...!"



Ko Su-Ah's face turned as red as a radish. Blood rushed to her face as if it might burst at any moment.



"I-I see... Hehe, hehehehe... My brother. Talking about me...!"



Ko Su-Ah twisted her body, not knowing what to do.

To think that Ko Soon-Jo, of all people, had been proudly talking about her.



"This is totally..."



Watching this scene, Eun-Ha felt a sense of déjà vu.



In Ha-Ram, who didn't know what to do whenever In Cheon-Yong was mentioned.

Come to think of it, her conflict with In Ha-Ram was also at the beginning of the semester. What a strange coincidence.



Who would have thought that two people who loved their family members would appear, differing only in the object of their love?



And so, Ko Su-Ah spent about ten minutes twisting her body, not knowing what to do.

Ch.183 - New Friend Has Arrived (4)
"Ahem! So, the problem is how to get out of here..."

After twisting and turning her body for a while, Ko Soo-Ah finally came to her senses and put on a serious expression as she began to think of ways to escape.

This room, barely three square meters, was sealed by a thick door with small iron bars. When she approached and peered through the bars, she could see a dimly lit corridor with only the faint light from a bulb on the ceiling. The corridor looked rough and uneven, as if it had been crudely dug out of the earth.

"Fortunately, there's no one in the corridor."

She listened carefully for any signs of movement, but couldn't sense anyone's presence.

*Come here if there's anyone nearby.*

She tried using her voice command just in case, but still couldn't sense anyone's presence.

*I want to get out of here right now.*

Soo-Ah kept her mouth tightly shut and shifted her gaze. Through the iron bars, she could see dark reddish stains that looked like bloodstains on the opposite cell, as if it had been used for torture several times.

*If we don't escape, who knows what they'll do to us.*

Her shoulders instinctively hunched with fear.
What was beyond this place?
Were the people who kidnapped them waiting?
Could there be other traps?

*I'm scared.*

As fear of the unknown took over, Soo-Ah leaned against the corner of the room and desperately tried to think of a way to escape. She needed to escape this place to free herself from fear and terror.

"Hmm..."

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was contemplating who their kidnappers might be.

She was certain they were from the Villain Association.
But what was their position? Which faction? Was it Jin Yong-Han's faction?

*Considering they chose to kidnap us using chemicals rather than subduing us by force, they seem to know that I'm confident in close combat.*

The reason Eun-Ha had allowed herself to be captured in the first place was because she wanted to know more about this person called Ko Soo-Ah. People tend to reveal their true selves when cornered.

But it bothered her that there wasn't a single person or camera monitoring them. Their captors' behavior suggested they were certain that she and Soo-Ah couldn't possibly escape from this place.

*I wonder how thick this is?*

Eun-Ha's eyes turned to the large door in front of them. She carefully speculated that their captors' confidence might come from this door.

The prison door was incredibly thick. It seemed so wastefully thick that it would require someone with physical enhancement abilities to open it by force.

*But with voice commands, thickness wouldn't matter at all. Did they put us here knowing that? Or are they underestimating voice commands? Or maybe they don't know about voice commands?*

Many assumptions flashed through Eun-Ha's mind.
Either they were underestimating voice commands or they didn't know about them.
She suspected the Villain Association didn't know much about the girl named Ko Soo-Ah.
All they probably knew was that she resembled Optima. And she herself had been caught up in it.

And this thick wall was probably prepared to prevent her from breaking through with her magic-enhanced strength.

*Then perhaps I should hide it just in case.*

The use of sleeping gas to avoid close combat. The thick walls and door that couldn't be easily broken by bare hands.
And the carelessly abandoned voice commander.

Eun-Ha realized with certainty that the villains' target was herself, not Soo-Ah.

*I prepared for the worst-case scenario, but it turned out to be unnecessary.*

Eun-Ha shook off the thin layer of magic covering her body. The magic slid down, taking the dust that had been clinging to her body with it.

"?!"
"Oh, this? It's like armor. It reduces impact."

When Soo-Ah startled at the sight, Eun-Ha smiled brightly. What Eun-Ha had been wearing was simply pure magic.

A very thin layer of magic spread over her body, forming a protective veil.
One peculiar feature was that this veil was directly connected to her core, and if Eun-Ha received a shock beyond a certain level, it would forcibly wake her consciousness.

*I didn't expect to use what Mother taught me yesterday so soon.*

This was why Eun-Ha had been able to fall for the villain's trick.

"So how do we deal with this door~"

Eun-Ha pretended to be troubled as she approached the door and quietly infused it with a degradation spell. She weakened the door's strength to that of styrofoam by altering its inner structure rather than the surface.

As a result, the door became so weak that it would crumble with just a slight push.

"What should we do?"
"Leave it to me!"

When Eun-Ha showed her troubled expression while glancing at Soo-Ah, the latter seized the opportunity and stepped forward.

*Break!*

Crack! Crumble!

At her command, the door shattered into pieces.

*Right. We can't keep hesitating forever.*

Soo-Ah steeled her resolve and glanced back at Eun-Ha behind her.
The girl had her eyes wide open, seemingly surprised by Soo-Ah's power. A strange feeling filled Soo-Ah's chest at the sight.

*This feeling. It's been a while since I felt it.*

That feeling was superiority.
She was better than others. She stood out.
So surely she would be the one to claim Ko Soon-Jo, Soo-Ah thought.

"Wow...!"

Clap clap clap clap!

Eun-Ha clapped along with Soo-Ah's rhythm. With round eyes and an open mouth, her face expressed, "I'm really surprised!"

"Amazing! Really amazing!"
"Hmph!"

At Eun-Ha's praise, Soo-Ah puffed out her chest proudly. Even she thought the scene just now was quite impressive.

"No! How did you... that door...!"
"?!"

While they were basking in the moment, a deep voice came from outside.

Thump thump thump thump!

Followed by the sound of heavy footsteps. Someone was clearly running toward them.

*What should I do?*

Soo-Ah instinctively shielded Eun-Ha with her body as she pondered.

Gulp!

*No! My voice command is amazing! It's cool! I can definitely take down a guy like that!*

Soo-Ah made her decision quickly. The praise and applause she had just received from Eun-Ha played a big part in it.

"You...! Are you a... a magical girl...!"
*Shut up! Close your mouth!*

*What's happening?!*

The villain approaching their cell felt his breath catch at Soo-Ah's command.
His breathing returned quickly, but no matter how hard he tried to make a sound, nothing came out of his throat.

*Lie down on the floor and go to sleep!*

Soo-Ah's next command forcibly took away the man's consciousness. Against his will, his consciousness was shut down and he fell asleep.

Thud!

And the large figure that had been occupying the narrow corridor collapsed to the floor.

"Good...! Let's go! We need to get out of here before the others come!"
"Yes. Soo-Ah, you're amazing! So cool!"
"R-really~? Heh, hehehe...!"

At Eun-Ha's renewed praise, Soo-Ah didn't know how to react. The corners of her mouth turned up involuntarily, showing her pleasure.

*This is easy.*

And Eun-Ha secretly laughed at Soo-Ah.

She was cute.
Soo-Ah's reaction to praise, not knowing what to do with herself, was so cute it reminded Eun-Ha of how she herself had melted at compliments at Cheonil Department Store.
She was like a pet.

"But how do we get out of here?"
"Huh? Um, well..."

At Eun-Ha's question, Soo-Ah's face stiffened.
She realized she didn't know how to exit. They could wander around aimlessly and might find an exit, but she wanted to avoid combat as much as possible.

"Should we find someone and ask? But everyone here is probably a villain. Hmm... what should we do...?"

Eun-Ha quietly offered a suggestion.
With Soo-Ah's power, they could ignore a villain's will and extract information.

"!!"

Eun-Ha's prediction hit the mark perfectly. Soo-Ah's expression showed she had realized something.

"I'll handle this!"
"Soo-Ah, you're amazing! So reliable!"
"W-well, I do have that quality! Yes!"

And she proudly took the lead and started moving forward.

*This is really easy.*

Handling Soo-Ah was all too simple.


* * *


"Phew...!"

Soo-Ah's performance was impressive.
She easily defeated the villains who appeared one after another with her voice commands.
This was partly due to Eun-Ha secretly casting buffs on Soo-Ah, but also because her confidence was boosted by the continuous praise.

"We're back!"

Having reached near the academy, Soo-Ah spoke with an exhausted voice. It was her first time using voice commands on others to this extent.

But she felt good. A sense of fulfillment filled her chest.

Endless villains emerging and a girl she had to protect. Despite the difficult situation continuing, she never gave up.
She felt like a hero from a fairy tale.

"Good job."
"..."

At Eun-Ha's words, Soo-Ah pressed her lips together. A subtle guilt flickered in her eyes.

"Y-yeah."

After briefly glancing at Eun-Ha, Soo-Ah quickly turned her head away.

"Hey."
"Yes?"

She tapped the ground with her toes and gently spoke up. Eun-Ha responded, carefully hiding her excitement.

"Um... I'm sorry. I was careless."

With her head turned completely away from Eun-Ha, Soo-Ah apologized. Her voice carried an undisguised awkwardness.

"It's okay."

Eun-Ha smiled broadly and moved to meet Soo-Ah's gaze.

"I understand how much you like Soon-Jo. And since we came back safely, you just need to not do this again in the future. Right?"
"B-but still!"

Soo-Ah took a step back and pointed at Eun-Ha. Her face was subtly flushed with embarrassment.

"I won't give up on oppa! I don't like you! Got it?!"
"Yes. I got it."

Eun-Ha nodded, still smiling.

"But I won this bet, right? Since Soo-Ah cheated."

And she covered her mouth with her hand, chuckling.

"No! We haven't even started yet! It's invalid! This bet is invalid! Got it?!"

At those words, Soo-Ah shouted angrily, repeating that the bet hadn't even started and was therefore invalid.


* * *


When Eun-Ha returned to the academy.

"Tsk! How could those guys fail to hold onto one little girl?"

In the deepest part of the villain hideout where Eun-Ha and Soo-Ah had been imprisoned, a man was expressing his displeasure.
His name was Enya, the overseer of this hideout.

He was in a foul mood after hearing the report that they had lost their catch. This was because he had planned to present the two girls to a high-ranking official tomorrow.

"These trash, I swear. At this rate, those waste clone products would be a hundred, no, a thousand times better!"

Boom!

"W-what?!"

Enya, who had been complaining, jumped in surprise and looked toward the source of the sound.
A noise from beyond the door. A thunderous sound that shook the entire hideout.

This was no ordinary matter.

Boom!
Boom!

The vibrations and thunderous sounds continued.
They seemed to be getting closer, as if heading this way.

"What is it! What's going on!"

Enya hurriedly grabbed the Enhanced Activator from his pocket. Whoever was approaching was clearly not an ally.

Crash!

"Eek?!"

Someone had kicked the thick iron door protecting Enya's room. The kicked door bent inward.

"So you were here~?"
"N-n-n-no way...!"

Through the gap between the bent door and the wall, purple eyes were visible.
Enya trembled with fear.

A being who infiltrates villain hideouts and destroys them one by one.
A black nightmare that exterminates every villain in the hideout without leaving any behind.
The owner of those eyes could only be the magical girl Optima.

"Stay right there. I'll be in soon."

The purple eyes disappeared, and slender fingers wedged into the gap in the door.

Crack!

And the iron door began to widen. How such strength came from those slender fingers was a mystery.

"Hiiieeeek...!"

The only thing Enya could do was cower in the corner, trembling.

Ch.184 - Back To That Place (1)
"Be aware of your mana! Mana flows through your entire body like blood! Focus on how it circulates from your core throughout your body!"

Despite summer's lingering heat, students were running tirelessly around the large field.

"Huff! Huff! Huff!"
"Hah...! Hah...!"
"I'm... going to die."

Everyone was breathing heavily and sweating profusely, though to varying degrees.

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha sat comfortably in the shaded stands, watching the students with ease. Despite being a student herself, she was receiving special treatment.

"I could join them if needed."
"It's because of you that these kids can focus so completely on their training. I'm sorry about that."

When Eun-Ha grumbled with disappointment, Choi Chul-Jin approached after overhearing her.

"If your mana runs out, the training efficiency would drop. At first, the other teachers and I were concerned too. I'm sorry."
"Ahahahaha..."

Eun-Ha gave a bitter smile.
The reason she was resting in the shade unlike the other students was to maintain her sacred territory.

The sacred territory, expanded to cover the entire field, was gradually healing the stamina and muscles of the students who continued to move their legs without rest.

It was similar to the infinite power training system Eun-Ha had previously mentioned on the artificial island.
To preserve the mana needed to maintain this sacred territory, Eun-Ha's own training had been put on hold.

"Go Soo-ah!! Be conscious of your mana! Don't just move your body, be aware of moving with your mana!"
"Cough, cough! Hah! Hah!"
"Chae Ji-won!! Don't try to fall on purpose! You'll be healed quickly even if you do!"
"Urgh...! Hah. Hah."

Choi Chul-Jin's shouts, too many to count, filled the field.
On the surface, it looked like inefficient abuse, too crude to be effective, but this method was showing definite results.

"Something, some...thing...!"
"I think I can feel it...!"

For example, Ham Ho-Jong and Yoo Jin-Ah could feel the flow of mana stirring in their cores.

"Unconscious and conscious are different! If you can feel your mana, try to move it consciously!"

Noticing this change, Choi Chul-Jin shouted at the two.

"Hmm..."

Eun-Ha's gaze was fixed on Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram.
These three had never once been called out by Choi Chul-Jin. They were maintaining their pace by properly distributing their mana.

*The kids I raised are really something!*

Proud of what she was seeing, Eun-Ha nodded with a satisfied smile.

"Huh?"

At that moment, Eun-Ha noticed the shape of complaining lips.
Not from the three mentioned earlier, but from students with whom she had little connection.
They were just moving their lips, having no energy to speak, complaining about why they suddenly had to do this.

"Some of them are starting to complain."
"Can't be helped. Teaching something outside the curriculum can be problematic."
"Is it okay now that Park Sang-Heon is gone? Since the curriculum has changed completely."
"That's right."

Choi Chul-Jin spoke with an uncharacteristically dispirited expression.

"We should have taught them this long ago."

His words were mixed with guilt.
It wasn't that the teachers didn't want to teach. Park Sang-Heon himself and his connections—their influence was so great that mere teachers couldn't do anything about it.

"Let me collapse..."
"I still have too much energy..."

Some students who couldn't tell if they were running or walking were cursing their own bodies.
No matter how much they ran, their stamina wouldn't bottom out. Muscles that were screaming in pain would suddenly feel fine again.

At this rate, they could keep running even after nightfall.

"Alright! Everyone gets a 10-minute break! Those who need to use the bathroom, go now! The rest of you, drink ion beverages and water to replenish fluids and salt! Only an hour left, so hang in there!"

When Choi Chul-Jin shouted, the students' footsteps stopped all at once.
Boys and girls dripping with sweat.
The students went to their initially assigned positions and gulped down water or drinks.

"Phew!"
"This is hell."
"Why, why doesn't it end...? Why aren't we getting tired...?"

The students' stamina kept recovering due to the sacred territory's effect. Physically, they didn't need any rest at all.
The break Choi Chul-Jin ordered was merely to alleviate their mental fatigue.

"Eun-Ha is so lucky..."

Among this crowd, these words slipped from Yang Se-Hee's mouth.
It came out unconsciously as she absentmindedly poured drinks into her small mouth, gulping them down.

Yang Se-Hee envied Eun-Ha, who could just sit in the stands and watch everything in comfort.

*I want to move too.*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was actually dying of boredom from having to sit still for hours.

As time passed.

"Good work today, everyone! Even though it's only the second day, I can see you're all growing little by little, and that makes this teacher happy!"

After four hours of training, Choi Chul-Jin said this with a satisfied face.

The students, on the other hand, were catching their breath with death-like expressions.
They wanted to collapse from exhaustion but couldn't.
It seemed better to just pass out, but they couldn't do that either.

The never-ending training.

Yet they couldn't just complain, as they were starting to see definite results.

"Hmm?"

At that moment.
Choi Chul-Jin's eyebrows twitched.
He raised his head and noticed something flying toward them from the high sky.

"That's...!"

Choi Chul-Jin, who had been wary of the approaching figure with rippling bronze muscles, recognized the identity of the person and opened his eyes wide in surprise.

"What is it?"
"Did something happen?"
"Teacher? Teacher Chul-Jin??"

The students' attention turned to Choi Chul-Jin's sudden reaction.

"Hahahahaha!!!"

And their questions were soon answered.

"Wow!!!!!!!!!!"

A male student who also used aerokinesis shouted loudly. The man descending to the ground with his cape fluttering was nothing short of his idol.

"It's been a while, young lady!!!"
"Ah, um... yes..."

*He's so loud.*

The masked man who stopped abruptly in front of Eun-Ha started laughing boisterously.

Jin Jae-Han.
An S-class hero known as the Wind God.
With the behavior he typically showed to the public as a hero, he approached Eun-Ha closely.

"Thank you, young lady! Thanks to you, this Wind God can be active again!"
"Ah, yesss..."
"I heard all classes end at this time! Hero Choi Chul-Jin! It's been a while! Oh! You're a teacher now! I'll be borrowing this child for a moment! I have something to give her in return!"

After saying this.

"?!"

Swoooosh!

He picked up Eun-Ha in a princess carry and disappeared somewhere with her.

"Eun-Ha's been kidnapped!?"

Han Chae-Eun, who had been blankly watching this scene, screamed shrilly and made a fuss.



* * *



"I apologize. For bringing you here so suddenly like this."

Jin Jae-Han, who had removed his mask, spoke to Eun-Ha with a serious expression.
The place he had brought her to was the rooftop of a nearby high-rise building. As if he had planned to talk here from the beginning, a table and tea set were placed on the otherwise empty rooftop.

"What's going on?"
"There's something I'd like you to help me with."

Jin Jae-Han, with a rather serious expression, gently moved his arm to pour tea into a cup.

"Something you want me to help with?"

What could this thing be that made him bring her here as if kidnapping her? Eun-Ha couldn't understand at all.

*I should hear him out first, I guess?*

Thinking that if it was nothing serious, she would report it to Yoo Ji-Yeon, Eun-Ha accepted the teacup he offered.

"Yes. It's about The Front Line. The Front Line hasn't stabilized yet. It's a very chaotic time due to changes in leadership. That's why we need your power."
"What? What am I supposed to do there..."

Eun-Ha tilted her head, even more confused.
What could a mere student do at The Front Line?

Of course, she could be of great help with her buffs and sacred territory, but that was similar to what Jin Jae-Han, an S-class hero, could do.
With his power, he could just sweep away the monsters.

"Just stay still. That light domain you used. Just maintain that."

Jin Jae-Han said this while taking out a pile of macarons from a box behind him.
It looked like enough to give someone diabetes just by looking at it.

"By the way, I made these myself. Feel free to eat as many as you want."
"Ah, aah..."

Eun-Ha blankly stared at the pile of macarons stacking up.
Just as she was trying to understand why he had specifically called for her, the mountain of macarons before her stole her ability to think.
They were piled high like a small mountain, impossible to ignore.

"Did you really make these yourself...?"
"Baking is my hobby."

His confident statement.
After placing all the macarons on the table, his eyes were intensely serious. No, beyond seriousness, a hint of tension was visible.

*Is it okay to go off-topic like this when he's the one who brought it up?*

Eun-Ha was dumbfounded.
Jin Jae-Han's eyes were practically begging her to eat the macarons and give her opinion.
Reluctantly, she picked up one macaron and took a bite. It was quite delicious.

*It would be nice to eat just one occasionally.*

Though the sweetness was a bit too strong, it was undeniably tasty.

"...Ahem! It's, it's good."

Perhaps because of the sweetness, Eun-Ha, who had finally regained her senses, gave a moderate compliment and recalled what he had said.

*Just stay still with my sacred territory deployed, huh.*

Eun-Ha realized Jin Jae-Han's intention.
He was trying to boost the morale of the heroes. By having a reassuring presence like Eun-Ha, he hoped they would regain their peace of mind.

Even amid the chaotic situation at The Front Line, Gresorion continues to send down monsters.
At this time, with Eun-Ha as a healer, the heroes' combat effectiveness would greatly increase, and casualties would significantly decrease.

But here, a question arose in Eun-Ha's mind.

"But do I really need to go? If more S-class heroes like you or several A-class heroes were deployed..."

Eun-Ha asked Jin Jae-Han with a doubtful expression.

"Indeed, that's true. Me, an S-class hero, going there would be best for dealing with monsters."

He nodded in agreement with Eun-Ha's words.

"But S-class heroes like me can't stay there continuously. We have other duties and obligations."
"Besides, for them, S-class heroes are too high and distant. There might be some like that boy who cheered when he saw me earlier, but there are also those who view us no differently than academy-trained heroes."

After hearing Jin Jae-Han's explanation, Eun-Ha nodded.
Indeed, the heroes at The Front Line are composed of those excluding S-class.

In a situation where even A-class heroes are rare, if an S-class appears, it might physically make things easier, but it could make some people uncomfortable.

"So you need my power, which is more approachable? Because your power might inversely cause resistance?"
"That's right. I'll give you two chances to ask me for favors. With these two opportunities, you can seek financial gain or build connections, I don't mind. And the Hero Association said they would compensate you as well."

Thud.

As he said this, Jin Jae-Han placed a plate on the table.
A steak that looked freshly made. A tantalizing aroma gently wafted into Eun-Ha's nostrils.

"Actually, not just baking, but cooking in general is my hobby. I heard you really like meat."

Jin Jae-Han spoke confidently once again.

"So, how long would I need to stay? I'm also helping with the training of students at the academy."

Eun-Ha's gaze wavered intensely.

Gulp!

Her stomach began to throw a tantrum, demanding she eat the meat right in front of her.

*No! I can't give in so easily!*

Eun-Ha desperately pretended not to be interested as she looked at Jin Jae-Han.

"You don't need to worry about that. Today, you just need to stay until the monster invasion ends. And if possible, I'd like you to come on Sundays too."
"Weekends..."

Thud!

"Yes. Weekends."

Jin Jae-Han placed another plate of steak he had been hiding on the table. Then he gently put a note with his contact information next to it.

"My request is for you to go to The Front Line briefly today and on weekends. That's all. Of course, you don't have to participate in combat."

Jin Jae-Han spoke with subtle pressure.
It was a method that could provoke resistance, but Eun-Ha had no intention of resisting.

He wasn't trying to use her for his own selfish purposes. He was speaking for The Front Line, and by extension, for humanity, so it was within an understandable range.

"If you want, I'll also serve you food I've made. You're my lifesaver, after all."

Moreover, she could gain a powerful connection with an S-class hero, which was invaluable.

Eun-Ha closed her eyes tightly and fell into contemplation.
Just before closing her eyes, she caught a glimpse of Jin Jae-Han gently placing his fingers on two steak plates.

A will to take back the steaks if she refused.

*This is absolutely not because of the meat.*

Eun-Ha decided to be rational.
Even without the temptation of steak, she had planned to go if given the opportunity.
She had been curious about the situation at The Front Line. If she could be of even a little help to the unstable Front Line, it would put her mind at ease.

"...Alright then. So, are you completely fine now?"
"...Yes. Let me thank you once again. Thanks to you, I've regained my prime strength. Please forgive my rudeness."

Thud!

As soon as Eun-Ha agreed, Jin Jae-Han banged his head on the table to apologize to her.

Startled by his sudden action, Eun-Ha fidgeted nervously.

"No, it's understandable. If a stranger suddenly offers to heal you, that reaction is natural."
"No! Recognizing people is also a virtue of a hero. It was my oversight, to say the least."

Despite Eun-Ha waving her hands and saying it was okay, Jin Jae-Han didn't budge.

*He's quite stubborn.*

Another method.
She would need to demand compensation that he would accept.

"Then, would you accept my apology if I ask for one favor?"
"...What is it?"
"It's..."

Eun-Ha smiled broadly as she gently voiced her request.

Ch.185 - Back To That Place (2)
After finishing their conversation on the rooftop, Jin Jae-Han brought Eun-Ha to the academy dormitory. They needed to gather some items for their day at The Front Line.

"I'll wait for you here."
"Okay."

Eun-Ha nodded and entered the room.

Jin Jae-Han wondered why she needed to pack anything for such a short trip, but then reminded himself that women were simply like that.

"Hmm..."

Left alone in the hallway, Jin Jae-Han glanced at the door Eun-Ha had entered.

*What exactly is that power of hers?*

Her abilities troubled him.

Healing people was impressive enough on its own. But her power went beyond merely treating wounds—she could revive dead pores and neutralize poisons that had no antidotes. It was enough to make him question whether such abilities could truly manifest as a human superpower.

*If it were just healing, I could accept it as an extremely rare special ability like those of language users.*

Jin Jae-Han rested his chin on his hand, deep in thought.

Eun-Ha's abilities weren't limited to healing. There was also her power to enhance other superhumans and that light domain she could spread widely. Combined, it was a double—no, including her ability to weaken enemies, it was a triple enhancement without exaggeration.

*Is this truly a power humans can handle?*

Her abilities seemed alien even to him, an S-class hero. He could imagine it being a single power that manifested in multiple ways, but nothing specific came to mind. He could only think of her as someone blessed with divine talent.

*She shouldn't become a hero.*

That's why Jin Jae-Han believed Eun-Ha needed special treatment. Her abilities couldn't be confined to the framework of a hero. If forced into a category, "extraordinary class" would be most appropriate.

*Under no circumstances can we allow her to fall into the hands of monsters or Villains.*

The thought made him wary.
As reassuring as she was as an ally, how terrifying would she be as an enemy?
No matter how strong heroes might be, facing Eun-Ha's buffs and debuffs directly would be incredibly challenging. The mere thought sent shivers down his spine.

*We must be especially careful of Villains. They target the darkness in people's hearts. Even a girl like her must have some darkness within.*

His gaze returned to the door.

*No matter what happens, I must protect her. She will become humanity's light. Our savior.*

His eyes shone with intensity, reflecting his powerful resolve.

*Even assigning an S-class hero to protect a single individual wouldn't be excessive.*

He was completely serious.
There wasn't a trace of deception or jest in his thoughts.

Beep—

"It's me. I think it's time for us to gather again."

Jin Jae-Han operated his communication device and left a voice message for all S-class heroes.
The specially manufactured device for S-class heroes transmitted his message to the others through an encrypted line.

*Even if they oppose at first, once they experience that girl's enhancement, things will change.*

After sending the message, he closed his eyes and recalled the day he first met Eun-Ha.

When he received the girl's power, he felt almost godlike omnipotence.
It was as if he had instantly shattered the wall of stagnant growth. He wanted to taste that instantly amplified power again.
Even now, remembering that moment made the corners of his mouth curl upward.

*She's too attractive to leave in the hands of just anyone.*
*The key word is meat. Yes! I'll be the fisherman who uses meat as bait to catch the saint!*

Desire flickered in his eyes.
A burning desire to never let her fall into the hands of Villains or monsters.


* * *


In the academy dormitory lobby, as evening fell and darkness set in, Kim Se-Won returned to the dorm.

"What's this? Been training all this time?"
"Yeah."

He had just come back from the training room, his body drenched in sweat.

"What about you guys?"
"I was heading to the store with Haram~"
"...Why don't you join us? After you shower first."

In Haram gestured to Kim Se-Won when she saw him.

*He seems anxious... why?*

From her perspective, Kim Se-Won appeared afraid and anxious about something.
To be blunt, he looked like he had no composure. At the same time, his eyes were filled with aspiration.

"Think about it."

Kim Se-Won hesitated under In Haram's piercing gaze that seemed to see right through him, and withheld his answer.

*Do I have the luxury to play around?*

As In Haram suspected, Kim Se-Won was extremely anxious.

Eun-Ha seemed to be drifting too far away.
She had always been distant, but now the gap between them, which had at least been visible before, felt impossibly vast.

That's why he couldn't stop.
He wanted to get closer.
To stand beside her.
To stand in front of her and protect her.

Not as a burden.
But as an ally. As a man she could trust.
That's why he trained whenever he had time. He felt anxious that if he moved too slowly, someone would take Eun-Ha away from him.

"Then think while you shower~"
"You should probably come. I have something to give you."
"...Something to give me?"

Snapping out of his thoughts, Kim Se-Won wore a puzzled expression. The words from In Haram's smiling lips concerned him.

*Something to give me out of nowhere. What could it be?*

"Hehe...! Eun-Ha left a gift for you!"
"It's not something you can easily get, so it wouldn't hurt to accept it."

The two girls were excited.
For In Haram, who usually maintained a calm and dignified demeanor, to be this excited said it all.

"Hmm. I guess—"

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to answer after seeing her attitude:

"Oppa! Oppaaaa!"

Wham!

A girl's voice echoed through the lobby.

"Hey, wait. There are people here!"
"So what? We're close. Right? Right? It's fine!"

The three immediately turned toward the sound.
There stood a pair of siblings.
Go Su-Ah, who had only recently started attending school, and her brother Go Sun-Jo.

Sun-Jo, who had stopped in front of the store, was trying to remove Su-Ah without hiding his embarrassment.

"What are they saying?"
"How would I know? Come to think of it, he does look different from when we last saw him."
"Yeah. He seems more dependable now. Must be Eun-Ha's influence."
"Eun-Ha's influence...?"

Kim Se-Won couldn't ignore In Haram's words. His eyes interrogated her.

"Didn't you know? He meets with Eun-Ha occasionally."
"I heard they usually talk through their communication devices, but sometimes they meet in person when she thinks it's better to explain things directly."
"What...did you say...?"

Kim Se-Won looked at Go Sun-Jo with disbelieving eyes.

Indeed, compared to before, his build had become more robust. More masculine, perhaps—he looked like someone who took care of himself.

The sense of crisis that had momentarily subsided flared up again in Kim Se-Won's chest.
His rival was unexpectedly close by.

"Hey! What about me? How do I look?"

He suddenly stripped off his sweat-soaked upper garment.
A body so toned it was hard to believe it belonged to the same person from the beginning of the semester.
While not exactly bulging with muscles, his entire body was definitely filled with them.

"Eek?!"
"What disgraceful behavior is this?"

Instantly, contemptuous gazes struck Kim Se-Won.
Suddenly exposing his upper body and spreading sweat odor—how could anyone be so indecent?

"Put that filthy thing away, you bastard!"
"Ugh. Good thing it's just us. If it were someone else, this would be grounds for reporting. Do you know about public indecency laws?"
"Public indecency? How many people are even here?! Anyway, what I'm saying is—!"

Kim Se-Won felt incredibly frustrated when he received only contempt instead of the response he wanted.

He had hoped the two girls would say he was better than Go Sun-Jo, more dependable, but his friends only frowned in disgust.

"Shut up and put it back on!"
"Ugh. We shouldn't even engage with him. Let's go, Chae-Eun."
"No, just listen...!"

Now they were turning their backs, heading to the store.
The frustrated half-naked pervert began following the two girls.

"Eek! There's a half-naked pervert coming this way!"
"Police! We need to call the police!"

The two girls ran toward the store, deliberately screaming in high-pitched voices.


* * *


"I never expected to see the young lady again so soon."
"Haha. Me neither."

As soon as they arrived at The Front Line, a familiar face greeted Eun-Ha.
It was Kim Yong-Jun, who had once infiltrated a secret underground space with Optima.

"I never thought you'd fall from the sky."
"Ah~ Hahahaha...."

Eun-Ha couldn't hide her embarrassment as she laughed.
As he said, Eun-Ha had fallen from the sky.
Jin Jae-Han, empowered by her buff, had flown through the sky at a speed befitting his name "Wind God" and brought her to The Front Line.

"So, young lady...?"
"Or should I call you Saint?"
"Please just call me Eun-Ha. Or Virginia."
"Then I'll stick with young lady."

Kim Yong-Jun said with a hearty laugh.
Eun-Ha was about to say something but stopped and nodded.
People like him rarely listened anyway.

"Follow me then, young lady. Oh, right. You won't be using it today, but in the future, you can keep using the same room as before. We've kept everything as it was."
"What?"

Following behind Kim Yong-Jun, Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion.
It was hard to believe her room was still there when it had been almost a month since her tour ended.

"Well, I just had a feeling you'd come back. Oh, you probably haven't had dinner yet. Let's hurry."

Kim Yong-Jun awkwardly mumbled, trying to hide his embarrassment. He was being cautious, worried about seeming presumptuous or strange.

"Is it okay? I thought this would be peak fighting time."
"It's fine. Look over there."

Kim Yong-Jun pointed outside the window. A massive whirlwind was raging where he pointed.

"Wind God said he'd handle everything today."

*Then why did he bring me here? Damn it.*

Jin Jae-Han, unable to contain the excess power from Eun-Ha's buff, had headed to the front lines.
Unaware of this, Eun-Ha felt deflated, thinking she had made a wasted trip.

"So today, eat well and rest before you go back. Wind God said he'd take you back anyway."
"Sigh. I suppose so."

Eun-Ha hung her head and began following Kim Yong-Jun.
As she trailed behind him:

"Oh, it's the young lady."
"It's the Saint... I mean, the young lady!"
"Ah, hello."

Heroes in faded blue uniforms passing by greeted Eun-Ha warmly when they saw her.
Currently, heroes at The Front Line had an antagonistic attitude toward academy-related figures.
Despite this, Eun-Ha was special.

She had voluntarily healed those who were discriminated against and even participated in battles to support heroes. Combined with her appearance that evoked protective instincts, she naturally attracted the heroes' attention.

"Would you like some candy, young lady?"
"I have some hardtack left over. And star candies too."
"Tsk—why are you trying to give her that dog food? Here, I have bread from the supplies."

The heroes who spotted Eun-Ha gathered around, eager to see her.

"Hey! If you're going to give something, make it worthwhile! Young lady, do you like monster meat jerky?"

As the atmosphere suddenly shifted to something like a fan meeting, Kim Yong-Jun also joined in, carefully pulling out a pouch filled with jerky.

"Come on, mister, a girl like her wouldn't like monster meat."
"That's right. If you're giving something... Right! Macarons! You should give her those!"
"How am I supposed to get macarons here?!"

All sorts of jeers were directed at Kim Yong-Jun.
Realistically, monster meat was something most people found repulsive.

"Yes!!!"

But while she had smiled off or declined everything else, Eun-Ha quickly accepted the jerky before anyone could take it away.
The heroes stared blankly at Eun-Ha, who was smiling as she held the pouch.

Ch.186 - Back To That Place (3)
"Would you like me to check your physical condition?"
"No! I can tell without moving! Thank you. Thank you!"

The man repeated his thanks with a moved expression.
How many people was that now?
I hadn't bothered counting, but compared to when I first started treating people at The Front Line, the numbers had definitely decreased.

"It's amazing every time I see it. Makes me want to say you must be cheating."
"Geez, you always say things in such a weird way. Just say it's amazing. You're talking like you've never been treated by the young lady before."
"This is just how I talk. What do you want me to do? It's not like I'm criticizing her."

Mr. Lee Tae-Sung grumbled after being scolded by Ms. Jo Ye-Eun.
These two always bickered like this, but they were secretly quite close.
Yes, exactly like childhood friends.

"Next person, please come in~"

Regardless, I just continued my volunteer work.
Since Jin Jae-Han had completely taken over my duties anyway, I had nothing else to do. Might as well pass the time like this.
By doing this, my image would improve even more, so apart from being a bit boring, it wasn't bad.

"...nom."

By the way, Kim Yong-Jun. That guy doesn't seem like he's only made this once or twice. The monster meat jerky I practically stole from him was chewy with a rich flavor.

How should I put it? It's like tasting something from home after a long time. My face relaxes automatically.
Since there isn't much, I should savor it bit by bit.

"Um, miss. Is that really okay?"
"Pardon?"

As I was waiting for the next patient while chewing on jerky, Lee Tae-Sung, who had been grumbling, carefully addressed me. His finger was pointing at me holding the jerky.

"What do you mean by okay?"

I asked him, tilting my head.

"That's really... no joke, made from monster meat."
"Yes. And?"

What on earth is he talking about?
Although there might be differences in taste, there's no superiority or inferiority among meats. Meat is valuable simply because it's meat.

To begin with, monster meat is a delicacy known to those who know. I even have a record of corrupting one of my classmates to the point where monster meat has its own special taste.

"...No, never mind. Yes."

Lee Tae-Sung stared at me for a moment, then turned his head with a disgruntled expression.

"Why are you so concerned? If it's good, it's good."
"Says the one who was horrified when first asked to eat monster meat. 'Hueeeeeeek! This! How can you eat this?! This is a monster!'"

Lee Tae-Sung let out a shriek. From the way he spoke, that scream must have been Ms. Jo Ye-Eun's past exclamation.

Yes, some people do react like that.
Later, when they get used to it, they naturally suggest eating meat.

"Hey! That was years ago!"
"Oh really~ Then what about you? Have you been at The Front Line for years? Huh?"

That's correct.

Though I didn't say it out loud, I just nodded while chewing on the jerky.
It really is delicious.

Slap!

"Anyway!! How could you say that in front of the young lady!"
"Ugh?!"

They really get along well.

By the way, during the few days I was away from The Front Line, there seem to have been many changes here.

Suddenly, the various titles like "Holy Maiden" or "you" have been unified to "young lady," and all the private rooms where my students and I stayed have changed purposes, except for mine.

Among these changes, the most noticeable is how the momentum of the Academy-trained heroes has significantly diminished.

People who originally got along well with those in faded uniforms might not notice, but those who took preferential treatment for granted, as if they were nobility, have been weeded out.

"Um, may I come in?"

While I was thinking, the next patient appeared.
A grown man shyly asked, opening the door slightly, as if embarrassed about something.

"Yes. Please come in."

I carefully consider that he might be cautious because of the people on either side of me. These people were veterans who were often talked about even when I was at The Front Line.

"Hmm..."
"Yes?"
"No, it's nothing."

I unconsciously evaluated the body of the patient who entered the room. If he were an ordinary person, I might not have noticed, but if there are traces of physical training, I can't help but give an evaluating look.

It's a kind of rival consciousness and camaraderie that has been distorted since I became a woman. A jealousy for muscles I can no longer have.

Come to think of it, Se-Won's body has improved quite a bit too.
Though I saw it during the break.

"Ugh...!"

Suddenly, memories of what happened on the artificial island came to mind, and my face turned red.

I don't know why I'm suddenly remembering showing my chest to Se-Won.

"Are you okay?"
"Ah, yes. It's nothing. Please sit here. ...Oh. Just a moment."
"Huh? Huh??"

I quickly fanned my face to cool it down.
Then, after carefully observing the man sitting in the chair in front of me, I noticed something and stood up.

This person.
He has no hair.
To be precise, he's missing hair in certain parts as if someone had torn it out.

"Is this part congenital?"
"No, two years ago during a night battle with a monster... Fortunately, it ended with just a large scratch."

The man spoke while shyly avoiding my gaze. There are people like this sometimes.
He was bitten in an unfortunate place.

When daytime battles extend into the night, they dig trenches to sleep in if necessary, and that's probably when it happened.

I know exactly how it feels, having almost had my precious part bitten off once.

"Hmm... Ye-Eun. Could you get me a large piece of paper and a pen? Tape would be good too."
"Huh? Suddenly?"
"I need to write something down urgently."

I spoke with an expression full of mission.
A man's self-esteem comes from his hair, waist, and precious parts.
As someone who once had a male body, I couldn't just ignore someone who had suffered such a tragedy.

"So, the parts that need treatment are these two areas. I'll begin."
"Yes."

While Ms. Jo Ye-Eun went to get the items I requested, I started the treatment.
I concentrated and performed healing magic.
I enveloped the patient's entire body evenly, like spreading cream, while pouring more magical power into his injured areas.

To his arm and head that had been bitten by a monster.

"Huh? Huuuh???"

Then his arm, which had been half torn off in chunks, began to regenerate, and at the same time, the large hole in his head started to heal.
The man was startled by the sensation in his head and opened his eyes wide in surprise.

"There. It's done. You don't feel pain anywhere, right?"
"Ah, aah..."

After the treatment was complete, the man touched his head before his arm, his eyes welling up with tears. In the area he touched, the missing hair follicles had come back to life, asserting their presence.

"Thank you! Thank you!"

The man stood up abruptly, tears streaming down his face, and kept bowing to me.

"Why do they all have the same pattern?"
"Ahaha..."

Lee Tae-Sung threw out a comment, seeming increasingly bored.
Honestly, I agree.

The first couple of times might be understandable, but when these reactions continue, it gets tiresome.

"Thank you soooo much!!"
"Yes. Be careful next time. Your hair is precious."
"Yes!"

The man left the room hurriedly after bowing one last time, tears still flowing.

"I brought it."

And Ms. Jo Ye-Eun entered the room, as if trading places with the man.

"Thank you."
"But why do you suddenly need this?"
"For this."

I began writing large letters on the paper that Ms. Jo Ye-Eun had brought.

[Hair loss, potency issues, and back problems also solved! - Shin Eun-Ha]



* * *



"Phew!"

By the time I finished volunteering, the sun was starting to set.

"That feels good!"

I returned to my room, filled with satisfaction at having saved many men's lives today. The room greeted me, maintained in a dust-free state.

"I never thought that part would be enhanced too."

Normally, enhancement doesn't happen much unless I'm conscious of it, but I discovered that if I concentrate and focus enhancement on one area, it produces effects that rival Viagra.

I might use this to tease Se-Won later. It could lead to something interesting.
Like him coming to class the next day with dark circles under his eyes and looking haggard.

"Hehe!"

Just imagining it made me giggle.

"Come to think of it, was I supposed to go back after dinner?"

I heard that Jin Jae-Han was about to finish clearing out the monster groups and return.
I could have gone back right away, but people begged and pleaded for me to stay for dinner, so my return was postponed a bit.

Until then, I really had nothing to do.

So with nothing to do, I decided to blankly stare at the sunset.

"Huh...?"

The state of the sky was strange.

*Slide*

I approached the window and opened it to check, but it was still the same.

"Ring? Band?"

There was a circular band in the sky. A huge one at that.
When I enhanced my vision, I could see an ominous flow of magical power.
If anyone entered that place, they would probably be shattered without a trace.

"I guess it's residual magic from The Front Line gathering in the sky."

Looking closely, it seemed like nothing serious, so I stopped paying attention.
At The Front Line, similar things happened once or twice a year.

With so many heroes fighting, residual magic would gather and rise into the sky.
Sometimes it would rain all day because of that, and the guard dogs would go crazy.

"This is the first time I've seen one this big... probably because of that recent battle?"

I moved away from the window and lay down on the bed.

Since I hadn't heard anything about this anomaly in the sky since coming here, I might be right.
In the end, it's nothing serious, so I might as well get some sleep—

"Do you really think so? My contractor."
"Eek?!"

I jumped in surprise.

"Y-you startled me!"
"My joke was too much. I apologize."

I pressed myself against the wall, catching my breath.
The one who had whispered eerily into my ear was none other than Foriner.
My contractor.

"But what do you mean by that? 'Do you really think so?'"
"Exactly what I said."

Foriner pointed to the sky with a gentle smile.
There was a huge blue band adorning the sky.

"That is clearly an anomaly, my contractor."
"An anomaly..."

I looked at the sky again, following his finger. Certainly, compared to the residual magic phenomena I'd seen before, the scale was incomparably larger, but that was all.

"Perhaps it's not visible well from here."

*Snap!*

Foriner snapped his fingers.
Then, something like a large mirror appeared between me and Foriner.

"This is...!"

It was a mirror reflecting a distant place.
And the image in the mirror showed me a scale.
A scale with a brass-like texture was floating in the sky.

A scale floating serenely amidst the massive flow of magical power. It felt like looking at the Spatial Compass I had seen before.
If my guess is correct, that would be an artifact.

"My contractor. Do you remember what I told you before?"
"If you say it so suddenly, I might not remember even if I know."
"Haha. That's true."

*Snap!*

Once again, he snapped his fingers, and a table appeared between us.
On the table were tea and snacks that looked freshly brewed.

"Let's sit and talk."

I sat in the prepared chair following Foriner's gesture.

"As you know, that is an artifact."
"Yes."
"Then, do you remember what artifacts are?"
"Umm..."

I made a puzzled expression.
I had only thought of them as "super awesome things!" Honestly, since they had no connection to me, I hadn't given them much thought.

"Haha! An artifact can be seen as a collection of phenomena."

Foriner, seemingly having anticipated my reaction, laughed once and continued his explanation.

Artifacts referred to things like the Mist of Nothingness and the Spatial Compass.

Things that are visible like mist but cannot be grasped.
Space itself.
Objects that each contain phenomena.

"And probably that anomaly in the sky is also influenced by an artifact."
"Then shouldn't we retrieve it immediately?"

As Foriner's finger pointed to the sky again, I immediately voiced the thought that came to mind.
It was clear that if an artifact fell into the hands of another faction, it would become troublesome.

"You're right. Those with keen eyes might already be moving. Especially the Villain Association, which doesn't possess any artifacts, would be desperate to get it."

He agreed with my words, smiling broadly.

"However, as you thought, very few have noticed that this phenomenon is caused by an artifact. It's just seen as a slightly larger version of something that happens occasionally."
"Then in this opportunity...!"

I pulled my body forward anxiously, looking at him.

"No. That is in a state where no faction can get their hands on it. It's an illusion."

Foriner said this while waving his hand.
The image in the mirror in front of me changed.
What had been showing the scale gradually zoomed out to show the huge blue band.

"An artifact is a collection of phenomena. And a newly formed artifact must go through a stabilization period before it reveals its true form."
"And before revealing its true form, the artifact creates a powerful defense mechanism to protect itself. This blue band you see is that."
"In other words, no matter what method those with keen eyes use, they cannot get their hands on this."

Foriner's face was overflowing with composure.
He was certain.

Absolutely.
No one could get their hands on that.

"Then, when does this stabilization period end?"
"I can't gauge the exact period, but I expect it to end within a month."
"Then..."

My voice trailed off.

A stabilization period that would last about a month.
If it takes that long, people will notice whether they want to or not.
That the anomaly in the sky is something unusual.
And naturally, attention will be drawn to it.

I looked at the blue band floating in the sky and fell into thought.
If such a phenomenon continues for a month, much blood will be shed to obtain the artifact.

A great war.
If things go wrong, a massive war might break out where Gresorion and the Villain Association join hands to pressure humanity.

"But you know."

Foriner raised the corner of his mouth into a grin.

"There's no need to wait until then, is there?"

Ch.187 - Diary (1)
"I'll accept."

The snow-white girl, Don-Hil, said this.
Her expression was filled with determination.
Her eyes, brimming with the desire to change her situation, were fixed on the one who had proposed the deal to her.

"So you will."

Foriner nodded and smiled.

The first price had been paid.
Now it was time to collect what he was owed from Don-Hil, along with the second price.

"Then I'll tell you the information you want. And."
"I know. Having paid the price, I'll do it even if I hate it."

Don-Hil cut off Foriner's words. Her face was filled with disgust.
She hated it, but had no choice.

To achieve what she wanted, she would willingly dance in the mud.

Their contract was as follows:
Foriner would provide two pieces of information, and she would grant one of his requests.
The deal was fair enough. Foriner had seen right through what she wanted.

"I've found the location of the House of Evolution. Now I just need to enter. If I can do that..."
"Whether you survive or perish there is up to you. Though I doubt you'll be going alone."

Foriner chuckled and looked at her with a sly expression.



* * *



"Damn it!"

Bang!

An angry fist pounded the wall. Uncontrolled emotion became flames that slowly melted the wall.

"How can I...!"

Kim Woo-Jin was in anguish.
He wanted to escape the Villain Association.
It was a feeling he'd never experienced before, but that made it all the more intense.

"Haa... Haa..."

Beside him was a small girl, sweating and suffering.

Dolly, a successful clone experiment.
But the girl's body, which had grown rapidly due to drugs rather than normal development, was extremely vulnerable.

"She needs medicine."

To compensate for her vulnerable body, she needed stabilizers created by the laboratory.
Medicine that would slow her growth while boosting her immunity.
However, the effects didn't last long, so it had to be administered regularly.

But after repeated failures, Dolly's supply of medicine had been cut off.

Bzzt- Bzzzzt-

Suddenly, the light illuminating the room flickered unstably. Like a representation of Dolly's life, the light seemed perilously close to going out.
Despite being an Awakened, his living conditions were deteriorating day by day due to repeated failures.

Crack!

Seeing Dolly looking as if she might stop breathing at any moment, Kim Woo-Jin bit his lip. Soon, the metallic taste of blood filled his mouth.

"Why am I doing this?"

Kim Woo-Jin sat beside Dolly and spoke with self-mockery.
A person born with bad blood.
This was how he had defined himself throughout his life.

Killing people, taking what he wanted, and climbing to the top.
That was the way to survive as someone born a villain, living as a villain.
This way of thinking had been completely natural to him.

But what about now?

He knew the Villain Association was a filthy place, but he couldn't stand it anymore.

After seeing countless clone girls being mercilessly killed, his mind couldn't take it anymore.
And he was anxious that Dolly, who followed him around, might suffer the same fate if he wasn't careful.

"Am I going crazy?"

Kim Woo-Jin still couldn't understand his own behavior.
If he was going to be so distressed over a young girl's precarious condition, what had all his actions up until now been for?

Why was he feeling compassion and pouring his heart out to a mere clone girl?

"What a hypocrite."

Truly, he was nothing but a hypocrite, he thought, berating himself as he closed his eyes.

[Aaaaaaagh-!]
[Stop, stooooop!]
[Keh-huk, ugh, urgh...!]

"Tch!"

Not long after, he frowned.
The moment he let his guard down, those memories flooded back into his mind.

The video of the clone girls' disposal process that Jin Yong-Han had forced him to watch.

Girls with metal needles stuck in their heads were controlled by Jin Yong-Han's gestures, forced to use their abilities.
The overload, far exceeding their limits, mercilessly burst their heads and cores.

Having been forced to watch this scene over and over, it was still vivid in his mind.

"Perhaps Dolly too..."

Kim Woo-Jin brushed aside Dolly's sweat-soaked bangs. The girl, breathing roughly, seemed as if she might stop breathing at any moment.

The video Jin Yong-Han had shown Kim Woo-Jin was a warning.
That Kim Woo-Jin, who had been a villain since childhood, had nowhere to go, and that even if he escaped, all that awaited was Dolly's death.
By showing him the disposal video of failed clones as an example, he was warning Kim Woo-Jin.

"Damn it!"

What was the cause of his current situation?

"Optima...!"

His boiling anger and resentment were directed at one girl. His tightly clenched fist trembled and emitted heat.

With that girl's appearance, his situation had completely changed. Although his awakening had been forcibly triggered through drugs and experiments, he shouldn't have lost to a mere girl.

That's how clear the difference in power between Kim Woo-Jin and Optima had been when they first met.

Yet Kim Woo-Jin had been defeated. After defeat upon defeat, he had met Dolly.
A loser and a hypocrite.
Two disgusting labels that stuck to him and wouldn't come off.

"I...!"

In this situation, Kim Woo-Jin had to make a decision.
Should he survive viciously as a villain and defeat Optima?
Or should he escape from here and live a fleeting life with Dolly, even if they had nowhere to go?

"I will... Optima...!"

Of the two choices, the wisest could only be the former.

At that moment.

"Do you need this?"

A snow-white girl appeared, tearing through space. In the hands of the girl who appeared right next to Kim Woo-Jin was a pile of medicine.

Kim Woo-Jin instinctively realized.

'That medicine is what Dolly needs!'

"Don't you need it? You'll need this medicine to save that girl, won't you?"

The corners of the girl's lips curved up slightly into an arc.
It was like a sweet temptation from the devil.
Seductive.
Attractive.
He couldn't take his eyes off the red eyes of the girl who had appeared before him.

Despite the dangerous scent wafting from her, Kim Woo-Jin couldn't help himself.
What the girl in front of him was holding was exactly what he wanted.

"And I don't like Optima either."

Kim Woo-Jin was conflicted.
The girl who appeared before him said this with a smile in her eyes.
But the fortunate thing was...
That his options had increased.



* * *



The afternoon after returning from The Front Line.
My classmates, minus me, were diligently moving their bodies again today.
They all complained about feeling like they were going to die, but their bodies honestly moved, gradually learning to control magic power through physical experience.

'Artifacts.'

As I blankly watched this scene, I fell into thought. The retrieval of the artifact had been temporarily put on hold.
This was because Foriner said that preparations were needed to retrieve the artifact before it stabilized.

First was vast magical power.
Second was a passage connecting where I was to the artifact.
Finally, one more thing was needed, and Foriner said he was searching for someone who could solve the second condition instead.

'Do you understand? My contractor. Choose wisely.'

And the words I heard just before parting with him.

Foriner told me to make a choice.
That I couldn't handle the artifact now.
To be precise, he said there was a high possibility it would conflict with the original power inside me.

The original power that I still couldn't control at will.
A power beyond my measure that I could barely wield after being weakened and split in two.
It was a problem that could be solved if I awakened, but that awakening seemed far, far away.

'If Foriner says so, it must be quite dangerous.'

But I couldn't give up on the retrieval.
It wasn't just because of the possibility of becoming stronger. I knew how dangerous the artifact itself could be if it fell into enemy hands.

"Haah."

I let out a small sigh.
It was frustrating. So frustrating that I didn't know what to do.

Gresorion, the Villain Association.
The scale of the battle I had jumped into was growing larger and larger, but I remained small.
So small that I felt like an insignificant existence.

'Let's stop thinking about it.'

I squeezed my eyes shut and shook off the distracting thoughts. Then I took out a small ball of magic power that I had hidden in my head.

It was the magic power that Foriner had said was needed to retrieve the artifact.

Something I had collected here by gradually releasing residual magic power.
Storing magic power externally like this was very inconvenient, but it was the only way to make up for insufficient magic power.

'Magic control practice is perfect when complicated thoughts arise.'

The magic power I took out looked like a small seed. It was snow-white magic power that had been compressed over and over.
Holding it in both hands, I closed my eyes. While controlling the magic power, I created an image in my mind.

Thick roots roughly sprouted from my hands, followed by a thick trunk that began to grow. The tree made of threads of magic power continued to grow, stretching upward about 10 meters.

Upward. Higher.
The intertwined threads of magic power followed my control.
After the massive trunk, they formed numerous branches and covered the sky with green leaves.

Eventually, my magic power grew to the size of what could be called a world tree, creating a large shadow.

My magic control technique was becoming more refined day by day.
Although it hadn't shown much in combat yet, the day would come when it would shine in battle too.

After confirming that a perfect world tree had formed in my mind, I opened my eyes.

"...Huh?"

But when I opened my eyes, I found that everything around me had gone quiet. I should have heard the kids panting, but I didn't.
Wondering if it was break time, I looked around, but that wasn't it either.

"Impressive."
"Ah, hahaha..."

I let out an awkward laugh. Teacher Choi Chul-Jin was looking at the tree I had created with an astonished expression.
No, not just Teacher Choi Chul-Jin, but everyone.
All the kids who had been rolling around in the First Field were staring at the tree that had sprouted from my hands.

'I thought I was just doing image training in my head, but I actually did it for real.'

Sometimes when I lose focus, this kind of thing happens, but I didn't expect it now. With an awkward smile, I hastily returned the tree I had created back to its original state.

"Ahem!"

I cleared my throat and stood up.
'Let's somehow defuse the situation!' That was the thought in my head.

"Ta-da! It was a surprise show!"

I said with a bright smile.

"......"

Of course, there was no response.

Ch.188 - Diary (2)
Eun-Ha giggled as she sent a message to Kim Se-Won.

[Let's go see something good today!]

She was holding a booklet in her hand as she laughed.

[Academy Guidebook]

It was something she hadn't looked at much lately. Since it was the only thing left behind by her friend, she couldn't neglect it for too long.

"What exactly is this Academy?"

Eun-Ha muttered to herself while flipping through the pages. She was fascinated by the Academy that had secret passages and hidden places in unexpected locations. Though she had explored many areas already, it was natural to wonder about the places she still hadn't seen.

"There must be many places I haven't discovered yet."

The more she looked, the more fascinating the Academy seemed. She wanted to explore all the locations mentioned in the Academy Guidebook. She just hadn't had much time lately as her responsibilities kept increasing.
That's why Eun-Ha was scanning through the guidebook with eyes full of curiosity.

"Park Sang-Heon..."

Suddenly, Eun-Ha murmured a name that popped into her mind.
The hideout that Park Sang-Heon had used as both a home gym and laboratory. That place wasn't created by him.
He had simply been using a location that already existed.
In other words, such secret places had existed in the Academy for quite some time.

"I absolutely must explore at least one place today."

Eun-Ha showed firm determination.
As she established herself as both a saint and a magical girl, her free time was steadily decreasing.

*I'll probably have less and less time to explore like this.*

That made her feel regretful.
The fact that after working so hard to find her friend, she couldn't follow the footsteps her friend had left behind.



* * *



"What do you mean by 'let's go see something good'?"
"Hehe! Just wait and see!"

Eun-Ha walked alongside Kim Se-Won with a broad smile.
The two were heading to the First Athletic Field, where children had been training diligently during the day.

Surprisingly, there was also a hidden passage leading somewhere from this place.

"It's just an athletic field?"
"Just wait a moment."

Kim Se-Won arrived at the center of the First Athletic Field and looked at Eun-Ha with a puzzled expression. Eun-Ha's eyes were sparkling, filled with anticipation.

"Let's see..."

Eun-Ha took out a seed-shaped magical power mass that she had kept hidden in her mind. The magical power mass had grown slightly larger as her power had increased.

Eun-Ha dropped it on the ground and began controlling the magic. As she did, the magical power mass that touched the ground spread out widely like a spider web with Eun-Ha at its center.

Click!

"Huh?!"

A faint sound suddenly reached their ears.
Kim Se-Won was startled by the unexpected noise and looked around.
There was no visible change to the athletic field.

"Hmm. So that's how it works."

Eun-Ha was busy controlling her magic, nodding her head repeatedly.

"I can't believe it still works properly even after being completely flipped over once!"

Her eyes shone with excitement.

The athletic field, which had once been shattered by the clash between Park Sang-Heon and Yoo Ji-Yeon, was now rippling with Eun-Ha's magic.

"Wow..."

Kim Se-Won stared blankly at the scene.
The magic that had spread like a spider web engulfed the entire field, emitting a soft glow.

But what he was looking at wasn't the field.
He was watching Eun-Ha standing on the softly glowing field.

*I've never seen anything like this before.*

A dreamlike scene that didn't belong in the modern world.
A delicate girl with half-closed eyes, smiling gently on a softly glowing field.

Creak!
Click!

But he didn't have much time to stare blankly.

Boom-!

After a series of sounds like locks being undone, the athletic field began to shake violently.

"It worked!"

Eun-Ha, filled with satisfaction, quickly retrieved her magic and transformed it back into a small seed shape.

"So what happens now?"
"Well...!"

Eun-Ha looked at Kim Se-Won with an expression full of anticipation.

"I don't know!"

And she smiled brightly.

Whoosh-!

"?!"

As she smiled, a massive portal opened in the center of the athletic field.

"Aaaaaaah?!"
"Wow!!!"

Naturally, the two who had been standing there defenseless began free-falling downward.

*Today it's white!*

Even while screaming, Kim Se-Won firmly imprinted the color that flashed before his eyes into his mind.



* * *



"Ughhhh..."

Kim Se-Won, who had been swallowed by the portal, groaned in pain as he finally regained consciousness.

*It's warm...?*

A slightly heavy pressure.
Feeling as if someone small was lying on top of him, Kim Se-Won gently opened his eyes to look.

The cause of the pain he felt throughout his body was right in front of his eyes. A pleasant, subtle fragrance reached him.

"Mmm..."

Fortunately, she didn't seem to have any injuries, just slightly furrowing her delicate eyebrows.

*I'll just stay like this until she wakes up.*

Though his waist ached as if he had injured it during the fall, Kim Se-Won decided to indulge his desires a bit more.
He gently closed his eyes and felt Eun-Ha's body heat and scent.

*I should have worn thinner clothes. If I'd just worn a thin t-shirt instead of trying to look stylish, I could have felt this sensation better.*

Even in a situation where his entire body was aching, Kim Se-Won's instincts were very honest.

To be even more honest, he wanted to stay like this forever.
This was a secret place that most people couldn't even enter.
Only Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were here.

That fact made his heart race, causing his heart to beat more fiercely than usual. He wanted to embrace the girl lying on top of him, to feel her delicate body more clearly.

*Just a little longer.*

But knowing he couldn't be too greedy, Kim Se-Won didn't act on that thought.
He just closed his eyes, thinking he would stay like this until Eun-Ha woke up.

After about 10 minutes had passed.

"Ah!"

Eun-Ha regained consciousness and suddenly sat up.

As she rose, her hand, which was meant to touch the ground, felt something warm instead of something completely hard. And there was also the familiar scent she had first smelled when she met Kim Se-Won.

"Se-Se-Won?! Wait, have I been lying on top of you this whole time?! Se-Won! Wake up, Se-Won!"

Eun-Ha, unable to hide her embarrassment, shook Kim Se-Won's body mercilessly. His body, pretending to be unconscious, shook limply.

*This feels nice.*

Despite his body aching all over and the pain intensifying from being shaken so roughly, he inwardly grinned.

The thrill of hearing the girl he liked calling his name desperately lit a small fire in his heart.
He wanted to stay like this forever.

"Se-Won, wake up!"
"Ugh!"

Until he took a hit to the solar plexus.

"Thank goodness... You've regained consciousness."

When Kim Se-Won finally responded, Eun-Ha's eyes welled up with tears as she repeated how relieved she was.
At the same time, as if trying to erase her traces, her hand gently touched Kim Se-Won's chest to heal him.

*This is the best way to get attention.*

The teary-eyed act was fake.

"Uh, um, yeah."

Kim Se-Won, who had caught on to Eun-Ha's intention, pretended to have just regained consciousness as he looked up at her.

*If I had kept pretending to be asleep, I might have ended up sleeping forever.*

Kim Se-Won felt his body rapidly improving as he gently sat up.
As he rose, supporting Eun-Ha's waist with one hand, her position naturally shifted from his stomach to his lower body.

"..."

Kim Se-Won gazed at Eun-Ha.
A distance close enough to feel each other's breath.
Given their position, the distance between the two was naturally close.

*This is driving me crazy.*

Kim Se-Won found it hard to suppress his rising desire.
A distance where their lips would meet if he just lowered his head a little.
He wanted to embrace the small girl in front of him. It felt like if he opened his arms and pulled her in, she would fit perfectly into his body.
He wanted to get closer and press his lips against hers.

"Now let's explore."

Whether she knew Kim Se-Won's feelings or not, Eun-Ha smiled brightly and slipped away from his body.

"Tsk..."
"Where exactly are we?"

Leaving behind Kim Se-Won, who couldn't hide his disappointment, Eun-Ha looked around with curious eyes.

The place where Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won had fallen looked like a large cavern. The ceiling was so high that it would take about twenty Kim Se-Wons stacked on top of each other to reach it.
And artificial light coming down from the ceiling illuminated the surroundings.

A place that didn't feel like it was part of the Academy at all.

"Did we end up in a completely different space...?"

Eun-Ha, unable to tell where they were, muttered to herself.

"Eun-Ha, look at that!"
"Huh?"

Kim Se-Won, who had gotten up, discovered something and called out to Eun-Ha. She approached him and turned her head in the direction he was pointing.

"What is that?"

In the place Kim Se-Won pointed to, there was a strange building standing alone.
It looked like a church commonly seen in Korea, but also resembled a shrine.

"Shall we go check it out? There doesn't seem to be anything else around."
"Yeah. Let's do that."

Eun-Ha nodded at Kim Se-Won's suggestion. Unlike the secret passage that Park Sang-Heon had used, there wasn't even a visible way out of this place.
If that was the case, it would be best to start by investigating the building in front of them.

Eun-Ha swallowed hard and began walking toward the building ahead.



* * *



"What... is this place..."

Eun-Ha's voice echoed. The two who had entered the building carefully looked around as they cautiously walked forward.

The inside of the building was cool. The artificial light seeping in from outside gave it a mysterious atmosphere.

Numerous chairs for worship. And a large platform with decorations at the front.
The inside of the building resembled a cathedral.

"Not a speck of dust."

She ran her finger over a chair and found not a single speck of dust. Did someone clean this place regularly?
Or was it always like this?

Eun-Ha continued forward with a puzzled expression.

"Eun-Ha, wait a moment!"
"Yes?"

As she was moving forward, Kim Se-Won called out to her from behind.

"What is this?"
"..."

Eun-Ha's mouth fell open.
The object Kim Se-Won pointed to was placed on a shelf.
It was shocking enough to make her gape unconsciously.

An object that looked like a miniature human figure.
A figurine, the kind of item that people with certain hobbies often collect, was right in front of them.

The problem was...

*Mother?!*

It was Hong Yoo-Jin.

Eun-Ha stepped forward with wide eyes. If she wasn't mistaken, that was definitely her mother, Hong Yoo-Jin.

"Ugh!!"

But Eun-Ha's movement quickly stopped.
She had only approached a little, but a stench so strong it felt like it was piercing her nose made her wrinkle her face involuntarily.

"It smells like squid...!"

It was a very familiar smell.
Both Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won had smelled it at least once in their lives.
Something sticky and yellowish was clinging all over the figurine shaped like Hong Yoo-Jin.
The yellowish substance was sprayed so much that it covered not just the head but the entire body.

"I wonder what this figurine is and why someone would spray such a thing on it."
"Whoever did this, I want to kill them."

Eun-Ha unconsciously uttered words filled with killing intent.
While the act itself was disgusting, the problem was that the target happened to be her mother.

*Still, it's a relief.*

Eun-Ha glanced at Kim Se-Won and sighed with relief.
Although it was an unpleasant sight, fortunately, Kim Se-Won didn't seem to notice that the figurine resembled Hong Yoo-Jin.

*Does Mother know about this?*

The thought briefly crossed Eun-Ha's mind. Rather than wondering if she knew, she hoped she didn't.
If her mother had known about the existence of such an offensive object, she would have destroyed it long ago.

Crash!

Without further thought, Eun-Ha smashed the figurine in front of her.

"That's disgusting."

Eun-Ha genuinely despised the object that had been in front of her.

"Wait, Eun-Ha."
"What?"
"No. That. Look at that."

As Eun-Ha was about to turn away after destroying the figurine, Kim Se-Won held her and made her look back at where the figurine had been.

The shelf that had been destroyed along with the figurine. Inside it was an object whose presence here raised questions.

Ch.189 - Diary (3)
Eun-Ha picked up a piece of the shattered shelf that had broken from her strike.

She sniffed it carefully.

"...It doesn't smell like anything."

Fortunately, there wasn't any particular odor. Perhaps just a trace of time's passage—a very slight hint of mold, but nothing more.

"What is this thing anyway?"

The problem was that this object, a rather thin notebook, had been completely torn apart by someone.

"Is this some kind of diary?"
"A diary?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head at Kim Se-Won's words as he approached her.
His guess seemed quite plausible.
Looking at the torn notebook pieces, she could see dates written on some parts.

"Let's take this with us for now. We should search around here a bit more."
"It's nice that we got in, but I'm concerned about how we're going to get out."
"...Sorry."

Eun-Ha smiled sheepishly.
As Kim Se-Won pointed out, they had entered this space without a plan, but now there was no obvious way out.

"No, that's not what I meant. I'm actually enjoying this—feels like we're real explorers. If it's mentioned in that Academy guidebook, there must be a way out."

Kim Se-Won quickly clarified his words with a reassuring smile.

"But this is really amazing."

Eun-Ha began searching the building's interior, looking around as she spoke. No matter where she looked, not a speck of dust was visible.
Yet there were no signs of people either. Just two things stood out: the figurine they'd seen earlier and the torn diary.

"Maybe they have cleaning robots like the ones used on streets?"
"That could actually be it."

It felt like a place that had escaped the constraints of time itself. There was a subtle sense of determination to reject any form of change.

"I feel like there's something important here."

Eun-Ha moved toward the pedestal that had caught her attention as soon as they entered the building. It was a spot that clearly stood out, and the object placed on top of it particularly drew her attention.

"Why this?"
"Hmm..."

Standing on the pedestal, Eun-Ha found herself facing a statue of a girl embracing a distorted cross with both arms.
The girl's expression was ambiguous—whether from pain or sadness—as she held the cross close like someone precious to her.

"...Just in case."

After studying the statue carefully, Eun-Ha moved her arm.
Her action seemed almost as if she were entranced.
In a daze, she raised her slender hand to the statue and infused it with magical power.

Woooong—

"S-something's really happening!"

Kim Se-Won urgently spoke as the building began to shake violently. Without even thinking about it, his arms had wrapped around Eun-Ha protectively.

< This is not a place for mortals to linger. >

"?! What is this...?"
"A message??"

As the building's vibrations intensified, a semi-transparent window appeared before the two.
It seemed like a message someone had prepared in advance. A calm voice resonated throughout the building, carrying a strong sense that their presence in this place was unwelcome.

< Leave this place. Place your hand on the distorted girl statue and recall the place from which you came. >

The two moved their arms according to the window's instructions. Though it was just a message, some mysterious force guided their movements.

When they placed their hands on the statue, their eyes naturally closed. In their minds appeared the First Athletic Field, the place they had come from.

'What is this all about?'

Despite being forced to move, there was no sense of resistance. Eun-Ha couldn't understand why.
Soon she felt the surrounding magical energy fluctuate. Curious about the change, Eun-Ha slightly opened her eyes.

And then

< Time-frozen places are dangerous for mortals——— Behold, foolish immortals. I am the one who will break you one by one to become the true Transcendent. Wait there. I shall execute your arrogant selves and establish a new order. >

"?!"

Eun-Ha was speechless.
The message that had been guiding them suddenly cut off, replaced by a red message that looked as if it had been stamped in blood.
It seemed like blood might drip from the text at any moment.

The message should have been accompanied by a voice like before, but this one was silent.
Instead, the eerie blood-red message seemed to bore into her mind along with a sinister voice.

Glance

Concerned, Eun-Ha checked on Kim Se-Won. Fortunately, he still had his eyes closed, concentrating.

'What could this be?'

With an uneasy feeling, Eun-Ha closed her eyes again to follow his lead.



* * *



"...We really came back."
"W-where were we exactly?"

Feeling the cool night breeze, they opened their eyes to find themselves in the middle of the First Athletic Field.

"Let's head back for now. I want to look at that diary we found."
"Where to?"
"Hm? To our own rooms?"

At Eun-Ha's words, Kim Se-Won pouted. He clearly wasn't happy with that suggestion.

"Hey. You call me out on a night like this and that's how it ends?"
"Do you know what time it is? We must have spent quite a while in there."

Eun-Ha's instinct told her it was almost 10 PM. Considering the time they'd lost consciousness when falling plus their exploration of the building, at least an hour must have passed.

She brought up her communication terminal and showed it to Kim Se-Won.

"...It says 8 o'clock?"
"Huh?"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened in surprise.
8 o'clock? That made no sense.
Kim Se-Won, equally confused, checked his own communication terminal, but it also showed 8 o'clock.

"That's strange."
"Yeah, what's going on?"

They both tilted their heads simultaneously.
The clocks on their communication terminals showed exactly the same time as before they had entered that mysterious space.

"Um, well..."
"Shall we go then?"
"Let's do that."

They felt an indescribable sensation.
Was this what people meant by being bewitched by ghosts?

'But the diary is definitely real.'

Eun-Ha touched the diary fragments in her pocket, confirming that the place she and Kim Se-Won had just been wasn't an illusion or dream.

"So where should we go? Your room? My room?"

Eun-Ha asked as she turned to head back. They had several options for places to stay together.
Eun-Ha's room, Kim Se-Won's room, and their secret base.

"...Let's go to the secret base."

After silently contemplating, Kim Se-Won chose the secret base.

'It's dangerous.'

There was only one reason he chose the secret base.
Though he had casually suggested checking the diary together, he wasn't confident in his self-control.

Eun-Ha was wearing thin summer clothes that exposed her shoulders.
Bathed in moonlight, she had an ethereal glow about her.

"Let's do that."

Unaware of Kim Se-Won's thoughts, Eun-Ha smiled brightly and headed toward the storage room inside the Academy.



* * *



"Hmmmm..."

Having arrived at their secret base, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won placed the diary pieces on a round table and began restoration work.
The diary, torn into eight pieces, was at a level that could be pieced together with some time.

"I think we've got it mostly done?"

After about 10 minutes of concentration comparable to studying during exam period, Eun-Ha held up a page of the diary secured with transparent tape.
Her satisfied smile as she absentmindedly looked at it was adorably cute.

"Let's see what it says. It doesn't look like much, so we should be able to read through it quickly."
"Yeah!"

Click! Click! Click!

The diary pages they arranged in order didn't contain much content per page.

[If anyone is reading this, I hope it finds you well.
I wonder if this will ever be discovered, but nonetheless I write based on my memories.

I am not myself
My body has been stolen.
The reason I can write this is not because I'm special.
It's because the one who stole my body is still unstable]

"Body stolen...?"

The diary, written in an unstable handwriting, contained content that the two couldn't easily accept.
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won looked at each other simultaneously, sharing a moment of silent contemplation.

"Should we... keep reading?"
"Let's do that."

They were curious.
How the body was stolen, what happened afterward. They wondered what had become of the person who wrote this diary.

[Where is this place?
My memories are fragmenting like they're being eaten by worms.
How long can I maintain my sanity?

My body has already changed.
Is this really me?

Of course not, you idiot.]

"?!"

Both of them flinched simultaneously.

The diary entry was filled with questions. But the last sentence was different.
As if proving it was written by someone else, the roughly scrawled final sentence mocked the writer.

"I-I just got chills."
"Me too."

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won gulped.
There were still a couple of pages left in the diary.

[My memories are being eroded.
Who am I?
You are bait
Why do I occasionally regain consciousness?
Because I allow it.
I'm certain now that this body is no longer mine.
I don't know who I am, but I can tell that I'm clearly different from my original body.
I just changed it to get closer to the prey.
I don't want to accept it, but I think I'll soon lose myself completely.
Accept it.]

"..."
"This is just toying with them...!"

Eun-Ha stared blankly at the diary while Kim Se-Won angrily pounded the table with his fist.
The writer seemed completely unaware they were being mocked.

"These parts were added later."

Eun-Ha pointed to the writing between the lines. It was clearly visible because the diary was written on lined paper.

"...There's one last page left. I wonder if the writer realized?"
"We'll have to see..."

Eun-Ha carefully turned to the final page.

[Why do I have to be friendly with this guy?
Because he's bait for the prey.
I find it disgusting how this kid I don't even know acts so friendly. But he seems to be very close to "me."
That's because I've been pretending to be friendly all along
I hate it, I really hate it, but when I come to my senses, I'm naturally conversing with him. It's as if my own will has been banished.
That's because I moved while leaving your consciousness intact.
So
So
I think I have to give up now.
Go to sleep quietly.]

"...Ah, by the way."

The last diary entry was also a mess. It seemed deliberately written to make the reader uncomfortable.
Eun-Ha tried to change the heavy atmosphere.

"I-I found something really interesting!"
"...What is it?"

Eun-Ha shoved the diary into a corner and raised her index finger as she spoke.

"It's this."

Eun-Ha forced a mischievous smile. The more she reacted this way, the stronger Kim Se-Won's curiosity grew.
He too wanted to erase the diary's contents from his mind.

"Hiyah!"

Groin-focused Full Power Enhancement!
Without explanation, Eun-Ha's merciless enhancement magic concentrated on Kim Se-Won's groin.

"!!!!!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened as he hurriedly covered his groin with both hands.
He could feel blood rushing to his groin against his will.
The blood flow, concentrated more intensely than he'd ever felt before, made his precious part throb as if it might burst through his pants.

"Ugh... uuuugh...!"
"...Oops?"

Eun-Ha broke into a cold sweat.
The reaction was not what she expected.

Kim Se-Won was hunched over with both hands covering his groin, head bowed, sweating profusely.

"C-cancel!"

Eun-Ha hastily withdrew the enhancement magic.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

Kim Se-Won, finally calming down, exhaled rough breaths.
His bloodshot eyes stared at Eun-Ha with a glistening intensity.

Today, Eun-Ha's skin looked particularly tempting.
He wanted to lick that skin right now. He wanted to taste every inch of that soft skin, to feel its texture, taste, and warmth.

'No! No...! No!!'

Just before losing his reason, Kim Se-Won desperately shook his head. With superhuman mental strength, he desperately clung to his rationality.

'That's right! Eun-Ha was a man! A man! For men to do such things together...!'

Kim Se-Won forcibly conjured up absurd fantasies to calm his current excited state.

'Hah! Hah! Se-Won, your muscles are so firm! Can I just lick them a little? Hm? Hm?'

'This isn't right!'

He'd thought wrong. While it was supposed to be repulsive, just a slight distortion of Eun-Ha's behavior made it seem plausible and realistic.

'I'll use telekinesis...!'

If worse came to worst, Eun-Ha would heal him.
With that belief, Kim Se-Won used telekinesis to forcibly compress his precious part.

"Urgh...!"

His precious part, still engorged with blood, was forcibly compressed and under strong pressure.

"Kuk! Kukukukukuk...!"

Eun-Ha couldn't help but burst into laughter at Kim Se-Won's actions.
For some reason, his ridiculous appearance made her roll on the floor laughing.

"Damn it...!"

While he was desperately trying to calm himself down, Eun-Ha was rolling on the floor with laughter.
Kim Se-Won felt his self-control beginning to crumble at the sight.

Thud!

"...Huh?"

Kim Se-Won's movement was swift.
He pounced on Eun-Ha as she rolled on the floor, pinning her slender arms with both hands.

"You know what? If it had been any other guy, you'd be in trouble right now. Got it?"

Silence.
Eun-Ha, who had been laughing heartily, stared blankly up at Kim Se-Won who had pinned her down, tears still in her eyes.

Kim Se-Won wanted to pounce on her too.
He was desperately holding back only because he didn't like the idea of forcing himself on her this way.


"I-is that so?"

Eun-Ha couldn't hide her embarrassment and her eyes darted around.
She felt shy.
Was it because of how close Kim Se-Won was? He looked much bigger than usual.

'He looks so dependable.'

Thump.
Thump.

As silence enveloped the secret base, the sound of their heartbeats seemed unusually loud.

"What are you two doing there...?"

At that moment.
A very familiar voice reached the two.

"?!"
"Ugh!!!!"

Startled, Eun-Ha's leg reflexively shot upward.
Soon after, she felt her leg make contact with something solid.

"S-sorry!"
"Grrrrrrrk..."

Eun-Ha realized what she had done.
But before she could do anything, Kim Se-Won, who had suffered serious damage, lost consciousness with foam at his mouth.

Ch.190 - Diary (4)
"Ugh, urgh..."

Kim Se-Won groaned while his eyes twitched. His consciousness, which had sunk deep down, gradually resurfaced as sensation returned to his entire body.

"Ah, you're awake?"

As he came to his senses, he heard a voice filled with concern. It was Eun-Ha's voice. Eun-Ha was looking down at him from directly above, her eyes full of worry.

"Eun... Ha...?"

Hair that seemed to hold the sunlight began to appear as his eyes opened halfway. Kim Se-Won instinctively recognized that the owner of that hair was Eun-Ha and spoke her name.

"Wait, uh, Eun-Ha??"

And then suddenly, he felt his mind becoming completely clear.

Where was he right now?
It was definitely the secret base. Then what exactly was he resting his head on?

He could feel a faint scent of skin and a soft sensation against the back of his head. It was so comfortable he wished he could stay like this forever.
And Eun-Ha was right above him, showing her face. Looking down at him. It was as if his head was resting on Eun-Ha's thigh. No, it definitely was her thigh.

*Why did I have to make that groaning sound...!*

Kim Se-Won was frustrated with himself.
There could have been a way to feel this sensation a little longer. If he had just regained consciousness without making any noise, he could have enjoyed this feeling more.
Unable to hide his disappointment, he sat up.

"Ahem...! Th-thanks. No, not thanks. This happened because you kicked me in the first place!"

And to hide his disappointment and embarrassment, he burst out in anger.

"Sorry. Hehehe."

That's right. Kim Se-Won lost consciousness because Eun-Ha had kicked him.
Eun-Ha put her hands together and smiled brightly. She apologized to him without hesitation.

She had long since lost the third leg and two eggs that would have allowed her to empathize with Kim Se-Won's pain. Still, she could easily imagine the agony.

*In times like this, I should just apologize.*

The pain of being hit in the reproductive organs, which are extremely important to men, was enough to make one dizzy. In serious cases, it could cause someone to faint, just as Kim Se-Won had.
If the person who had kicked him wasn't Eun-Ha herself, it could have been a very dangerous situation.

"How was it~? Did our Se-Won enjoy the special treat of Eun-Ha's lap pillow~?"
"Hehe...! I saw how you were nuzzling your head even while unconscious. How can you show your desires so openly? Your body is quite honest, isn't it?"
"Ugh!?"

Kim Se-Won turned his body toward the direction of the voices, showing a flustered expression. His face turned red automatically.
In the direction he turned were the girls who had caused him to faint.

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram.
Both were friends of Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

"But it's thanks to me that you enjoyed such luxury~ Got it? I'm the one who asked Eun-Ha to give you a lap pillow, so you could wake up on Eun-Ha's lap!"
"Sigh. I should have taken a picture then. It would have been fun to tease you with it."

The two girls with sly expressions were in perfect sync. Considering how Ha-Ram had constantly criticized Chae-Eun's behavior at the beginning of the semester, this was quite a change.

"That's enough. If you two hadn't been here, I wouldn't have fainted in the first place, you know?"

Kim Se-Won retorted with disgust.
He wanted to say more because Chae-Eun's attitude was annoying him.
However, if what she said was true, he had briefly enjoyed a luxury thanks to Chae-Eun, so he couldn't complain too much.

"By the way, why are Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram here?"
"Huh? Oh, this! We came to eat this~ Hehe! Meat, meat!"

In response to Eun-Ha's question, Chae-Eun showed the large bag she was holding. It looked heavy just by looking at it, seemingly full of meat.

"We tried contacting you both, but there was no answer, so we came by ourselves. Look. Here's proof I sent messages."

Before Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha could feel disappointed, Ha-Ram showed them that she had indeed sent messages.
When they hurriedly checked their communication devices, they found several messages from Ha-Ram in their inboxes.

*Talk about perfect timing.*

Kim Se-Won was dumbfounded. He also marveled at the impeccable timing.
The time Ha-Ram sent the message was 8 o'clock, the exact moment Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won had moved to the deserted cave.
It was timing that they couldn't possibly have noticed.

"So we had no choice but to come here by ourselves. We ate here before too, but this place is really good for grilling meat, right? It doesn't matter if it smells, and we can bring things from the dormitory if needed. Right?"
"Right."

Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram nodded simultaneously.

"But..."

Then Ha-Ram's gaze turned to a corner of the secret base. Something that had been bothering her for a while. It was something Eun-Ha had carelessly shoved into the corner earlier.

"What's this...?"

Ha-Ram went to a secluded corner of the secret base and picked up a slightly crumpled diary.

She glanced at Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won, but the two were focused on Chae-Eun, who was chattering away.
Having no choice but to find out for herself, she began reading the diary, which had been restored with tape, page by page.

"This is unpleasant. ...But."

The diary made her frown involuntarily. While the diary itself wasn't problematic, the rough handwriting mocking the writer continued to disturb Ha-Ram.

However, there was one strange thing.
The edge of the paper containing the last page of the diary was subtly lifted.
As if another piece of paper was attached to it.

Ha-Ram carefully drew up her magical power and inserted it into the lifted edge.

Swoosh-

The magical power that entered between the papers gently penetrated inside, separating the papers. With a sound like scissors pushing through paper, a hidden diary page was revealed.

"What's this?"

Judging by the condition, the other two didn't know about it either. There was no sign of it being torn.
One thing was certain: thanks to either Eun-Ha or Kim Se-Won carelessly throwing it into this corner, the gap in the paper had opened up. And because of that, she had discovered this hidden diary.

Ha-Ram glanced again in the direction of the three people, and unable to contain her curiosity, began reading the diary.

[I think I'm getting closer to that guy. The emotional distance between us has shortened a bit more.

At first, I really disliked him approaching me pretending to be friendly, but since he was the only one I could communicate with, I had no choice.

A fool who's also stupid and only knows muscles. But strangely, he had a unique atmosphere that reassured others.

Maybe that's why.
Very occasionally. When I had control of the body, I would do many foolish things with him.
I also liked him.
Regardless of age difference, he was now my only friend, if I may say so.

Above all.
I wanted to maintain my existence as "me" even like this. I was here.
That I was in a state of being devoured by someone. I wanted to let him know.
He didn't notice because he's a fool. That's my only regret.]

"Something's different. Was this part not discovered?"

Ha-Ram noticed that only the hidden last page didn't have rough writing on it. It seemed the writer knew someone was mocking their diary and didn't want this content to be discovered.

There was no reason to keep this to herself. Ha-Ram immediately took the hidden last page and approached the three.

"Eun-Ha, look at this. Would you take a look?"
"Huh? What's this?"

Eun-Ha, receiving the diary from Ha-Ram, realized it was a part she had never seen before and opened her eyes wide. The content was also something she was seeing for the first time.

"It seems it was carefully attached. It probably came off because it was torn to pieces and then someone threw it into that corner, causing it to crumple."
"Really??"

Eun-Ha looked up at Ha-Ram blankly. Thanks to an unconscious action, they were able to find the hidden page. What incredible luck.
However, there was one disappointing thing.

"But there's nothing special here...? It would be nice if there were some clues about who wrote it."

The content of the diary alone didn't provide any hints about who wrote it. Eun-Ha found that disappointing.

"So where did you find this?"
"Well—"

Eun-Ha, with a somewhat proud expression, revealed everything to Ha-Ram's question.

"There's such a place at school...?"
"Really? We want to go too. Shall we go now? Hm?"
"No, it's fine. You said there's nothing there anyway. You said the empty building doesn't have much to see either. Besides, we brought meat, and we can't just leave it, right?"
"Ah...!"

Chae-Eun remembered the heavy meat she was holding and lifted the bag. Inside the transparent bag was plenty of bright red meat.

"Then take us there next time! I want to see it even if there's nothing there."
"Ah, okay."

When Chae-Eun pressed her, Eun-Ha reluctantly nodded.

Splash!

It definitely wasn't because she was intimidated by Chae-Eun's enormous chest.

"Take me too. I'm curious about what conditions would make others not even know how to get there."

Following Eun-Ha's agreement, Ha-Ram also approached her with gleaming eyes.

"Hehe... A space for just the two of us.... A space where no one else can come."

The words that followed very quietly from Ha-Ram's mouth were quite creepy. The "two" in the space she mentioned likely referred to Incheon-Yong and herself.
Realizing this, Eun-Ha felt a chill and hurriedly rubbed her goosebump-covered arms.

"Hu, huhuhuh...!"

She even let out an unpleasant laugh that she would never normally show. This wasn't ordinary. Given the chance, she would mercilessly put her thoughts into action.

Eun-Ha gave Ha-Ram a disgusted look and quietly increased the distance between them.

*Whether it's Ha-Ram or that Ko Su-A or Ko-A or whatever her name is. Why do people with such peculiar tastes gather around me?*

And she inwardly vented a complaint that she could never express outwardly.

Ch.191 - Dunhill And Kim Woojin
A few days earlier.

Kim Woo-Jin accepted Don-Hil's proposal and carefully opened the door to enter the room.

"So this is it."

He set his luggage down on the floor with a thud.
Kim Woo-Jin and Dolly. The two of them were standing in a two-bedroom apartment located on the outskirts of the Academy District.

*What exactly is her identity?*

Kim Woo-Jin frowned as he thought about Don-Hil. How could she secure a place like this in the Academy District of all places?

*No. With her ability to freely move through space, I guess she wouldn't have any restrictions.*

Kim Woo-Jin set aside his concerns and examined the apartment.
The place was better than he expected.
First, being a two-bedroom, it had two rooms. Each room had a bed and desk, which was sufficient for personal use.

"...When did they put up these nameplates?"

Kim Woo-Jin stared curiously at the doors. Each door had a nameplate with their names on it.

*That's strange.*

It was very strange.
Aside from the nameplates, the bed in Kim Woo-Jin's room was unusually large. It was big enough for two people to lie down comfortably.

*Is she being considerate of Dolly?*

He glanced at the excited Dolly. Though she was healthy now, she was originally sickly and could collapse at any moment.
If she had provided a large bed with Dolly in mind, it would make sense.

"Let's unpack."

Muttering to himself, Kim Woo-Jin entered his room and began unpacking.
He didn't have much luggage. Just clothes and personal items from his room. Thanks to that, unpacking was finished in no time.

"Dolly, hurry and unpack your things too."
"Okay!"

Dolly, who had become healthy after taking the medicine Don-Hil gave her, nodded with a bright smile.

"Oppa! Oppa! There's a TV and computer in my room!"

Just as he was about to take a breather after finishing unpacking, Dolly came into his room and started excitedly showing off her room.
Her eyes were shining as she reported everything in her room one by one. Dolly had always been singing about wanting to watch TV or YouTube.

"Come see! Huh? Hurry!"
Jumping onto the bed, Dolly grabbed Kim Woo-Jin's collar and shook it frantically. Her pale face was flushed with excitement.

"Okay. I got it. I got it."

Though he had wanted to rest for a moment, Kim Woo-Jin inwardly complained but followed Dolly's lead to her room.

"Whew."

About an hour had passed.
After turning on YouTube on the computer to calm the excited Dolly, Kim Woo-Jin returned to his room and lay down on the bed.
The bed was quite soft, and if he stayed still like this, he felt like he might fall asleep without meaning to.

"How is it? Do you like it here?"
"...Yeah."

Just as Kim Woo-Jin closed his eyes for a moment, a seductive voice flowed into his ear.

"?!"

After answering mindlessly, Kim Woo-Jin soon realized what he had responded to. When he opened his eyes wide, Don-Hil was lying right next to him. She was looking at Kim Woo-Jin with an intrigued expression.

*I didn't sense her presence at all??*

Kim Woo-Jin tried hard to hide his bewilderment. Even with the power to move freely through space, making it impossible to sense someone lying down on the bed would be impossible with just portal-based spatial movement.
In other words, she was quite skilled despite her appearance.

"Huhu...! Sorry for startling you."

Don-Hil chuckled and narrowed her eyes. Her red eyes, which seemed to pull him in, stared at Kim Woo-Jin.

"...Anyway, thanks. For preparing a place like this."
"It's a place I use occasionally, so don't worry about it."
"I see."

It didn't seem completely new, as he had thought. Kim Woo-Jin stared at the ceiling, lost in thought.
Why had Don-Hil helped him? It bothered him.

"Aren't you curious why I said I'd help you?"

Had she read his thoughts? Kim Woo-Jin again tried to hide his surprise as he turned his head.

"I am curious."
"Right?"

Don-Hil chuckled again, enjoying Kim Woo-Jin's reaction. Though his body had grown, his nature hadn't changed. Thanks to that, she could see all his thoughts.
She was still at the stage of wondering if the person in front of her was really the Kim Woo-Jin she knew, or if he was a fake created by the Villain Association, but it was still quite enjoyable to talk with her childhood friend after so long.

"I think we'll get along well. I've been watching you for quite some time."
"For quite some time?"
"I told you before. Just as much as you hate Optima, I hate her too. So I was looking for someone to join hands with. It's more certain with two than alone. ...For that purpose, I was trying to steal medicine from the lab to trade with you."
"......"

Kim Woo-Jin stared blankly at Don-Hil's red eyes.
Was what she was saying really true? No, regardless of the truth, it wouldn't harm him.
The medicine she gave to Dolly wasn't fake but real. Moreover, there was a lot of it. Plus, if he could bring down Optima, it wouldn't be bad to join hands with someone.

*But.*

He had one question.
Was there a need to choose him specifically?
It's a bit awkward to say, but there were many stronger people than him in the Villain Association. Surely there would be quite a few people who considered Optima an enemy.

Though he was talented enough to reach awakening at a young age, the truth was that he was weak compared to those who already had strong powers. It had been almost three months since his awakening, and only now could he finally control his power.
For an early awakening, he had taken about the same amount of time as other awakened individuals.

*She has an ulterior motive.*

That's why it was suspicious.
Don-Hil seemed to be approaching him to use Kim Woo-Jin, or perhaps Dolly, to gain something.

"Why? Is it so suspicious that I came to you?"
"Kuk!"

It happened again.
Kim Woo-Jin frowned and showed his bewilderment.
Once again, Don-Hil had said something that seemed to read his mind.

"It's a secret. I'm not ready to tell you right now. Besides, we've only just joined hands, right?"

Don-Hil put her index finger to her lips and smiled with her eyes.

"I'll go buy dinner, so wait here."

Then she slowly got up from the bed and went outside. Just before leaving the room, Don-Hil glanced at Kim Woo-Jin, and her eyes held a strange emotion.
Anxiety, doubt, confusion, relief, and more. Her eyes were mixed with various emotions.



* * *



When Don-Hil returned to the temporary residence.
She naturally entered Kim Woo-Jin's room.
Without even knocking, she quietly opened the door to find Kim Woo-Jin lying on the bed, looking at something.

Don-Hil knew what he was looking at. One of only two items in the world. A childhood photo, one held by Don-Hil and one by Kim Woo-Jin.

*Really, who is he? Is he really Woo-Jin? Or...*

Don-Hil felt a pang of anxiety in her chest.

*I need to know the truth.*

To know the truth, she needed to get close to him again. Not just physically, but emotionally.
Don-Hil didn't worry about "how" to get close to him. Even after nearly 10 years, even though he had grown up in the Villain Association, his personality remained the same.

"What are you looking at?"
"...Couldn't you make some noise before approaching?"

As she carefully approached and whispered in his ear, Kim Woo-Jin flinched and looked at Don-Hil.

Don-Hil smiled broadly. The situation itself was enjoyable.
A position quite different from when they were young. Yet his attitude remained unchanged.

And Don-Hil knew that Kim Woo-Jin was somewhat weak to women. More precisely, to women who had no ulterior motives to use him.
Kim Woo-Jin's intuition was strangely sharp, and he could uncannily identify women who approached him with the intention of using him.

"I just saw you were focused and wanted to tease you."

"......"

Kim Woo-Jin hesitated for a moment at Don-Hil's question.
Did he really need to tell her? Wouldn't it be better to just brush it off and hide it?

*No. I've received too much. She's been helping me one-sidedly.*

Kim Woo-Jin shook his head.
Don-Hil had prepared a place for Kim Woo-Jin and Dolly to stay, as well as medicine for Dolly. Just for that, he owed her a mountain of debt. Besides, this photo wasn't something that absolutely needed to be hidden.

On the contrary, she was a woman who would be troublesome if he irritated her too much.
That mysterious power she used to smuggle him and Dolly out of the Villain's laboratory. Using that, she could also send him back to the laboratory.
For some reason, he couldn't imagine her doing such a thing, but still.

"So what is it? Looks like a photo. Don't tell me it's your girlfriend?"
"It's my childhood friend."

Kim Woo-Jin reluctantly answered Don-Hil's persistent questions.
His only friend when he was young, living in an orphanage. Seo Na-Bi.
The photo showed young Seo Na-Bi and Kim Woo-Jin.
Kim Woo-Jin, smiling brightly like a child, and Seo Na-Bi, with a somewhat uncertain smile.
Kim Woo-Jin's eyes held deep longing as he looked at this photo.

"...But she's dead now."

At Kim Woo-Jin's bitter words, Don-Hil stared at him blankly.

*I'm dead?*

This was quite different from what she knew.

"Can I ask how that happened?"

As questions about why his memory differed from hers arose, she unconsciously voiced her question.

"......"

Glance.
A sharp gaze pierced Don-Hil.

"We were orphans. So we grew up in an orphanage."

But only for a moment. Kim Woo-Jin began to recount his memories.

"About a year after I met her, there was an explosion at the orphanage. Both of us were caught in it. Only I survived, and she died. That's all."
"I... see."

Don-Hil answered with a trembling voice. She was confused. Indeed, his memory differed from what she knew.
The orphanage bombing wasn't an accident. It wasn't a coincidence.
And above all, the only one who died in the accident was Kim Woo-Jin. Of course, other children were caught in the accident and died, but that wasn't Don-Hil's concern.

*Is my memory wrong? Or is he really...*

Don-Hil stared at Kim Woo-Jin with her lips tightly closed.

"I see? Not a good memory. Sorry for asking about something unnecessary."
"Tsk. It's fine. I'm the one who talked about it. More importantly, do I have to stay here from now on?"
"Why?"
"...I want to bring down that bitch Optima no matter what. By any means necessary."

Don-Hil opened her eyes wide. Her round eyes soon formed a gentle arc.
She felt good.
The fact that she shared the same goal with none other than Kim Woo-Jin warmed her heart.

"Well. You're somewhat right. I'd prefer if you didn't do anything conspicuous for the time being."
"Tsk."
"But that doesn't mean you can't do anything at all."

Don-Hil took Kim Woo-Jin's hand.

"Just to be sure, I'll ask. Do you really want to bring down Optima by any means necessary?"
"Of course. If it weren't for that bitch, I wouldn't be in this state."
"Really?"

Don-Hil smiled softly.

*Even if he's a fake, it's okay.*

Her soft smile took on a tinge of sadness. And her arm, which was holding Kim Woo-Jin's hand, slowly began to move.

"?! Wait...!"

Since he showed reactions so similar to the childhood friend in her memory, Don-Hil was okay even if the Kim Woo-Jin in front of her was a fake.

Kim Woo-Jin quickly realized what Don-Hil was trying to do. He tried to shake off her arm, but it didn't move at all. Despite her appearance, she had tremendous strength.

Slowly, Kim Woo-Jin's palm moved. It was placed on the mattress, then floated in the air, gradually approaching Don-Hil.

Poof.

Eventually, Kim Woo-Jin's hand touched the center of Don-Hil's chest. He felt a soft, gentle sensation on his palm, followed by the beating of her heart.

*What? What? What is this?!*

Kim Woo-Jin was bewildered by Don-Hil's sudden action. Was she actually a shameless woman? Was she obsessed with sex?
Kim Woo-Jin's mind was in chaos due to Don-Hil's impulsive behavior.

"Remember the sensation you feel in your hand."
"No, you...!"

To make matters worse, Don-Hil added strange words with a serious expression. Her face was serious.

"Stay still."

In the end, Kim Woo-Jin closed his mouth.
But the soft sensation he felt in his hand was something he had never experienced before, so he couldn't calm down at all.

"Feel the sensation flowing from your hand to your core."

Don-Hil spoke again.
Finally coming to his senses, Kim Woo-Jin felt the soft sensation in his palm more clearly—and then felt a ticklish sensation flowing toward his core.

Something flowing from Don-Hil's chest, or rather, her core, flowed into Kim Woo-Jin's core.

"That's enough now."

After how many minutes had passed?
Don-Hil released her grip on Kim Woo-Jin. His hand fell limply.

"With this, the contract is established."

A very thin thread appeared between Don-Hil's core and Kim Woo-Jin's core, then disappeared.

"The Mist of Innocence has recognized you as a sub-master."
"Mist of Innocence...?"

Kim Woo-Jin blankly recited the name that he remembered hearing somewhere.
The Mist of Innocence.
The artifact inside Don-Hil's body.
This, which had the effect of amplifying the owner's magic power, also included the function of making contracts with those recognized by the owner.

"If you ever face Optima, don't spare your magic power and burn that bitch. And..."

While explaining, Don-Hil grabbed Kim Woo-Jin's hand again. Then Kim Woo-Jin's core began to vibrate greatly and resonated.

"...This is."
"When you're in contact with me, you become stronger."

Kim Woo-Jin felt the magic power beginning to overflow inside his body. He felt like he could do anything right now. The boiling power filled him with confidence.

"So, from now on, we're one body and soul. A relationship where we do anything to bring down Optima."

Don-Hil said this and smiled broadly.
There was a discrepancy between Kim Woo-Jin's memory and hers.
She didn't know which was the truth, but they both had a common enemy in Optima.
The hope that they could become stronger together, the joy of being with her friend again, made her heart pound.

"Let's eat."

She spoke casually and got up from her seat.

"What's for dinner?"
"Blood sausage."
"Oh~ I like blood sausage."

*I know.*

Don-Hil nodded with a gentle smile.
Don-Hil liked blood sausage.
And Kim Woo-Jin liked blood sausage too.

The very reason Don-Hil came to like blood sausage was because of Kim Woo-Jin.

Seeing Kim Woo-Jin get up from his seat with a subtly improved mood, Don-Hil headed to Dolly's room to call her for dinner.

Ch.192 - The Frontline Battle. And Now With A Doppelgänger And Optima On The Side (1)
As time passed, Friday arrived.
Tomorrow would be the day I had to return to The Front Line. Foriner and Jin Jae-han had asked me to come only on Sunday, but I planned to leave starting Saturday afternoon.

"Why bother? They say if your head is dumb, your body suffers. You're just making things harder for yourself."

My mother, sitting across from me, asked with an exasperated expression. Judging by her face, she found this incredibly troublesome.

"What do you mean why? There's so much to gain by going there. I get mana for free, my reputation at The Front Line gradually builds up, and naturally I make connections too. Isn't that great? Besides, if you think about it the other way, if your body is awesome, your brain gets to take it easy, right?"
"Haah..."

Mother shook her head. She clearly couldn't understand. This was one area where my mother and I never saw eye to eye.

By going to The Front Line frequently and for longer periods, I stood to gain quite a lot. Plus, they even had a room prepared just for me. Except for losing my weekends, there were many advantages, so I had no reason to refuse.
But why was my mother using the word "bother" and making such a face?

"Why are you sighing like that?"
"No... huff."

Finally, I opened my mouth and asked.
Mother let out a deep sigh and started gulping down the beer she'd opened. The cold beer slid down her throat and raced toward her stomach.

"Because you're such a blockhead... no, that's too obvious to mention. It's because I have to go with you."
"...What?"

My eyes widened at this completely unexpected statement. It came out of nowhere. Why was my mother suddenly talking about accompanying me?

"Remember last week when Foriner dragged you away? You know that rumors spread all over school, right? So all the teachers found out, and since the Hero Association sent an official notice, our side couldn't do anything about it."
"Yeah, I know that part."

I nodded. The power of an S-rank hero was that formidable.

"So we had a staff meeting. You're a minor and a student, after all. The argument was made that it goes against our duty to leave you alone on a battlefield where your life could be lost if something goes wrong."
"Ah~"

I started feeling sorry for my mother. It wasn't anything else but her getting stuck with the job as the newest staff member. She would know that even if I went alone, nothing too dangerous would happen to me, but she was being forced to go because of the other teachers.

"So I said I'd go as your guardian."
"What? Wait, you weren't forced into it but volunteered?"

This was unexpected.
Pretending to be surprised to distract my mother, I slowly reached for her beer.

Thwack!

"Ow!"
"Where do you think you're going, minor?"
"I'll have you know I'm legally an adult??"
"Says the one who passes out after one can. Just quietly drink your juice. Or should I give you milk? Hmm?"

My mother, perhaps feeling the effects of alcohol, lifted her ample chest with both hands as she spoke.
I wonder if she really thought such behavior would work on me. It might work on others, but when my mother does it, it has absolutely no effect on me.

"You've never even produced milk from those, so what's the point!"
"Well, I did give birth to you with this body, if not with my breasts. Anyway, I volunteered because I'm curious."
"Curious about what?"

Unable to hide my disappointment, I grabbed some of the snacks my mother had been eating. The taste was a combination of saltiness and the slightly chewy texture of cheese.

"Ugh, so salty."

I frowned and stuck out my tongue. It couldn't possibly be saltier. I immediately gulped down the orange juice sitting nearby.

"Well, it's bar food, so it's supposed to be salty. More importantly, the reason I'm going is because of you."

Mother pointed at me with her finger. She had a sly expression.

"I'm curious about what my silly child is doing at The Front Line. I'm not the only one going—there's talk about rotating teachers periodically—but for now, it's me."
"I hate it. Why don't you just say you went along and then hide at home and sleep instead?"
"No~ thank you~"

Hearing my mother talk, it sounded like some kind of parent observation day. I didn't see much difference between watching your child study from behind and watching them distribute buffs at The Front Line from behind.

Even though I expressed my disgust and told her not to come, my mother had no intention of listening and kept teasing me like a child.
There was no choice. Since it was the school's policy, I had to go to The Front Line with her whether I liked it or not.

"Sigh. Then you can stay in my room. The bed is big enough for two, and the room is spacious."

While they had cleared out all the other rooms, they had left my room in its luxurious state, which was fortunate.
I'd feel bad if I got a nice room while my mother had to use a crappy one.

"Should we? That works out well."
"Huh? What works out well?"

But my mother's strange smile made me uneasy. It was as if she had some kind of scheme. I wasn't sure what she was planning, but it was concerning.

"Since we'll be spending more time together, I'll teach you the advanced techniques. Your job at The Front Line is to maintain magic anyway, so let's train there too."
"Whaaaat?"

I couldn't help but cry out in shock.
Training in the middle of a battlefield where heroes and monsters were fighting—I hadn't expected that.
Of course, with my mother by my side, I wouldn't get even a small scratch, but the thought of showing my training to not just one or two people but hundreds made me feel embarrassed.

"Wait a minute. That might look easy, but it still consumes mental energy??? What if I mess up and it breaks? Do you want everyone there to die?"
"If it breaks, you'll have to cast it again because people's lives are at stake. I won't let you off easy if it breaks, so be prepared for Spartan training."

Her smile was heavy. Heavy and dark. If it doesn't work, make it work. Keep going until it does. So just do it.
It was almost unreasonable, but thinking about it a bit, it was quite efficient.

"So, maintaining the sanctuary while training..."
"Even if an A-rank monster charges at you, I'll quickly dismember it, so don't worry! I'll eliminate all monsters within a 200-meter radius!"
"Nnngh."

This was overprotection at its finest. If my mother had been a man, she might have been known as a daughter-obsessed father.
Or considering our publicly known relationship, perhaps she'd be seen as a passionate teacher who deeply cares for her student.

"Fine. I'll do it. I'll do it."
"That's a good idea."

I reluctantly agreed. Though my mother spoke with a smile, it also meant she was feeling quite urgent.
One knows their own body best, and she instinctively knew she didn't have much time left.

Ding-dong~ Ding-dong~

"Huh?"

In the midst of our conversation, my communication device suddenly rang.

"Who is it?"
"Um... it's Se-Won."

Looking at the device, I saw Se-Won's name displayed.

"Hmm~ I see~"
"Why, why! Why are you being so sly?!"

My mother narrowed her eyes and gave me a cunning smile. She even gestured for me to answer the call.

"You can take it here. I'll keep my mouth shut."

Not content with just gesturing, she spoke out loud.
Since my relationship with Se-Won wasn't strange enough to warrant taking the call in a separate room, I answered it without hesitation.

"Hello?"
[Eun-Ha. Um...]
"Yes? Is something wrong?"

Ignoring my mother who was happily sipping her beer in front of me, I focused on the voice coming through the device. Se-Won spoke with a hesitant voice, cutting his words short.
This behavior right from the start of the call made me concerned.

[I have a favor to ask. You're going to The Front Line on Sunday, right?]
"Yes. Actually, I'm planning to go tomorrow, not Sunday."

The Front Line story had been the talk not just of our class but the entire school since the beginning of the week. It was enough to be a hot topic since the S-rank hero, Foriner, had personally come and "kidnapped" me.

[Tomorrow?! Ahem. Then, could you take me with you?]

It sounded like he had made up his mind. Why would he want to go to a place like The Front Line? Perhaps he felt something when he went there for the experience last time?
I couldn't tell.

"You want to go to The Front Line?! But I..."

So I hesitated.
It's not like I had any authority. I couldn't just take a friend to The Front Line on my own. While the area around me was relatively safe, I couldn't recklessly drag a friend into danger.

Se-Won was much stronger than the other students in our class, but it was questionable whether he was strong enough to survive at The Front Line.

Swish, swish.

"Huh?"

But my mother in front of me made a strange gesture. She seemed to be trying to catch my attention, and when I looked at her, she smiled brightly and drew a circle with both arms.

"Oh, um... okay. I'll ask the teacher first."
[Teacher?]
"Yes. Mo—I mean, Teacher Hong Yu-Jin. She's going with me to The Front Line as my guardian."
[Then I'll contact her. Wait.]

Click!

"Huh?"

I was planning to spend some time and then send a message saying it was okay, but Se-Won was in such a hurry that he hung up immediately.

"How badly did he want to go to The Front Line?"

I stared at the disconnected device in disbelief.
Come to think of it, I think I heard somewhere that impatient guys are premature. That might be good teasing material later.

"What is it?"
"He said he's going to call you directly."

Ding-dong~ Ding-dong~

"...Really? Ahem! Hmm! Ah. Ah."

As soon as I said that, my mother's device rang. She put down the beer she was drinking, cleared her throat, and answered the call.

"Yes? Se-Won? What's up?"
"Ugh...!"

What should I call it—her work voice? A sweet voice came out of my mother's mouth, and I almost threw up. It wasn't just her voice. Her expression was also what you might call that of a teacher speaking kindly.
Though I see her face all the time, watching her transform like this in such a personal setting was very strange.

"Yes. Yes, yes. Ah~ The Front Line?"

My mother saw my reaction and started glaring at me. She frowned and raised one hand, slowly making a throat-slitting gesture, which showed how annoyed she was.

"Well~ If you're going with the teacher, we can bring one person along. Yes. Then let's meet in front of the dormitory tomorrow. I'll send you the time. Huh? When are we going?"

My mother's pupils began to shake.
There was no point hiding it. I was the one who decided when to go to The Front Line. And I hadn't yet told her "when" we were departing.

Her shaking pupils eventually fixed on me, urging me to tell her the time.

'1 o'clock. 1 o'clock.'

I mouthed the words and raised my index finger to indicate the time.

At the same time, I slowly closed the distance between my mother and me.
Currently, my mother's concentration was divided as she talked with Se-Won. In this gap, I planned to play a small prank.

"It's 1 o'clock. So be at the dormitory entrance by 1:30 at the latest. Got it? Don't keep the teacher and Eun-Ha waiting, okay?"

Ignoring my mother's cringeworthy voice, I focused my mind. Controlling my mana carefully and meticulously, I shot an enhancement spell, making sure my mother wouldn't notice I was using magic.
The enhancement spell flew quickly. Eventually, it touched the beer can that was emitting cool air and dissolved inside.

'Perfect!'

With this, my mother would definitely feel a surge of intoxication. When I once had a spectacular self-destruction in the past, I had put a buff into a beer can in the same way, so my mother should have a similar experience.

"Phew."

It seemed the call with Se-Won had ended, as my mother let out a sigh of relief. She seemed displeased about using such a sweet voice in front of her child and was frowning.

"He really has good initiative."
"Right? Having good initiative is one of his strengths. Unlike his father."
"Cha Jin-Ho? When I think about it, isn't it right to say he takes after him? They just have different directions, but both have good initiative."
"...You're right."
"So stupid."
"Whose son do you think he is?"
"Exactly. Whose daughter—no, I don't act like that!"

My mother burst out angrily and gulped down her beer.
The corners of my mouth involuntarily curled upward.
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The long-awaited Saturday morning arrived.

"What did I say you need to do after finishing your meal?"
"Brush our teeth!" the children chorused.
"That's right. Good."

Former villain Chris Bizal was looking after the clones at the orphanage created by Foriner, just like any other day. Watching the clone girls respond cheerfully to his words, he gently pulled up the corners of his mouth into a smile.

*I've finally adjusted to this place.*

At first, he had complaints about why he had to take care of these little ones. But that didn't last long. Looking after the clone girls brought a chaotic yet peaceful daily life that came as a refreshing shock to someone who had lived his entire life surrounded by blood and flesh.

His mind was at peace. There was no need to tense up or worry, no need to kill anyone. Moreover, he didn't have to fear retaliation from the Villain Association.

*Living here and teaching these kids isn't so bad.*

The simple fact that his life wasn't constantly threatened was an enormous comfort. For someone who had lived each day as if walking on thin ice, this place was like paradise.

Ding-

While Chris was watching over the children, having found his own happiness, a notification sound came from somewhere nearby.

"Teacher, you got a message."
"Who's it from?"
"It's from his girlfriend!"
"The girlfriend he's been hiding from us!"

The sound came from Chris's communication device.
One of the clone girls who happened to be nearby picked up Chris's device and approached him. Instantly, all the girls' attention focused on it. Their eyes sparkled as they asked him to tell them who the message was from.

"Someone who would message me..."

But Chris couldn't help but swallow nervously.

Only three people knew the new contact information Foriner had given him: Foriner himself and his contractors.

*What kind of job are they trying to give me?*

Feeling extremely tense, he carefully opened the message on the device.

[Prepare for The Front Line. We're going today, so get ready and come here by afternoon.]

"The Front... Line..."

He carefully examined the map attached to the brief message. The map pointed to a residence located a bit away from The Front Line. It seemed he was supposed to wait there until further notice.

"Who is it?"
"Who sent it?"
"Is it your girlfriend?"
"Your fiancée!?"
"Someone you promised a future with! Did you propose? Who is it?"
"Hey, you kids! Have you been watching too many dramas?! It's nothing like that, so hurry up and brush your teeth!"
"Okay~"
"Tch. Whatever."

When one started chattering, at least ten clones would join in. Though he should be getting used to it by now, Chris still wasn't accustomed to the girls' constant chatter.

At Chris's stern command, the girls began brushing their teeth one by one, squeezing toothpaste onto their brushes.

*Hong Yoo-Jin, huh.*

Meanwhile, he looked at the communication device again.
The sender's name was Hong Yoo-Jin, definitely one of Foriner's contractors.

*Why The Front Line of all places?*

Having heard some details from Foriner, Chris broke into a cold sweat. Working for them in exchange for his life was one of the conditions when they made their deal. But the fact that it was The Front Line, not somewhere else, made him extremely anxious. What kind of job were they planning to give him?

*Still.*

Eun-Ha's face flashed through Chris's mind.
He could take comfort in the fact that it was Hong Yoo-Jin who called him, not Eun-Ha.

*Meeting that strange woman is a hundred, no, a thousand times better than meeting that girl. Or even meeting Optima.*

He hugged himself and shuddered involuntarily. The memory of being beaten by Eun-Ha still made his body tremble without him realizing it. The image of that delicate girl swinging her fists while laughing maniacally still appeared in his dreams.

That's why he was fine with meeting anyone but Eun-Ha. He'd much rather run errands for some woman he'd never met than encounter that psycho girl whose personality could change without warning.

"I have work today, so you all need to get along well by yourselves."
"Teacher?"
"Where are you going?"
"Are you abandoning us?"

At Chris's words, the children who were brushing their teeth began to surround him one by one. Anxiety filled each of their eyes. They looked like abandoned puppies.

"No, I'm not. I'll be back a bit late tomorrow, so get along well until then. Got it? Don't eat too many snacks. Someone will come to look after you in my place, so be good. Understand?"

Chris waved his hands, pushing the children away. Despite everything, he had grown fond of them. There was no way he would abandon them.

*Besides, the moment I abandon them, my neck is done for.*

Of course, if his role disappeared, it would mean his life had no value either. For this reason too, he had no intention of abandoning the children.

"Really?"
"Really?"
"For real?"
"If you're lying, we'll chase you to the ends of the earth."
"I said it's true, didn't I?"

Leaving behind the children who couldn't shake off their anxiety, Chris took out a small vial from his pocket, drank its contents, and used his ability.

Chris transformed from a thin-lined man to a rather ordinary-looking face. He had changed into someone identical to the blood information contained in the small vial.

"Well then, I'll be back."

With these words, he packed his things and headed out of the orphanage.

* * *

"Ow, it hurts."

Eun-Ha massaged her crown, complaining of pain.

"What do you mean it hurts? It should have been fine a long time ago. If a flick from last night still hurts, that's a disease."
"No way! That couldn't have been just a flick! And how hard did you hit me for it to still hurt? I thought my head and body were going to become one! My neck almost sank into my body!"
"That's why I told you not to enhance alcohol!"

Hong Yoo-Jin, who was beside her, flexed her fist. Seeing this, Eun-Ha flinched.

Last night, due to Eun-Ha's prank, Hong Yoo-Jin, who had been hit hard by the alcohol, almost threw up everything inside her body.

And in retaliation, she had struck Eun-Ha's crown with her fist. She never dreamed that someone could enhance alcohol rather than people.

"It was just a joke. Anyway, why am I wearing clothes like this to The Front Line?"

Eun-Ha continued to complain. She lifted the edge of her skirt with her fingertips, her face flushed.
A top that revealed her shoulders and a rather short skirt. So much skin was exposed that she could feel the flow of air on her skin.
To be frank, it was embarrassing.

"What's wrong with it? You look pretty. Everyone's just looking at you."

Hong Yoo-Jin spoke with a satisfied expression.
The outfit Eun-Ha was wearing today was coordinated by Hong Yoo-Jin. When Kim Se-Won said he would accompany them to The Front Line, she had carefully selected clothes for Eun-Ha that she had bought in advance.

"There's a limit to how short something can be. I can't even run in this."

Thanks to this, Eun-Ha had to be conscious of others' gazes and press down her skirt with her hands all the way back to the dormitory.

"It's fine. You can change when we get to the room. Don't you have your own room at The Front Line?"
"Well, yes, but why make me wear clothes like this if I'm just going to take them off? If I'm going to take them off anyway, why wear them in the first place?"
"If you're going to take them off anyway, why wear clothes at all? And the reason for making you wear this... you know, right?"

Hong Yoo-Jin said this while drawing an arc with her eyes. It was incredibly lecherous.
She quite liked the man named Kim Se-Won. In terms of ability, he was far from satisfactory, but that was an issue she could personally develop.

More importantly, Kim Se-Won was the person who understood Eun-Ha the most among men. At the same time, he was also the closest to her.

*I must see my grandchild while I'm still alive!*

Therefore, her determination was firm and quite aggressive.
It was a reaction to having suppressed her desires until just a month ago, saying she would give up on her relationship with Eun-Ha and be content with watching her from afar.

* * *

Eun-Ha, Hong Yoo-Jin, and Kim Se-Won arrived at The Front Line.
Kim Se-Won glanced at Eun-Ha and Hong Yoo-Jin, who were strangely getting along well, and looked up at the sky.

"The sky really is strange."

Just as Eun-Ha had seen a week ago, the sky was gloomy.
Following his words, Eun-Ha and Hong Yoo-Jin also looked up at the sky.

"It really is. I don't understand why it suddenly became like this."

Eun-Ha, who knew the true nature of the phenomenon in the sky, pretended to be worried while supporting Kim Se-Won's statement.

"The news has been talking about it a lot. But they say there's no particular effect, so don't worry."

Hong Yoo-Jin patted Kim Se-Won's shoulder as he showed curiosity mixed with a slight hint of anxiety.

The sky's abnormal phenomenon had persisted for a week.
Normally, this phenomenon, caused by residual magic from the fierce battles at The Front Line, would linger in the sky for about 2-3 days before disappearing.

*The villains and Gresorion have probably noticed and gathered nearby. I need to be careful since we don't know what might happen.*

However, this phenomenon was caused by an artifact. It was different from the usual. Until the artifact disappeared, the sky would remain gloomy like this indefinitely.

*I must retrieve it.*

Eun-Ha looked up at the sky and made a resolution. Although preparations weren't complete yet, according to Foriner, they would be ready to get their hands on the artifact around next week.

In the normal course of events, it would take about a month for the artifact to reveal itself. To prevent it from falling into the hands of other factions, they had to obtain it within this month.

*But what kind of ability does it have?*

Eun-Ha lowered her head and walked forward.
The artifact that Foriner had shown her in the magical current last time had the form of a scale. Considering how artifacts had been named so far, it would likely be called the Scale of ■■.
But the form alone couldn't predict the power of the artifact.

*No, I'll think about it after I get it.*

Eun-Ha shook her head to clear her thoughts. Right now, she needed to focus on enhancing her capabilities at The Front Line.

"Wow, such special treatment...!"

Hong Yoo-Jin exclaimed in admiration as she unpacked in Eun-Ha's room.
Although she had been to The Front Line a few times, she had never seen such a large room. Only high-ranking officials might have rooms like this, if at all.

Conversely, this also meant that the discrimination at The Front Line was that severe, and all the capital was concentrated on heroes from the Academy.

"I don't know what to say."

It was bitter, but also somewhat pleasing. A contented smile formed on her face.

The fact that there were countless rooms like this, and that despite dismantling and changing all the rooms, they had kept Eun-Ha's room intact just for her.
This fact made Hong Yoo-Jin feel elated.

"But I didn't expect Se-Won to suddenly say he wanted to come along. Could it be that he really followed our Eun-Ha~?"
"Following me? He just came along because I was going."
"Isn't that the same thing?"

Hong Yoo-Jin chuckled and gave a sly look.
She understood what Eun-Ha meant. Eun-Ha was saying that Kim Se-Won just wanted to come to The Front Line through his connection with her.

But Hong Yoo-Jin's interpretation was different.

From before, since the beginning of the semester, the fact that Kim Se-Won had an interest in Eun-Ha was subtly known throughout Class A, not just to Hong Yoo-Jin.

Among them, there were even rumors that In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun subtly deterred others from approaching Eun-Ha, not for themselves but for Kim Se-Won.

Also, Hong Yoo-Jin had once accidentally seen Kim Se-Won training alone in the training room, sweating profusely.
She could easily guess for whom and why he was putting in such effort.

"I said it's not like that!"

Eun-Ha burst out. She felt like Hong Yoo-Jin was just saying these things to tease her.

*Se-Won just purely wants to become stronger, that's all.*

It wasn't wrong.
He did want to become stronger.
Eun-Ha was just the catalyst.

"Yes, yes, I understand. Hehe...!"

Having roughly guessed the situation from Eun-Ha's expression, Hong Yoo-Jin smoothly deflected her irritation.
Hong Yoo-Jin enjoyed seeing Eun-Ha's reactions like this.

She wanted to tease her again in the same way when Eun-Ha truly became aware of her gender as a woman and changed. She was curious about the person who would be by her side then.

*I wonder if she'll show a different reaction then. Or the same one.*

Even if she showed the same reaction, while her words might be the same, her expression and actions would be quite different.
Hong Yoo-Jin was already intrigued.

"By the way."

Eun-Ha, who was changing her clothes, spoke up.
The face that had been bursting with anger just a moment ago was nowhere to be seen. Only pure curiosity remained.

"What about that advanced course? How are we going to do it?"

Advanced course.
In other words, Hong Yoo-Jin's training. While she understood doing it in the middle of The Front Line, one problem remained.

"What else? Since there's nothing to do, I'll give you one-on-one guidance like we've been doing."
"No, I haven't told anyone about receiving training from you, Mom. On the surface, we're just like teacher and student."

There was concern in Eun-Ha's voice. Was there any reason to reveal a relationship they had kept hidden until now?
This was the issue Eun-Ha was worried about.

"It's okay."

In response to Eun-Ha's words, Hong Yoo-Jin smiled softly.
A firm determination could be felt in her voice. She said it didn't matter anymore. It was okay if people found out.

"There's no need to hide it anymore."

And she directly conveyed that determination to Eun-Ha through her words.

"...I see."
"I don't plan to announce it at school right away, but I don't plan to hide it either. It will naturally come to light someday. That's also why I agreed when Se-Won said he wanted to come to The Front Line."
"You're going to spread it to the others through Se-Won?"

Eun-Ha opened her eyes wide.
So this was the reason she readily agreed when Kim Se-Won suddenly said he wanted to accompany them to The Front Line.

"Yes. You know, when you called me 'Mom' at school last time, I didn't deny it."
"Instead, you teased me."
"Hehe...! Anyway, I don't plan to deny our relationship. And since he's brave enough to come to the dangerous Front Line, I should let him taste a little bit of the original source."
"Ugh."

But soon, Eun-Ha's expression changed to one of having seen something terrible.

The original source.
In other words, it meant that Hong Yoo-Jin, not Eun-Ha, would teach him directly.
Even though he had come to The Front Line, Kim Se-Won couldn't directly join the ranks of heroes to deal with monsters.

"You're not going to kill him, are you?"

Eun-Ha asked with a disgusted face.
She wasn't sure what Hong Yoo-Jin was planning to make him do, but it was certain that a path of hardship had opened for Kim Se-Won.

"It's fine. Do you think I'd do to him what I did to you? He's not my child, he's someone else's."
"That makes me angry in a different way. If you're going to do it, do it properly! Let's torture him a bit! Go for it! As long as he doesn't die, I can revive him!"

When Hong Yoo-Jin waved her hand and spoke, Eun-Ha suddenly changed her opinion out of spite.
Yes, now that it had come to this, it wouldn't be bad for her friend to experience a little bit of the hardship she had gone through. This thought crossed her mind.

"Should I? That's not a bad idea. Oh, and I've also found someone to replace you."
"Replace? What does that mean?"
"Your magic. After you deploy it, you can maintain it for a certain period, right?"
"Yes, that's right...?"
"During that time, you should have some fun too."

Hong Yoo-Jin said this with a spinning smile.
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"I'll be right back."

After unpacking her things in Eun-Ha's room, Yoo Jin-Ah said this. She needed to finish some tasks before joining Kim Se-Won and heading to the battlefield where the heroes were fighting.

"Huh? Where are you going?"

Eun-Ha looked at Yoo Jin-Ah while drinking an ion beverage from a plastic bottle. Her words were slightly muffled with the bottle at her lips.

"For a briefing."

She simply said that and left the room, leaving Eun-Ha tilting her head and wondering, "Briefing? With whom?"

Thud!

"This is our Eun-Ha manual."

Yoo Jin-Ah had gone to a residence near the outskirts of The Front Line where she had Chris waiting.

"What? What is this?"

Chris stared at Yoo Jin-Ah with a dumbfounded expression, looking back and forth between her and the manual she had placed on the desk.

It was noticeably thick. Too thick for a manual about just one person. It was as bulky as a college textbook—thick enough to use as a pot stand.

"Yikes."

Coming to his senses, Chris shifted his gaze from the book to Yoo Jin-Ah, who had summoned him.

"She's quite young."

So this was a Transcendent's contractor. Chris repeated in his mind what he'd just heard from the young woman who appeared to be in her early to mid-twenties.

"Our Eun-Ha."

It was an extremely intimate way of referring to someone. They might be close as fellow contractors, but this seemed excessive.

"I see! You've fallen under that woman's spell!"

Chris's eyes filled with sympathy. The events of that night were still vividly etched in his mind, occasionally disturbing his sleep. Eun-Ha's sudden transformation into a madwoman—she clearly hadn't shown that side to Yoo Jin-Ah yet, which must be why she was taking her side.

"Ahem, I don't really need a manual," Chris said.

He quickly hid his sympathetic gaze and cleared his throat, gently pushing the manual aside.

"I'm an awakened doppelganger. With just a small amount of blood, I can mimic a target's abilities and behaviors down to the subconscious level."

Zap!

"What did you say?"

Yoo Jin-Ah's reaction was quite different from what Chris had expected. She didn't seem to trust his abilities at all.

"How could you possibly make a perfect copy of our Eun-Ha with just that ability! I know my daughter best!"

Bang!

Yoo Jin-Ah slammed her hand on the desk in anger. She believed that no matter how good a doppelganger he was, he couldn't "perfectly" imitate Eun-Ha.

"This isn't the time."

But her anger was momentary. Yoo Jin-Ah regained her composure and pulled out a vial containing Eun-Ha's blood from her pocket. It was a small amount she had extracted the previous night when Eun-Ha had playfully enhanced Yoo Jin-Ah's beer, and she had seized the opportunity to take it as punishment for the prank.

"Hmm, I got a bit excited. Let's see what you can do. If I'm not satisfied, you'll have to follow this manual."

Yoo Jin-Ah placed the manual back in the center of the desk and put the blood vial on top of it.

Watching her actions, Chris immediately realized:

"She's a daughter-obsessed maniac!"

Her fiery gaze made it clear that she would eliminate him if he got even the smallest detail wrong.

"Wait, daughter?"

The shock hit him belatedly. Daughter? They didn't look alike at all. But he wasn't foolish enough to say this out loud.

"Um... yes. I understand."

All he could do was nod and pour Eun-Ha's blood into his mouth.

The blood that touched Chris's tongue was metallic yet strangely sweet.

"Does she have diabetes?"

With this trivial thought, Chris transformed into Eun-Ha's exact likeness and prepared to face Yoo Jin-Ah's strict evaluation.

* * *

Time passed, and the appointed hour arrived.

"So now we just wait for the person, right?"
"That's right."

Right on the dot, Yoo Jin-Ah and Eun-Ha emerged from the room.

"Oh, Se-Won. Have you been waiting?"
"No, I just got here myself."

Kim Se-Won casually waved his hand as he watched Eun-Ha approach.

She was small. So petite that she would fit perfectly in his arms if he embraced her.

"No, this isn't what I should be focusing on."

There was something more important. Kim Se-Won's gaze alternated between Eun-Ha and Yoo Jin-Ah.

"They've become strangely close recently."

If they were just getting along well, he wouldn't be so concerned. But there seemed to be something deeper binding them together.

"They seem too close to just be teacher and student."

Kim Se-Won couldn't stop wondering about their relationship. They seemed more intimate than a typical mentor-student relationship. They even spoke informally to each other, and it seemed completely natural, as if they'd always talked that way.

But his curiosity didn't last long.

"What's wrong? Something on your mind?"
"Huh? No, it's nothing."

Eun-Ha suddenly stuck her face close to his. Kim Se-Won, who had been intently observing the two, came to his senses at the sudden whiff of her scent and waved his hands dismissively.

"If you space out like that, you might get hurt. We're heading to the battlefield soon."
"I just had something on my mind. I won't do this out there."

As Eun-Ha took a step forward, Kim Se-Won took a step back.

"Yeah right! Everyone who says that ends up doing it anyway! Why don't you just tell me what's bothering you? Hmm?"
"I said it's nothing!"

The conversation continued with Eun-Ha advancing and Kim Se-Won retreating, neither willing to back down.

"Even if you'll be in a relatively safe place, you could still get bitten by something!"
"I said! It's! Really! Fine!"

While their hearts remained stubborn, there were physical limits.

Thud.

"Huh...?"

As they kept their eyes locked on each other during this advance and retreat, Kim Se-Won realized his back had hit something.

"Just tell me what's bothering you... Ah! Anyway!"

Then Eun-Ha's body pressed right up against Kim Se-Won's. When his back hit the wall, Eun-Ha's continued advance brought her body flush against his.

"They're playing well together."

Kim Se-Won's face flushed slightly at the close contact with Eun-Ha, while she continued to scold him, determined to make her point. Yoo Jin-Ah watched their interaction with warm eyes.

"But still..."

After a moment, Yoo Jin-Ah turned her gaze away from the two and became lost in thought. What Chris had said during their meeting earlier kept circling in her mind.

"As an aside, there's likely one of my kind here. Not a doppelganger, but a villain."

A villain at The Front Line. One who had infiltrated quite some time ago.

"That makes sense."

The possibility of a villain infiltrating The Front Line was highly credible, especially coming from someone who had been a villain himself.

"It's troubling that he couldn't identify exactly who it is."

Yoo Jin-Ah frowned. Even Chris, who specialized in gathering intelligence and assassination, didn't know the identity of this infiltrator. A being known only to high-ranking officials of the Villain Association. Someone who had been at The Front Line for years, waiting for an opportunity.

"Who could it be?"

Yoo Jin-Ah was deeply concerned about this. She couldn't just sit back and wait to be blindsided.

* * *

The Front Line, where fierce battles were fought daily, operated on a kind of shift system.

Monsters could attack at any time. To maintain vigilance against monster invasions 24 hours a day while allowing heroes to carry on with their daily lives, they divided time into hero shifts and sent reinforcements as needed.

Sometimes this meant spending nights on the battlefield.

However, this shift system was now in chaos. The strange phenomenon in the sky that had started about a week ago had caused a surge in monster numbers, with many B-class monster groups rushing in.

The heroes facing them were finding it increasingly difficult to hold the line. They had managed so far, but at this rate, the frontline fortress that had been painstakingly restored by dozens of superhumans would collapse again.

"Don't rush! Deal with them one by one, thoroughly!"
"Don't forget some of them play dead!"
"Hyaaaah!"

Still, the heroes had to hold their position. Even if the frontline fortress fell, there would be another line of defense, but recovering lost ground and fortresses required enormous time and effort.

"Damn it! We need more reinforcements!"
"Do we have anyone left to call?"
"Of course we do! The next shift is coming soon! We need to bring them in early—what choice do we have?!"

Battle-hardened heroes shouted to each other, debating whether to call for reinforcements. If the number of monsters increased any further, they would have to abandon the frontline fortress.

"Reinforcements! Reinforcements incoming! 20 B-class! 120 C-class! About 20,000 others!"
"Are you kidding me? Those are the reinforcements?!"

It was mind-boggling. Even though The Front Line was like a flea market where all kinds of heroes gathered, it would be difficult to handle such a sudden increase in numbers. Yet they couldn't completely abandon this position either. That left only one option.

"We have no choice! Call for reinforcements! We'll retreat while the reinforcements—"

Just as the commander was about to order both retreat and reinforcements, a brilliant light enveloped the heroes and spread outward.

"This is...!"

Temporary commander Lim Sung-Tae's eyes widened. The fatigue from hours of continuous battle was instantly washed away. The accumulated minor wounds began to heal.

"Ah...!"

Exclamations erupted everywhere. The heroes didn't need to turn around to recognize the source of this power.

The light enveloping them was Virginia's sanctuary.

"Cancel the retreat! Smash all these bastards' heads in!"
"It's the lady! The lady has arrived!"

Heroes within the sanctuary's range felt power surging through them. They felt hope. And they burned with fighting spirit.

-Grrrr
-Keeee!!

In contrast, monsters caught within the sanctuary's range felt their strength rapidly draining away. They glared with bloodshot eyes at the girl in the distance. The dazzling magical power flowing from her small body was spreading throughout The Front Line.

It's that girl.
That girl is stealing our power.

The monsters' hatred converged and directed toward Virginia.

"Push forward!"
"Don't worry about minor wounds! Just protect your head and limbs!"

With Virginia's arrival, the tide of battle turned instantly.

The heroes, who had been struggling just to hold back the incoming monsters, grew stronger and began pushing forward.
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Virginia's appearance instantly transformed the battlefield's atmosphere. The heroes' morale soared to the heavens while the monsters' hostility toward her intensified.

The monsters began focusing their efforts on killing Virginia in the distance, and the heroes struggled to hold them back.

"Wow..."

Kim Se-Won stared blankly at the scene.

"Amazing."

Virginia's third magic, Sacred Domain.
It was clearly the same one used during training at the academy, but its effect was extraordinary.
At the academy, it had merely increased students' stamina to continue training.
But now? What he was witnessing was surely the true purpose of Sacred Domain.

"Alright! Time to switch! Good work everyone!"

Kim Yong-Jun shouted. Virginia wasn't the only one who had joined the battlefield.
With his call, heroes began switching positions. They moved with practiced precision—those who had been fighting stepped back, licking their lips, while fresh personnel took their places.
Their position changes were swift, clearly not their first time doing this.

"So this is The Front Line."

Kim Se-Won was genuinely impressed.
It was different.
He'd seen it before, but real combat was truly different.
No, there was something different even from the real combat he'd experienced until now. The very nature of the battle was different.

Rising flames burned flesh. Lightning struck monsters. Massive fists pulverized monsters.
Not just powerful elemental attacks, but heroes engaging in hand-to-hand combat, ripping off monster heads. Heroes facing monsters with their unique superpowers.
It was truly a fierce battle that shook the earth and made the heavens tremble.

Slap!

"Ugh!"
"Kid. You try handling the stragglers that slip through."

Kim Yong-Jun, familiar with these scenes, patted Kim Se-Won's back with a grin. He also made sure to glance toward Virginia.

"And protect the young lady."
"Urgh... Ah, yes...!"

Kim Se-Won nodded vigorously.

"Tsk. Why did it have to be switch time?"
"Just when I was starting to enjoy beating them up."
"Come on, did you forget we've been going at it with those things for six hours? Let's rest a bit."
"Ah, just standing on this magic field makes all that fatigue disappear~"

The heroes who had switched out passed by Kim Se-Won. Those who had been complaining of fatigue just moments ago now couldn't hide their disappointment.

"Good work, young lady!"
"I almost had my head split in two, but thanks to you I survived! Haha!"

The passing heroes tossed a few words to Virginia as they retreated.

"Eun-Ha, you..."
"Hmm?"
"No. I just think you're amazing."

*Young lady, huh.*

Kim Se-Won felt a strange emotion, not about the universal goodwill shown to Virginia, but about the unified form of address.

*Why 'young lady'? Not 'saint'?*

Virginia's power was nothing short of miraculous, capable of turning the tide of battle. Not individual power, but one that strengthened the group and stole the enemy's power—miraculous and unreasonable.

Though somewhat unfamiliar, this aspect of Virginia deserved the title of saint. In fact, the general public, unlike the heroes at The Front Line, had given her the nickname "Saint," similar to the Saint of Hair.

*Do they want to feel closer to her? Or is it...*

It felt unsettling. Even though "young lady" wasn't a negative term, it felt as if an invisible hand was trying to pull Eun-Ha down.

"No time to space out. We need to do what we need to do."

Just as his thoughts were about to deepen, Hong Yu-Jin's words snapped Kim Se-Won out of his contemplation.

"Even if my job is just catching the one or two that slip through..."

Kim Se-Won said with a bitter smile.
It would be a lie to say he hadn't imagined joining that formation and fighting alongside them. He wanted to experience fierce battles and grow, but reality didn't allow it.

Right now, he needed to gain experience. Jumping in recklessly would only get his head cut off.
In that sense, The Front Line was the perfect place to gain experience.
The intense atmosphere around him naturally awakened his fighting spirit. At the same time, fear also came. He had to raise his fighting spirit to avoid being crushed by fear in order to survive.

"What are you talking about?"

But Hong Yu-Jin was different.

"Pardon?"
"That's not your job."

She said with a gentle smile that Kim Se-Won's role wasn't as simple and trivial as he'd described.

Kim Se-Won's face froze in confusion at Hong Yu-Jin's words.

If this wasn't his job, then what was? Was she telling him to break the agreement and charge in?
Kim Se-Won couldn't understand at all.



* * *



*What is this?*

Kim Se-Won couldn't take his eyes off the scene unfolding before him.
The World Tree that Eun-Ha had once created with a blank expression at the academy.
Several of them were now growing right before his eyes.

"Converge."

At Hong Yu-Jin's word, the lush World Trees instantly shrank into tiny seeds.

"That should do it. The introduction is over."
"I'm exhausted."

*Introduction? That was just an introduction?*

His wide eyes darted between Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin. The phenomenon that was completely beyond his comprehension was merely an introduction.

"Were you planning to just teach this and leave? Even though it's just an introduction?"
"Right now only a few can do it, but someday others will do it as naturally as breathing. Just mastering the introductory stage is valuable enough."
"Huh?"
"In other words, it's something that will develop naturally with practice, without needing to be taught."

Virginia nodded.
It was at a level where teaching wasn't necessary. She could teach it, but finding one's own direction was more important.

"...Then."

Black light streams erupted from Virginia's hand. The streams attached to the ground covered by Sacred Domain, connecting to her hand.

"I wonder if this will work."

Virginia said this and closed her eyes.
At that moment.

-Keeek?!

The area where monsters were concentrated turned black.
Monsters within the range let out shrieks as they briefly felt an eerie sensation. The blackened Sacred Domain connected to the ground had squeezed magic power out of them.
But the amount was minimal.

-Kiruk? Kirik?

Even the monsters who had their magic absorbed were so confused they couldn't comprehend what had happened to them.

"...It works."

Virginia opened her eyes and smiled faintly. The result was minimal, but the effect was as she had expected.

Sacred Domain itself was like Virginia's magic power spread widely, so she could apply the magic stealing technique she learned from Hong Yu-Jin.

*I can't use it properly yet.*

But it was still insufficient for practical use. It needed more refinement to become a technique usable in actual combat.

*It would probably be better to use this as Optima rather than as Virginia.*

It's difficult to cover the entire wide range of Sacred Domain. It seems possible to briefly focus and change a small area.

*And maybe.*

Virginia stared at Hong Yu-Jin, not at her face but at her chest, as if piercing through to the core inside.

*If possible.*

Perhaps, if she refined the magic stealing technique further, it might be possible.

*But seriously. They really are big.*

It struck her anew.
She'd seen that chest for over ten years, but suddenly its enormity impressed her.

Until now, she hadn't paid much attention because she was her mother, her family, but looking carefully now, she could feel its magnificence.
It was smaller than Han Chae-Eun's. But by no means negligible.

*In contrast...*

"What are you staring at?"
"Just... um..."

Virginia mumbled, then looked down to compare her modest chest with Hong Yu-Jin's abundant one.

"...Nothing."

Virginia's dainty chest was clearly no match for Hong Yu-Jin's.

"How cute. Anyway, now it's..."
"Se-Won's turn?"
"What?"

The mother and daughter finished their chat and simultaneously looked at Kim Se-Won.
Like true mother and daughter, the two women smiled brightly and slowly walked toward Kim Se-Won.
Their gradually narrowing gazes gleamed mischievously.

"It's okay. You won't die."
"You definitely won't die with me here."
"Huh...??"

Eun-Ha may have received the teaching, but the original source was none other than Hong Yu-Jin.

"First, take off your clothes."
"We need to see your back!"

It was essential to check if he was qualified to receive teachings from the original source.



* * *



It bears repeating that the battles at The Front Line are intense.
Individual monsters might not pose a significant threat to heroes, but their endless numbers and Gresorion's power to send such vast quantities daily was overwhelmingly intimidating.

Moreover, considering that C-class and B-class monsters occasionally mixed in with the hordes, the situation was as precarious as walking a tightrope.

To survive in such conditions, one had to fight fiercely against countless hordes without being swallowed up.

But that was now a thing of the past.
Or at least, partially so.

With Virginia's appearance, heroes found peace of mind. Enemies weakened while heroes felt continuous healing and overflowing power. As a result, heroes gained physical and mental leeway.

"Hey, look at that."
"What? Shit. Can't you see I'm fighting here?!"
"I'm fighting too, asshole! But look at that."

One hero pointed with a dumbfounded expression.
The hero beside him reluctantly turned his head.

"Huh...?"

And his expression matched that of the first hero.
Even while talking, their arms continued to crush monsters.

"What is that...?"
"I don't know."

Three people had entered their field of vision by chance.

One was a girl they knew well. The small girl who was somehow universally addressed as "young lady."
And a man and a woman.

Under the woman's direction, the girl and the man were doing something strange.

"...I didn't know the young lady had such tastes."
"No, I don't think that's it."

The two heroes pondered with serious expressions, trying to understand what this behavior meant.

Kim Se-Won was doing push-ups in the middle of the battlefield, shirtless.

For superpower users, basic training is fundamental. Kim Se-Won had been consistently training in his own way, but it wasn't enough to satisfy Hong Yu-Jin.

"Huff... huff...!"

Sweating profusely while doing push-ups in the middle of the battlefield was extremely bizarre. It was so outlandish that it completely captured the attention of onlookers.

"This is insane."

With Virginia sitting demurely on his back, Kim Se-Won was in agony.
Suddenly training in the midst of battle, with blood and flesh flying just meters away.

But he had done this once before. Having Virginia on his back naturally reminded him of Eun-Ha in her swimsuit on the artificial island.

*No. This isn't the time for such thoughts! Did Eun-Ha really do this kind of training regularly...?*

Fortunately, he knew when and where to draw the line, so he shook off thoughts of Eun-Ha's swimsuit and focused on training.

Hong Yu-Jin's teaching was strict and rigorous.
But it wasn't difficult. It demanded high intensity, concentration, and consistency.

"Even if you're not a physical enhancement ability user, body training is important! Be more conscious of the magic flowing through your body! When bending your arms! When extending them! Recognize how to use your muscles more efficiently, how to channel magic to make muscle movement more effective!"

Hong Yu-Jin shouted.
Her principle was that practice was better than theory, and experiencing directly with one's body was best.

"That's not all. Don't forget to be conscious of the magic abundant in the air with your whole body! A trained body and core will be imbued with high-purity magic!"

A magical girl can increase her magic just by defeating enemies.
But ordinary superpower users are different. Unless they're naturally talented with abundant magic, they have to develop their core through training.
That's why Hong Yu-Jin was deliberately training him in the middle of the battlefield where residual magic overflowed.

"Huff! Huff!"

Kim Se-Won moved his body while engraving Hong Yu-Jin's words in his mind.
Based on the core observation method Eun-Ha had taught him, he became conscious of the magic flowing according to his will with each movement.

*It's soft.*

But there was one thing distracting his concentration.
Virginia's buttocks. The sensation of Virginia's buttocks against his bare skin after removing his top was too distracting.
If he focused more on this sensation, he felt he might even feel the texture of "that piece of cloth" beyond the thin fabric.

*But something's strange.*

He noticed something odd.
Despite being so close, he couldn't smell that subtle, sweet scent from Virginia.

*The weight and texture are no different from before, but strangely, the body scent I smelled earlier seems to have been erased like with an eraser from the elements that make up Eun-Ha.*

It bothered him that the bewitching scent that made him want to embrace her when near Eun-Ha wasn't present.

*No. I'm not such a pervert that I'd worry about smell in this state.*

But Kim Se-Won soon shook his head.
He had no leisure to worry about that now. If he had enough leisure to be bothered by a single scent, he was definitely a serious pervert.

*It's just my imagination. I'm too focused to notice the smell.*

Kim Se-Won thought this and refocused on moving his body.

Virginia, or rather Chris Bizal, who had been watching Kim Se-Won, shifted his gaze to Hong Yu-Jin.

*Is this really enough?*

With an indescribable expression, Chris silently mouthed words. He had approached them without Kim Se-Won noticing and switched places with Virginia.
But he couldn't understand why his first task after switching was to climb onto some man's back.

Nod

Hong Yu-Jin nodded at Chris's question. Chris's role was just to be a stand-in, after all.
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In the midst of the fierce battle, Kim Se-Won's training continued on the frontlines. Thanks to the sanctuary effect, his body never tired, just like he had experienced at the academy.

He moved without rest, mentally reviewing what Hong Yu-Jin had told him while trying to physically master it.

At that moment—

"KEEEEEEE!"

Several D-rank monsters broke away from the hero group and charged toward the three defenseless people. As Kim Yong-Jun had initially warned, the heroes had deliberately let a few monsters slip through.

"Hey, look out! Over there!"
"Danger!"

Some heroes who had been occasionally glancing at Kim Se-Won while fighting shouted in alarm at the defenseless Kim Se-Won. But completely focused on his training, he couldn't hear their voices. Monster screams were coming from everywhere, and the ground-shaking roars splitting the air were just as common.

"Hey! What are you doing?"
"Why is that person just standing there?!"

The distance between the monsters and Kim Se-Won was rapidly closing. Hong Yu-Jin, watching this scene, took no action. She merely stood there with a slight smile on her lips.

"KEEEEEEE!"

Finally, a D-rank monster, an Arm Lizard, reached Kim Se-Won's vicinity and let out a terrible shriek. At the same time, it swung its massive claws.

The heroes watching this scene could only stamp their feet in frustration. They couldn't directly intervene. If they left their positions to help the rear, a gap would form in their formation. This could potentially lead to a complete collapse of their line.

"Oh no..."

The heroes sighed. To think a precious life would be lost like this.

Just then, something sliced through the air, flying toward Kim Se-Won.

"Hup!"

Whatever it was landed in front of him, then raised its leg and forcefully kicked away the Arm Lizard that was trying to slash Kim Se-Won.

"KEEEEEEE!"
"?!"

The Arm Lizard was completely shattered.
Only then did Kim Se-Won realize something unusual had happened around him.

"Op...tima?"

When he looked up, there was a black-haired girl in front of him.
A girl emitting a subtle, sweet scent stood before him with her back turned.

"Training is good, but aren't you being too distracted?"

With her black hair flowing smoothly like water and a gentle smile, the girl said this and then kicked off the ground.

"Huh...?"

Kim Se-Won stopped his training and stared at Optima's back with a confused expression.

"Huh? Huh? Huh? HUH????"

*Isn't that Eun-Ha?*

Virginia was still on his back. He could still clearly feel her touch and weight.

*Are there really two girls in this world with exactly the same tastes as Eun-Ha????*

His mind went blank.
To think that Eun-Ha's peculiar taste, which seemed so unique, was actually shared by two people, making it somewhat mainstream(?).
It would have been more convincing to hear that the world was full of father-cons or brother-cons like In Ha-Ram or Go Su-Ah.

*If that's the case, all my assumptions were wrong.*

Recalling when he had coincidentally gone to a hero goods shop with Optima, Kim Se-Won had assumed that Optima and Eun-Ha might be the same person.

Similar build, tastes, behavior patterns, and the subtle fragrance she emitted.
Everything had created suspicion that Eun-Ha and Optima might be the same person.

But now Optima and Virginia—Eun-Ha—coexisted around him.
In other words, his thoughts had been completely off track from the beginning.

Although he hadn't been completely convinced they were the same person, the shock of having his long-held belief—one he'd nurtured since the entrance ceremony—suddenly shattered was indescribable.

*I really...*

And that shock intensified the conflict he'd been harboring about the two girls.
Because his heart was occupied by both Virginia and Optima.

* * *

*Sanctuary. It really is amazing.*

Optima began slaughtering monsters while feeling the power of the sanctuary she had deployed.

Every time she extended her fist, the air exploded. With each movement of her slender limbs, D-rank monsters disappeared without a trace.

*This is seriously awesome!*

She could feel magical power filling her entire body.
Not just from the monsters she directly defeated, but small amounts of magical power flowed into her body every time heroes killed monsters within the sanctuary.

*And as expected, the doppelganger is useful.*

The person who made this action possible was the awakened doppelganger, Chris Bizal.
Although she had to reveal her identity to do this, it wasn't a problem.
He was now completely "one of them." A being who couldn't escape Foriner's grasp.

"It's a magical girl!"
"She's real..."
"A real magical girl!"

With the appearance of a girl in somewhat indecent attire sweeping through the battlefield, the focus of attention immediately shifted.
For those living a blood-draining life day after day, Optima's unknown existence was like an idol.

*Hmm.*

Optima barely managed to suppress her grinning lips at the cheers coming from around her.
Rather than standing before the public as a magical girl, she was more accustomed to appearing suddenly, destroying enemies, and disappearing, so this felt unfamiliar.

But it felt good!
It felt really good!

She felt like she should do something in return.

*Alright.*

Optima glanced at the black orbs floating around her. These orbs, imbued with corruption magic in pure magical power, could be used in various ways.

Swoosh!

As Optima raised her right arm toward the sky, the orbs floating around her began spinning and coiling up toward her fingertips.

Whoosh!

The coiled orbs shot straight up into the sky.
The launched orbs divided into numerous magical power chunks and rained down on the monsters below.

"KEEK! KEEEEK!"
"KEEEEEE!"

Monsters hit by Optima's magical power chunks screamed and collapsed to the ground.
But perhaps mindful of the heroes around, she didn't use her usual corruption form.

The monsters died, being destroyed from the inside out.

"Ooooooh!"
"Optima! Optima!"
"You're the best, Optima!"

The heroes who witnessed this scene unanimously cheered and chanted Optima's name.
It wasn't that she had done something incredibly amazing.
They were just chanting her name wildly, as if praising a commendable child.

"Ahem!"

Although Optima knew this, she couldn't help feeling good, so she straightened her chest and raised the corners of her mouth.

"Multiple B-rank monsters appearing!"
"More reinforcements?!"

Unable to ignore Optima's achievements, this time quite powerful B-rank monsters pushed in.
Combined with the monsters that had come as reinforcements earlier, there were a total of 30.

"It's okay."

In this situation, Optima spoke calmly. The grin on her lips had already returned to normal.

Optima closed her eyes and placed her hand on her chest.
Black light erupted, covering her form.

When Optima reappeared, her appearance was quite different from before.

Optima Vicious Form.

Though still somewhat indecent, there stood a more delicate, veiled girl.

"No matter how many there are, they're just B-rank."

Transformed into her Vicious Form, Optima kicked off the ground, floated in the air, and looked at the gathered monsters.

"I'll erase them all at once!"

The black orbs that reappeared around her gathered on her slender right arm and began spinning rapidly.

Overdrive.

As her core moved violently, it scattered black magical power around.

"Hup!"

She pulled back her right arm with a clenched fist. A posture suggesting she was about to shoot her fist forward.

"Haah!"

With her battle cry, her pulled-back right arm shot forward. The spinning black orbs compressed all at once and swept through the B-rank monsters in the form of a massive magical cannon.

This was—

"Ah, anyway... a really strong punch..."

Her ultimate move that hadn't even been properly named yet. Or rather, one she had forgotten to name.

Optima, seemingly embarrassed by herself, recited the name of her ultimate move, which she hadn't properly decided yet, in a shrinking voice.
Her face was tinged slightly red with shame.

* * *

Even as Optima swept through the battlefield, Kim Se-Won continued his training. After finishing, he stared at where Optima had been with a dumbfounded expression.
Optima had long since disappeared after her ultimate move.

"We really do meet often..."

He had the unfounded thought that he might be the person who met Optima most frequently.

He recalled Optima's face, which had clearly smiled at him when their eyes briefly met.
The softly flowing black hair. Eyes like amethysts. And the pink lips with a subtle smile.
Each detail was etched in his mind and wouldn't disappear.

"Han Jae-Yu..."

In his dazed state, he unconsciously muttered her name.
That was definitely her name.
Though he had heard it only once, he still remembered it clearly.

*You know Han Jae-Yu?*

Hong Yu-Jin, who heard his muttering, couldn't hide her surprise. To think someone knew that name, which she thought only she knew.

A name she had given, but had now abandoned to forget the past.

*Oh my.*

Hong Yu-Jin's eyes flashed.
It was surprising to hear a name she thought she'd never hear again in this place. In other words, it meant Eun-Ha had opened her heart to him much more than she had thought.

*A future husband candidate!*

If so, it would be good to push the training even harder. Fortunately, the boy before her had incomparably more talent than Eun-Ha before she became a magical girl.
Although not exceptional, Eun-Ha's talent had been that terrible to begin with.

Hong Yu-Jin raised the corners of her mouth and gestured in the air.

"?!"

Then Optima, who had been hiding, emerged from the shadows and abducted Chris, who was in Virginia's form.

Optima's movements were swift.
She quickly moved Chris to a secluded place and then appeared as Virginia, as if she had been there all along.

"Why are you standing there in a daze?"

And then she casually spoke to Kim Se-Won.

"Huh? Ah? No."

Startled by Virginia's sudden question, Kim Se-Won turned around with a jolt.
He felt conflicted. He was both disappointed and glad that Virginia and Optima weren't the same person.

A desire stirred within him that he might be able to have both girls if he played his cards right.

*How stupid.*

And knowing how foolish that thought was, Kim Se-Won followed it with self-deprecation and a bitter smile.

Kim Se-Won was conflicted about the two girls who had taken residence in his heart.

Virginia?
Or Optima?
As he had just thought, it was like drinking wishful thinking soup, but he wasn't the kind of person who could embrace both.

*Wait a minute.*

Then a thought crossed his mind.

*If I think about it the other way, I just need to become strong enough.*

Today's training was deadly hard. It was merciless and without compassion. Hong Yu-Jin's training method closely resembled Eun-Ha's, but it was more severe and nasty.

But he could feel the results.
He felt like he had become stronger.

*If I keep getting stronger like this and become famous enough to embrace both of them.*

"Ha..."

Even he found his own thoughts absurd. He was quite greedy.

*Not now.*

But he could assert this one thing.

"What are you doing, I asked?"

Whoosh, Eun-Ha's scent rushed into his nostrils. While Kim Se-Won was lost in thought, Eun-Ha had moved very close.
Her eyes, with a hint of emerald, were filled with deep curiosity.

"No, nothing. Yeah. Nothing at all. Really."

Kim Se-Won waved his hands, calming his startled heart. He didn't want her to discover these feelings.

"But, more than that, I'm curious about something."

So he decided to change the subject. His gaze turned to Hong Yu-Jin.

"What kind of... relationship do you have with Teacher Hong Yu-Jin?"

He asked cautiously. The relationship between the two that they had shown today was not ordinarily intimate.

"Me and mom?"
"M-Mom...?!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened. He alternately looked at the petite Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin, at small-chested Eun-Ha and large-chested Hong Yu-Jin.

"T-Then... what you mentioned before about your mother's house...?"

He knew her guardian was a woman since Eun-Ha had mentioned it before. But to think it was none other than Hong Yu-Jin.
Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha with trembling eyes.

"Yep!"

Eun-Ha nodded with a bright smile.
As Hong Yu-Jin had said earlier, there was no need to hide their relationship anymore.

"What are you two talking about?"

Just then, Hong Yu-Jin approached the two. She couldn't help but be curious when Kim Se-Won suddenly became so noisy.

"No. That time when we ordered delivery. When you were wearing that dress shirt."
"Ah~ ...No way?!"
"Ouch!"

Thump!

Hong Yu-Jin instinctively hit the top of Eun-Ha's head.
Delivery. That dress shirt. These words reminded her of what she had been wearing at the time Eun-Ha was referring to.
A defenseless form wearing just a large dress shirt. If she had leaned forward even slightly, not only her soft chest but even more private parts would have been visible.

"You silly girl! ...Wait. Actually, this is good."

Hong Yu-Jin, who had been scolding Eun-Ha, quickly changed her mind.
On second thought, this was good. Using this as a pretext to make them closer would significantly reduce the time needed to reach her new goal.

"Yes. That's right. I'm Eun-Ha's mom."

And Hong Yu-Jin proudly and clearly revealed her relationship with Eun-Ha to Kim Se-Won.
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Kim Se-Won had a stunned expression.
He sat alone in the backseat of the car Yoo Jin-Ah was driving, staring blankly at the ceiling. The shock from yesterday still shook him to his core.

*What?*

It was certainly difficult to accept. Whenever he let his guard down even for a moment, the unbelievable reality pushed its way into his mind.

*Why would Eun-Ha and Teacher Yoo Jin-Ah...?*

He clearly remembered Eun-Ha mentioning that she had an adoptive mother who had taken her in. But he still couldn't believe that person was Yoo Jin-Ah.

For about half a year since entering the academy, Yoo Jin-Ah and Eun-Ha had never shown any signs of familiarity with each other. Surprisingly thorough for something Eun-Ha was doing. Outside, they had pretended to be complete strangers.

*Alright, I'll admit what needs to be admitted.*

Their relationship was still an astonishingly surprising fact. But he couldn't keep being shocked and disbelieving forever. Kim Se-Won gathered his wits and nodded.

*In other words, all this time, Eun-Ha's mother has been watching my behavior...*

"Ah!"

He suddenly jerked upright with wide eyes.
Come to think of it, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were in the same class. Moreover, they sat close to each other and got along well. And their homeroom teacher, Yoo Jin-Ah, had been observing their relationship all this time.

*Oh no... Could the reason she readily agreed when I said I wanted to go to The Front Line be...?*

Kim Se-Won's neck creaked as he turned to look at the back of Yoo Jin-Ah's head as she gripped the steering wheel.

*No way!*

Yoo Jin-Ah had paid special attention to him, even training him in the dangerous battlefield of The Front Line. She had even taught him training methods she hadn't shared with other students yet.

Why would she do that?

*The answer is obvious!*

His delusions began to run wild. Like any teenager his age who had never experienced romance, once his imagination started, it progressed at lightning speed. Eun-Ha or himself confessing. The dating process skipped under Yoo Jin-Ah's guidance, straight to a wedding. And himself looking fondly at Eun-Ha with her swollen belly.

*Should I start calling her "mother-in-law" in my heart now...?*

Kim Se-Won knew his thoughts could be dismissed as mere delusions. At the same time, he desperately hoped his delusions would become reality.

Eun-Ha might have delivered a low kick if she heard this, but that was beside the point.

"Do you have something you want to say?"

As his delusion ended, Kim Se-Won's eyes met Yoo Jin-Ah's through the rearview mirror. Her words were a question, but also a demand.

*I know what you want to ask, so hurry up and say it.*

Yoo Jin-Ah had seen Kim Se-Won's face, which had become completely relaxed while daydreaming just moments ago.

*Yes. This is a good sign.*

She nodded slightly.
Eun-Ha still considered him a "friend," but she predicted that the longer they spent time together, the exponentially greater the possibility of developing from "friend" to "lover" would become.

*I'm on your side!*

Yoo Jin-Ah's warm gaze reflected in the rearview mirror and flew toward Kim Se-Won.

"Um—"

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to speak after receiving that gaze.

"Ah! Mom! There! Rest area! Let's go to the rest area!"
"...Alright."

Eun-Ha, who had been staring outside the whole time, suddenly spoke up.
Yoo Jin-Ah felt like sighing deeply. Eun-Ha's timing was exquisite, as if she had planned it. Her delicate finger pointed to a sign indicating that a rest area was not far ahead.

*If I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have mentioned the rest area beforehand.*

Since they were traveling a long distance, Yoo Jin-Ah had planned to stop at the first rest area to get something to eat. But to think that they would spot that rest area at this exact moment.
Yoo Jin-Ah was truly disappointed.



* * *



"Hmm~ Hmm hmm~"

Eun-Ha hummed cheerfully with a bright smile. In both hands, she held freshly bought, piping hot sausages. Something you could eat anywhere else, yet somehow seemed to taste better at a rest area.

In fact, Eun-Ha liked all the food sold at rest areas, so she had to spend quite a bit of time choosing these sausages from among many candidates.

"That was quick?"

Eun-Ha, in a great mood at the thought of eating her carefully selected sausages, was heading to their predetermined meeting spot when she spotted two people sitting there.

Yoo Jin-Ah and Kim Se-Won, still far away, had placed their purchases on the table and were facing each other with serious expressions.

"What's going on?"

They looked like they were having a consultation. She became curious about what they could be discussing.
And as Eun-Ha got closer to the two of them.

"Do you perhaps have a hidden daughter?"

Thud.

Eun-Ha heard something utterly shocking. The sausages she had been holding slipped from her hands and rolled on the floor, so unexpected was this statement.



* * *



Rewinding time by about 20 minutes.

"That table over there is empty, so let's meet there once we've all bought our food!"

Upon arriving at the rest area, Eun-Ha ran off with a beaming smile.

The two people who had failed to communicate due to Eun-Ha's unexpected trolling stared blankly at her retreating figure.
But only for a moment. Yoo Jin-Ah and Kim Se-Won made eye contact without either taking the initiative.

"I have something I'd like to discuss... sort of like a consultation."
"Shall we buy food first and then talk?"
"Yes."

The two nodded and drew mana from their cores to dash forward—

Tweeeeet!

"Hey! You two with supernatural powers! No using mana in the rest area!"

—only to be caught by a security guard blowing a whistle, who proceeded to lecture them.

"It's okay. Eun-Ha usually takes quite a while to buy food."
"But she's quick in restaurants..."
"She likes all the food they sell at rest areas, so it takes her ages to decide what to get."

Kim Se-Won, who had wasted time on something unnecessary, nodded after seeing the confidence in Yoo Jin-Ah's eyes.

After some time passed, the two, having hastily selected their food, sat at the table Eun-Ha had designated and began their conversation.

"So, what did you want to ask me?"

Yoo Jin-Ah handed Kim Se-Won a drink from the vending machine and patiently waited for him to speak. She gave him an unabashedly interested look.

"It's about Eun-Ha."

Kim Se-Won accepted the drink and hesitated, choosing his words carefully. Should he be direct? Or should he beat around the bush? No, should he even be asking this at all?
Numerous thoughts swirled chaotically in his mind.

"I... I want to date Eun-Ha. But."

He spoke with a pained expression. His face revealed guilt he couldn't fully conceal.

*Well, that's true, but...*

He wanted to confess about the girls he held in his heart.
Eun-Ha or Optima.
Girls between whom he found it difficult to choose. Honestly, he wanted both. But if he revealed this in front of Yoo Jin-Ah, Eun-Ha's adoptive mother, he could imagine what she would say. She would condemn him for coveting another woman while neglecting Eun-Ha.

But.
He had to say it despite knowing he would be condemned. He was greedy and sincere toward both girls.

"But?"

She looked at him with a gentle smile in her eyes. Yoo Jin-Ah couldn't understand where his hesitation was coming from. She was purely curious about what experiences and thoughts had given rise to this guilt.

"Actually, um..."

He had to say it.
He had to say it without any shame. But the words wouldn't come out easily. The words that had risen to the tip of his tongue got stuck in his throat and wouldn't emerge.

"Um...!!"

Kim Se-Won squeezed his eyes shut. He had to speak now. It didn't seem like Yoo Jin-Ah would stop questioning even if he backed down now.
Even if he stalled or made excuses, he couldn't firmly choose between Eun-Ha and Optima.

And for good reason. He liked both girls in different ways.
The desire-filled boy couldn't choose just one.

*Wait.*

Suddenly, a thought flashed through his mind. He raised his head, which had been gradually lowering, and looked at Yoo Jin-Ah.

*I've been thinking all this time that there couldn't possibly be two girls in the world who look so similar to Eun-Ha.*
*But the reality was different. And...!*

Kim Se-Won's mind went back to the past.
Yesterday, at the battlefield of The Front Line, Yoo Jin-Ah and Eun-Ha had tried to undress him.

"Yoo Jin-Ah" and Eun-Ha.

*That's it!*

A strange light gleamed in Kim Se-Won's eyes. His blank expression changed to one of determination.

Aren't children said to be mirrors of their parents?
And Yoo Jin-Ah's behavior of wanting to see his body, specifically his muscle development, was quite similar to Eun-Ha's muscle fetish.

Eun-Ha is not Yoo Jin-Ah's biological daughter.
In other words, could Yoo Jin-Ah have a biological daughter? Looking at the relationship between Eun-Ha and Yoo Jin-Ah, it was entirely possible.
And a daughter who grew up watching Yoo Jin-Ah and was influenced by her would likely have similar tastes.

That is, if Eun-Ha had grown up resembling her adoptive mother Yoo Jin-Ah, it would explain why there were two girls with similar behaviors and tastes.

Kim Se-Won gulped.
With tightly closed lips and determined eyes, he looked at Yoo Jin-Ah sitting in front of him.

"Do you perhaps have a hidden daughter?"

And he dropped this bombshell statement.
Yoo Jin-Ah didn't respond.

Thud.

Instead, he heard something falling to the floor.

"What... does that mean...?"

Eun-Ha was standing where the sound had come from.
At her feet lay the sausages she had been holding just moments ago.

*I have a daughter I don't know about?!*

Eun-Ha completely forgot that Yoo Jin-Ah was the same magical girl as herself. With a shocked expression, she slowly closed the distance between herself and the two.

"What do you mean by that?"

Eun-Ha confronted Yoo Jin-Ah, having seen Kim Se-Won's careful but confident face.

*What do I do about this?*

Yoo Jin-Ah was in a predicament. She couldn't guess what thoughts had led to Kim Se-Won's bombshell statement. To make matters worse, Eun-Ha had joined them with bad timing.
From the looks of it, Eun-Ha had completely forgotten what kind of being she was due to the unexpected shock.

*But why did Se-Won suddenly ask such a question... Could it be?*

She recalled seeing Optima yesterday.
Kim Se-Won had been very surprised when Optima appeared. Not only that, but his expression had changed from surprise to something strange.

It wasn't the expression of seeing an admired hero. After pure surprise, his face showed confusion and admiration.
And he felt an emotion as strong as confusion and admiration.

*I see.*

Now she understood his hesitant expression full of guilt. Yoo Jin-Ah realized that the boy in front of her held two girls in his heart.

"No. I don't."

So she answered firmly. Partly to reassure the confused Eun-Ha, and partly to confuse the boy in front of her.

Her words weren't exactly wrong. Neither of the two girls Kim Se-Won held in his heart was Yoo Jin-Ah's biological daughter.

"But...!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes trembled. His confusion deepened. Eun-Ha and Optima were not the same person. Nor were they Yoo Jin-Ah's daughters.

Optima's identity fell back into mystery. Who was she? Who could she be to look so similar to Eun-Ha?

"Phew..."

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, visibly relieved, let out a small sigh. Then, without saying anything in particular, she went to pick up the sausages she had dropped.

"But she is my daughter."

In the meantime, Yoo Jin-Ah winked at Kim Se-Won and spoke softly.

"R-really?!"

Confused, then calmed, Kim Se-Won felt like his head was about to explode as his thoughts kept changing, but he nodded.

Not a biological daughter. But still a daughter.

*So they're both adopted daughters taken in by Teacher Yoo Jin-Ah.*

That made sense.

"Why? Do you like that girl too?"

Yoo Jin-Ah deliberately avoided directly mentioning "Optima" just in case. There were also many people passing by.
Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, having picked up her sausages, looked regretfully at the trash can for a moment before heading off to buy food again.
Her delicate shoulders were slumped with guilt for having to throw away innocent sausages.

"Well... I'm sorry."

Kim Se-Won hung his head at the gentle question. His face was flushed red with embarrassment.

"It's okay."
"What...?"
"I said it's okay. Whichever girl you choose, I'll support you."

Eun-Ha is Optima, and Optima is Eun-Ha. Revealing this fact was entirely up to Eun-Ha.
It wasn't something she should reveal.
And since they were the same person, it didn't matter which one he chose.
To be honest, she also wanted to keep watching this boy who was conflicted and filled with desire to have both, without realizing they were the same person.

"Then..."

Kim Se-Won opened his mouth with a dumbfounded expression. Though he had brought up the topic, Yoo Jin-Ah's answer was hard to imagine coming from the mother of two sisters.

*Does she just like me?*

That might be the case.
Perhaps she gave this outrageous answer because she had approved of him after observing him as a homeroom teacher and as the mother of the two girls.

*That means I...!*

A small spark ignited in Kim Se-Won's heart. Soon it blazed and grew larger.
This was his intense desire.

"Then! I can choose both, right?!"

He clenched his fist as he spoke. The flame kindled in his heart revealed itself to Yoo Jin-Ah through his eyes.

"Huh? Um... Yes. That's fine too."

*How open-minded!*

Though momentarily taken aback, Yoo Jin-Ah readily agreed. Kim Se-Won felt filled with confidence at her response.
His future mother-in-law was pushing him forward. She was encouraging him to catch two rabbits at once, even supporting him.

"Then, I have one request. Mother!"

Kim Se-Won bowed deeply.

*Is he going to say "Please give me your daughter"? Or is he going to ask for help getting closer to Eun-Ha?*

Yoo Jin-Ah felt a strange sense of elation rising in her chest.
It was as if she were playing the role of a father-in-law or mother-in-law in a drama. Has time already passed so quickly? She felt a bit resentful.

Yoo Jin-Ah thought about how to respond as she opened the can she had bought and moistened her throat.

"Please arrange a date with Han Jae-Yu without Eun-Ha knowing!"
"Pfft?!"

And she immediately spat out her drink at his unexpected words.

A contradictory story about secretly dating Eun-Ha without Eun-Ha knowing.
Yoo Jin-Ah had somewhat anticipated what he might do, but she couldn't help but find it amusing when it actually happened.

Ch.198 - Han Jae-yu. And Kim Se-won (1)
The next day after school.

"Want to go to a karaoke place today? I really feel like singing."

*Screech*

"I'll pass. I have plans today."

Kim Se-Won immediately rejected Han Chae-Eun's suggestion. He stood up with a stern expression. He had already packed his bag and had it slung over his shoulder.

"Hmph! It doesn't matter if you're not there anyway. I still have Eun-Ha and Haram~."
"Ah. I have something to do today too, so I can't go."
"What? Eun-Ha too?!"
"I also have an appointment with my fa... ahem, father today, so I can't make it. How about we go together next time?"
"Waah... even Haram."

For some reason, not only Kim Se-Won but also Eun-Ha and In Ha-Ram had plans today.
Han Chae-Eun, who had been excited about going out to have fun, soon deflated and slumped her shoulders.

*Jiggle!*

With just that small movement of slumping her shoulders, two enormous masses jiggled.

"...No! I absolutely have to go today!"

After being dejected for about ten seconds, Han Chae-Eun's eyes lit up. She raised her head that had drooped along with her shoulders. An intense determination to go to karaoke no matter what radiated from her eyes.

*Swoosh*

Her fierce gaze swept across the classroom. People were just starting to leave for home, trickling out one by one.

*Perfect!*

Among them, Han Chae-Eun spotted her prey.


* * *


After parting with his friends, Kim Se-Won hurried to the dormitory.

"Heh, hehehehe...!"

His lips were curled almost to his ears.
He extracted mana from his core to strengthen his body and moved his legs quickly. He wanted to get to the dormitory as fast as possible.

*A date with Han Jae-Yoo...!*

The reason he was so excited was because of the date arranged by his future mother-in-law.
Judging by the fact that he hadn't received any message of refusal yet, Han Jae-Yoo would definitely show up at the promised place today.

His heart was pounding.
Would he get closer to her today? What kind of experience would they have?

Not hiding his excitement, he arrived at his room in a flash, took out the casual clothes he had prepared the night before, and stripped off his uniform as he headed to the bathroom.

*Shaaaaa*

Soon, the sound of water could be heard.

"Now then..."

Dressed more carefully than usual, Kim Se-Won had been waiting at the meeting spot since 30 minutes before the appointed time.

The meeting place was far from where he usually hung out with his friends, just in case. It was a secondary downtown area with relatively fewer people.

"Oh? Kim Se-Won?"

After waiting for Optima at the meeting place for about 20 minutes, a girl who had approached him suddenly greeted him.

"Oh, um. Ahem! Hello."

Kim Se-Won cleared his throat with a fake cough and lifted the corners of his mouth.
The girl who appeared before him looked quite different from her magical girl form. She was also dressed differently from the casual clothes she wore when they met before.

Optima was wearing shorts with a tucked-in boxy T-shirt and a brown cardigan. These were clothes that Hong Yu-Jin, who had been waiting at her dormitory, had dressed her in.
Moreover, her hair, which she usually kept tied up when she was a magical girl, was now loose.
Her appearance had changed so much that it would be difficult for anyone to recognize her as a "magical girl" just by looking at her.

*She's pretty.*

Kim Se-Won stared at her. No one around them knew that the girl standing in front of him was a "magical girl."
He already felt like he had Optima all to himself.

*Why would she call me out for something important, and in this form too?*

Questions were rising in Optima's mind as she greeted Kim Se-Won.

The night before, Hong Yu-Jin had told her to keep her afternoon free because there was something very important to do.
Despite having driven a long distance, Hong Yu-Jin couldn't stop smiling, clearly in a good mood.

*"You'll be learning from me from now on, so take a good look at him and see if there are any flaws."*
*"But I've already seen what kind of person Se-Won is all this time. Why? I know Se-Won and I can tell you everything about him."*

Optima had asked Hong Yu-Jin with a puzzled expression.

*"That's because you're friends. People show different sides of themselves when they meet strangers."*
*"Umm... do I have to? Really? It seems unnecessary..."*

Optima had expressed vague disagreement with Hong Yu-Jin's words. She had already met Kim Se-Won several times as Optima. In other words, she couldn't fulfill what Hong Yu-Jin intended.

*"Why? Did something happen?"*
*"No, it's not that. Um..."*
*"Do you dislike Se-Won?"*
*"No! How could I dislike a friend! What do you take me for!"*
*"Then why are you acting like it's impossible?"*
*"Well, it's just... um..."*
*"No. No. No. Is this the third time?"*
*"Ugh."*

Optima had wondered if she should tell the truth. Hong Yu-Jin wanted to see Kim Se-Won's hidden side.
For that, she needed someone who was "meeting him for the first time." But Optima didn't meet that condition.
Optima roughly understood why Hong Yu-Jin wanted to do this troublesome thing.
This was the first time Hong Yu-Jin was teaching her skills to someone other than Optima. She wanted to be prepared just in case.

*"Fine! I'll do it! I'll do it!"*

Optima knew that Hong Yu-Jin had no one else to ask. If that was the case, she could just mix in a little lie to show that Kim Se-Won was a "good" man.
Optima had reluctantly agreed.

"So what are we doing today?"
"Huh?"

Optima, who had been recalling yesterday's events, took a step closer to Kim Se-Won and asked.
As far as Optima knew, the reason they were meeting like this today was because of her special circumstances.

*"Optima has hardly ever been out in the world."*

This is what Kim Se-Won surely believed, Optima thought. A "setup" where Hong Yu-Jin had asked Kim Se-Won to help this sheltered girl.

Not knowing the true intentions of Hong Yu-Jin and Kim Se-Won, Optima took another step closer to Kim Se-Won, unaware that she had been deceived.

"What? You didn't prepare anything?"
"No, of course I did."

Kim Se-Won looked at Optima as she approached him.

"For you."

And he put on what he thought was his most handsome expression.

"Pfft! That expression is kind of funny."

As a friend, Optima found Kim Se-Won's expression quite amusing. She couldn't help but laugh at how obviously he was trying to look cool.

"W-what...! What's wrong with my expression!"
"No, it's just really funny... pfft...!"

Optima held her stomach and giggled as Kim Se-Won's expression still lingered in her mind. Seeing Optima laugh, his face flushed with embarrassment.

Optima wasn't mocking his expression for being bad.

*It was actually pretty decent.*

The problem was that Kim Se-Won was acquainted with Eun-Ha.
Optima found it funny to see the discrepancy between the Kim Se-Won she usually saw and this version trying to act like a sweet guy just because his appearance had changed.

"By the way, did I ever tell you my name?"
"...Huh?"

Optima's heart sank at those words, which he had said to somehow break the situation.
The laughter that had been flowing non-stop suddenly stopped as she looked up at Kim Se-Won.

*Come to think of it...?*

Thinking back, she couldn't remember Kim Se-Won ever telling her his name.

*To make such a mistake.*

Optima felt the blood drain from her face and quickly lowered her head. She shouldn't show her agitation. She needed to think back carefully.
If she thought about it, really thought about it, there had to be an escape route somewhere.

*That's it!*

After carefully retracing her memories, fortunately, there was one way out.

"You never told me."

Optima slowly raised her head with a gloomy expression and voice.

"I just... um... saw your information briefly when we went to the manga cafe last time."

Kim Se-Won saw it. The girl looking up at him with guilt-filled eyes said this and then fidgeted with her mouth.

*So that's when.*

A chance encounter. The girl who had been walking around covered in tags had found out his name when he went to a manga cafe with private rooms.

"No, I'm not blaming you. I was just curious. Hahaha."
"?!"
"But it seems a bit unfair."

He let out an awkward laugh. After saying that, Kim Se-Won suddenly took Optima's hand. Optima looked up at him with a bewildered expression and saw his rather serious face.

"W-what's unfair?"
"Then I'll call you Han Jae-Yoo too."
"But I told you that before."

Optima chuckled. For something said with a mischievous expression, it wasn't much. Of course it wasn't. Kim Se-Won just wanted to call her by her name.

*I'm the only one who knows Optima's real name besides Teacher Hong Yu-Jin.*

The sense of superiority that came from being the only one who knew was enough.

"Let's go around to different places today. Actually, I haven't been to many places either, so in the spirit of experiencing things together."

Kim Se-Won didn't let go of her hand. Just this contact made his heart race.

Can I do well? He pushed away his anxiety and made a firm resolution in his heart to do well.


* * *


*I wonder where he's taking me.*

Optima was secretly excited.

*"Let's go around to different places today. Actually, I haven't been to many places either, so in the spirit of experiencing things together."*

Kim Se-Won's words, spoken with a reliable expression, lingered in her mind.
His statement about experiencing things together was simply a way of saying they would go around to various places and have fun.

*I wouldn't mind even if it's a PC bang or something.*

Hanging out with a friend was nice. Although she felt a bit guilty about leaving Han Chae-Eun alone after they all said they had plans, she was still looking forward to this in its own way.
But somehow, she didn't think they would go to a PC bang this time. And probably not to the places they went last time either.

Manga cafe.
Hero goods shop.
Western restaurant.
And so on.

Optima crossed off the options one by one in her mind. The more she eliminated, the more her expectations for Kim Se-Won grew.
She couldn't guess where he was taking her at all.

*Maybe a gym?*

Optima recalled Kim Se-Won's body that she had seen at The Front Line's battlefield the day before yesterday.
It was a body that showed he had been putting in considerable effort lately. If so, a gym was certainly a possibility.

If her guess was right, Kim Se-Won's evaluation would skyrocket. She could praise him profusely to Hong Yu-Jin, even if she had to mix in more lies.

"Here it is."

Kim Se-Won, who had been walking for about 5 minutes from the meeting place, spoke up. It was a three-story building in a corner of the downtown area.

"Where is this?"
"You'll have to see for yourself."

Kim Se-Won grinned as Optima tilted her head and asked.

*Actually, I've never been here either.*

The place he brought Optima to was unknown to him as well. Last night, while doing research through his communication terminal, he had come across this store through a "random" popup.

Normally, he would have been suspicious of a store discovered this way and carefully considered whether to go or not, but surprisingly, Kim Se-Won readily decided to visit this store.

[Recommended for couples! Special event tomorrow!]

The reason was this word "couples." Special event and couples. These two words made him think they might create special memories on today's date.

"Hello~"
"Oh my. Welcome, customers."

And his prediction...

"Ah, hello."

...turned out to be surprisingly accurate.

The store he brought Optima to was quite large, taking up an entire floor.
Everywhere they looked: costumes, costumes, costumes. A place lined with various costumes that they would probably never wear in daily life.

In other words, it was a cosplay shop.

Ch.199 - Han Jae-yu. And Kim Se-won (2)
Kim Se-Won took Optima to an incredibly spacious cosplay shop that occupied an entire floor. However, there wasn't a single customer in sight.

Moreover, the shop had none of the fabrics or clothes "for sale" that one would expect in a cosplay shop. It was solely a place to briefly enjoy the act of cosplaying.

*What is this?*

Optima expressed bewilderment at the shop's situation. The empty place seemed as if it had just been built. There was an extremely artificial sense of discomfort, as if it had been created just for this moment today.

"Hehe! What do you think? There are tons of costumes, right?"

Meanwhile, the shop owner greeted them with a bright smile.

*Did they just have their grand opening?*

Optima looked at Kim Se-Won, whose face was filled with anticipation. He was sneaking glances at the women's clothes worn by mannequins.

"Is this your first time at a place like this?"
"Ah, yes. I just discovered it by chance yesterday."
"Oh my! What perfect timing! Our shop is having a special event today! You two... are a couple, right?"

The shop owner asked with a sly smile.
It was impossible to read their true intentions. The owner's words, brimming with customer service spirit, only increased Optima's sense of discomfort.

"Ah..."
"Yes, we are."

While Kim Se-Won hesitated to answer, Optima stepped in and confirmed the owner's assumption.

*Well, what can I do? From the outside, we look like a man and woman. It's possible.*

It didn't matter since they weren't actually dating. The reason the owner specifically mentioned "couple" was probably related to the special event they had mentioned earlier.

"How lovely! You two look good together. Just for today! For couples only, we're helping with photo shoots. You can wear any outfit you want. You can also hang out in the lounge area over there. Drinks and snacks are free, of course!"

The shop owner's words came out like rapid fire.
Their offer was too good to be true. If Optima and Kim Se-Won were actually a couple interested in cosplay, this would be a perfect event.

*We might make some good memories.*

Optima felt subtle anticipation listening to the owner's words.
Although they weren't a real couple, she and Kim Se-Won were quite close friends.

Optima enjoyed the act of making memories with friends. She hadn't been able to create such memories with her only previous friend, Jung Soo-Hyun, so this time, even if it was strange, she wanted to make good memories.

*Couple... couple...*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was so stunned by Optima's words that he couldn't do anything. The word "couple" kept echoing in his mind.

He was happy. That wasn't a lie. He desperately wanted to shout and express this joy.

*No. Hold back, Kim Se-Won! Not yet. It's too early!*

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist, suppressing the urge to shout. He controlled his twitching lips that kept trying to curl up into a smile. He wasn't a fool. He understood perfectly well why Optima had mentioned they were a couple.

*Someday.*

But they just weren't a "real" couple "now."
He vowed to return someday as a real couple.

*Or maybe coming with Eun-Ha would be good too.*

The shop owner might give them strange looks, but that would be a problem for then.

"Oh!"

As soon as Kim Se-Won finished paying, Optima approached an outfit with sparkling eyes.
It was the suit worn by Park Sang-Heon of Mt. Tae-San. A blue full-body suit with a metal plate attached to the chest and a cape.
This simple yet embarrassing suit was a symbol of "power." More precisely, a symbol of muscle.
Covering only the most important heart and core while unabashedly revealing the muscles one had painstakingly developed, this suit was something that ordinary people wouldn't even dare to try on.

*Should I try it on?*

Thinking about who Park Sang-Heon was and what kind of person he had been made her feel complicated, but the admiration she had built up over her lifetime didn't disappear in an instant.

"No. That's too much."
"...I wasn't going to wear it anyway. I was just, just looking at it."

But her wish wasn't granted. Hearing Kim Se-Won's words, Optima quickly withdrew her outstretched hand and made excuses.

Kim Se-Won, who had followed her, inwardly agreed, thinking, "That's what I thought." Optima really did have many similarities with Eun-Ha.
If Eun-Ha had come here, she probably would have done the same thing.

"...What are you thinking about?"
"Huh? Oh, nothing. Really."

While he was briefly lost in thought, Optima was glaring at him with a pouty expression. His slightly goofy expression seemed to be mocking her.

*They say you get caught right away if you think about another woman.*

But Kim Se-Won interpreted Optima's expression a bit differently. Recalling a scene he had once seen in a comic book, he felt an inexplicable flutter in his heart.

"Hmm..."

While Kim Se-Won was thinking, Optima's gaze had shifted to the outfit next to Park Sang-Heon's suit.

*It's the Lightning Dancer's outfit.*

It was an outfit full of provocative exposure. One of the famous early heroes when Park Sang-Heon was active.
It was the hero suit of a female hero who swept through battlefields with lightning as bright as light wrapped around her body.

*This one's a pass too.*

But she wouldn't wear it. Although her aversion to clothes like skirts, which "women" typically wear, had decreased, she wasn't at the point of wearing such an indecent outfit.

"Tsk."

From behind her, she heard a strange gaze and a voice full of disappointment. Sensing this, Optima quickly moved away. From what Optima could tell, Kim Se-Won had strangely been expecting her to wear that.

"Splatter, Einherjar, Boomer, Berserker... There really are outfits from all sorts of heroes hanging here."
"It would be hard to find these nowadays. It's fascinating."

When Optima spoke, Kim Se-Won, who had followed her to her side, looked at her with sparkling eyes.
Even though his goal was to bring down his father, he was still an aspiring hero, so he had knowledge of and admiration for past heroes.

"Well..."

Looking at the suits of various heroes, Optima realized something anew.

Then as now, female heroes' outfits generally had high exposure.
While some increased exposure out of necessity to maximize their abilities, others chose exposure to gain recognition by highlighting their figures.

Those with high self-esteem who enjoyed attention tended to feel more exhilarated as people's cheers grew louder.

*Come to think of it, what was Sister Ji-Yeon's suit?*

The face of an S-class hero with silver hair flashed in Optima's mind. Optima couldn't remember ever seeing her wear a hero suit in her life.

*Maybe the formal suit she often wears is her hero suit itself.*

She mostly wore women's formal suits for her hero activities.
Perhaps she didn't feel the need to differentiate with a hero suit since her flowing silver hair and sword flashes as fast as light were her trademarks as a hero.

"What did you pick?"
"Huh? Um... I chose this."
"Ah, Esper?"
"He's like the father of telekinetics."

Somehow, Kim Se-Won was holding a large gentleman's hat and an outfit.
Esper Cho Cheol-Un. He was always mentioned when asked to name the most famous telekinetic hero in history.

"Jae-Yu, aren't you going to pick something?"
"Hmm..."

Kim Se-Won, who knew her as Han Jae-Yu, gave her an intrigued look.

Optima's gaze returned to the outfits, avoiding his eyes.
Nothing particularly appealed to her. In the past, she would have immediately grabbed Park Sang-Heon's suit, but now she knew his true nature, and moreover, she barely had any muscles now.

"I'll think about it a bit more."

Optima didn't admire Park Sang-Heon enough to forcibly wear clothes that didn't suit her.

"...Oh, come on..."

While looking around the store, Optima's face suddenly crumpled.

"Pfft."

Kim Se-Won, standing beside her, couldn't hold back his laughter and trembled. In front of them hung an indecent black outfit.
A full-body stocking covering everything except the arms and neck, with a black skirt and top.

It was the outfit of the magical girl who was currently causing a stir in the world.

"Of all things, this is here."

Optima grumbled as she passed by the outfit. No matter how much she couldn't find something she liked, she didn't want to wear her own outfit here.

"Jae-Yu. Wait a moment."

Kim Se-Won gently grabbed Optima's wrist, stopping her. When she turned around, his face was beaming with a smile.

"You, don't tell me."
"Just once. What do you think?"

Optima's face flushed red. Although it was an outfit she regularly wore, the feeling of wearing it as a "magical girl" versus as a "cosplay" was different.

It was incredibly, extremely embarrassing.
Just imagining herself wearing it made her so embarrassed that she didn't know what to do.

"I don't want to!"
"Oh my, are you interested in the magical girl too, customer?"

Just then, the shop owner joined their conversation. With a bright smile, the owner carefully took out the magical girl outfit—Optima's outfit—and brought it to her.

"The magical girl is pretty, isn't she? Strong, cute, reliable, and currently very famous. What do you think? With your smooth black hair, I think it would suit you perfectly."
"No, it's fine. I'm more interested in something else."

At the owner's words, Optima's shoulders perked up and the corners of her mouth slowly crept upward. Apart from the outfit, she liked being recognized and praised.
But even so, Optima didn't yield. She shook her head firmly.

"Come on, just once. Please?"

Kim Se-Won started pleading again.
With the shop owner joining in, Optima suddenly found herself in a 2-against-1 situation. It was a crisis. She couldn't let herself be swept away by these two.

Optima's gaze quickly scanned the surroundings. She needed to find another, decent outfit.

*Oh no!*

But was it a trick of fate? Every outfit around was indecent. They were all more revealing than Optima's, not less.

It was a disaster. The outfits around were all so indecent that the Optima outfit in front of her seemed like the best option.
And in reality, there were heroes who wore such outfits and attracted attention even now.

*I should have gone the other way.*

Optima regretted her decision with tears of blood in her heart. The store was divided into sections for hero suits and non-hero suits, and she could have easily left this section at the fork she had passed earlier.

"Haah..."

Optima let out a deep sigh.
Even if she wanted to escape, she couldn't. It was partly because it was far, and partly because Kim Se-Won and the shop owner had already surrounded her from front and back.

"...You, really. I hate this."
"Hehe."

About ten minutes later, Optima emerged from the changing room with a red face, glaring at Kim Se-Won who was wearing Cho Cheol-Un's outfit.
Tears were welling up in the corners of her eyes—tears of shame.

Optima never imagined she would be wearing the same clothes she had thrown off just hours ago in a place like this.
Perhaps due to embarrassment, her entire body felt sensitized, as if she could feel even the movement of air.

"It suits you well! You really look like the magical girl!"

The shop owner approached Optima, who was soaked in shame, and complimented her.
The compliment was valid and accurate. After all, Optima standing in front of her was indeed the magical girl.

While the shop owner was complimenting Optima, countless inaudible shutter sounds echoed around them.

*Hehe!*

Click click click click click!

The shop owner—Foriner—looked at the embarrassed Optima with an inner smile.
The ultra-small cameras he had personally modified were taking pictures of Optima while making shutter sounds too quiet to be heard.

Why hide it? This place itself was created by Foriner.
Kim Se-Won "accidentally" seeing this shop's advertisement site.
The shop occupying an entire floor. Not having a single customer.
Optima not finding a single outfit she liked despite seeing numerous hero suits.
The magical girl outfit being the least indecent among the outfits in that area.

All of these were part of his scheme and the result of carefully analyzing her preferences.

"Now customers, you need to take photos. If you go a little further, there's a studio. Do you have any specific situations you'd like?"
"Um, not really."
"...Me neither."

Foriner guided the two to the studio.

Clap clap!

"Assistant! Let's prepare for the shoot!"
"Ah, yes."

Foriner clapped his hands and called in a woman who was waiting in the studio. The woman flinched momentarily when she saw Optima in the magical girl outfit, then hurriedly adjusted the prepared shooting equipment.

The eyes of the woman called "assistant" gleamed strangely.

*Eun-Ha is cute.*

Her name was Hong Yu-Jin.
As Foriner's contractor, she was currently playing the role of assistant.

"Do you know something, customer?"

Foriner casually brought this up in the studio. Optima and Kim Se-Won were already posing as instructed, with their backs against each other.

"I'm only telling you customers. Not everyone knows this, but according to a knowledgeable person I know..."

Foriner smiled brightly. His crescent moon-like curved eyes hinted at ominous words.

"They say the magical girl has a special move. And the name of that special move is..."

*No way!*

Optima felt her heart sink.
Special move.
That thing she still hadn't given a proper name to because of her naming sense that would probably be considered a dark history.

*No way, there can't be someone who knows that?*

She hadn't shown that special move many times. Moreover, she had never actually said the name of the special move out loud.
Cold sweat ran down Optima's back. Her expression gradually distorted.

"Anyway, it's called 'The Fucking Strong Punch,' they say."
"Pfft!"

Kim Se-Won couldn't hold back his laughter and his body shook. He had been curious about what Optima's special move name was, and it turned out to be "The Fucking Strong Punch."

*I'll tease her about this later.*

The girl right next to him had named it like that.
It was so funny that his body trembled.

Optima wanted to die.

*Which bastard... which bastard told them that!*

Her face turned red and her body trembled. She tried hard not to show her embarrassment, but it wasn't easy.
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"N-Next, let's try something other than the hero suit!"

As soon as the photoshoot ended, Optima grabbed Kim Se-Won's hand and started walking away. After being verbally teased multiple times by Foriner during the shoot, Optima's face was still flushed.

*I think he was staring at me the whole time.*

In truth, Optima's reddened face wasn't entirely Foriner's fault. She herself was extremely conscious of Kim Se-Won.

The full-body stockings and magical girl outfit, which could be considered quite immodest, had definitely caught Kim Se-Won's attention—though not as much as Optima thought.

"My, my. Customer. Did you like the magical girl outfit that much~?"

Halt.

Optima, who had been walking at a brisk pace, stopped in her tracks. Foriner's words put a brake on her desire to escape the situation by looking at different clothes.

"Ah, ah~ I just... I forgot. Hahahahaha..."

With her face reddening again, Optima looked at Foriner and hurried toward the changing room. She wanted to get out of these unnecessarily revealing clothes as soon as possible.
Despite wearing them just fine when acting as a magical girl.

"The variety of clothes here is something else."
"For real. I don't think it's possible to try everything in just one day."

Back in her regular clothes, Optima headed to a different section, away from where the hero suits were displayed.
Seeing the section filled with far more numerous and varied items than the hero suits, the two couldn't close their gaping mouths.

"..."

But as she looked around the entire section and walked in, she quickly had to stop in her tracks.

*I didn't see that.*

After a moment, Optima started walking again, pretending she hadn't seen the outfit.

"Huh? This is..."

This time, Kim Se-Won stopped walking. His attention was caught by the same outfit Optima had just seen.

"I think they put this in the wrong section..."

He approached the outfit he was looking at and even touched it.

*Why is that here?!*

Optima tried her best not to make eye contact with Kim Se-Won. That thing absolutely shouldn't be here. Moreover, it was suspicious why a hero suit belonging to someone who wasn't even an official hero, no matter how famous, would be here.

No.
Absolutely not.
She didn't want to wear that one.

Optima had been reluctant earlier and was reluctant now to wear clothes she normally wore in this place.

*It's probably not good to bring up Eun-Ha...*

Unaware of Optima's feelings, Kim Se-Won glanced at her and reluctantly put aside his disappointment.
He wasn't sure if it was appropriate to say, but he thought this outfit would suit Optima well too.
But he knew well enough that bringing up another woman while on a date wouldn't lead to anything good.

"Oh my, why is this here? Ah, customer. Are you interested in this~?"

Just as he was about to step back with regret, Foriner annoyingly cut in.

Flinch!

Optima's body, standing a bit away from Kim Se-Won, trembled. The sly Foriner pretended to make a mistake while making a fuss, subtly tempting Kim Se-Won.

As if saying, 'Have her try this on too.'

"No. It's just... I know the person who wears this, so I was curious..."
"Oh my! You know her! So you're acquainted with the Saint? I'm jealous. I'd like to see her in person too. I've heard rumors that she's been very active at The Front Line recently~."
"Ah~ well, that's... right. Yes."

He couldn't say, 'I've seen her up close, so I know.' No matter how much he wanted to brag, it wasn't something to boast too much about.
After all, he was just a small fry on the battlefield.

*Someday, when I truly become strong, I'll protect Eun-Ha by her side...*

He once again resolved to become stronger.

"I think this would suit her too. What do you think?"

Foriner held out Virginia's magical girl outfit to him. Not satisfied with just words, he directly offered it to tempt him.

*Since the shop owner is recommending it, maybe it's okay...? It's just cosplay anyway, so maybe it doesn't matter.*

Gulp!

Kim Se-Won's heart began to waver.

"Ah-!!"

As he started to struggle with his thoughts, Optima's voice rang out. Foriner and Kim Se-Won's attention shifted to her, who seemed to have deliberately raised her voice.

"Se-Won, look at this!"

[Master and Maid. Their Forbidden Love!]

"This time it seems like a theme for couples."
"Wow. It really is."

Optima didn't want to wear Virginia's magical girl outfit even if she died. If she had to wear something, she thought this would be better.

The mannequins she pointed to featured a stylish suit that a young master from a wealthy family might wear, and a maid outfit. The mannequins were placed close together, holding hands and facing each other as if targeting couples.

*This is nice too...*

Kim Se-Won briefly looked at the mannequins and then shifted his gaze to Optima, staring at her. Himself as the master in a suit. And Optima as the maid.
Their love.

*I like it.*

Kim Se-Won looked at the sign below the mannequins Optima had pointed to earlier.
[Master and Maid. Their Forbidden Love!]
He really liked it.

"Should we try it on? I think it would suit you."
"Sh-Should we...?"
"Oh my, your boyfriend is right, this would suit you too. Especially since you two are a 'couple'."

Foriner, who had already abandoned his plan to have her try on Virginia's magical girl outfit, cut in smoothly.
He deliberately emphasized the word 'couple' as he waited for their decision.

"Cou-ple...!"

Kim Se-Won's face turned red. Even though they had just met today, the emphasis on them being a couple made him wonder if they really looked like one to others.

"That's right. We're a cou...ple. Yes."

*She's reluctantly calling us a couple, but that's fine.*

On the other hand, Optima only felt a bit shy. No matter how she thought about it, Kim Se-Won was a 'friend.' Just a 'special' friend to whom she had revealed some of her secrets.

She glanced at the maid outfit the mannequin was wearing.

The reason she chose this theme was none other than the maid outfit.
It had less exposure. And it looked quite nice. If she had to wear something, it was a hundred, no, a thousand times better to wear something with less exposure.

These two factors were exactly why Optima chose to wear this outfit first over the others.

"Ugh."

Everything was fine, but a problem arose.
In the changing room, Optima looked at the piece of cloth in her hand and groaned.

*'This maid outfit comes as a set with this underwear. Ah, don't worry. According to your size, it's disposable. Spe.cial.ly. provided just for today, so you can wear it out or take it home and... show it to your boyfriend later.'*

It was because of what Foriner had said. His lewd words. Of course, since it wouldn't be visible from the outside, there was no need to wear it.

"Ah, whatever!"

Optima closed her eyes tightly, took off all her clothes, and put on the thin, lacy black panties.

"Ugh...!"

After putting on the panties, Optima instinctively looked up and quickly fixed her gaze on the floor when she saw the full-length mirror in front of her.
The fair thighs that appeared for just a moment. If she had raised her gaze a little higher, she would have clearly seen what she was wearing.

She changed her clothes while keeping her gaze down as much as possible.
She put on white stockings and secured them with the garter belt that came with the panties.
Then the blouse and skirt. And the frilly apron and pure white headband.
Trying her best not to look at the full-length mirror, she completely changed her clothes.
Optima's face was flushed red because of the glimpse of her thighs she had caught earlier.

"Phew."

Anyway, she changed without looking.
A strange sense of achievement colored Optima's heart.

"..."

But this sense of achievement didn't last long.
She stared at herself in the full-length mirror, wearing the maid outfit.
Despite the long sleeves and skirt minimizing her skin exposure, she couldn't help but think it was pretty. Not because of her face, but because of the outfit itself.

"Ju-Just a little."

As she stared at herself, Optima carefully grabbed the hem of her skirt with her small hand.
Something not visible makes one want to see it more. That was exactly Optima's state.

"...!!!"

Carefully. Optima slowly pulled up her skirt. As she did, her fair thighs gradually began to show.
The feeling of depravity, or rather, pleasure, made her heart race.

The raised hem eventually exposed the garter belt securing the stockings and the black panties.

Flutter!

As soon as she saw this, Optima hurriedly pushed down the hem of her skirt.

*I'm crazy!*

Her face turned red.
She couldn't understand why she had done such a thing. She couldn't resist the momentary temptation and did something so crazy.

*I'm crazy! Crazy crazy crazy...!*

She closed her eyes tightly and tapped her head repeatedly. It was an attempt to forget the scene she had just witnessed, but the more she tried, the more vividly the scene came back to her.

* * *

"H-How do I look...?"

Optima cautiously asked Kim Se-Won. The shame that hadn't subsided yet was still creating a faint blush on her face.

*She's incredible.*

Kim Se-Won couldn't close his mouth.
It suited her much better than he had expected.
Not only the pure white headband on her smooth black hair, but the maid outfit itself suited her so well.
Combined with the blush on her face, he felt almost dizzy.

"Y-You..."

It suits you. You're pretty. He needed to say it honestly, but the words wouldn't come out easily.

"P-Pretty... Ahem, it suits you..."

That was his limit.
Kim Se-Won turned his face away and desperately uttered similar words.

* * *

"Where else do you want to go?"

The two people who had left the cosplay shop.
After taking pictures in the maid outfit, Optima kept urging Kim Se-Won to go somewhere else.

*I need to forget right away.*

The longer she stayed in the cosplay shop, the more she recalled the perverted thing she had done, and she didn't know what to do.

*Was she that excited about going somewhere else?*

Kim Se-Won couldn't refuse Optima's request as she clung to him. Her scent, which hit him as soon as she clung to him, made his head dizzy.
He reluctantly agreed, feeling that if he inhaled any more, it might become dangerous.

"Tsk..."

But Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his disappointment.

*I think a qipao would have suited her too.*

He wanted to have her try on the qipao he had already picked out. He wanted to taste the thrill of exclusively seeing Optima's different look.

*She would really look pretty.*

He imagined Optima wearing a qipao in his mind. For some reason, Eun-Ha's image appeared at the same time, but both suited it well despite their slim builds.

"Then... shall we go to a karaoke place?"
"Karaoke? Hmm... I'm not good at singing."

Optima made a reluctant expression. In reality, she had lived a life quite distant from the act of singing. It was more beneficial and enjoyable to work with metal than to spend time singing.

Because of this, she was very insecure about singing. She had never sung since becoming a woman.
Though she had hummed quite a bit.

"You don't go to karaoke to sing well. It's just to have fun."
"...Then, let's do that."

Optima reluctantly nodded. Even if she wasn't good, it was fine as long as she enjoyed it. This statement from Kim Se-Won gave her confidence.

And so, the two arrived at a nearby karaoke place.

[Wow...! You sing so well!]

*I have some songs I've practiced...!*

Kim Se-Won, who had arrived at the karaoke place, grinned as he imagined Optima being amazed at his singing.

[I'm feeling it~ I'm trembling~ When will it fall~]

"..."

That imagination didn't last long.
The singing voice coming from the entrance. Kim Se-Won stopped in his tracks when he heard it.

*Why is Chae-Eun here?!*

No. It was both of them.
Han Chae-Eun's voice penetrating through the door and walls. Her voice, pouring out emotions from her heart, captivated the two and kept them from moving at the entrance.

*Come to think of it, I think Han Chae-Eun mentioned wanting to go to karaoke today.*
*And with Chae-Eun and Ko Su-A... no, Se-Hee too?!*

The two, who had been standing still and listening to several songs pass by, realized who Han Chae-Eun's victims were.
The spirit medium Ko Su-A. And the doppelganger Yang Se-Hee.

As if planning to stay all day, the three girls were singing with all their might.

"U-Um. Should we go somewhere else instead of karaoke? I suddenly feel like going somewhere else."
"That... might be... better?"

Kim Se-Won didn't want his classmates to find out about his date with Optima yet.
Especially not Han Chae-Eun, In Ha-Ram, and Eun-Ha, who were his classmates and frequent companions.

The same was true for Optima.
Han Chae-Eun had met Optima before. And she and another friend, In Ha-Ram, were surprisingly sharp.
No matter how casual her clothes were, they would surely recognize her as Optima.

"Then, it's a bit early, but let's have dinner."

Kim Se-Won said this as he grabbed Optima's hand.
He had already researched a restaurant with plenty of meat dishes that wouldn't be too burdensome and that Optima might like.

*Since she likes meat like Eun-Ha. I need to score points here!*

This time, he was determined to make a good impression.
He thought he'd win her favor by being generous.

"Daddy. Aang~"
"A-Aang~"
"..."

*Damn it.*

Kim Se-Won felt like crying.
It was good that they went to the restaurant he had researched, but why were there troublemakers here too?

Through the transparent glass outside the restaurant, he saw someone very familiar.

Disguised In Cheon-Yong. And disguised In Ha-Ram.
The two were enjoying a modest yet intimate date at a pork belly restaurant where people who run Cheonil Group would never come.

*This is driving me crazy.*

To Optima, this seemed like a scripted play. It was as if someone was desperately trying to prevent Kim Se-Won from having fun with her.

And for good reason.
This place Kim Se-Won had chosen as the meeting spot was known as the Second Downtown.
It was a place where people gathered but was quite distant from the downtown area he frequently visited with friends.
It wasn't easy to run into friends in such a place, but somehow they managed to.

"...I think I prefer something other than pork belly."
"I was just thinking the same thing."

Kim Se-Won eagerly accepted Optima's suggestion, and they both turned their backs on the pork belly restaurant at the same time.

Kim Se-Won's date plan was completely shattered by the unexpected attack of these obstacles.
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Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's unexpected trolling.
Thanks to this trolling, Optima and Kim Se-Won ended up wandering the streets with nowhere to go.

Optima and Kim Se-Won walked in silence. They didn't have much to say, and they were both flustered after nearly running into their friends multiple times.

Kim Se-Won glanced at Optima and felt the urge to pound his chest in frustration.
*If I'd known this would happen, I should have done more research. I should have looked for alternative places.*
He believed this situation wouldn't have happened if he'd been more attentive.

"What day is it today?"

Optima sighed deeply as she spoke. She looked extremely disappointed, though her disappointment wasn't directed at Kim Se-Won.

But Kim Se-Won felt guilty at her words. This had clearly happened because of his carelessness. If he had at least found a restaurant that took reservations, they could have eaten without any issues.

*Of all days...*

He looked around with resentful eyes.
There was nowhere suitable to pass time having fun, and nowhere to have dinner.

Today, everywhere was unusually crowded with customers. Some places had closed entirely, while others were so packed there was no room to even stand.
They thought about going to a café, but cafés were just as crowded.

In the midst of all this, there was only one place where they could buy food and that wasn't crowded.
A convenience store.

"Should we go there?"

Optima, who was starting to feel genuinely hungry, pointed to the convenience store.

"Huh?! No, a convenience store is a bit..."

Kim Se-Won shook his head. If he were alone, he wouldn't mind having a meal at a convenience store. But today was a date. He wanted to eat with Optima in a proper restaurant at the very least.

Yes, since it was a date, he wanted somewhere with a bit of atmosphere. He wanted to create a mood and get closer to Optima.

"What's the problem? As long as we can eat together, it's fine. Let's buy something there and eat in a park or somewhere."
"Huh??"

But Optima didn't seem to care. She just wanted something to put in her stomach. After all, she was the one who suggested buying food from the convenience store in the first place.
She naturally grabbed Kim Se-Won's hand and led the dazed young man toward the convenience store.


* * *


"It really must be some special day today."

Optima stared blankly at the scene before her. The park near the academy was crowded with people despite the sun starting to set.
People who looked like couples. People who came to exercise. People sitting on benches with no particular purpose. People were everywhere, and there wasn't a single place to sit.

"Hmm..."

Optima unconsciously let out a troubled groan. Her gaze shifted to the food in the black bag.

"..."

And Kim Se-Won silently watched her behavior.

*Is someone deliberately doing this?*

Kim Se-Won frowned as he looked around the park.

The timing was too perfect. It was as if someone was monitoring him and doing everything possible to sabotage his date.
It seemed like they were using all their connections and resources to ensure there wouldn't be any good atmosphere.

*I don't want to part ways like this.*

Confession.
No, he still needed more time before confessing. Instinctively, Kim Se-Won felt they needed to get closer first.
And he wanted to use today to narrow the distance between him and Optima. She was a magical girl. Who she was, where she lived, what her contact information was—all remained mysteries.
He absolutely couldn't part ways like this.

*That's it!*

Just then, a place came to mind.
The secret base.
The place he had discovered with Eun-Ha.
If they went to that place, which only Eun-Ha, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram knew about, they wouldn't face any interruptions.

*Han Chae-Eun never wants to leave once she goes to a karaoke place, so she's probably still there. And In Ha-Ram is busy dating her father.*

There was just one concern: Eun-Ha's presence. But he couldn't think of any other suitable place. Besides, hadn't Eun-Ha mentioned she had something to do today, even though they hadn't met?

*This is the perfect opportunity.*

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist and steeled himself. Even though they'd have to walk a bit more, it was definitely a place where no one would take their spot.

"I know a place where no one will come."
"Really?!"

Optima, who had been disappointed that even the park was full of people, looked up at him with a jerk of her head.

"Um... promise not to tell anyone about it. It's not just my place, but it's a secret spot."
"Okay!"

*Food! Food!*

Optima, whose mind was filled only with the thought of finally being able to sit down and eat, nodded immediately.

*She's cute.*

Her sparkling eyes and bright smile seemed to spread a sweet energy that could melt anyone who looked at her.

*Maybe I should contact Eun-Ha just in case?*

But now a different kind of guilt crept up on Kim Se-Won.

Another girl in his heart, Eun-Ha.
If Eun-Ha saw him bringing Optima to the secret base, she would surely be very disappointed.

Because the secret base was a secret place just for Eun-Ha and her friends.

"Ah, I need to use the bathroom quickly. Wait here."

After finishing his thought, Kim Se-Won suddenly ran to the public toilet in the park. He needed to make sure Eun-Ha wouldn't come to the secret base, to lure her away somehow.

*Does he have diarrhea?*

Optima tilted her head as she watched Kim Se-Won rush to the bathroom. That was the only reason she could think of for his sudden need to go.

Buzz-

While staring at the bathroom Kim Se-Won had entered, her communication device on her wrist vibrated. She had set it to vibrate mode just in case, and now it displayed the name of her friend.

[Kim Se-Won]

"...Huh?"

Her eyes widened in surprise.
She couldn't understand why he would send her a message when he said he was going to the bathroom.

[What are you doing? Can you talk?]

Checking the message, the content itself was nothing special. A message asking what Optima—Eun-Ha—was doing.
Kim Se-Won was trying to find out what she was doing and whether there was any possibility she might come to the secret base.

Not knowing his intentions, Optima just stared at the communication device.

Buzz- Buzzzz-

"What, what is it?!"

While staring at the message and wondering how to respond, the communication device vibrated again.

[Kim Se-Won]

He had already sent a message, and now he was calling. If he couldn't wait and was calling already, it was clear that Kim Se-Won intended to keep calling until "Eun-Ha" answered.

And to answer the call, she would have to undo her transformation.

Panicking, she quickly scanned her surroundings.
Looking for a place to hide briefly, she turned her gaze to the bathroom where Kim Se-Won had gone.

*Me too!*

Optima quickly moved to stand in front of the bathroom. She stood between the men's and women's bathrooms, looking back and forth between the two signs.

*Which one... No, this one!*

After briefly looking at the signs indicating men and women, Optima moved toward the women's bathroom.
She was getting more used to going to the women's bathroom rather than the men's.

"Uh, yeah. What is it?"

Eun-Ha, who had entered the women's bathroom, went into an empty toilet stall. After taking a deep breath, she answered Kim Se-Won's call, pretending to be calm.

[Why did it take you so long to answer?]
"What do you mean? I was doing something else. So why did you call?"
[Anyway, I was wondering what you're doing right now.]
"I'm... just lying in bed?"

Eun-Ha's eyes rolled around. It was an awkward lie.
Her heart was pounding. If she wasn't careful, and if Kim Se-Won's intuition was good, he might discover that she was a magical girl.

[...Your voice is echoing a bit? You're lying about being in bed, aren't you?]
"?!"

He hit the nail on the head. Indeed, Eun-Ha's voice was echoing off the bathroom walls.
Startled by Kim Se-Won's sharp observation, Eun-Ha quickly looked around. Being inside a bathroom stall, all she could see were the rectangular walls and door surrounding her.

"...Actually, I'm in the bath... room."

Gulp!

It wasn't a lie. She was indeed in the women's bathroom.
Eun-Ha's heart raced, afraid that Kim Se-Won might discover she was Optima. She lowered her voice, worried that Kim Se-Won across the way might hear her.

[...Oh. Oh~ I... see.]

His voice was full of embarrassment. Contrary to Eun-Ha's concerns, Kim Se-Won blushed, thinking he shouldn't have asked.
Indeed, she probably wouldn't want to tell a friend, especially a male friend, that she was in the bathroom.

[No, I mean. Anyway! So, you're planning to stay in your room? You don't have any plans to go anywhere?]
"Why, why? Do you want to hang out?"
[Should we? No, not now. Tomorrow. Yeah, tomorrow. How about hanging out after school tomorrow?]
"Really? Okay. Tomorrow, let's hang out. Yeah. Tomorrow. Let's meet tomorrow."

A very awkward and unnatural short conversation passed between them.
Kim Se-Won's embarrassment didn't fade easily. His voice trembled and he stumbled over his words.
The same was true for Eun-Ha.

The brief call ended. Eun-Ha sighed in relief and looked toward the men's bathroom where Kim Se-Won would be.

*Why did he suddenly call me? And right after entering the bathroom. Did he go to the bathroom specifically to call me? No, more importantly, I need to get out of here...!*

Eun-Ha transformed back into Optima and rushed out of the bathroom. She needed to get out as quickly as possible and act as if nothing had happened to avoid revealing that Optima was Eun-Ha.

"Where are we going?"

She waited for Kim Se-Won at exactly the spot where Optima had been. As soon as he arrived, she asked as if nothing had happened.

"The academy."

Kim Se-Won, who had relieved himself in the bathroom, replied with a refreshing smile.


* * *


*So the secret place he mentioned was the secret base.*

Following Kim Se-Won's guidance, Optima arrived at the secret base. Instead of going through the dormitory as usual, they entered through the athletic storage room on the outskirts of the academy.

Everything was neatly organized.
The secret base, with its bed, refrigerator, desk, table, and shelves, was exactly as she had last seen it.

Despite its familiarity, Optima felt a fresh sensation. Come to think of it, this was her first time coming here as Optima.

*I see. So that's why he called me.*

And Optima realized why Kim Se-Won had called her to ask what she was doing.
Han Chae-Eun was at the karaoke place. In Ha-Ram was busy dating Incheon-Yong.
That left only one person.
Eun-Ha.

*Even so, bringing someone else to our secret base that only we know about...*

Optima glanced at Kim Se-Won, who was eagerly taking out the food from the bag, with high expectations.
Betrayal? Yes, a strange feeling similar to betrayal welled up in her chest.
Even though it was she herself whom Kim Se-Won had brought, the thought that he might bring some unknown woman here next time bothered her.

*Should I tease him a bit?*

Optima formed a mischievous smile and quietly approached Kim Se-Won from behind.

"Hey. You know."
"Waaah?!"

Whoo-
Optima brought her lips close to his ear and blew a gentle breath as she spoke.
He had been thinking about how to talk to Optima and was startled, his body jerking in surprise. The girl who had been in front of him just moments ago was now behind him.

"What, what is it...?"
"Um, where's the..."

Optima rubbed her thighs together and avoided his gaze. Her face, acting on the spot, was full of embarrassment.

"Bath, bathroom... where is it?"
"Bathroom...?"

In an instant, Kim Se-Won's face turned pale blue.

This was the secret base.
The second floor of an unused athletic storage room.
Naturally, there was no bathroom here.

*What should I do?*

Kim Se-Won quickly racked his brain.
There was only one way to get to a bathroom from here: through the secret passage to the dormitory.

But taking a girl who was essentially an outsider to the dormitory involved considerable risk.
If they weren't careful, they might run into classmates coming down to the store, especially Eun-Ha.
A bead of cold sweat trickled down his cheek.

*Think! What, what should I do?*

Optima gently rubbing her thighs, urging him. From her appearance, it was clear she had been holding it in for quite some time. If he wasn't careful, he might witness Optima's fountain show right here.

Even if she tried desperately to hold it in with tears in her eyes, the stream that had already become uncontrollable from her thighs...

*That's... no, I can't.*

Kim Se-Won hastily shook his head.
For a moment, he was tempted by the image, but he managed to resist. While watching might be nice, he couldn't handle the aftermath.

"Ugh... follow me. Got it?"
"I, I don't think I can run!"
"Urgh!"
"Ah...!"

He squeezed his eyes shut.
There was no choice. Kim Se-Won lifted Optima up and began sprinting through the secret passage.

*Hehe...!*

Looking up at him, Optima snickered. She pressed her face against his chest to hide it from him.
She found Kim Se-Won's flustered face amusing.

Click!

And, to tease him, she didn't forget to take a photo.

"Huff...! Huff...! Phew...!"

His heart was racing.
Kim Se-Won leaned his back against the wall next to the door, exhaling rough breaths.
He had squeezed his core to strengthen his body and brought Optima to his room.

Fortunately, very fortunately, they hadn't encountered anyone on the way.

Ding-

"Huff... who is it...?"

While catching his breath, Kim Se-Won's communication device rang. From the sound, it was clear a message had arrived.

[Eun-Ha]

"Eun-Ha...?"

Kim Se-Won wiped the streaming sweat and checked the message.

[What is this?]

The first thing visible was a text full of questions.
And below it was a photo that Eun-Ha had attached.

A photo of the empty secret base, filled with half-opened snacks and hot bars.

"Huff...!"

Kim Se-Won felt his heart sink as he gasped for air.

Ch.202 - Han Jae-yu. And Kim Se-won (5)
Caught red-handed.

I was caught by the one person who should never have found out. As this reality sank in, cold sweat began to trickle down Kim Se-Won's body.

The surprise message from Eun-Ha had thrown Kim Se-Won into confusion.

In this situation, only Eun-Ha could have discovered that Kim Se-Won had brought Optima to the secret base. He had even called ahead to check, but that very action had become the source of the problem.

Though no one ever said it out loud, the secret base was a space for just four friends: Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, In Ha-Ram, and Han Chae-Eun. Bringing someone else into that space was enough to make Eun-Ha feel betrayed.

Buzz buzz—

[Eun-Ha]

To make matters worse, Eun-Ha was calling.

Kim Se-Won raised his trembling arm and stared at his communication device. No matter how he thought about it, there was no escape. And if he ignored her call now, he couldn't even imagine what consequences would follow.

Gulp!

"Ahem! Hmm! Hmm!"

He cleared his throat first. Then, with a shaking hand, he answered the call.

[Hey. Kim Se-Won.]

As soon as he answered, Eun-Ha's voice pressed down on him in a tone lower than usual. Disappointment and anger combined to crush Kim Se-Won with just her voice. Guilt settled in his chest, growing stronger by the moment.

"...Uh, what?"

He had to say something. His voice trembled so much that it clearly revealed his current emotional state.

[What do you mean 'what'? Tell me clearly. What is this? What are all these snack bags in front of me? No, it's not just snacks, is it?]
"...No, I just bought a bunch of stuff thinking I'd feast a little. It's nothing."
[With who?]
"Alone."
[Don't lie. This is clearly not an amount one person would eat alone. Who is it? Who did you come with?]

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.
The inevitable had happened.
He could feel his heartbeat growing more intense.

How should he answer the question "with who?" Once she started pressing, Eun-Ha would keep asking who he came with. No matter how much pressure she applied, he absolutely could not mention Optima's name.

"Well—"
[Just so you know, don't say Ha-Ram or Chae-Eun. I just contacted them.]
"Ugh!"

Kim Se-Won's face crumpled. Before he could even speak, Eun-Ha had cut off his potential escape route.

Escape.
Right. There was no escape.
His eyes darted around restlessly. The cold sweat that was already flowing profusely intensified.

The secret base was strictly for friends only.
Bringing an unrelated person there was clearly Kim Se-Won's mistake.

"What should I do? How can I get out of this?"

His mind raced. Should he throw a friend under the bus? That wasn't a bad idea. It wasn't the best option, but it was a hundred times better than revealing Optima's existence.

[Not going to answer?]

When Kim Se-Won didn't respond, Eun-Ha's voice dropped even lower. Her discomfort was evident, and she seemed ready to shout at any moment.

Thump! Thump!

His heart beat more violently. It felt like Eun-Ha could hear his heartbeat.

"I guess I'll have to sell out Jung Ba-Da!"

Jung Ba-Da. One of Kim Se-Won's friends.
Though he usually hung out with Eun-Ha, In Ha-Ram, and Han Chae-Eun, he also had a few male friends.

This would be an unexpected problem for Jung Ba-Da, but there was no choice. It would be better than revealing Optima.

"Well..."
[Shut up. Come here right now.]

Once again, Eun-Ha cut off Kim Se-Won's words. Her anger seemed to boil up from the depths of hell.

"!!!!"

At those words, Kim Se-Won's mind went completely blank. The thought of selling out Jung Ba-Da and any other alternatives vanished.

"I need to go where Eun-Ha is!"

This single thought was clear in his bleached mind.

"Uh, yes! Right away! Right now!"

He squeezed his core to strengthen his body.

* * *

"Hehehe...!"

Sitting on the toilet, Eun-Ha flapped her feet up and down while holding her stomach and laughing.
His panicked voice was so obvious even from here. Teasing Kim Se-Won was just too much fun.

"Ah~ This is fun."

As soon as she hung up, the black barrier surrounding her disappeared.
She was in the bathroom of Kim Se-Won's room. To prevent her voice from echoing like before, she had surrounded herself with a sound-altering magic barrier.

"Well... shall we go?"

Eun-Ha stood up from the toilet with a mischievous smile.

Bang bang bang!

"Eek?!"
[Han Jae-Yoo! Wait! Just stay here for a bit! I have an urgent matter to attend to!]

She had just stood up from the toilet when the sudden knocking and urgent voice made her shrink back. Her heart fluttered. If he had opened the door and come in, he would have discovered Eun-Ha in the bathroom.

"...Uh, okay. Go ahead."

Eun-Ha quickly transformed and spoke as Optima. The voices of Eun-Ha and Optima were subtly similar yet different. Optima's was a bit deeper.

After Optima agreed, Kim Se-Won's presence quickly faded away.

Eun-Ha, reverting her transformation, threw herself into the shadows.
Shadow Immersion magic. Though it was Optima's magic, Eun-Ha could use it sufficiently even without transforming.

Hidden in the shadows, she slipped through the door crack and emerged into the hallway. In the distance, Kim Se-Won was panting as he boarded the elevator.

"I'll have to jump out the window."

To get ahead of him, using the window would be faster than the elevator. Still hidden in the shadows, Eun-Ha went back into the room and slid down through the window. Then she entered through the dormitory's main entrance and reached the secret base much faster than Kim Se-Won.

"Hmm."

Emerging from the shadows, Eun-Ha crossed her arms and tapped the floor with her foot as she waited for him to arrive.

"...!! I know!"

It was boring to just wait quietly. At that moment, her eyes sparkled and a smile formed on her lips.

"Let's see..."

She rummaged through her skirt and pulled out her wallet. Inside was a condom that Hong Yoo-Jin had given her to carry around just in case.

Why she needed to carry a condom was still a mystery to her. But it didn't matter.
Right now, this condom could make him flustered.
Eun-Ha smiled broadly.

* * *

"Huff... huff...!"

Kim Se-Won arrived at the secret base faster than ever before. It hadn't even been two minutes since the call ended.

"You're here."

As he was catching his breath, Eun-Ha's cold voice reached his ears. He slowly raised his head. Eun-Ha was where the voice had come from.

Sitting on the bed in the secret base with her legs crossed, Eun-Ha looked at him with half-open eyes.

"Uh, yeah. Mmm."
"Then. Explain yourself."

Eun-Ha pointed to the floor in front of her with a cold voice. A silent gesture to sit down. Kim Se-Won awkwardly knelt down in front of her without saying anything.

"I can see."

As Kim Se-Won sat in front of Eun-Ha, her crossed legs returned to their original position. Eun-Ha's soft legs and thighs. The white piece of cloth between them. Kim Se-Won didn't miss the brief moment when her closed thighs opened.

"I can't show any reaction. Absolutely not...!"

Kim Se-Won held onto his sanity and shouted internally. No matter how angry she was, Eun-Ha's defenselessness remained intact.

"Kim Se-Won, you stupid idiot."

Instead of offering excuses or the truth, Kim Se-Won blushed and averted his gaze. Eun-Ha didn't like that.

"Optima," who wasn't a friend to all four of them, shouldn't come to the secret base. Knowing this, Kim Se-Won still brought Optima to the secret base.

It was definitely vexing.
She was also at fault for only realizing it was the secret base after arriving. Still, Eun-Ha was the victim. A double victim!
So the only bad person was Kim Se-Won.

What if, what if Optima wasn't the same person as Eun-Ha? Even then, Kim Se-Won would probably have brought Optima here. Eun-Ha felt a slight sense of betrayal at that fact.
That's why she decided to tease him.

"What is this?"
"?!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened. In Eun-Ha's outstretched hand, along with her cold, angry voice, was a round object wrapped in a square package.

A condom.

A thin latex rubber pouch worn on the penis during sexual intercourse for contraception or disease prevention.
This object, which had no reason to be here and shouldn't be here, was in Eun-Ha's hand.

"What is this doing here?"
"No. I didn't—"

Kim Se-Won's eyes trembled.
Why is that here?
He had never bought it. He had plans to buy it someday, but he didn't remember buying it now.

"Don't lie! You invited a girl."
"Here."
"You were planning to have sex, weren't you? That's why you asked me what I was doing today. What I was going to do."

Tap tap, Eun-Ha tapped the bed she was sitting on.
Her cold gaze contained a hint of contempt.

Indeed, the secret base was a suitable location.

Only four people knew about this place. Two of them had no reason to come here today, and Kim Se-Won had called to check what the remaining one, Eun-Ha, was doing.

After confirming that Eun-Ha was unlikely to come to the secret base, Kim Se-Won planned to have sex with a "woman" in a secret place where no one would come, a place equipped with a bed.

This was Eun-Ha's claim.
Given the condom she was holding, it was a reasonable assumption.

"Huh?? Huh?????"

Kim Se-Won's body trembled.
He had been misunderstood in an unimaginable way because of an unexpected object. And by none other than Eun-Ha.
This was the worst. It shouldn't be like this.

"Wait a minute."

As things became increasingly hopeless, a hypothesis flashed through his mind.

There were a total of three people who came to the secret base today.
Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, and Optima.
Kim Se-Won's mind began to race.

There was no way the defenseless Eun-Ha would have bought a condom. This was almost certain. Eun-Ha would use money for condoms to buy meat instead.
Of course, Kim Se-Won hadn't bought condoms either. And it was unlikely that Han Chae-Eun or In Ha-Ram would have bought condoms and hidden them here.

"Then what remains...!"

Optima—Han Jae-Yoo.

"She and I, that kind of...!"

Kim Se-Won's lips began to twist upward. He shouldn't be happy right now, but he couldn't help it.

"What? Why is he like this?"

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was bewildered by Kim Se-Won's sudden grinning. She had just intended to play a little mischievous prank, but his unexpected reaction left her unsure how to respond.

"What should I do?"

Having started this, she needed to resolve it. But what should she do here?

"Did I go too far??"

Sex.
She regretted the word she had blurted out in anger.
Despite being twenty years old, Eun-Ha was embarrassed that she had uttered this word with her own mouth. It was a very belated embarrassment.

For good reason, Eun-Ha had never spoken such sexual words in her life. She had watched porn as a man and occasionally heard sexual jokes at The Front Line, but watching and listening were completely different from saying it herself.

Whoosh! Eun-Ha's face turned bright red. The more she thought about it, the more embarrassed she became.

"I'm not a middle schooler...!"

She was embarrassed by her excessive reaction to just saying the word "sex." And she felt ashamed that Kim Se-Won might be watching her like this.

"This won't do. Let's end it here."

Eun-Ha made a quick decision. She had exacted enough revenge on Kim Se-Won. If things progressed any further, nothing good would come of it.

"Anyway!"

Thump!

Eun-Ha's white foot stomped on the floor. Kim Se-Won, who had been grinning, was startled back to his senses and looked up at her.

"Try doing this one more time. I won't let it slide. And just wait until the next training session."

Eun-Ha said this with her arms crossed, then stood up.

"Hmph!"

She turned her head sharply and walked out of the secret base.

* * *

[See you next time]

After being scolded by Eun-Ha and experiencing unexpected events, Kim Se-Won returned to his room to find a note attached to his door.

"Hah...."

Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his disappointment.

He felt wronged.
He had finally met Optima, but due to unexpected events, they couldn't even have dinner together.
This was the worst in many ways.

But he couldn't blame Eun-Ha either. Her sense of betrayal was justified. If anything, he was the one who had done wrong.
Nevertheless, the feeling of being wronged didn't disappear.

When he went to the karaoke, Han Chae-Eun was there, and when he went to the meat restaurant, In Ha-Ram was there. Not only that, but people were crowding everywhere as if deliberately interfering with his date with Optima, making it impossible to find a suitable place.
How could he not feel wronged?

"Will I get another chance?"

He let out a deep sigh. He hated himself for wasting a lucky opportunity so miserably. If only he had some means of contact, but he didn't even have that.

Buzz—

Just then. The communication device on Kim Se-Won's wrist rang.

[Eun-Ha]

It was a message from Eun-Ha, who had been furious just a moment ago before disappearing.

[Tomorrow. Dawn. I'll be training with Mom, so come early.]

With Mom? She meant Hong Yoo-Jin.

"Wait. That means...."

The dawn time slot was usually when Kim Se-Won trained with In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun.
Yet, the fact that she was calling Hong Yoo-Jin seemed strange.

Buzz—

While Kim Se-Won was puzzled, the communication device rang again.

[You're coming alone. Only you know Mom, so it's our secret.]

It was as if Eun-Ha's words were directly echoing in Kim Se-Won's mind. Her anger had subsided, but she still sounded a bit pouty.

"Got it. I'm sorry. See you tomorrow."

Kim Se-Won recited his reply aloud as he typed it.

His homework had increased.
He needed to clear up Eun-Ha's misunderstanding.
He needed to get closer to Optima.

"Kim Se-Won!! Fighting!!"

Reminding himself of these facts, he suddenly shouted. Slap! Slap! He even slapped both his cheeks with his hands.

To catch two rabbits, he couldn't just sit still.
Strong power! He needed power.
Clenching his fist, he changed his clothes and immediately ran to the training room.

Ch.203 - Dark Clouds (1)
Kim Se-Won kept glancing at the girl standing beside him.
She was scanning the battlefield with calm, composed eyes. Her sun-kissed hair and emerald eyes were captivating enough to steal the gaze of anyone who looked at her.

For the past week, since his disappointing date with Optima on Monday, Kim Se-Won had been constantly watching Eun-Ha's mood. On the surface, it seemed like she had forgiven him, but not entirely—she occasionally made pointed remarks.

She seemed very disappointed that he had brought Optima into their secret base. He understood her feelings, so he couldn't make any excuses.

And then there was Optima. Though there was no way to contact her, she had disappeared after leaving just a note, without even having dinner together because of his mistake.
Surely she must be disappointed in him too.

*What should I do?*

Catching two rabbits at once was proving much harder than he'd thought. Kim Se-Won fretted internally, searching for ways to improve Eun-Ha's mood.
On top of that, he needed to think of ways to cheer up Optima whenever he met her again.

"Um, Eun-Ha... Where's Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin?"

He finally opened his mouth after watching the girl beside him, Virginia, trying to clear the stifling atmosphere.

"She said she had something to do."

Virginia answered calmly, as if nothing had happened, as if everything was normal.

*Hehe!*

But that wasn't how she truly felt.
Virginia was trying hard to suppress the smile that kept trying to form on her lips.

She could clearly see Kim Se-Won fidgeting nervously. She wanted to tease him just a little more, to make him even more anxious.

She found it amusing to see Kim Se-Won being so conscious of her mood. She never thought watching her friend in such an awkward state would be this enjoyable.

Her heart tickled with excitement. She now found it cute how he would flinch whenever she threw a few words his way while watching him.

*Playing two roles is surprisingly fun.*

Being both Virginia and Optima, she enjoyed building up misunderstandings using her dual position. To continue this game required perfect control of pace—keeping him on edge, neither here nor there.

*Next time... I might set up a date as Optima and then make sure I have to cancel it.*

It was a wickedly mischievous plan. The aftermath would be dizzying if Optima's true identity were ever revealed, but Virginia was confident she wouldn't be caught.

"So... it's just the two of us? Haha, hahaha."
"Just because it's only us doesn't mean our tasks change. Start your training now. I'll watch you."
"Ah, okay."

She shot him a sharp glance, and Kim Se-Won began to move with an awkward demeanor.

*By the way...*

Virginia naturally scanned his body as he removed his top. His physique had become noticeably more toned compared to a week ago, after receiving Hong Yoo-Jin's training.
It was natural for her gaze to be drawn to his visibly developing body.

Kim Se-Won, unaware of Virginia's gaze, placed his hands on the ground and began doing push-ups.

*His growth is fast for someone without physical enhancement abilities.*

Virginia admired his progress internally.
Superhumans grow muscle faster than ordinary people. But this is most noticeable in those with physical enhancement abilities.
The same amount of exercise yields several times the results for them.

Yet Kim Se-Won, merely a telekinetic, had developed a much more solid back compared to before. It was hard to believe he had achieved such results in such a short time.

*Surely he's not using steroids?*

The thought suddenly crossed her mind, and suspicion flashed in Virginia's eyes. Using steroids would certainly explain such rapid growth.

"What have you been eating lately? Besides protein."
"Huh? Ugh?!"

Just as he was about to answer Virginia's question, a heavy weight suddenly pressed down on Kim Se-Won's back. Well, not exactly heavy, but the unexpected weight made him involuntarily cry out.

*It's not heavy. It's not heavy. Definitely not heavy.*

Kim Se-Won quickly adapted to the increased weight and continued his push-ups. Though sudden, it was a pleasant kind of weight.

"I've been eating mostly protein and fat... trying to minimize carbs."

He didn't forget to answer Virginia's question.

"Really? ...But can muscles grow this quickly?"

Swish-

"Ugh?!"

Virginia's slender fingers traced his back muscles. The strange sensation on his back made Kim Se-Won flinch.

There was jealousy in Virginia's voice. When she was a "man," she had been neither a genius nor average, but rather slow—with so little talent that it would have been better to live an ordinary life studying seriously rather than being a hero.

Without Hong Yoo-Jin's teachings, endless training, and five years at The Front Line, she wouldn't have even been able to aspire to a C-rank hero position.

*His growth is too fast.*

So Virginia couldn't hide her jealousy.

"I haven't really eaten anything special. Just the protein you keep giving me from who knows where."
"..."

Virginia was speechless at his words. After a moment, she narrowed her eyes and glared at his back. If what he said was true, it meant he was naturally gifted from birth.

Living an ordinary life as a superhuman, he could have aimed for B-rank. With his own efforts added, he might have even reached A-rank.

Between average and genius—ambiguous, but certainly not without talent. That was exactly Kim Se-Won's position.

*I'll get stronger! Strong enough to stand alongside Optima...!*

Kim Se-Won focused on his training, unaware of Virginia's thoughts.
The essence of Hong Yoo-Jin's teaching was controlling magical power and physical training—stably controlling magical power regardless of how much was used, and enduring the flow of intense magical power through physical conditioning.

"Is that so? Well then."

Virginia looked down at Kim Se-Won and summoned the long staff that usually appeared when she transformed.
Then she channeled magical power into the staff, significantly increasing its weight.

"Uuugh?!"

Grr!

Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his surprise. The weight pressing down on him suddenly increased dramatically. It felt like not just Virginia but Optima had been added on top.

"Uuuugh...ugh!!"

But he endured it.
Despite Virginia's mischief, Kim Se-Won drew on more magical power to withstand the weight.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

He exhaled roughly. Sweat began to pour all over his body. Somehow, Virginia had increased her body weight, intensifying the exercise.

"Your magical flow is unstable. Focus more on the core inside your body. You don't need to be fast. Accurately, stably, channel just the right amount of magical power throughout your body—neither too much nor too little."
"I am... doing that...!"
"...I punished you because you seemed distracted. And don't forget to consciously make the magical power flowing around you your own. There's a reason we're making you exercise here with your bare body, remember what I told you before?"

Kim Se-Won felt his heart sink at Virginia's words. She was like a mind reader. Thinking about it, it was as if she could read his mind—she had moved right when he was thinking about Optima.

*Focus...!*

Virginia's words had stung quite a bit.

*Concentrate...!*

So he needed to focus to avoid receiving the same punishment again.

*It's so soft.*

But perhaps because he was shirtless, the sensation of Eun-Ha's buttocks and thighs against his back felt too vivid.
Moreover, Eun-Ha's body scent wafting toward him kept distracting him.

"Kim Se-Won!"
"I-I am focusing! Really!"

It was too cruel to ask a young man at the peak of his sexual desire to concentrate in this situation.


* * *


Around the time Virginia and Kim Se-Won were at the battlefield.

*I've almost caught them.*

Hong Yoo-Jin was walking inside the barracks at The Front Line. Her goal was to flush out the spy hiding there. Whatever the purpose, the fact that there was a spy at The Front Line was extremely unsettling for humanity.

*It's almost time for them to reveal their tail.*

She quietly wrapped magical power around her body. Though visible to the naked eye, she gave off no presence whatsoever.

*After all the effort I've put in this week, I won't let them escape...!*

Hong Yoo-Jin's eyes gleamed. For the past week, she had used all her connections to try to catch the spy's trail.
But finding someone who had perfectly assimilated as a member of The Front Line was far from easy.

Perhaps under normal circumstances, it would have been nearly impossible to find them even with her extensive network.

Yes.
Under normal circumstances.
But now, an anomaly in the sky above The Front Line had been continuing for three weeks.

For the Villain Association to make their move, the spy had to start moving. And that movement, though very faint, had left traces that Hong Yoo-Jin had detected.

Hong Yoo-Jin walked through the barracks. The person she was looking for must be nearby.


* * *


"I see."

Jin Yong-Han chuckled as he looked at the message.
The report from the spy he had planted eight years ago indicated that everything was proceeding according to plan.

"Very good."

He was in a good mood.
The prey had taken the bait. Though it was quite a shame to use a long-planted spy as a sacrificial pawn, it was an unavoidable choice.

Because he had more than one spy.
And because there was much to gain by sacrificing one.
For him, losing a spy wasn't a bad exchange.

"The Mute One is troublesome. But they have their uses."

Jin Yong-Han closed his eyes and recalled the past.
The Mute One's movements, too fast to follow with the eye. The memory was still so vivid that even now, it sent chills down his spine. His chest ached just thinking about it, and cold sweat broke out.

*I never knew the mysterious EX-rank hero was her.*

But such trauma-like sensations wouldn't last long.
His lips curled into a smile.

A one-sided deal that was practically blackmail. Jin Yong-Han had made a forced deal while under life-threatening pressure from The Mute One.

Shin Eun-Ha. And Hong Yoo-Jin.
The deal was to bring in these two people who seemingly had no connection except as student and teacher.
It was a demand full of questions, closer to an order, but through a message delivered to him days later, Jin Yong-Han realized the truth.

An EX-rank hero.
The fact that Hong Yoo-Jin was the identity of the mysterious hero with overwhelming power who only revealed her strength when The Front Line was in danger of collapse.
Since The Mute One had revealed this fact, it couldn't be a lie.

Otherwise, his targeting of Hong Yoo-Jin made no sense.

"The cloning technology is nearing completion. There should be no more failures. And..."

Jin Yong-Han scanned the message just sent by his spy. The blood collection device he had given him would surely do its job even if he died.

And with that, he would create a clone.
If she was EX-rank, she must be different from the start. If he could obtain her blood, just like when he created that person, he could induce awakening over time and create a new EX-rank hero.

"Kekeke...! I wonder how long your dominance will last. Time is on my side, you bastard."

Jin Yong-Han sneered at The Mute One who wasn't present.
In front of him lay a blood collection device identical to the one he had given to his spy.

If the opportunity arose,
taking The Mute One's blood and creating their clone wouldn't be a bad idea either.

Ch.204 - Dark Cloud (2)
After the Saturday battle concluded, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won returned to the barracks where Hong Yu-Jin was waiting.

"Well... good work today."
"Good work."

As they were about to part ways, Eun-Ha deliberately spoke to Kim Se-Won in a flat tone. Unable to hide his disappointment, Kim Se-Won kept glancing at Eun-Ha's back as she turned to enter her room.

*Hot and cold... Mom always said playing hot and cold is important.*

There was a reason behind her emotionless greeting. She found it amusing to toy with Kim Se-Won's feelings.
And now it was time to lift his spirits again.

"Oh. Right."
"Huh?!"

Suddenly Eun-Ha turned around. She smoothly pivoted, briefly met Kim Se-Won's eyes, then shyly lowered her gaze just slightly.
Startled, Kim Se-Won felt his heart racing as he focused on her face.

"Today, when you tried to protect me. I liked that. Thank you."

Eun-Ha said with a bright smile, then quickly turned away. The speed at which she turned was noticeably faster than before.

Thump!
The boy's heart pounded violently. Even though Eun-Ha had already turned and was heading back to her room, the image of her smiling eyes lingered in Kim Se-Won's vision.

*This is...!*

Thump, thump, thump! His heartbeat was so loud it seemed to come from both sides of him.
Eun-Ha had forgiven him long ago. It was just... just...

*Were her slightly cold attitude and that flat response just now all because she was embarrassed?*

His cheeks rose high. Without realizing it, Kim Se-Won's lips stretched into a wide smile.
A joy he couldn't control.
Eun-Ha's actions had a tremendous effect.

*Hehe...!*

In truth, Eun-Ha's thanks was for something minor. During training, a monster had broken away from the group and tried to pounce on her.
Kim Se-Won had used his telekinesis to repel it. No, he'd completely destroyed it.

Of course, Eun-Ha could have defeated a low-level monster with her eyes closed regardless of her condition, but such facts didn't matter to her.

*This is perfect!*

As long as she could enjoy teasing Kim Se-Won, that was enough.

"...Uh, yeah."

Kim Se-Won, who had been smiling so hard his cheeks hurt, only managed a belated response long after Eun-Ha had disappeared, scratching the back of his head.
Even to himself, his behavior seemed quite foolish.



* * *



Eun-Ha arrived at her room with a wide grin. The thought of how much more she could tease Kim Se-Won and make his heart flutter kept the smile on her face.

"I'm back."
"Welcome back. ...My, you seem to be in a good mood? Ah, could it be Se-Won?"
"Right? Hehe."

Hong Yu-Jin's words seemed teasing.
Not fully understanding the implication, Eun-Ha answered honestly without trying to hide anything. She didn't want to keep secrets from her mother, Hong Yu-Jin, of all people.

Because she never knew when she might leave.

"Oh really~?"

Seeing Eun-Ha's beaming smile, Hong Yu-Jin's eyes took on a sly look.
Until now, Eun-Ha had only physically been a woman, still straddling the ambiguous boundary between man and woman. Was she finally starting to change?
Hong Yu-Jin's heart raced at the thought that she might see her grandchild's face within a few years.

"Then next week, why don't you go out with Se-Won as yourself, not transformed?"
"Huh?"

Eun-Ha blinked as she looked at Hong Yu-Jin. She couldn't understand why she was suddenly suggesting going out with Kim Se-Won.
If it was about hanging out with friends, that would make sense, but why specifically mention Kim Se-Won? Originally, she had met him while transformed as Optima because Hong Yu-Jin had told her to reveal herself to him.

*Well, I guess I would go out with him if I wanted to.*

Her mind filled with unanswered questions. Perhaps, as a parent, she was simply happy that her son, who had only one friend until now, had made a new one.

"Come sit here. I have something to talk about."

Pat pat. Without waiting for Eun-Ha's answer, Hong Yu-Jin patted the bed beside her.
Hong Yu-Jin knew that Eun-Ha was extremely dense. To put it bluntly, she was a bit slow.

That's why she knew it was better to be direct rather than beating around the bush. A straight shot to the heart was more effective.
Additionally, Eun-Ha had never shown any interest in romance. More precisely, she had gone so long without such experiences that she believed romance had nothing to do with her.

*Just a little push from behind should do it.*

Hong Yu-Jin felt partly responsible for how Eun-Ha had developed this way. She felt a sense of responsibility.

*Anyway, Se-Won likes Eun-Ha... Optima. And Eun-Ha doesn't think badly of him, right? Friends can become brothers, brothers can become partners, and partners can become spouses.*

Though the progression from friend to brother was quite a messy leap, Hong Yu-Jin was sincere.

Eun-Ha looked at Hong Yu-Jin, who was smiling gently, tilted her head in confusion, then approached and sat beside her.
She was curious about what Hong Yu-Jin wanted to say.

"What is it?"
"Oh, nothing special. What do you think? Can't a mother want to chat with her daughter?"

Hong Yu-Jin had no intention of forcing them together immediately. Pushing too hard wouldn't work and might even backfire.
So while she was taking her time choosing her words, Eun-Ha spoke up.

"So, how was it today? That thing."
"Half and half... I'd say."
"Half and half?"
"I managed to catch the trail. But I didn't have enough time to catch them directly. I'm just an outsider here at The Front Line, you know. Just a teacher. Unlike heroes who belong to The Front Line, I have restrictions on my range and time of activities."
"But you were a hero, Mom. That's why you could become an academy teacher."

Eun-Ha thought that with Hong Yu-Jin's former position as a hero, she could ignore such principles.

"That's just on the surface."

Hong Yu-Jin lowered her gaze as she answered. Eun-Ha's point was valid, but that was all in the past.

But not anymore.
To become an academy teacher, one must either be an intellectual of professorial level or a hero who has completed the curriculum of an education university.

Hong Yu-Jin had joined the academy as the latter. In reality, it was a kind of connection pull, as Hong Yu-Jin was no longer a hero.

"...I see."

Eun-Ha nodded. Come to think of it, Hong Yu-Jin had initially sought to find her own life. In other words, she had abandoned her past.
So naturally, her position as a hero had ceased to exist.

"Anyway. Eun-Ha, what do you think of Se-Won?"
"Se-Won? Se-Won..."

Eun-Ha was taken aback by the sudden change of topic. But she quickly collected herself and looked up at the ceiling.
Hong Yu-Jin's question seemed very out of the blue, but Eun-Ha could vaguely sense the concern of a parent for their child. With the intention of answering honestly, Eun-Ha brought Kim Se-Won to mind.

"He's a good kid. So good that I want to keep watching over him."
"My goodness...!"
*She says she wants to keep watching him!*

Hong Yu-Jin's lips began to curl upward. Even though Eun-Ha's intention was clearly different, continued observation can turn friendship into affection, affection into love, and love into family love.

"Hmm..."

Unaware that Hong Yu-Jin was having such thoughts, Eun-Ha pictured Kim Se-Won in her mind.
And she began to list what came to mind.

"First of all, he's diligent. He can be a bit playful, but he has clear goals and the perseverance to train consistently. And well... he can be a bit too mischievous at times, but it's not that bad. Just the kind of thing friends do?"
"Is that all?"

Despite her expectations, it was all perfectly innocent. But Hong Yu-Jin didn't press. She subtly guided Eun-Ha to open up more without putting pressure on her.

"Huh? No, well..."

But suddenly Eun-Ha's words stopped. Her eyes, which had been looking at the ceiling, came down.
Should she say this or not? As she hesitated, glancing at Hong Yu-Jin beside her...

"His... muscles have grown recently."
"Pfft...!"
"R-really! His back muscles have completely developed! It's not very noticeable when he's dressed, but compared to before, they've become totally firm...!"

Eun-Ha pointed out the change in Kim Se-Won that she had been most conscious of. A change that was hard to see as normal growth for an ordinary psychic. Eun-Ha waved her arms, trying to express Kim Se-Won's back that she had seen.

For her, the growth of Kim Se-Won's muscles was a very, very important and concerning change.

"Honestly, I'm worried he might be using steroids."
"Yes, yes. So our Eun-Ha likes muscles. 'Se-Won's' muscles. Does it bother you?"

Eun-Ha's behavior was a longing for something she could only look at but not possess. Hong Yu-Jin saw right through Eun-Ha's inner thoughts, but deliberately pretended to misunderstand and twisted her words slightly.

It was more fun this way. And it would surely make her more conscious of Kim Se-Won as a "man."

"N-no, that's not it...!"
"Hehe."

Hong Yu-Jin's intention worked perfectly on Eun-Ha. She blushed and denied Hong Yu-Jin's words. Hong Yu-Jin looked at Eun-Ha with a pleased expression.

She couldn't remain with an ambiguous identity forever. If there was a way to return to being a man, that would be different, but there was no benefit in denying reality when there was no method available.

"Then what is it?"
"Just, well..."
"Well?"
"I just think... he's becoming more and more reliable..."

Eun-Ha's voice grew quieter toward the end. As it did, her head gradually lowered.

She recalled what had happened on the battlefield today. Kim Se-Won had dealt with the monster that had broken away from the group before she could.
His magical control and technique, using telekinesis to destroy the monster even during training, had shown tremendous growth compared to when she first met him.

Having observed these changes all along, Eun-Ha couldn't help but keep her eyes on Kim Se-Won, who was becoming increasingly reliable.

It was partly pride that he had grown thanks to her teachings, and partly jealousy that he had grown faster than her.

And somehow, being conscious of what Hong Yu-Jin had subtly implied, his face and muscles kept flashing in her mind.

*Am I crazy??? What's wrong with me??*

The reason was completely incomprehensible. She wondered if she had developed some mental illness without realizing it. But if that were the case, Hong Yu-Jin beside her would have noticed immediately.
And currently, Hong Yu-Jin was just watching her with a pleased expression, showing no other reaction.

"Is that so? I see~"
"Wha?!"

Hong Yu-Jin suddenly hugged Eun-Ha and lay down on the bed. She found Eun-Ha adorable as she hesitated and stared at the floor.

"I wonder when our Eun-Ha will get married~"
"Married??"
"Why? Don't you want to?"
"...I haven't thought about it. I have too many things to do."
"Having too many things to do is just an excuse. Children were born even during times of war, you know."
"Mmm."

That was true. Even if marriage was forced, children were certainly born in any era.

Eun-Ha listened to Hong Yu-Jin's words and imagined her future.
Herself carrying someone's child in her belly. Herself lovingly stroking her belly.

Then whose child would it be?
At present, only Kim Se-Won came to mind.



* * *



Kim Se-Won didn't stop. Both on the battlefield and after returning to his room, he continued to push his body.

"Phew...!"

He looked down at his body, drenched in sweat. His muscles twitched with each breath. The muscles that had been contracting and relaxing until just now were heated up and radiating warmth.

*To think I could go this far.*

Even he hadn't thought he could work this hard. It was surprising. He had devoted himself to training to a surprising degree.
Closing his eyes to observe his core, it was as if the core was right before him. Two magical energies curled up in the center of the core, independent of his will.

They were the magical energies of Don-Hil and Optima.
The magical energies of the two magical girls also acted as a kind of compass. If any magical girl appeared, the magical energy would move as if wanting to return to that magical girl.

Shifting his gaze from the two people's magical energies, he observed his own. His magical energy, which circulated throughout his body according to his will, moved much more smoothly than before.
And as he became able to move his magical energy freely, the telekinesis he wielded became sharp and capable of delicate movements.
The total amount of power had also increased through repeated training.

The reason for his rapid growth was none other than the purity of his desire.

He wanted to become stronger. He wanted to catch up to Optima. He wanted to stand by Eun-Ha's side.
The pure longing in his heart for the two girls motivated him to move voluntarily and made him not resist the intense training.

"Time to wash up."

But everything has its limits. Deciding he had trained enough, Kim Se-Won headed toward the bathhouse.
Unlike Eun-Ha's room, which had its own bathroom, he had a regular room and needed to go to the public bathhouse to wash.

"Phew...!"

Kim Se-Won didn't spend much time in the bathhouse. After quickly washing his body and soaking in the hot water for about ten minutes, he headed back to his room with a pleased expression.

"Ah."

At that moment, a delicate voice reached his ears. A familiar voice. A voice that made his heart race no matter how many times he heard it.

"Hello."

In the direction of his gaze stood Eun-Ha, wearing a thin dress. She had been waiting for him in front of his room.

Like Kim Se-Won, she seemed to have just come from the bath, with flushed cheeks. Perhaps because of this, he felt as if he could smell her scent even from a distance.

Eun-Ha looked at Kim Se-Won with a bright smile.

Ch.205 - Dark Clouds (3)
Kim Se-Won felt like he was dying.
Dying of happiness.
None other than Eun-Ha had come to his room first.

*I guess her mood has completely improved?*

He thought Eun-Ha had completely forgiven him for his mistake from a week ago. Otherwise, it wouldn't make sense.

*Still...*

Something bothered him. She might just be pretending that her anger had subsided while still harboring resentment inside.

Gulp!

If that was the case, now would be the perfect time while she was at least pretending not to be angry. He needed to apologize properly and receive genuine forgiveness. This action was necessary to maintain a good relationship with Eun-Ha going forward.

"Eun-Ha. H-here."
"Thanks."

Eun-Ha accepted the drink Kim Se-Won handed her with a smile in her eyes. His room was extremely cramped compared to the one Eun-Ha was staying in. One-third the size. Exaggerating, it could even be said to be one-quarter the size.

*Even though she only stays here two days a week, she still gets a private room.*

Still, Eun-Ha was impressed inside.
Strictly speaking, Kim Se-Won was an uninvited outsider. A student. Not a hero officially registered with The Front Line.

It was quite surprising to Eun-Ha that such a person would be given a private room, even if it was small.
Until a year ago, The Front Line used barracks-style accommodations like the old military, and only recently changed to private rooms, so rooms should be scarce.

*The Front Line is changing little by little.*

That made her proud.
The gap between academy graduates and non-graduates seemed to be narrowing. Now everyone used these private rooms, which was tremendous progress compared to before.

*Well then...*

Eun-Ha was conscious of Kim Se-Won sitting beside her, watching her nervously. She hadn't come to his room without a reason.

"Hey."
"Hey."

They both spoke at the same time.

Flinch! Kim Se-Won's body shook violently at the remarkable coincidence.
Cramped room.
Yes, this room was cramped.
This small room with just a bed and a few pieces of furniture was quite tight for two people.

The distance between him and Eun-Ha was naturally very close, making him dizzy from her scent.
Moreover, looking at Eun-Ha from such a close distance meant he couldn't help but stare at her face.

*What is she trying to say? She must have come to see me for something, so it can't be anything strange.*

Kim Se-Won barely turned his head away and took a deep breath to calm his racing heart.

"You go first."
"No, Eun-Ha, you first."

Glance, glance.
Yet his pounding heart wouldn't calm down easily. Kim Se-Won's eyes moved restlessly, stealing glances at Eun-Ha sitting beside him.

"Well... you know, Se-Won."
"Mmm."
"Marriage. What do you think about it?"
"Marriage?!"

Thump!
It was a violent heartbeat. His heart moved so strongly and roughly that he thought it might burst. His heart, which had seemed to be calming down, went wild again.

Marriage.
Establishing a legal relationship as spouses. In other words, becoming husband and wife, living together.

*Marriage.*

Kim Se-Won's hands trembled. The drink in his cup sloshed continuously.

*If she's specifically asking me about this...!*

Eun-Ha is a woman. He is a man.
And they're quite close. They're friends. Honestly speaking, he might be the closest male friend she has.
In such a relationship, for her to bring up marriage in front of him...!

Kim Se-Won's mind began working on its own. His will, or perhaps his desire, bloomed into pink fantasies.

*I-I'm embarrassed...*
*I-It's my first time. Will you be gentle...?*

Eun-Ha lying on the bed, blushing and averting her gaze from him. Naked. Snow-white skin. Her slender fingers covering her chest. The pink peeking through her fingers...

"Se-Won?"
"Huh? Wha-what???"

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's face entered his field of vision. Startled again, he broke out in a cold sweat while looking into Eun-Ha's eyes.

Rustle! His hands quickly covered his crotch. Kim Se-Won's massive thing was writhing wildly.

"...What's wrong? Why are you suddenly trembling?"

Eun-Ha glared at Kim Se-Won with a pouty face as he showed an alarming reaction without answering her question.
Just earlier, she had gathered her courage to ask about the conversation she'd had with Hong Yu-Jin in her room, and she resented Kim Se-Won for avoiding answering like this.

"No. Um. I think my body is tired because I trained alone more today. That, that's it? Maybe? Hahahahaha...."

Kim Se-Won suppressed his fiercely throbbing thing with telekinesis and showed his trembling hands to Eun-Ha while making excuses.
It was an excuse he blurted out because he couldn't think of anything plausible.

"Really...?"

But the excuse worked!

"Then stay still."

Eun-Ha's pouty face changed to a worried expression, and she cast a healing spell on Kim Se-Won.
A pure white light enveloped his body, and his aching body quickly calmed down. Since his body was actually aching from training despite the excuse, Kim Se-Won's face instantly regained peace.

But not his heart. Thump-thump, it was beating so violently that he worried Eun-Ha might hear it. He simply couldn't calm down.

"Are you feeling better now?"

Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled as she grinned. She stared at him.

"Um...."

Kim Se-Won's gaze wandered through empty space. What was the question again? After a wave of pink fantasies swept through his mind, Eun-Ha's question was no longer there.

He slowly shifted his gaze from empty space to Eun-Ha. He hesitated, wondering if it was okay to ask now.

*What was it?? Something that made my heart pound...*

Kim Se-Won's brain worked at full capacity. Gathering fragments of broken memories, he recalled the word most similar to Eun-Ha's question.

"So... ah, right. Sex!"
"No, it's not!"
"Ack!"

Slap!

A sharp palm struck his arm. It was strong enough that it would surely swell in the shape of Eun-Ha's palm by the next day.
Eun-Ha, with a flushed face, began glaring at Kim Se-Won again.

*Why did he suddenly bring up sex!*

Just hearing it was indecent. No matter how sexually charged their age group might be, how could one connect marriage and sex?
For Eun-Ha, who had no immunity to such topics, it was an extremely embarrassing word. If she had still been a man, she wouldn't have reacted this strongly.

But now she was a delicate girl.
She couldn't help but be bothered.

*...Though it does make sense.*

Eun-Ha, finally calming down, stared at him. Though she belatedly acknowledged it, Kim Se-Won's answer was quite far from what she wanted.

"Marriage! I was talking about marriage!"
"You want to marry me?!"
"No, I don't! If I had to, you're the only one I can think of right now, but that's not it!"
"M-me?!"

Kim Se-Won felt like he would go crazy with happiness.
Eun-Ha's thinking could be quite simplistic at times, so he quickly understood why she said that.
She had blurted out what came to her heated mind. But that wasn't important. What mattered was Eun-Ha's statement that he was the only marriage candidate for her.

Kim Se-Won's head, hot enough to turn his ears bright red, tried to conjure up pink fantasies again.

"I'm asking what you think about marriage itself!"

That fantasy was thwarted before it could even begin by Eun-Ha shaking his body.

"...Ahem! Well, you don't have to hit someone just for making a little joke."
"It wasn't a joke!"

Eun-Ha's body trembled with shame that filled her to the tips of her hair. She was annoyed at Kim Se-Won for pretending to be calm and telling lies.

"Anyway, marriage... Why suddenly?"
"...Oh, no. Just..."

This time Eun-Ha hesitated. When Kim Se-Won asked, Eun-Ha averted her gaze and fidgeted with her fingers.

"Just. What?"
"No. Really... just..."

Eun-Ha continued to avoid answering.

She recalled what Hong Yu-Jin had said.
Babies are born anytime. People continue even in the harshest situations.

Then what about Eun-Ha?
Even though Eun-Ha still didn't recognize herself as a female biological being, if, just if, she were to connect with someone.
She felt like it would probably be with the boy in front of her.

*But Se-Won and I are just friends.*

She was confused in her own way. In fact, Eun-Ha only thought of Kim Se-Won because he was the closest male to her.

Jung Soo-Hyun, the friend she was looking for, was also male, but he didn't know that Eun-Ha had become a woman.
She was also secretly worried that if Jung Soo-Hyun saw the female Eun-Ha, he might distance himself from her.

So she was just curious about what Kim Se-Won thought about marriage.
That was really all it was, but why was it so hard to say?

Eun-Ha blushed, completely forgetting that she had just blurted out the very content she was now hesitating to share.

"Ahem."

Kim Se-Won cleared his throat after watching the hesitating Eun-Ha.
Anyway, if he didn't give an answer now, they might grow apart again. He had learned during this past week that once she gets upset, it lasts quite a while.

"I..."

Buzz- Buzzzz-

"...Just a moment."

Eun-Ha raised her hand to cover Kim Se-Won's mouth. Her communication terminal was ringing.

[Hong Yu-Jin]

"...Mom is calling."

Both Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won thought, "Why this timing?" However, they couldn't blame Hong Yu-Jin.

[Someone's looking for you! It's urgent!]

That was because of Hong Yu-Jin's urgent cry as soon as they answered the call.


* * *


Eun-Ha ran. She ran and ran, barely suppressing her disappointment at not hearing Kim Se-Won's answer.
Kim Se-Won followed her, and they joined Hong Yu-Jin, heading from Barracks 1 where they had been to the fourth floor corridor of Barracks 5.

As soon as they entered the corridor, they heard murmuring voices. Heroes who usually stayed in other barracks had also gathered. The corridor was filled with sounds of mutual concern.

"Excuse me!"
"Coming through!"
"Just a moment!"

Eun-Ha, Hong Yu-Jin, and Kim Se-Won pushed through the narrow gaps between people and headed inside.

"It's the Holy Maiden."
"It's the young lady...!"

When Eun-Ha headed to the innermost area where the injured person was, all eyes turned to her. The heroes looked at her with brightened expressions.

The central area they pushed into was horrific. Flesh and blood were splattered around a person collapsed in the corridor.
In a state where death wouldn't be surprising. Internal organs were exposed through mangled flesh, and limbs were twisted grotesquely.
Not only that, but the victim's bones were crushed to the point where death from shock wouldn't be surprising. It was almost like a pseudo-corpse.

The victim had passed out with eyes rolled back, but being a hero, they were barely clinging to life.

"Ugh...!"

*It might be better to wait for Eun-Ha than to move them on a stretcher.*

The condition was so severe that even the vibration from moving them on a stretcher could be damaging. Kim Se-Won frowned at the sight.
Witnessing someone so brutally injured in person made him feel like he might vomit.

"Please, young lady!"
"Please save Hyun-Woo!"
"Young lady!"
"...Just a moment."

But Eun-Ha remained calm. She examined the victim with cold, composed eyes, then placed one hand on their chest and closed her eyes.

Flash-

Soon, a pure white light enveloped Eun-Ha. Magic Girl Virginia. Eun-Ha took on the form that people referred to as the Holy Maiden of ■■.

*Whether I can save them like this or not.*

Virginia, now transformed, swallowed hard as she observed the victim's condition. Even she couldn't be certain if the treatment would work properly, as it was miraculous that they were still alive.

She closed her eyes and extended her delicate hands toward the victim. If possible, she wanted to restore them to their state before the injury, without any aftereffects.

"......"

When Virginia closed her eyes to concentrate, the heroes watching her also fell silent without prompting.

*Regular healing magic probably won't be enough.*

That was her intuition. Virginia thought that the victim's condition, as she saw it, wouldn't be properly treated with ordinary healing magic.

*Stronger. More desperately.*

The magic formula for healing inscribed in her mind began to change. Pain like her brain was creaking. Gritting her teeth and enduring the pain, she changed the formula in the way she "understood."

There was no need for a wide range. The effect had to be dramatic. And it had to return to the form it should have been in, without any aftereffects.

Whoosh- Light burst from Virginia's hands. The emitted light swirled around, forming a halo of light.

"Oh!"
"It's working! It's working!"
"Hyun-Woo! Hang in there! Hang in there!"
"You need to stick around for five more years to pay back your debt!"

The heroes began to cheer excitedly. The intense flow of magical power, which seemed capable of healing even onlookers, swirled around and then concentrated on the single victim.

Crack! Crackle!
The shattered bones gathered and interlocked. As they returned to their original form, internal organs and blood vessels also recovered.
It was as if time was reversing.

"Phew...! It's done now."

Virginia, still using healing magic, opened her eyes while exhaling a long breath. The treatment time was short, but it had consumed quite a lot of her mental energy.

Wooooah-!

The heroes around her cheered at her words.

"Really?!"
"Hyun-Woo is saved, right? Right??"

Two heroes who seemed close to the victim grabbed Virginia's hands and asked. Though they usually bickered, they appeared to be very close, as both had bloodshot eyes.

"Yes. ...I can't guarantee, but at least all the wounds have been treated."

Virginia's eyes said as much. The victim's body, unconscious as if dead, had no blackened areas anywhere.

Worried that they might have stopped breathing, she carefully checked their nose and chest, and both were normal.

"So please move this person to their room. They need to rest, just in case."

At Virginia's words, the victim's friends began to move them.

"Thank goodness."
"It's fortunate the young lady was here, otherwise..."

People began to express relief as they watched the victim being moved. Some had tears welling in their eyes, genuinely relieved.

This was how The Front Line heroes were. Even if there were ill feelings at times, they were in similar situations, fighting together on the same battlefield risking their lives, so they didn't wish death upon each other.

*I've seen this scene somewhere before.*

Meanwhile, Hong Yu-Jin, who had watched Virginia treat the victim, carefully observed the victim while resting her chin on her hand.

It looked like something done by a beast, not a human. A horrific sight focused solely on brutalizing the victim. Hong Yu-Jin had seen something similar to this somewhere before.
Though the current state was more serious than the vaguely remembered image, the method of inflicting wounds was very similar.

"Could it be the spy's doing after all...?"
"...I'm not sure."

Hong Yu-Jin shook her head at Eun-Ha's words after returning to the room. It didn't make sense for it to be the spy's doing. There was no reason for such an impulsive action after getting along well until now.
It also didn't make sense that they noticed their tail was being followed. Hong Yu-Jin had moved while suppressing her presence. Ordinary heroes couldn't even sense her presence, and other heroes wouldn't notice Hong Yu-Jin even if she passed right in front of them.
And it was unlikely that they would have deployed a villain powerful enough to detect Hong Yu-Jin's suppressed presence for several years.
She couldn't understand the situation because it made no sense to her.

"Then who could it be?"

Eun-Ha had similar thoughts.
Before coming to the room, she had asked the heroes who might have done this, but no one had seen anything.

Heroes who happened to be nearby when the victim was attacked said the victim suddenly collapsed, spraying blood.

"Hmm...."
"Hmmmm...."

Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin groaned while resting their chins on their hands. Like mother and daughter, their actions were remarkably similar.

Ch.206 - At Last, One Who Moves. At Last, One Who Has Steeled Their Resolve.
Thanks to Virginia's timely arrival, the hero Park Hyun-Woo survived.
But there were others who weren't so fortunate.

While Virginia and two others were heading to the 5th barracks' 4th floor, with Eun-Ha still in Kim Se-Won's room.
The Front Line barracks erupted in chaos at the news. Park Hyun-Woo had suddenly suffered critical injuries and was on the verge of death.

However, this commotion didn't reach the forward fortress at the front line.

"Damn, it's a shame I couldn't work with the lady today."
"Are you starting with that again?"

Kim Yong-Jun, a hero who had spent considerable time at The Front Line, smirked at Lee Ju-Hyung who was trying to console himself.

It wasn't hard to understand why. Kim Yong-Jun had experienced Virginia's sanctuary expanding on the battlefield, feeling that overwhelming power surge through him. This sense of omnipotence was slightly addictive—once you'd tasted it, it lingered in your mind.
It felt that good.

"Come on, you've been lucky enough to experience it a few times. I only got to feel it once last week."
"Listen, kid. I've only experienced it three times. Just three."
"That's still three times more than me!"
"Well, when you put it that way, I guess it's not much difference."
"Anyway, just having the lady behind us is reassuring. When else would we experience a battlefield like that? Overflowing with power, never getting tired, while the enemies get weaker. Perfect for cracking some skulls."

Lee Ju-Hyung flexed his muscles and swung his arms forward. Just thinking about that exhilaration still made him feel good.

Standing atop the vast forward fortress, keeping watch, the recent hot topic among the guards was Virginia and her sanctuary.
When it wasn't during the hours Gresorions typically attacked, The Front Line only needed a few heroes on guard duty to watch for monster invasions. The process was extremely boring, so chatting while keeping watch had become routine.

"Well, that's true."

Kim Yong-Jun agreed with Lee Ju-Hyung while adjusting the night vision goggles he was wearing. The view through the goggles swept across the quiet battlefield.
Recently supplied to The Front Line by Magica Essential, these night vision goggles used a hero's magical power to provide clear vision even in complete darkness.
Looking down, he could see several heroes who were keeping watch from holes they'd dug directly in the battlefield rather than from the forward fortress.

*The world's gotten better.*

Kim Yong-Jun would marvel like this whenever he saw the remarkably clear view. Someone of his caliber could maintain visibility without night vision goggles, but using the device allowed him to conserve magical power significantly. It was also more convenient.

"Ah, I need to use the bathroom real quick."
"Sheesh. Young punk leaving his post to go to the bathroom."
"Hehe. Earlier when we were eating, I was close to the lady, and just seeing her made the food go down smoothly."

Lee Ju-Hyung scratched the back of his head sheepishly as he quietly backed away. Kim Yong-Jun had only given him a half-hearted scolding and didn't actually try to stop him.
A veteran hero like Kim Yong-Jun could cover a wide area by himself.

As the distance between the two increased and Lee Ju-Hyung disappeared from sight.

Whoosh—

Thunk!

A large hole appeared in Kim Yong-Jun's crown.
Without any reaction. No, without even realizing what had happened to him, he died.

Tap.

As Kim Yong-Jun's head was shattered, someone climbed onto the forward fortress and grabbed Kim Yong-Jun's palm with their large hand.
It was a light movement. Unless you were very close, you wouldn't have heard the sound of his landing.

And his body was invisible to the naked eye. His form, melded with the darkness, only revealed itself after grabbing Kim Yong-Jun.

Because of this, those on guard duty at the forward fortress like Kim Yong-Jun and Lee Ju-Hyung had no idea what had happened to Kim Yong-Jun.

"Good timing."

As he spoke, the one who had just arrived from the barracks spread a voice like scraping metal around him.

Simultaneously, his arm moved.
A movement where the preliminary action and process seemed deleted, leaving only the result. He looked at Kim Yong-Jun's corpse, which still maintained human form. The cut was so clean that not a single drop of blood flowed out.

Long tentacles extended from his body. Dozens of tentacles engulfed Kim Yong-Jun's corpse.

Crunch! Crunch!

Then the body of the one who attacked Kim Yong-Jun, Muk-Si-Ja, began to change. The sound of bones interlocking echoed around.

His extremely long tail disappeared, and his limbs took human form. His long torso and head shrank until he looked exactly like Kim Yong-Jun, whom he had just killed.
The equipment Kim Yong-Jun had been wearing was now on his body.

"Ah~ That feels good."
"You're back?"
"It was quite a feast. Haha."
"Ugh, stay away. You smell like crap."
"Come on, why so harsh~"

Just as Kim Yong-Jun's existence was completely replaced by Muk-Si-Ja at this spot, Lee Ju-Hyung returned from the bathroom with a cheerful voice.
Muk-Si-Ja looked at the returning Lee Ju-Hyung and grinned.

*There's no problem at all.*

He had long since memorized Kim Yong-Jun's behavior patterns and habits. Perfectly mimicking Kim Yong-Jun posed no problem for him.



* * *



Kim Se-Won lay in bed, staring at the pitch-black ceiling. The ceiling, illuminated by moonlight streaming through the window, glowed faintly.

He rested his head on his hands, endlessly gazing at the ceiling. Sleep wouldn't come. It was because of a thought that suddenly crossed his mind.

*Marriage, huh.*

When this word came from Eun-Ha's lips, he had felt nothing but happiness. But after thinking about it for a while, it wasn't all good.

The faces of Eun-Ha and Optima seemed to appear on the ceiling. Two girls looking at him with shy smiles.

"Haah..."

A deep sigh escaped his lips. Honestly, he wanted both girls for himself. It was a pure desire, an instinct.

But.

"It's a practical problem."

Realistically, he couldn't date both of them. Not because of moral issues, but because polygamy wasn't legally recognized.
Even if, by some miracle, Eun-Ha and Optima understood each other and both dated Kim Se-Won, legally he could only have one wife.

If Kim Ha-Yoon, Kim Se-Won's mother who had hoped her son would grow up to be a decent person despite having unworthy parents, could see into his heart now, she would weep bitterly.

*"What do you think about marriage?"*

Anyway, that's what Eun-Ha had asked.

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

To be honest, he wanted to marry both girls. He was very greedy. It was a desire Kim Se-Won himself had only recently realized.

Even as he agonized over this, his feelings remained unchanged. If there were no barriers in reality, he wouldn't have agonized at all.
This desire gave him tremendous motivation.

He wanted to become stronger. Stronger to stand by Eun-Ha's side. To keep up with Optima.

Even if his motives were impure, they had become his driving force, and they were already showing results.

"If only they were the same person, that would have been nice."

He felt regretful.
Yes. If they had been the same person, that would have been fine. Then these worries would have been meaningless.

At one point, Kim Se-Won had suspected that Eun-Ha and Optima might be the same person based on several pieces of evidence he'd discovered. He was almost certain.

But what was the reality?
They weren't the same person.

Virginia and Optima existed simultaneously on the same battlefield.
The two were just strangers who happened to have many similarities due to incredible coincidences.

His chest felt tight.

Eun-Ha and Optima. Dating both of them simultaneously might be possible. Of course, it would come with great risks, and he might be despised by both, but it could be possible.
Beyond that was impossible.

"Wait."

Suddenly, a thought crossed his mind.
In fact, not only practical issues but also moral ones stood as barriers. He was simply ignoring them.

But.
What if.

*What if I become an unprecedented hero?*

The Villain Association and the Gresorions, humanity's great enemies, were still active.
If he made an enormous contribution to destroying them, would people still raise moral and legal issues against him?

No.

He was certain.
Ordinary standards couldn't be applied to an unprecedented hero. People would surely recognize him if he became such a hero.
No one would dare criticize someone who had set the chaotic world right.

Kim Se-Won jumped up from the bed and clenched his fist. His eyes burned intensely.
Thump! Thump! His heartbeat strengthened. His excited face naturally formed a smile.

*I need to break through the walls.*

The wall of morality. The wall of reality.
And the wall of limitations that directly blocked him.
He must never become complacent. He must never settle.

A red-hot path of iron thorns appeared before his eyes. Even taking a single step would clearly be painful.
Nevertheless, he had to do it.
His heart commanded it.

To catch up to Eun-Ha and Optima, his current training wasn't enough. He needed to constantly push himself.
Just enough rest for his body to endure. And effort that easily surpassed others by multiples.

How many years would it take?
Perhaps more than ten years.

"Still, I must do it."

Kim Se-Won was certain.

And then.

"What an unseemly thought, young man."
"Who are you...?"

A being that one might never encounter in a lifetime reached out to him.



* * *



The sound of fabric rustling broke the silence of the quiet room. It was Hong Yu-Jin putting on a thin outer garment.
Eun-Ha, who had woken up, rubbed her eyes and asked in a drowsy voice.

"Where are you going...?"
"Just stepping out for some fresh air."

Hong Yu-Jin said with a faint smile.

Walking through the quiet corridor and climbing the stairs, Hong Yu-Jin reached the rooftop.
There, she encountered Kim Se-Won standing stiffly at attention.

"What's the matter?"
"I, I, I, I, I... Well...!"

Kim Se-Won's face turned bright red.
Through the thin outer garment, a purple negligee was visible.

"...Oh. This?"

Hong Yu-Jin noticed Kim Se-Won's gaze and slightly revealed her negligee.

"Eun-Ha is wearing the same thing."

Hong Yu-Jin had deliberately shown the negligee through her outer garment. For the vigorous Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha's existence would be a tremendous driving force.

"!!!!!!"

As Hong Yu-Jin expected, his eyes widened.

*Eun-Ha is wearing... the same thing!*

His brilliant mind quickly removed the negligee from Hong Yu-Jin and put it on Eun-Ha in his imagination.
It looked somewhat mature, but not unsuitable. Rather, it looked good, like she was taking a step toward adulthood.

"Ahem! It's not about that."

Kim Se-Won briefly preserved the scene in his brain and then looked straight at Hong Yu-Jin's face.

And then he.
Poured out what he had just resolved to do.

"Please give me both your daughters!"

He said.

"......"

Hong Yu-Jin looked at Kim Se-Won, who had bowed his head, with a dumbfounded expression. He was so stiff that he seemed like he would fall over if touched slightly.

"Pfft...! I wondered why you called me out at this hour."
"And! For that purpose, I want to ask you!"

Hong Yu-Jin chuckled. But Kim Se-Won wasn't finished.

"Please make me stronger than anyone else!"

His face, as he raised his head abruptly, was very, very serious.
Although the catalyst was his burning desire, the heart behind it was infinitely pure. It was filled with sincere determination.

"...I see."

After staring blankly at him for a moment, Hong Yu-Jin soon looked at Kim Se-Won with a gentle smile.

*Not bad.*

Why Kim Se-Won had made this sudden request. And why Foriner had woken her up and guided her here.
She seemed to vaguely understand.

"Are you prepared?"
"I am. No, I welcome it! As long as I don't die, I'll do anything!"

Kim Se-Won said, clenching his fist.
To become stronger, it was impossible with his power alone. He needed a master to guide him.
And the most suitable person for that role was the teacher before him, Hong Yu-Jin.

Ch.207 - Movement (1)
The day after the incident where Park Hyun-Woo was attacked and nearly killed, Virginia looked at the boy standing before her.
He seemed completely drained of energy after just one night. Whatever he had done yesterday had clearly taken its toll.

*Could it be?*

The memory of last night flashed through her mind. Park Hyun-Woo's performance, barely clinging to life, was certainly enough to make anyone queasy and lose sleep if they weren't used to such sights.

"Are you okay? Yesterday must have been tough, right?"

Virginia, having witnessed similar scenes many times before, maintained her composure as a senior figure. She gently spoke to him.

"Huh? Oh... yeah, I'm fine."

Kim Se-Won flinched slightly before shaking his head with a glum expression.

*Cute kid.*

Virginia found Kim Se-Won's attempt to act tough endearing. Men were naturally prone to putting up a front, so his claim of being fine was likely false.

*If he really is fine... maybe he's just experiencing a surge of sexual desire.*

Another possibility crossed Virginia's mind.
It was an open secret. The more one experienced battlefields where death loomed, the closer one came to death, the more one's sexual desires tended to run wild.

If—just if—Kim Se-Won's words weren't mere bravado but truth, his room would probably be filled with the scent of night blossoms right about now.

As someone who was essentially his senior in many aspects of life, Virginia considered these circumstances and nodded with a slight smile.

Her eyes, curved like a half-risen crescent moon, scanned Kim Se-Won.
Then, a pure white light flowed from the staff she was holding, enveloping him. It was a healing spell to alleviate fatigue.

*What's this? Did she find out I was training with Teacher Hong Yu-Jin during the early morning?*

Kim Se-Won focused on his training while hearing Virginia giggling behind him.
Last night's unexpected encounter with Foriner and Hong Yu-Jin's rigorous training had left him sleep-deprived.

But soon, the magic Virginia cast created a synergistic effect with the sanctuary spread across the battlefield, quickly relieving his fatigue.

*I'm grateful, but...*

He was grateful, yet it felt strange—more like receiving unnecessary consideration than feeling happy.
On the other hand, he felt relieved. At least it seemed she hadn't discovered that he was with Hong Yu-Jin at dawn.

"Hong Yu-Jin isn't here today either, I see."
"Mom said she's busy today too. I heard that unlike yesterday, she can move properly now."

Beaming with joy, Virginia—who had always been academically outperformed by Kim Se-Won—was reveling in this rare moment of superiority. She was enjoying the composure that came from her greater experience.

"I see... ugh?!"
"So let's train hard while she's away. I'll help you."

Virginia's breath tickled his back. He could feel her slender body pressed against his bare skin.

*Wh-what is this?!*

This was an unexpected move from Virginia. His heart began to race violently. What had she discussed with Hong Yu-Jin overnight? Or had she heard something this morning?
Kim Se-Won was thrown into confusion.

No.
He was about to be.

"Whoa?!"

As soon as Virginia finished speaking, she tripped his feet, sending his body into the air. It happened in an instant. Kim Se-Won floated up without any chance to resist.
She placed her small hand on his chest and, with his leg still hooked, slowly lowered him to the ground.

"Extend your arms."

Despite being flustered by Virginia's sudden action, Kim Se-Won followed her instruction. As he stretched his arms toward the floor, he smoothly transitioned into a push-up position without any impact.

"I recently discovered this has an interesting function."
"Urgh?!"

Virginia sat on his back as he held himself up with his hands on the floor. Not only that, but an indescribable weight pressed down on him.
It felt as if Virginia had doubled in number.
Magic gathered in the staff she was holding, gradually increasing its weight.

She stared at the increasingly heavy staff with a rather serious expression.

*I wonder if this could be used for bench pressing too? It might not be a bad idea to experiment and see how much the weight can increase.*

Her mind was filled with uses completely different from the staff's original purpose. It wasn't such a strange idea—certainly better than using it as a laundry pole.

The staff had more metal and decorations toward the top. Logically, it should be heavier there.
Yet strangely, the weight was evenly distributed. When she held the middle part of the staff, she felt equal weight on both sides.

Though it didn't look like one at all, its ability to freely adjust weight reminded her of the barbells she often used for bench pressing.

"Ugh, urrrgh...!"

*That's what I thought!*

A mixture of slight disappointment and understanding coexisted in Kim Se-Won's mind. Thinking about it, there was no reason for Virginia to suddenly cling to him.

Even in this situation, he activated his magic power to lift himself up. Having experienced this weight before, he had no problem enduring the pressure.

*Using magic power on the staff is surprisingly effective.*

Meanwhile, Virginia carefully observed the staff while controlling her magic power. Looking at it intently, she could see circuits engraved inside. The complex circuits seemed to form some kind of pattern.

*What is this?*

Virginia tilted her head. This was something she had just discovered about the staff she rarely used.
It seemed that if she channeled her magic power appropriately and precisely along these circuits, something would happen.
It wasn't just a hunch.
Something in her mind...

It was the power of the "gift" that Foriner had given her when Deltar and the Gresorians from the Villain Association attacked Seoul.

Her mind understood the meaning of the circuits engraved in the staff. Thanks to countless spells she had cast, Foriner's gift had developed enough for even her limited intellect to understand.

Virginia felt her heart racing. Though it seemed foggy and she couldn't fully comprehend the nature of the circuits, she understood that this was some kind of offensive capability she currently lacked.

Virginia extended her arm. The tip of the staff pointed toward a place where countless monsters were gathering—or rather, slightly above it.
Her magic power flowed through the circuits. The complexly intertwined circuits met with her magic power, forming a single formula.

Woong—

The staff began to resonate with her core. The fog that had been obscuring her understanding gradually cleared.

And then.
The staff underwent a transformation.

"Huh?"

Virginia stared at the tip of the staff with a dumbfounded expression. Literally, the staff had transformed.
Yes.
Her understanding that it was an "offensive" tool wasn't wrong.
It just wasn't a ranged magical attack, but rather the staff had transformed into a spear with a long blade, optimized for combat.

"..."

As her body continuously bobbed up and down, she blankly stared at the sharply forged spear blade.

*This isn't what I wanted.*

Her fists were sufficient as a means of self-defense. The staff was just a cumbersome stick to her.
That's why until now, her staff had been relegated to being nothing more than a laundry pole.

So she had high expectations.
She had been full of hope that there was something she hadn't discovered yet when she used her magic power.

Just to be sure, she channeled magic through the circuits again, and the staff transformed once more.

"Sigh."

Virginia let out a deep sigh from the bottom of her heart.

Staff. Mace. Spear.
While she wouldn't deny that any of these could be excellent means of self-defense depending on how they were used, none of them were weapons she needed.

*So the increasing weight as I channeled magic power was due to the weight of the weapon.*

In any case, this staff was a weapon that thoroughly considered its user. Though she could feel the increased weight, she didn't actually feel burdened by it.
It was certainly a weapon capable of delivering quick and heavy blows—except that it was easier to just throw a few more punches.

"Tsk."

*I'll use it as a substitute for barbells and dumbbells for Se-Won later.*

Virginia licked her lips as she looked at the mace in her hand.

Just because it was useless to her didn't mean there was no benefit at all. The mace transformed from the staff was longer than a dumbbell but seemed suitable as a substitute.

The inability to do weight training had been the only drawback of this battlefield, but the staff's new form and usage method had somewhat resolved that issue.


* * *


While Virginia and Kim Se-Won were cozily training together, Hong Yu-Jin was losing time due to an unexpected obstacle.

"Oh, is that so?"
"Yes. That's right. Hahahahaha."

Hong Yu-Jin was half-heartedly agreeing while walking. Kim Jae-Yoon, walking beside her, laughed loudly, not knowing what to do with himself.

There was a reason Kim Jae-Yoon was clinging to Hong Yu-Jin. In a way, it was an obvious reason.

Just as her daughter Eun-Ha had striking looks, Hong Yu-Jin also captivated heroes with her exceptional beauty.
Voluptuous breasts. A tightly cinched waist. Hips and buttocks that emphasized her childbearing figure. Movements that unconsciously exuded sensuality.
Unless she deliberately concealed her presence, she was bound to attract attention.

In fact, there were even students at the academy who harbored feelings for Hong Yu-Jin. Her mature charm didn't discriminate between men and women.

*I'm wasting too much time.*

Hong Yu-Jin was anxious. There wasn't much time left. If a spy discovered that she, who should be at the battlefield, was wandering around the base, they would likely erase all traces and go into hiding.

"So Mr. Kim Jae-Yoon, you've been at The Front Line for over 10 years? That's impressive. I heard it's very difficult to survive here for long."
"Ah~ Hahahahaha. That's right! Since I've been here longer than the others, I'll soon be promoted to B-class Hero Lieutenant."

Kim Jae-Yoon couldn't hide his goofy expression as he subtly flaunted his strength.
Even among the many heroes gathered at The Front Line, Hong Yu-Jin's beauty was truly overwhelming. He wanted to impress her and gain her favor.

After enduring Kim Jae-Yoon for about 30 minutes, someone appeared to interrupt him.

"What are you doing here?"

It was Kim Yong-Jun. He looked at Kim Jae-Yoon standing next to Hong Yu-Jin with an incredulous expression.

"What do you think? I was escorting this lady."
"Escorting? Ah, you're the young lady's teacher, aren't you?"
"Hello."

When Kim Yong-Jun recognized her, Hong Yu-Jin bowed her head with a gentle smile. However, her inner thoughts were different.

*What is this?*

A strange sense of déjà vu. A very unsettling feeling that she had seen him somewhere before rose in her chest. It was an anxiety that made her feel like she might be stabbed in the back if she let her guard down.

"Hey. Stop making this lady uncomfortable and just back off. What kind of escort service is a man in his mid-30s offering?"
"What do you mean 'what kind'! Why are you here then?"
"Why? Because I'm off duty. What, am I not allowed to rest? Hmm? I was on night duty yesterday, you know."
"Well then, I'll be going now."

The two men seemed to be long-time rivals, starting an argument as soon as they met. Rather than an argument, it was more like Kim Yong-Jun one-sidedly mocking and beating down Kim Jae-Yoon.
Meanwhile, Hong Yu-Jin quietly distanced herself from the two. She didn't want to be near either Kim Jae-Yoon, who was openly pursuing her, or Kim Yong-Jun, who gave her that strange sense of déjà vu and anxiety.

*I don't have much time.*

Hong Yu-Jin hurriedly searched the base. The existence of a spy was that disturbing. She wanted to turn the entire base upside down if she could.

Ch.208 - Movement (2)
Today's battle had come to an end.

After finishing a relatively easy battle within Virginia's sanctuary, the heroes headed toward their base, each offering a word of thanks to her as they passed.

"Ahh~ It's over!"
"Good work, Se-Won."
"Ah... th-thanks."

Kim Se-Won followed behind them with a relieved expression, wiping his body with the towel Virginia had given him, thinking that his training was finally complete.

*This feels good somehow.*

Along with satisfaction and relief, Se-Won felt happy just knowing he had gone through this entire process with Virginia.

*Eun-Ha and Optima. Both are still far beyond my reach.*

And this joy soon turned into determination.
Having Virginia by his side felt like she was reaching out to him, igniting his will endlessly. With this momentum, he felt he could continue training through the night and into dawn.

*Oh! You're doing well! Yes. Perfect form! Perfect form is the most basic part of weight training. You need proper form for proper stimulation. And don't forget to be conscious of that stimulation!*

...In this way, Virginia had shown enthusiasm too, which wasn't a bad thing.

"Se-Won."
"Hmm?"
"I'll be back late today. I mentioned it during dinner yesterday, remember?"

Virginia turned around to speak to Kim Se-Won as she walked ahead. She had indeed mentioned this.
She hadn't explained exactly what it was about, but Virginia and Hong Yu-Jin had said they had something to do this evening.

"Okay."

Kim Se-Won nodded immediately.
He felt a bit disappointed that she wasn't sharing her circumstances with him. But it was fine. Someday she would tell him everything.
If he got closer to Virginia. Even closer than now. Then surely she would tell him everything without hiding anything.

That's the kind of relationship he wanted to have, he thought.

"Mom seems busy with something unexpected too... and I have things to do tonight, so I'm sorry, but please wait by yourself."

Virginia released her transformation and smiled broadly. Her delicate outfit didn't match the battlefield at all.

*"You, is suicide your hobby or something?"*

When Eun-Ha mentioned Hong Yu-Jin, he suddenly remembered what Hong Yu-Jin had said at dawn.
It was what she had said while examining inside Kim Se-Won's body with her hand on his chest, checking his physical condition. Her face, which had been expressing disbelief, soon changed to an extremely serious expression.

*"Don Hill and Optima... wrapping others' magical power with your own and storing it in your core."*

Unrefined magical power is like poison. And it uses all its strength to return to where it originally belonged.

Yet from Hong Yu-Jin's perspective, it made no sense that he was continuing to train while containing someone else's unrefined magical power with his own.
This might be why Kim Se-Won's magical power control skills were improving so quickly.

*"...Se-Won. Listen carefully. Never, under any circumstances, use up all your magical power. Make sure to leave at least 10% in your core. Understand?"*

Throughout his training, Hong Yu-Jin had repeatedly warned him. Never deplete all your magical power. She said it would be equivalent to his death.

*Eun-Ha didn't seem to say much about it.*

Kim Se-Won found it difficult to take her words at face value. Her reaction was quite different from Eun-Ha's.

She had been surprised too, but not to the extent Hong Yu-Jin was. That's why he had been casually keeping the magical girls' power in his core and using it as a compass without concern.

*No. Teacher Hong Yu-Jin might be right.*

Since Hong Yu-Jin was the one who had trained Eun-Ha, her words must be correct. Immediately changing his thinking, he nodded, believing Hong Yu-Jin's words over Eun-Ha's.

Then he looked down at his chest.
His pectoral muscles had clearly developed compared to before. His body had transformed from an ordinary one with slightly more fat than muscle to one with fashionable muscles.

No, that wasn't the important thing.

Inside his chest, in his core, the magical girls' power he had been containing was apparently this dangerous. He shuddered as he recalled the intense pain when Don-Hill and Optima's magical power had flowed into him.

It was frightening.
But it wasn't just fear.

*...In other words, the fact that I've been able to live normally until now means... if I control it properly, just enough not to collapse, I might be able to grow quickly.*
*You've done well so far.*

Hong Yu-Jin hadn't just warned him of the danger. After examining his physical condition and falling into thought, she had smiled brightly and praised his talent and effort.

*I've had my potential recognized by teacher... no, by my future mother-in-law.*

The pleasure he felt then was so tremendous that Kim Se-Won silently grinned.

"What's with that sudden grin? It's annoying."

Having witnessed this change in Kim Se-Won right before her eyes, Eun-Ha narrowed her eyes and spat out words as venomous as poison.

"Ugh...!"

As her cold, contemptuous gaze pierced his heart, Kim Se-Won felt as if the sky was falling and fell to his knees.



* * *



I stare at Se-Won kneeling on the ground. I said it was annoying, but honestly, it wasn't that bad.
If I had to say which way I felt, it would be closer to feeling good.

*Se-Won is following me.*

I remembered what Mother told me this morning. She had said it with a pleased expression.

*It seems he wants to stand with you. Proudly, with his chest out, standing by your side and seeing the same scenery... that kind of feeling?*

Seeing the same scenery.
Those words resonated with me. I don't really understand why he wants to follow me specifically. Mother didn't explain that far.
Still, I'm happy. So happy that I might break into a silly smile if I let my guard down even a little.

*You're the only one I can trust to watch my back.*

I naturally recalled that time when I stood on the battlefield with Soo-Hyun.
Soo-Hyun and I spent five years seeing the same scenery. Just having him by my side made me feel secure. I could wield my power freely. We could protect each other.

*Someday. With Se-Won too. That day will come, right?*

Because I knew that feeling, I hoped Se-Won would feel something similar one day.
Although the path Se-Won must take is still long and difficult, perhaps someday he'll be able to feel the same way I did back then.

*And... if it's okay, I'd like to stand on the battlefield with Soo-Hyun again too.*

Kim Se-Won. Jung Soo-Hyun.
Someday, I wanted to stand on the battlefield with these two friends who had taken a place in my heart. With these two, I felt secure. They might not be exceptionally strong, but I could trust they wouldn't be in mortal danger.
The three of us would move forward together, matching our pace.

I couldn't help but look forward to that time. Just imagining it made me feel good.

"Here."

Hiding my inner thoughts, I reached out my hand toward Se-Won who had fallen.

After hesitating, Se-Won took my hand.
I could feel the rough calluses in his hand. Evidence of how hard he had worked.

"I'll let it slide this time. How dare you grin in front of your bro... I mean, your big sister?"
"What big sister?"

Se-Won, who had pretended to collapse in despair with exaggerated actions, couldn't hide his embarrassment and turned his gaze away as he got up.

"What? Are you that embarrassed about being scolded by your big sister?"
"No, I'm not."
"Come on, no need to hide it."

Finding his reaction amusing, I poked his side repeatedly to tease him.

*He's getting firmer.*

The muscles wrapping his side were firm. Although I knew he had undergone rigorous training, I hadn't expected him to grow so remarkably in such a short time.

*I'm jealous.*

So I couldn't help but stare at Se-Won.
How should I put it? Yes. Se-Won had already grown.
Not in physical size. The presence that defined him was gradually growing.

He was still in the process of growing, but I thought that someday he would grow even more and become more reliable.

As I finished my thoughts while staring at Se-Won, my heart started pounding.

I'm not sure how to interpret this.
Is my heart pounding because I'm looking forward to the future? Or is it just that I'm happy to see my brother and friend becoming more dependable?
Or if not that...

"Anyway...! G-go, go Se-Won!"

I hastily changed my train of thought at the sudden strange idea.

I remembered the saying that the body controls and leads the mind. I started to worry that I might have become a pervert obsessed with muscles.

It's true that I like muscles, but that's different. It was a very wholesome mindset. Even though my body had changed and I could no longer gain muscles, that was no reason for it to degenerate into muscle fetishism.

*Right. That can't be it.*

Besides, I don't feel this way when looking at other people's muscles.

"Huh?"

As I finished my thoughts, I felt Se-Won's gaze. Looking up, I saw Se-Won staring at me with his lips pursed.

"...W-why? Why are you staring at me?"
"...It's nothing."
"What is it!"
"Just that you look like a pervert."
"What?!"

I jumped in surprise and touched my face.
Pervert?
I couldn't easily accept being called a pervert, especially not by him.
Fortunately, I wasn't making any strange expressions. Se-Won must have been teasing me.

"Hey, you--?!"

As I was about to confront Se-Won, my body suddenly floated up. It was Se-Won's telekinesis.
My light body escaped the influence of gravity and floated in the air next to Se-Won.

"Shall I move our lady comfortably~?"

It was an irritating smile. My floating body landed in Se-Won's outstretched arms. He had acted before I could confront him—he had definitely grown.

*Th-this...!*

But wait, thinking about it, this position didn't make sense. My face flushed hot. I could feel his muscles where his arms touched me.

No, the muscles weren't the important thing. Suddenly being carried like a princess—what an embarrassing position.
He must have been holding a grudge for when I said he was annoying earlier.

"Hey! Put me down! Put me down!"
"Ack! Ugh! Ack!"

I flailed my arms and legs while protesting. My constantly moving arms struck Se-Won's chest and face.
I never thought he would humiliate a grown person like this.

"Wow~ The atmosphere is nice."
"They're at that good age~"

The voices of heroes drifted in from a distance. They had stopped walking and were grinning while looking at us.

Freeze!

My flailing arms and legs stopped. An indescribable shame welled up, making my ears turn bright red.

"Ah, aah...."

My body trembled. Due to The Front Line's closed nature, rumors spread extremely well. If something unusual happened in one barracks, the rumor would spread throughout all barracks within a day.

In other words, what this guy Kim Se-Won had done to me would surely spread throughout The Front Line.

"Shall I escort our lady like this?"

But Se-Won didn't stop there. Grinning like the heroes, he delivered another straight shot of embarrassing words.

"Y-you...! You bastard!"
"Urgh!"

My shame reached its critical point.
Covering my burning face with one hand, I drove my fist into his face.

Crack! I felt the sensation of his nose bone giving way.
It didn't matter. He could heal it anyway.

There was just one problem.

"Uh, uhh...?"

Se-Won's telekinesis didn't break from just one punch.
But it must have hurt, because his body started to tilt just as he was hit.

As his body began to tilt, instead of putting me down, he chose to hold me tighter.

"Hey, hey...!"

His body tilted more and more. As it tilted, his position changed to hold me completely against him. Both arms wrapped around my waist.

Thud!

Se-Won's telekinesis protected me even as he fell. Despite being pressed against him, I didn't feel the impact.
Instead, I heard the loud sound of his heartbeat.

*Is he a pervert?*

Se-Won, who had collapsed on the floor, had a strangely pleased expression on his face.

Ch.209 - Movement (3)
Foriner extended his hand.
In his outstretched hand was steaming hot food.
They were at the Front Line's fortress. Wrapped in a barrier, no one at the front line noticed their presence.

"...What is this?"
"What else? Consider it a kind of tribute. Hmm, no. Let me correct myself. It's a bribe asking for your help today."
"It's not poisoned, is it?"

Don-Hil, the magical girl of Gresorion, eyed his outstretched hand suspiciously and took a step back.
She narrowed her eyes at the blood sausage. Despite her wariness, she unconsciously swallowed at the sight of the delicious-looking food.

*No. Think of mushrooms. The more appetizing they look, the more likely they're poisonous.*

Don-Hil tried to remain cautious of Foriner, a Transcendent from the opposing faction. One wrong move here could shift the power balance between her and Optima.

"I hate to say this, but you can relax. A Transcendent can only interfere with certain individuals. And I couldn't possibly directly harm a magical girl from the opposing faction, could I?"
"...That's true."

Don-Hil swallowed again and carefully accepted the blood sausage he offered.
His point was certainly valid. If Transcendents could eliminate the contractors of their opponents, the very concept of battles between contractors wouldn't make sense in the first place.

"It's delicious."

After briefly sizing up Foriner, Don-Hil sat down gracefully. Then she quickly reached out and grabbed the blood sausage Foriner had prepared.

It would be foolish to wonder how he knew her favorite food.
He was a Transcendent—if he didn't know, he simply didn't, and if he did, it wasn't particularly strange.

Nom nom nom.

Don-Hil's mouth moved quickly, chewing and swallowing the blood sausage. Even so, she thoroughly savored its taste.

*Delicious! But I need to finish it quickly before Optima arrives. That wicked woman...!*

If Optima had heard Don-Hil's inner thoughts, she would have been baffled by such comments.
But Don-Hil was serious.
She couldn't let Optima, of all people, discover her love for blood sausage. Who knew when she might use it against her?

Don-Hil didn't know that Optima would never play pranks with food, especially not with meat dishes.

*Like a hamster.*

A fond gaze caressed Don-Hil.
Stuffing her mouth full of blood sausage and chewing rapidly out of urgency, she resembled a hamster. Despite her haste, her bright, round eyes showed she was enjoying the taste. The magical energy around her radiated joy.

*Such a familiar form. Not even disheveled.*

Another person might have found it unsightly, but such judgment was impossible to apply to Don-Hil.


* * *


After parting with Kim Se-Won, Optima headed straight to the meeting place.

"I'm here."

Tap.

She landed gracefully at the Front Line's fortress. At first, it seemed empty, but as she approached the meeting spot, she felt the sensation of passing through an invisible barrier, and Foriner's face appeared.

"...Don-Hil?"
"?! Keh-hup! Kuk! Kuk!"

Thump thump thump!

Startled by Optima's sudden appearance, Don-Hil—who had been chewing a mouthful of blood sausage—pounded her chest. She hadn't expected Optima to arrive so early. Surprised, she choked.

"I prepared a drink for just such an occasion."

Foriner's hand extended naturally, and suddenly he was holding a drink. Don-Hil quickly snatched it and gulped it down.

"...Phew."

Zap!

With tears in her eyes from choking, Don-Hil glared at her rival.

*This woman can't even time things right!*

She truly resented Optima.
She had been swallowing her precious blood sausage faster than usual in anticipation of Optima's arrival, but Optima had shown up much earlier than expected.
It was already regrettable to rush through this sacred moment, but to be interrupted as well—Don-Hil deeply resented Optima.

"Haha. Don't be so upset. I have more for you to take home later."

As if anticipating this, Foriner extended his hand, revealing a three-layered stack of blood sausage. It steamed as if freshly made.
Strangely, the steam rising from this blood sausage seemed frozen in time, not dispersing into the surroundings.

"...What's this?"
"I've frozen it in time. Just infuse it with magical energy when the time comes, and it will be ready."
"..."

Don-Hil silently took the package from Foriner's hand. Later, she could eat it with Kim Woo-Jin and that detestable kid.

*He's a good person.*

Don-Hil's evaluation of Foriner improved. Foriner was extremely generous. Not only did he package her favorite blood sausage, but he also promised to prepare cash if she successfully completed this task.

"...Then I have no choice. For your sake, I'll pretend this never happened."

As a young head of household who had to support Kim Woo-Jin and Dolly, she couldn't be more grateful.
Convenience store part-time jobs could only provide so much money.

*How much does she like blood sausage for it to work as a bribe?*

Optima watched the scene with disbelief. How could mere food function as a bribe?
Blood sausage wasn't even that rare!

*If it were meat, maybe I could understand.*

Not realizing she wasn't much different, Optima shook her head, then quietly lifted it to look at the sky.
The sky remained chaotic. Magical energy flowed like convection currents, creating magical storms within.

"So, why are you here?"
"I'm the helper I mentioned before. It's only once, and it's not a violation of the contract."
"Contract. I wonder how annoying that contract must be to come up so often."

Optima's question was answered by Foriner. Looking at him with tired eyes, Optima couldn't count how many times she'd heard the word "contract" while with him.

There was a reason for her grumbling.
Don-Hil was her rival. She had never thought of helping each other in the same place and didn't want to.
Moreover, since Foriner had brought Don-Hil, her reaction to him was naturally more negative.

"Battles between Transcendents typically cause great damage. This is a situation Transcendents greatly avoid. That's why we use contracts that bind our very existence."
"...I understand."

Though she didn't understand at all, she nodded anyway. She suspected that the reason Transcendents interfered in the human world had something to do with these contracts.

Optima glanced at Don-Hil. She seemed very concerned about the blood sausage, carefully placing the paper bag in a corner to avoid damaging it before returning to her spot.

"Well then, let's begin. Use the coordinates I gave you earlier."
"Understood."

As soon as Foriner finished speaking, Don-Hil summoned her magical energy.
Space manipulation magic—one of the two magics wielded by the magical girl Don-Hil.

An oval-shaped black portal formed in the center of the three people.

"What exactly... is so burdensome that even opening a door is difficult?"
"I have no obligation to tell you that far."
"Tsk. Fine. As per our contract, I'll maintain the door. Though I don't know how long I can keep it up."

Don-Hil wanted to appear unfazed, at least for her pride's sake. But it was difficult. Both opening and maintaining the door were extremely taxing.

Maintaining spatial coordinates in an area with violently swirling magical energy consumed a tremendous amount of magic.

"As she said, we don't have much time."
"Seems that way."

Seeing Don-Hil's expression, Optima immediately drew upon her magical energy.
Woong! The black orbs of magic that had been floating around her resonated.

*Aerial maneuvering still feels awkward.*

Slowly, Optima's body rose into the air. It was a kind of workaround she had devised since she couldn't use gravity or flight magic.

Whoosh!

As Optima bent her knees in midair, one of the waiting magic orbs spread thinly to become her foothold.

"I'll be back."

Crash!

Optima pushed off from the foothold and shot forward like a bullet. The foothold, having served its purpose, shattered.


* * *


Meanwhile, Hong Yoo-Jin's spy hunt continued. To be precise, it was almost over.

Urgent footsteps echoed through the corridor. A chase. A seemingly ordinary-looking man and Hong Yoo-Jin were engaged in a pursuit.

*Stall Hong Yoo-Jin. That's your role.*

The spy, Jang Hwi-Gon, recalled the words of Jin Yong-Han, an executive of the Villain Association, as he ran for his life. Though he had always prided himself on his unmatched agility, the distance between him and Hong Yoo-Jin was narrowing, not widening.

*Damn it!*

Jang Hwi-Gon inwardly clicked his tongue.
This chase had been going on for about two hours. Other heroes had tried to help Hong Yoo-Jin, but the speed of these two was beyond what ordinary heroes could follow with their eyes.

*How is this a has-been?!*

It was pure terror. How could a woman in heels keep up with him? Jin Yong-Han's information must have been wrong, or he had lied to him.

The distance was closing. The initial gap of about 30 meters had narrowed to just 30 centimeters after the two-hour chase.

*I have no choice!*

Jang Hwi-Gon felt desperate. He couldn't be caught. Years of loyal service would be wasted.
He pulled out a vial from his pocket. Pop! The sound of the cap opening was lost in the wind pressure.
The drug he took out was an Enhanced Activator.
Despite its many side effects, including strong dependency, it provided a feeling of omnipotence along with enhanced physical abilities and temporary core function enhancement. It could even restore the original power of someone already in decline.

In other words, it was a drug for superhumans created by the Villain Association.

Crunch!

After pouring the drug into his mouth and chewing it down, Jang Hwi-Gon's body moved even faster.

*This is it! This is what I need! With this, I can stall for time!*

A sense of omnipotence enveloped him. His eyes became bloodshot as strength surged through his body. His heart pounded. It pounded as if about to burst, while his core drew up magical energy indiscriminately.
As his core pulsated, a momentary pain squeezed his heart, but the adrenaline activated by the Enhanced Activator transformed even this into ecstasy and pleasure.

The space around Jang Hwi-Gon distorted.
Space manipulation ability. It was a weak ability that merely distorted the space around him without fully developing, but Jang Hwi-Gon had actively utilized it to become a B-rank hero with considerable power.
And in terms of speed alone, he wouldn't have been out of place at A-rank.

As the space around him distorted, space itself became his pathway. His form disappeared and reappeared repeatedly, like spamming short blinks.

*This got tricky.*

Hong Yoo-Jin, who had been chasing Jang Hwi-Gon, frowned. That power—space manipulation enhanced by the Enhanced Activator—could pass right through thin walls.

*Meanwhile, I need to avoid destroying buildings as much as possible...*

A map formed in Hong Yoo-Jin's mind. The optimal route to chase Jang Hwi-Gon appeared in her head, and she changed her movement accordingly.

Crack! Crackle!

As Jang Hwi-Gon used his ability to flee further, Hong Yoo-Jin also began using magic in earnest.

She was formerly known as the Lightning Emperor or Lightning God, a mysterious EX-rank hero. The current situation, where she was allowed to use only a tiny fraction of her magical power, might indeed warrant being called a has-been, as Jin Yong-Han had said.

*It's enough.*

But it was fine. Even a tiny bit of magical power was sufficient.
Lightning coursed through Hong Yoo-Jin's body, turning her into a flash of light. With explosively increased speed, she became a beam of light rapidly chasing him.

*Insane!*

She was catching up at a speed incomparable to before. Jang Hwi-Gon was shocked when he realized this.
He wondered why she hadn't used her ability until now, but she had been toying with him.
To push him further. Like a predator waiting for its prey to exhaust itself.

Cold sweat streamed from his body, pushed back by the wind. She pursued him with a ferocious aura, like a beast made of lightning.

*She's catching up! She's catching up!*

No matter how much he struggled, it was useless. The distance that had begun to widen was gradually closing again. The ominous presence behind him drew closer.

His heart raced violently. Cold sweat poured like rain. Death approached. If those hands caught him, what awaited would surely be something worse than death.

"Need help?"

Suddenly.
A chilling voice reached his ear.

*What?*

Jang Hwi-Gon couldn't understand the situation. Although Hong Yoo-Jin was catching up behind him, it shouldn't have been possible for some nobody to match his speed.
It would take a monster.
Only a monster could catch up to him.

"W-What the...!"

The voice that reached him was full of composure. While he could barely utter a word, this person was completely at ease.

"Like this."

Squelch!

"Gak...!"

Something thick pierced his chest. Jang Hwi-Gon, who had been blinking through space, dangled from the thick arm that had impaled him.
With excruciating pain centered on his heart, Jang Hwi-Gon could finally see who had pierced him.

"Kim... Yong-Jun...?"

Kim Yong-Jun.
A veteran hero. Though practically an uncle figure, his good character made him a pillar of support for other heroes.
However, his abilities weren't exceptionally outstanding, meaning he would have to spend his entire life on the front lines to live as a hero.

That's why Jang Hwi-Gon couldn't believe it. Kim Yong-Jun shouldn't have been able to catch him.

"How... is this..."
"You?! Who are you?"

Hong Yoo-Jin, who had quickly reached Jang Hwi-Gon's location, looked at Kim Yong-Jun with a shocked expression.
Kim Yong-Jun was sneering at Hong Yoo-Jin with a distorted face.
His expression seemed to mock her for struggling to catch such easy prey.

*That uneasy feeling I had before. It wasn't wrong.*

That thing was dangerous.
Her instincts told her so.

"It's been a long time."

Kim Yong-Jun spoke with a distorted face. But the voice that came from his mouth wasn't Kim Yong-Jun's.
A creepy voice like scraping metal. Kim Yong-Jun's mouth corners were pulled up as if about to tear, and then they did tear completely as his appearance changed.

Space was swallowed by his ominous magical energy.

"I am the Avenger. The Avenger who has swallowed time in humiliation to repay the disgrace I suffered at your hands."

Thus spoke The Mute One.
He had transformed into something that could no longer be described as human. Tentacles sprouting all over his body extended to split Jang Hwi-Gon apart and absorb him.
Not a single drop of blood fell to the floor.

Hong Yoo-Jin knew. Who that being was. How such a being could so easily capture Jang Hwi-Gon.
A rather old memory.
A mutant monster she had struggled to defeat when she was still active as a magical girl—no, as a hero.

*I can't believe it survived.*

Hong Yoo-Jin began to assess her strength against The Mute One's. Fighting wasn't inevitable in the current situation.

"Now it's time to return the humiliation and disgrace I suffered at your hands...!"

And then.
A grotesque roar became language and shot toward Hong Yoo-Jin.

Ch.210 - Artifact Getto Daze
While Hong Yu-Jin and Jang Hwi-Gon were engaged in a chase, Optima entered the space where the artifact was sleeping through a portal created by Don-Hil.

Inside, magical energy swirled violently. The residual magic was so concentrated it was visible to the naked eye, flowing wildly and chaotically. It was a barrier designed to protect the artifact until it fully awakened, rejecting any outside intrusion. And this barrier did not welcome Optima as an intruder, trying to expel her like a foreign substance.

Crack! Crackle! CRACK!

Lightning struck from within the barrier, attacking Optima.

Fzzzzzt—

But the lightning aimed at her slender body lost its power before it could reach her, blocked by something.

*So this is the effect Foriner said I needed to prepare for.*

Optima looked with wonder at the small silver chain wrapped around her wrist. It was Foriner's creation from the past two weeks. The moment lightning struck, this chain formed a protective barrier that blocked the attack.

*Foriner said this was the most he could help. Surprisingly, it doesn't consume my magic.*

The power needed to block the attacks fell entirely on Optima. The disposable chain Foriner had given her automatically blocked threatening attacks using her magic.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

Even as Optima examined the chain, the barrier mercilessly fired lightning at her. The chain continued to block the attacks, but as a result, Optima's magic was continuously depleted.

In this situation, she couldn't stay inside the barrier for long.

*I want to return with as much power remaining as possible.*

Optima briefly observed the lightning pouring toward her and read the flow of magic around her. At first glance, the flow seemed completely chaotic. But looking carefully, this magic was constantly circulating through one specific point.

*That must be the center.*

The point where the circulating magic gathered. She was certain the artifact would be there.

*Let's finish this quickly and get back.*

Optima manipulated the magic sphere keeping her afloat and began moving toward the artifact at the center of this space. Though her aerial movement was still clumsy, she definitely advanced toward the center.

"That's..."

Before long, a scale began to appear in Optima's view. It was exactly the same form she had seen two weeks ago. The only difference from before was that its color was gradually changing.

Having approached right in front of the artifact, Optima reached out her hand, thinking to retrieve it immediately and return.

Crack!

But her hand couldn't touch the artifact. Just before contact, an intense current flowed, rejecting Optima's touch.

"...Huh?"

Optima looked back and forth between the artifact in front of her and her hand with a bewildered expression. She hadn't expected this. The artifact rejecting her? She'd never heard of such a thing.

*I thought I could just reach out and take it. It's being really picky.*

Her lips jutted out in a pout. According to Foriner, artifacts possessed a slight intelligence and will. And because they had will, they wanted to accept as their master only those they acknowledged.

*But it's barely developed any proper will yet—it's like a newborn baby! And still it acts like this?*

Despite not being fully developed or stabilized, it was behaving this way. It was definitely a temperamental artifact.

To subdue such an artifact, she would have to either wait until it stabilized or create a complex magical formula to temporarily seal and collect it. But both options were impossible for Optima right now. That left only one method.

"Inhale— Exhale—"

With her lips still pouting, Optima glared at the artifact and took a deep breath to calm herself.

"Since I've come this far, I can't return empty-handed. So..."

Optima's eyes gleamed.

"I'll force you to submit!"

She disliked complicated thinking. It wasn't impossible for her, but it wasn't her strong suit. Following Optima's will, her core was squeezed once. With a throbbing pulse, it emitted intense magic.

Overdrive. A simple, brute-force method of just recklessly emitting magic. Optima gathered the increased output from her overdrive into one hand. Simultaneously, the magic spheres hovering around her converged to add their power.

"Haah!"

Optima's hand stretched out. It was a hand filled with incomparable power.

Crackle-crackle-crackle!

The artifact violently rejected her touch like before, but unlike earlier, Optima's arm didn't stop and continued to extend.

It was brute force.
Thin lines continuously appeared on Optima's arm. Her flesh tore and blood burst forth. Still she reached out. She ignored the rejection. Though her head felt like it would explode from the intense pain coursing through her arm, she endured it.

Finally, Optima's hand touched the artifact shaped like a scale.

"Now...! Submit to me!"

And as she had originally planned, she began forcibly injecting her magic. Her intention was to dominate the artifact with magic. At the same time, the chain wrapped around her wrist fell off.

Clatter-clatter-clatter!

The chain, which had been just long enough to wrap around her wrist, extended its length on its own and then tightly bound the scale.

Fzzzzzt—

Then, as if by magic, the violent rejection disappeared. Not just from the artifact, but the magic that had been continuously firing lightning to protect it also calmed down.

Gradually, the sky seemed to stabilize. And before Optima's eyes was the artifact, now docile as the chain melted into it.

"The artifact...! You're mine!"

Optima raised the corners of her mouth in a grin.

* * *

Kim Se-Won was alone in his room, lost in thought. Shortly after parting with Eun-Ha, his chest had begun to ache.

"Optima has appeared. And Don-Hil too."

He knew without having to see. The magic of the magical girls sleeping in his core was pointing in one direction.

Should he go out right now to check the situation? Or should he stay put in his room as Eun-Ha had said?

Rational judgment said the latter was correct. But his desire shouted at him to execute the former immediately. Kim Se-Won wanted to see Optima.

*How many days has it been since I met Optima?*

It was almost a week since he had dated Optima.
In the past he might not have cared, but now that he was more conscious of her, the week without meeting Optima felt like an eternity to Kim Se-Won.

Closing his eyes while thinking of Optima, her casual clothes appeared in his mind. Optima—Han Jae-Yu—and their date. Though it wasn't successful, her image in various outfits was still vivid in his mind. Part of his brain's storage was filled with memories of Eun-Ha and Optima.

*You idiot! Pervert! You bastard!*

As he recalled Optima, Eun-Ha's words from earlier followed as if they had been waiting. Eun-Ha, with a flushed face, had pummeled Kim Se-Won randomly. Her small fists, like cotton hammers without any real strength, had beaten him diligently. If she hadn't had something to do, she would have continued beating him like this indefinitely.

*Just become impotent, you idiot!*

Though Eun-Ha's words were harsher than her usual vocabulary, they only seemed cute. The sight of a small girl beating him with tears in her eyes from embarrassment.

*It wasn't bad.*

Recalling that scene again, it was truly good. Kim Se-Won praised himself for having done well to ignore the pain and embrace Eun-Ha.

"Then..."

Eventually, Kim Se-Won cleared the memory of Eun-Ha from his mind. Though it was a pleasant memory he wanted to see forever, he had something to decide right now.

"Let's go out."

And his decision was extremely quick.

Rational judgment sometimes made him a coward. So he followed his instinct. If he had prioritized rational judgment, he wouldn't have had the crazy idea of pursuing both Eun-Ha and Optima in the first place.

Kim Se-Won got up from the bed and grabbed the doorknob. Outside, there were loud noises as if Hong Yu-Jin was engaged in a chase with someone.

"I'll just watch from a distance."

If only Optima were there, he would have thought about getting closer, but unfortunately, Don-Hil was also at The Front Line this time. Though he didn't know why, it wouldn't be good to catch her eye. Kim Se-Won had already caused her sexual humiliation twice.

* * *

"Finally, you've escaped."

This was the first thing Optima heard as soon as she emerged from the portal. Don-Hil was looking at her with an exhausted expression.

"...Thank you."

Optima mumbled quietly, avoiding Don-Hil's gaze. She wasn't sure how much time had passed, but judging by how tired Don-Hil looked, she must have exerted quite a lot of power.

"You. You've gained a new power."

Despite being exhausted, Don-Hil immediately saw through Optima's condition. The state of having acquired an artifact like herself. It was a fact she could discern because she possessed an artifact.

The gap had narrowed. Though she didn't yet know what kind of power Optima had newly acquired, it was certain that things had become more troublesome.

"Tsk."

Don-Hil opened a portal with a grimace. While Optima was inside the portal, she had received money from Foriner. Now she had no more business here.

"Next time we meet, we'll be enemies."

She spoke with a growling voice, stripping away her pretense. Jealousy and killing intent pooled in Don-Hil's red eyes.

"Yes. Next time we meet, we'll be enemies, just like we originally were."

Only then did Optima look directly at Don-Hil and speak. The killing intent emanating from the girl who appeared to be around her age was very dense and sharp. Optima understood that she resented her that much.

"...Give my regards to Deltar."

So she didn't say much more.

"That stupid idiot has become even more obsessed with muscles because of you. It's all your fault."
"That's good to hear. I won't take responsibility."

In response to Optima's words, Don-Hil added that she was disgusted. After meeting Optima during the joint operation between Gresorion and the Villain Association, the A-class monster Deltar had been engaging in the bizarre practice of lifting entire buildings on his back, claiming it was efficient training.

"Tsk!"

Recalling that grotesque scene, Don-Hil clicked her tongue and threw herself into the portal.

With Don-Hil gone, Optima was alone. Foriner had disappeared at some point without a trace.

"Heh, hehehehe...!"

At the same time, Optima's shoulders trembled and her mouth twisted. Though she tried to maintain her composure, she couldn't contain her joy.

[User recognition complete. Shin Eun-Ha.]

Optima recalled the moment she had acquired the artifact.

"Heaven's Scale... I like it."

As soon as the artifact had merged with her core, all kinds of information had poured into her mind.

The artifact's name was Heaven's Scale.
Its nature encompassed the sky and the universe beyond.
In other words, infinity and void.
And its properties changed depending on which way the scale tilted.

From the engraved information alone, she couldn't gauge what kind of power it possessed. But Optima didn't mind. If she could properly use this power, she would achieve a significant growth.

"I have to go brag to Mom!"

She also secretly wanted to show off to Kim Se-Won, but this was an impossible wish. So as an alternative, she thought of Hong Yu-Jin.

If it were Hong Yu-Jin, she would surely praise Optima. She would look at Optima with a pleased expression.

*Now it's yours. My proud daughter.*
*Yes...!*

And she would say something like this. Extremely vulnerable to praise, Optima's heart was already pounding.

*I've taken another step toward my new goal.*

Optima's new goal was to strengthen her relationship with Hong Yu-Jin. Currently, the two maintained a precarious relationship that could break at any time.

A postponed and repeatedly delayed farewell. The farewell would come someday, but not right now. That's why she needed to become stronger. Optima becoming stronger meant there was a possibility of improving Hong Yu-Jin's unstable physical condition.

If she became stronger this way, even stronger, she was confident that at least Hong Yu-Jin wouldn't think about parting with Optima again. Healing magic possessed a miraculous power that allowed her to have such confidence.

Moreover, Optima had not yet awakened. The power dormant within her was strong enough to destroy her body. If she achieved awakening and could fully control her power, no matter how strange Hong Yu-Jin's physical condition was, as long as she didn't die, Optima could save her.

[Optimization complete. Now activating 'Heaven's Scale'.]

Just as she held this hope in her heart, a voice echoed in Optima's mind again. The voice of Heaven's Scale was very mechanical, like that of a small girl with restrained emotions.

Crack!

"?!"

But as soon as Heaven's Scale's voice was heard, there was a sound of something breaking. The source of the sound wasn't visible around her.

*The sound is coming from inside.*

Optima placed her hand on her chest. This sound was coming from inside her chest, something breaking in her core.

Crash! Crash-crash-crash!

The sound of something breaking didn't stop. It was like the sound of metal crumbling. Optima felt a very uneasy sensation. Something that shouldn't be breaking was gradually crumbling from the inside.

*Could it be that the seal...?*

Optima's eyes widened. Focusing her consciousness on her chest, she could understand what was happening inside her.

The seal placed by Foriner was resonating with the artifact, causing the seal to break.

The foundation of Optima's power was bound and suppressed by the seal. Sometimes transforming into Virginia, sometimes into Optima, she wielded two powers. But if the seal broke, that control would be lost.

*This is dangerous.*

A chill ran down her spine. No matter how she tried to stop the seal from breaking, she couldn't. She could no longer control her power. The outfit surrounding Optima became blurry and began to change. Her flowing black hair turned blonde. Her face and body transformed.

From Optima, she changed to Eun-Ha.

"Ugh...!"

Eun-Ha fell to her knees from the intense pain inside her chest. The inside of her core was in chaos. The newly accepted artifact and Foriner's seal collided with each other, tearing apart her core.

"Kah-hack...!"

Blood poured out. Red blood stained the floor and seeped downward.

Ch.211 - Powerlessness
Relentless pain coursed through her body.
Eun-Ha trembled as she felt not only her core but her entire body breaking down in real time.

"Haa... Haa...!"

With staggering steps, she braced herself against a nearby wall to catch her breath. The unbearable pain made her grimace.

*The power is going wild. This is the first time my transformation has undone itself like this.*

Her transformation had been released when the Golden Seal resonated with the Heavenly Scale. Her transformation, which normally wouldn't undo itself without her will, had dissolved, revealing her golden thread-like hair at the edge of her vision.

She had no time to worry about who might have seen her in this state. Eun-Ha desperately tried to steady her breathing while focusing on what was happening in her core. The current state of the Golden Seal and the Heavenly Scale looked like a ticking time bomb, and she couldn't take her eyes off them.

The Golden Seal vibrated as if it would burst at any moment. The Heavenly Scale vibrated in the same way as they touched.

Clank-clank-clank—

At that moment, Eun-Ha heard the sound of chains from within herself. It wasn't coming through her ears.
She recognized this sound. It was Foriner's chain that had helped her seal the Heavenly Scale earlier.

Clank-clank-clank—

The chain, which had become one with the Heavenly Scale, extended on its own just like before and wrapped around the Golden Seal. Using the chain as a medium, the Golden Seal and the Heavenly Scale were trying to merge.

*I see.*

Eun-Ha exhaled a rough breath as she found an answer. Despite the excruciating pain and blood gushing out, this phenomenon wasn't particularly dangerous.

An instinctive answer without evidence. An inexplicable certainty filled Eun-Ha's chest.

*The Heavenly Scale is trying to grow fully inside me. I forcibly took it before it was in a complete state.*

At the same time, it was becoming one with the Golden Seal to regulate the output so the Heavenly Scale's power wouldn't go berserk.
Did Foriner give me the chain anticipating this? Eun-Ha wasn't sure. Perhaps this was what Foriner had intended.

*...I don't think so.*

Shortly after, Eun-Ha shook her head. Her thoughts had changed. Thinking about it, Foriner was a terrible pervert but also someone who cared for his contractors.

Although his way of thinking differed slightly from humans, he cared deeply for Eun-Ha and Hong Yoo-Jin in his own way. Within his capabilities, he tried to help as much as possible.

So this wasn't Foriner's intention. Although Foriner's chain was helping with the current phenomenon, Foriner wouldn't have made Eun-Ha cough blood and suffer like this.

*This is due to a power even Foriner couldn't predict.*

If so, there was only one answer.
Eun-Ha's own power that she was suppressing with the Golden Seal. Her original power. A power that shouldn't be revealed at this stage, a power she couldn't handle.
It had to be related to this power.

It was clear that Eun-Ha's original power wrapped around the Golden Seal had pulled the artifact, not the artifact or the seal itself.
Eun-Ha still couldn't fully control this power. That's why she had reinforced the seal even more, just in case.

*Yes. That's right.*

As Eun-Ha was organizing her thoughts, the Golden Seal and the Heavenly Scale interlocked and gradually became one.
While maintaining the form of the Golden Seal, the Heavenly Scale melted into it, transforming it into an even more solid and powerful seal.

"Phew..."

How much time had passed?
Eun-Ha felt the intense pain gradually subsiding. Though the pain was easing, she wasn't in any condition to move. She needed rest.

"It's been a while since I've shed this much blood."

Her blurry eyes scanned the floor around her. It was soaked with the blood she had spilled. Though not a lethal amount, it was enough to terrify any onlooker. Honestly, even Eun-Ha couldn't believe such a quantity had come from her body.

*Magical girls are monsters.*

The thought struck her anew. She survived because she was a magical girl. If she hadn't been one, her life would have been hanging by a thread.

With a tired face, Eun-Ha peeled off the hair stuck to her cheek, amazed by this remarkable recovery ability. Her entire body was drenched in sweat, showing how difficult it had been.

*Let me rest a bit.*

Leaning against the wall, Eun-Ha slid down and sat on the floor. With her body and core in shambles, she needed time to recover enough to move.

*Normally, magic would flow from my core to heal me.*

Eun-Ha lowered her gaze to look at her body. There was no sign of recovery. Not only her body but also her core was severely damaged, making recovery slow.

Drip.
Drip.

"...?"

Just then.
Eun-Ha turned her head at the sound of water nearby. Slowly turning her head, something black entered her vision.

"Muk-Si-Ja..."

Disbelieving eyes scanned The Mute One. She rose from her seat as if entranced. Her small hand clenched into a fist and extended forward. But it didn't reach. The Mute One easily avoided her punch by taking a step back.

That thing is dangerous.
Eun-Ha sensed danger.
She recalled when she was a man. When she was torn apart helplessly without being able to respond properly.

The intense pain had subsided. But her body wasn't in normal condition. She couldn't exert her full power, and she never imagined facing The Mute One in this state.
Still, she had to fight. Feeling goosebumps all over her body, Eun-Ha adjusted her stance.

"Kuk, kukukuku..."

The Mute One let out a low laugh. It was clearly mockery. He looked at Eun-Ha with derision, then quickly extended the tentacles all over his body.

*Enhance!*

Throb!
A sharp pain shot through her chest. Her damaged core was forcibly squeezed to enhance her body.

The rational decision would be to run away. But she lacked the strength to escape. It was clear she would be caught by The Mute One before she could properly flee.

Tentacles rushed toward Eun-Ha. She slightly loosened her clenched hand and began to deflect the tentacles one by one.

*This is tough.*

Every movement of her arms and legs left her breathless. Her body and core, not yet recovered, screamed in protest again. She couldn't reach her usual speed.

Moreover, if she collided head-on with those tentacles, her fists would surely be shattered. Despite their slimy appearance, the tentacles contained immense power.

As Eun-Ha struggled to deflect as many tentacles as possible, their movement changed.
Just over ten tentacles danced skillfully, rushing toward Eun-Ha. Tentacles meant to distract her gaze. Tentacles that contained power but merely contained it.
And the real one meant to pierce through Eun-Ha.

"Kuh...!"

Eun-Ha frowned. Even though she was deflecting with all her might, her arms felt like they would break. In contrast, how was The Mute One controlling these tentacles?
It was no different from a child playing with insects. He smiled with great interest as he toyed with Eun-Ha.

*I need to transform into Optima...!*

Magic used without transformation was neither here nor there. To continue the fight, she needed to transform into either Virginia or Optima, but The Mute One's tentacles didn't give her the chance.
Even if she wanted to step back and regroup, the endless onslaught of tentacles hindered her movement.

*Normally, transformation wouldn't take any time...!*

Eun-Ha grimaced as she focused on her core.
The core, injured during the fusion of the artifact and the seal, needed time to transform. Moreover, even when she tried to transform, her injured core protested in pain, making it difficult.

*But why is The Mute One here? Why did he approach me of all people?*

All sorts of questions arose in her mind. Meanwhile, The Mute One continued to toy with Eun-Ha, wearing an unpleasant smile.

Whack!

"Ugh?!"

Eun-Ha's body suddenly swayed. A tentacle that had stealthily approached from outside her field of vision had grabbed her right leg.

"That's enough playing around."

A low voice like scraping metal flowed from The Mute One's mouth. Giggling, he slowly lifted Eun-Ha's body.
Eun-Ha was suspended upside down with one leg caught by a tentacle. Her skirt flipped over, revealing her underwear.

"Hong Yoo-Jin has temporarily left to recover. But if I hold her disciple like this, she'll have no choice but to come out, right?"

His voice was monstrous, but his tone was childlike. The Mute One couldn't contain his laughter and giggled.

"It's been long. Very long. I've endured humiliation for a long time, waiting for the day to take revenge on that woman."

"So you're just putting on a petty hostage act?"

"Hostage act? That's what weak ones do. You're just bait. Bait to lure out Hong Yoo-Jin. Shin Eun-Ha... Yes. The name Shin Eun-Ha brings back very unpleasant memories."

The Mute One spat, seemingly very displeased.
The spot where his saliva landed made a hissing sound and melted. As the floor dissolved, an unpleasant smell rose.

*Unpleasant memories?*

Eun-Ha, dangling, focused on what The Mute One had said. While namesakes could exist anywhere, Eun-Ha had never heard of someone with her name who possessed enough formidable power to threaten The Mute One.

*What is it?*

But something nagged at her mind.

"So. Show your true form properly. Shin Eun-Ha. So your master can see you very clearly."

Tentacles extended. Left foot, both arms. And wrapped around her neck, fixing Eun-Ha in mid-air.

"Ha! You're just a pervert after all."

With her neck slightly constricted by the tentacle, she found it hard to breathe. Nevertheless, Eun-Ha sneered, putting on a brave front. She then frowned and shot a contemptuous glare at The Mute One.

*If Mother comes, she'll surely die.*

If possible, it would be better if she didn't come at all, but knowing her personality, she would rush over as soon as she discovered Eun-Ha.
She needed to buy time somehow. Hong Yoo-Jin's physical condition was at its worst. If she had encountered The Mute One, it would have worsened. Eun-Ha's current condition was probably much better in comparison.

"As for you—"

"That's right. I have a gift. Wouldn't it be lonely to be the only spectacle?"

Just as Eun-Ha was trying to buy time by talking to The Mute One, he cut her off. Something moved behind him, still wearing a sneer.

"Mmph! Mmph!! Mmph!!!"

There was Kim Se-Won. He was tightly bound by tentacles, unable to move not only his limbs but even his head. The only thing he could move were his eyeballs.

Kim Se-Won had been kidnapped by The Mute One shortly after leaving his room to find Optima.

Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha suspended in the air. From what he knew, Eun-Ha was among the strongest, and seeing her so helplessly captured made him wonder if he was dreaming.
He felt an overwhelming sense of powerlessness. He resented how such a thing could happen so soon after he had resolved to become stronger.

"Se-Won?!"

"Mmmmph!!"

"It would be unfair to bind only one disciple, so I kindly brought him along. But... it would be boring to just wait like this until she comes. My patience ran out long ago."

The Mute One giggled again. He had heard that this girl could perform healing miracles. That power alone was very tempting.

*It wouldn't be bad to turn her into a monster and keep her by my side.*

Since he was confident in his healing abilities, there was no need to devour her to absorb her power. Moreover, he had no reason to bestow healing on others.
Although her self-awareness might be destroyed in the process of becoming a monster, The Mute One didn't care. For him, Eun-Ha was just a useful existence to keep by his side for ornamental purposes.

"It seems more eye-catching to enjoy some entertainment."

Before that, he thought of engraving the emotion of humiliation deeply into her. The Mute One's tentacles extended toward Eun-Ha.

Slash!

The tentacle cleanly tore Eun-Ha's clothes vertically.

"Kuh...!"

In an instant, her porcelain-like skin was exposed. Pieces of cloth that had been covering Eun-Ha's body fluttered down. Her top and bottom barely remained, dangling precariously, but even these would fall with just a little force.

Eun-Ha's face turned red with shame. With a frown, she glared at Kim Se-Won who was still near The Mute One.

Kim Se-Won tightly closed his eyes at the disaster unfolding before him. Even though it was a scene he had really wanted to see, now was not the time to enjoy it.

Slurp— A tentacle oozing unknown mucus began to trace down the center of Eun-Ha's body. From her collarbone, past her chest, it was now tracing her stomach.

*This is disgusting...!*

Eun-Ha couldn't resist at all. Her core and body were recovering very slowly, but it was meaningless in this bound state.

*No!*

Kim Se-Won, who had opened his eyes again, widened them at this scene. It was obvious what The Mute One was going to do to Eun-Ha without having to see it.

*Even if I die...!*

Just one moment. He just needed to buy time for one moment. Kim Se-Won drew magic power from his core. His power was telekinesis—creating and controlling invisible hands.

"Don't try anything foolish."

"Se-Won...!"

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to use his telekinesis, a sharp nail pierced his neck. Eun-Ha screamed at the sight.

With a soft thud, The Mute One's nail dug in just a little. Kim Se-Won felt a chill and stopped moving his magic power.

*He noticed even before I used my power.*

A drop of cold sweat rolled down his cheek. It was too fast. He now understood why Eun-Ha had been subdued so helplessly.

*Damn it...!*

Kim Se-Won realized his powerlessness again. His meager strength was of no help.

"That's right. Watch carefully."

The tentacle restraining Kim Se-Won's body arbitrarily turned his gaze. Kim Se-Won's eyes were forcibly fixed on Eun-Ha.

"Thanks to your foolish attempt, you'll witness with your own eyes what happens to that woman."

Grinning, The Mute One's saliva dripped as he raised the corner of his mouth. The sound was like blood droplets falling from Eun-Ha's body, making Kim Se-Won's body stiffen.

Swoosh!

Soon, The Mute One's tentacle quickly extended toward Eun-Ha. It wasn't a movement meant to tease. Like a child casually tearing off the wings of a dragonfly it had caught, it would only inflict a small wound.

"Kuh...!"

Eun-Ha saw the approaching tentacle and tightly closed her eyes. There was no way to block it.

Thud

Eventually, the sound of something being pierced was heard. However, Eun-Ha felt no pain.
She gently opened her eyes.

"!!!!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened as she looked at the person in front of her.

"W-why..."

Her voice trembled.
She wanted to ask why they had come here. This sound shouldn't have been heard. At least not in front of her.

Ch.212 - His Revenge (1)
I stared at what was in front of me with disbelieving eyes.

"Huh...?"

Eun-Ha couldn't accept what was happening.
It felt like her heart had plummeted. The person before her was staring at her while being impaled by The Mute One's tentacles.

"...Are you okay?"

A cracked voice barely escaped parted lips, flowing toward Eun-Ha.
A warm hand touched Eun-Ha's cheek. Acting as if nothing was wrong, as if it were nothing serious, Hong Yu-Jin worried about Eun-Ha.

Yu-Jin's face was filled with maternal affection. Her gently curved eyes gazed lovingly at Eun-Ha. But the pain was far from welcome, making the corners of her eyes tremble.

With a slash, the tentacles binding Eun-Ha were cut away. Even this simple action caused Yu-Jin to feel as if her body was being torn apart.

*What on earth happened?*

Following Yu-Jin's guidance, Eun-Ha's body slowly descended. Even in this situation, Eun-Ha couldn't say anything.
Her brain refused to process what was happening before her eyes.

"Ugh...!"

As soon as they landed on the front line's stronghold, Yu-Jin let out a groan. Her furrowed brows conveyed just a fraction of her pain.
She had merely set foot down, merely used a small amount of magical power, yet the magic throughout her body raged violently.

"Ah, aaaagh...!"

Yu-Jin clutched her body and began to tremble. The tentacle embedded in her back fell away, and some liquid dripped onto the floor.
A greenish liquid, almost black—the deadly poison The Mute One had been using all along.

"So you've come, Hong Yu-Jin!"

Looking at the trembling Yu-Jin, The Mute One was drenched in ecstasy.
It might feel somewhat anticlimactic, but this was merely a predetermined outcome arriving a bit early.

"Finally, finally I've stabbed you with this poison!"

The Mute One clenched his fist while staring at Yu-Jin's body, now infused with poison.

He had achieved his long-desired goal.
The execution of an EX-class hero who had once pushed him to the brink of death. This was nothing less than repayment for the fear Yu-Jin had taught him.

The King of Monsters. When he had been on the verge of claiming that title, he was brought down by Yu-Jin.
He had crawled through the mud.
He had survived by parasitizing monsters no better than small fry, eating them from the inside out with dogged determination.

"How does it feel! I've reclaimed it!"
"The power you sealed away!"
"The power you made me lose!!!"

The Mute One's eyes glowed red. Roaring his words, he spewed out the grudge he had harbored for so long.

"I survived by feeding on the fear you planted in my mind! I was reborn!!!"
"And now, it's time to take your life as payment."
"Magical girl...!!!"

His fist trembled with rage. Eyes full of hatred and ecstasy shot toward Yu-Jin.
He had been waiting for this moment. Finally, he could kill her.

He couldn't just kill her.
He would thoroughly humiliate her, subjugate her, and kill her after planting his seed inside her.
Even after death, he would give her no peace.

"Now as before...! What terrible poison!"
"Ha! 'Now as before'? Don't put on airs, Hong Yu-Jin. Your body could collapse at any moment, couldn't it? This poison is incomparable to what you faced before."

His long tongue moistened his lips. The Mute One's words were filled with certainty.
He had absorbed various poisonous monsters and combined their toxins. He had a history of absorbing any poisonous substance he could see.

"This poison is made just for you. I even tested it on several S-class heroes."
"It was excellent."
"The effects were incredible."
"And for you in your weakened state, it will be the most agonizing poison of all."

A poison that destroys the body.

The Mute One had seen Yu Ji-Yeon suffering from it. The core stops functioning properly. The pain never ceases for a moment and intensifies with each passing day.
The brain, soaked in pain, surrenders to it and becomes increasingly sensitive to suffering.
The core desperately uses its power to prevent collapse, depleting all its energy. Naturally, the superhuman becomes a cripple.

Even a mere touch of this small fry's poison could lead to death.
There was no way Hong Yu-Jin, already in tatters, could withstand such poison!

"Is that so?"

But Hong Yu-Jin, looking at The Mute One, shrugged and showed a relaxed expression.
Behind her, Eun-Ha clung closely. Healing magic flowing from Eun-Ha's hands was treating Yu-Jin's body.

*The situation isn't good.*

However, Yu-Jin's condition wasn't improving at all. At best, they were merely delaying her body's deterioration.
The Mute One's poison, which had already ravaged her body once, had reached her core and severely disrupted her magical flow. She was on the verge of losing control of her magic.

*Why, why isn't it working?!*

Eun-Ha—no, Virginia, who had transformed without anyone noticing—knew what this poison was.
It was urgent. They needed to expel this poison as quickly as possible. But unlike when she had treated Yu Ji-Yeon and Jin Jae-Han's poisoning, there was no improvement.
Instead, The Mute One's poison was evading the healing magic's power and seeping into every part of Yu-Jin's body.

"...Is that right?"

This fact was clearly visible to The Mute One as well. His mouth corners lifted even higher into a grin. His grotesquely long snout looked like it might split open.
Yu-Jin was putting on a brave face. Her body was in such a mess that it wouldn't be strange if she collapsed in agony right now.
Only her superhuman willpower was keeping her standing.

As proof, dark red blood seeped through Yu-Jin's tightly closed lips. Virginia's expression grew more urgent.

"Eun-Ha... my daughter, step back for a moment."
"No, wait just a bit...!"

Yu-Jin pushed Eun-Ha away and took a step forward. Eun-Ha's eyes widened. With just one step, blood gushed from her wounds.

"'Our daughter,' you say."

The Mute One's smile deepened as he heard their conversation.

He had thought they were just people with the same name. But that wasn't it. There was only one "Eun-Ha" that this detestable woman would care about.
Only Shin Eun-Ha was worth sacrificing herself to protect.

That would never change, no matter how much time passed.

"Yes, I see."

After hearing Yu-Jin's words, The Mute One nodded once.
And then. His appearance changed.

"—Hey, so you're alive. I never thought you'd fall from being a muscle-headed idiot to a woman."

From a grotesque monster to a human.
To the form of Jung Soo-Hyun, whom Virginia had been searching for.

"...!!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened as she beheld this form.

"Why. Why is Soo-Hyun..."

Virginia's trembling arm reached out toward Jung Soo-Hyun. It was a gesture that could never actually reach him.

She couldn't believe it.
Why had her suddenly disappeared friend transformed into The Mute One? Why was The Mute One pretending to be Jung Soo-Hyun and acting like he knew her?

"It's obvious."

Jung Soo-Hyun wore a vile smile.

"I am Jung Soo-Hyun. I devoured Jung Soo-Hyun, who was such a small fry at the academy that no one would notice or care if he disappeared or changed."
"...!"

An indescribable shock pierced her mind.
Memories dormant in Virginia's mind resurfaced.
The day she secretly snuck into the faculty office to find information about Jung Soo-Hyun. The day she asked Park Sang-Heon and questioned the teacher who had been Jung Soo-Hyun's homeroom teacher.

*So that chubby appearance in the records was what Soo-Hyun originally looked like...?*

Her pupils trembled.
The Jung Soo-Hyun that Virginia had looked up was a very ordinary man. He was so different from the Jung Soo-Hyun she had lived with that she could have believed they were just people with the same name.

"This appearance... Yes, that's right. One of the humans I devoured. From the beginning, you weren't seeing Jung Soo-Hyun but me."
"From the beginning. To get close to you."

Jung Soo-Hyun raised his hand and pointed accusingly at Virginia.

Virginia felt as if everything was crumbling.
From age 15 to 20. The man named Jung Soo-Hyun she had spent 5 years with.
He was The Mute One.
It wasn't a chance encounter but a planned meeting. Jung Soo-Hyun had approached her with intent from the beginning.

The five years within Virginia shattered.

"Why. Why did you approach me specifically...?"
"Do I really need to answer such an obvious question? No, I suppose I should tell you."

Jung Soo-Hyun nodded and snickered, mocking Virginia.
Jung Soo-Hyun's form vanished. In the blink of an eye, he appeared right in front of Virginia and grabbed her chin.
Virginia's gaze was fixed on Jung Soo-Hyun's face.

"Second, to kill your mother. To use five years to remove you as her support and shake her mentally. To create an opening. And to humiliate that detestable woman."

His expression was eerie. Eyes filled with malice pierced through Eun-Ha.
Only then could Eun-Ha understand.

Those five years were false.
He had kept Eun-Ha tied to The Front Line for five years solely to kill Hong Yu-Jin, to shake Hong Yu-Jin's heart.

"Want to know something interesting? The original owner of this stupid body still maintains consciousness. When you eat something alive in an unstable state, this sometimes happens. I should have beaten it down more thoroughly."

Jung Soo-Hyun's breath reached Eun-Ha. His breath passed over Eun-Ha's face as if licking it.
It made her skin crawl. It was terribly creepy.
Eun-Ha's eyes trembled.

"But you know what? This stupid guy seems to like you. Even though at first he hated how you acted friendly with him...!"

He cackled with laughter.
And another memory surfaced in Eun-Ha's mind.

The secret passage hidden in the First Athletic Field that she found with Kim Se-Won. The torn diary in the temple where time seemed to have stopped, where no one was around.

[I am not myself.
My body has been taken.]
[Somehow my body has changed too.
Is this really me?]
[Why should I be friendly with this guy?
I hate how this kid I don't know acts like we're close.]
[I think I'm starting to get along with him...]

The diary contents she had read then vividly came back to life in Virginia's mind.

"Then, the diary I saw..."
"Ah... you went there. Well, fine. I deliberately left that ridiculous thing called a guidebook thinking it wouldn't be bad."

Jung Soo-Hyun stepped away from Virginia and scratched the back of his head. To be honest, the academy guidebook was just bait.

He thought that if she had it, Shin Eun-Ha would naturally come to the academy district.
And indeed, that bait worked effectively.

Jung Soo-Hyun looked down at Virginia, who had become a delicate girl.
He recalled the porcelain-like skin visible through her torn clothes earlier. It looked so tempting that just licking it would bring ecstasy.

It was a side effect of taking human form, something he hadn't felt as a monster.

"Then...!"

Virginia bit her lip. Blood seeped out, spreading a metallic taste in her mouth. Her clenched fist had turned pale white and was trembling.
She had gripped so tightly that blood was dripping from her hand.

"From the beginning, you used me to try to kill my mother? Even being my best friend was a lie from the start...!"
"That's right. To kill this pathetic woman who can barely stand! I planned this since I was reduced to a worm less than vermin because of her! I used you, stupid as you are, though I wanted to tear you apart! I had no choice! Her power was too great!"

Jung Soo-Hyun spread his arms. He was relishing this situation.

"She was too powerful. There was no opening. But... there was one weakness."
"That's you."

His long finger pointed at Virginia. His face, wearing a sneer, scanned Eun-Ha's body.

"That woman was absorbing all my power and reaching a critical point. She was breaking because of her strength. Yet she was so strong I couldn't dare confront her. So strong that I had to throw my pride in the trash and resort to such a dirty trick!"
"...But, when she took my power back then, she talked about being a Transcendent or whatever and acted like it was nothing. Looking at her condition now, it seems she failed to become a Transcendent, hmm?"

His crescent-shaped pupils turned toward Hong Yu-Jin. A woman on the verge of falling from supreme being to worm. Already a has-been.
How pitiful. So pitiful that the more he looked, the better he felt. Her body trembling with anger was so tempting.

As she watched him mock Hong Yu-Jin, his status changed in Virginia's heart. No, it had changed long ago.

Her best friend. From someone she desperately wanted to find, to an enemy deserving death.

The reason she had searched so hard for him was meaningless from the start. Rather, she should never have found him.

No, that's wrong.
It was wrong from the beginning.
Virginia should have ignored Jung Soo-Hyun when he approached her.
She resented her own foolishness.

"Well, so."

Squelch!

Suddenly Jung Soo-Hyun was there. With a creepy sound, his hand had pierced through Hong Yu-Jin's stomach. The wound that had slightly healed from Virginia's healing magic reopened, becoming a large hole.

"I need to take back the power that was stolen from me then."
"Kugh...!"

Blood gushed from Hong Yu-Jin's mouth. The blood was dark red. She was dying from the poison Jung Soo-Hyun had injected.
Her legs, which had barely been supporting her, wobbled. With no strength left, her body was about to collapse.

The flame of life was fading.

Ch.213 - His Revenge (2)
Virginia stared at Hong Yoo-Jin as she collapsed forward toward Jung Soo-Hyun. The scene etched into her retinas stole her thoughts away.

"Jung Soo-Hyun!!!"

Virginia's body shot forward. She whipped her recovered body into maximum acceleration.
Simultaneously, a vast sacred territory unfolded. Part of it inverted, turning black. It weakened Jung Soo-Hyun's power and drained his magic.

Bang!

"Your punch is still heavy."
"Shut up!"

Virginia's punch was easily blocked. She had expected this. It was completely natural for her punch to be stopped.

"I know all your movements. We didn't spend five years together for nothing."
"I know that!"

Compared to when she was male, her physical abilities had clearly deteriorated. Being shorter meant her arms and legs were shorter too. There was a difference in reach.
Nevertheless, she was determined to beat that guy to death. That was all Virginia had in mind.

"Ugh...!"

Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his shock at what was happening before his eyes. He soon frowned.

The man Virginia had been searching for was right in front of her.
He had pierced through Virginia's mother, Hong Yoo-Jin. Jung Soo-Hyun said he had approached her from the beginning to kill her.

That made him angry.
He couldn't stand it.
An uncontrollable rage wrapped around his body as if it were his own problem.

At the same time, a sense of helplessness came over him.
As soon as he tried to summon his power, he remembered The Mute One's nail that had stabbed his neck.

Goosebumps covered his body. His words caught in his throat.
The difference between them was too great. The gap between Jung Soo-Hyun and Kim Se-Won was hopelessly large, impossible to overcome with anger alone.
That fact made Kim Se-Won despair.

The years spent with Virginia were the same.
He was toying with Virginia. With one hand thrust into Hong Yoo-Jin's stomach, he was countering all of Eun-Ha's movements.
His claim that he had watched Virginia for five years was neither bluff nor lie, but truth.

"Haa!"

Virginia's fury collided with Jung Soo-Hyun again. Her intense anger struck empty air.
It was futile.
Her attacks weren't working at all. Not only did he know Virginia too well, but the difference in their levels was extreme.
No matter how strong Virginia was, she was no match for Jung Soo-Hyun, who was born a mutant monster.

A black light gathered around Virginia's fist. The corruption magic she could now use even as Virginia. Kim Se-Won didn't know what kind of power this was, but he knew it was frighteningly strong.
But this too was ineffective against The Mute One. He easily dodged it and flicked Virginia's forehead.

"This. This is the difference between you and me."

The Mute One said with a relaxed smile.

"Now I've achieved my goal. Once I absorb the power, I have no more business with you."
"You think I'll let you absorb it...!"
"?!"

A thunderbolt struck The Mute One as he was acting smug.
Hong Yoo-Jin, who had been silent for a while, was glaring at him. Crack! The lightning bolt severed his arm.

"Kugh!"

The side effects of using her power immediately overwhelmed her. She collapsed completely. Kneeling, she exhaled painfully.

*She's dangerous. Eun-Ha can't handle him at all.*
*I absolutely can't leave him be. I have to do it with the power I have. Even if it's just a fatal wound...!*

Hong Yoo-Jin thought desperately while breathing heavily. She tried to raise her body through willpower alone.

But her body wouldn't listen.
Her magic was turbulent. The power stolen by Jung Soo-Hyun was minimal, but the wound he inflicted, his poison, was threatening and eating away at her.

*I'm still alive!*

Nevertheless, Hong Yoo-Jin's will remained firm.

Crack!

Pure white current lingered in her hand before radiating outward. The uncontrolled power drifted around. Regardless of her will, the emitted power couldn't be controlled.

Virginia didn't miss this. Magical threads extended from Virginia, wrapping around the lightning and stealing control.
It was a technique she learned from Hong Yoo-Jin.

In an instant, the lightning settled in Virginia's hand. The violent lightning tore her hand to shreds. Searing pain flashed through her mind as it tore.
Virginia didn't care about such pain.

Hong Yoo-Jin's lightning possessed overwhelming strength compared to her own power. Still, she could control it.

"Haaaa!"

Like a flash of light, Virginia launched her body. The power of Hong Yoo-Jin residing in her fist struck Jung Soo-Hyun.

"You bitch...!"

The lightning seemed to have a will of its own as it tore through him. Jung Soo-Hyun's body was instantly shredded.
Yet despite being torn apart, he didn't fall. With eyes full of rage glowing ominously, he charged at Virginia.

"Eun...Ha...!"
"?!"

Thud!

Suddenly, The Mute One uttered the name Eun-Ha. His body abruptly stopped, then strongly struck his own face.

The real Jung Soo-Hyun, not yet fully digested. The one who had grown attached to Eun-Ha over five years, squeezed out all his strength to wrest control of the body from The Mute One.

"Tsk! What a useless thing to do...!"

The Mute One's face contorted. Control of the body was still seized by Jung Soo-Hyun.

The Mute One soon curled up his lips and acted relaxed.
He couldn't die so futilely.
There was plenty of time anyway.

And Hong Yoo-Jin, who had the power to threaten him, was now as good as dead. Rather than recklessly moving and inviting death, it was better to consolidate his position.

"You've saved your life, Shin Eun-Ha."

The Mute One said this and turned his back.
A somewhat unsightly retreat. Still, he wasn't angry at all.
The only one who threatened him was gone, so his world had arrived.

"...Ugh."
"No!"

Virginia, who had been blankly staring at where The Mute One had disappeared, screamed and approached Hong Yoo-Jin.
Hong Yoo-Jin's condition was serious.
Magic ran wild throughout her body. It looked like she might explode at any moment.
As the magic ran wild, blood gushed from the hole created by The Mute One. Her internal organs were clearly visible.

"No...! No! Mom!"

She screamed desperately. The seal inside creaked.
Power flowed from the seal, transforming her body.

A form evolved one step beyond Virginia.
Virginia - Vicious Form.

The clothing wrapping Virginia changed. A pure white veil lengthened to touch her feet, and white garments enveloped her.

A shameless saint with increased exposure appeared. But no one around cared about this state.

"No. No...."

Eun-Ha desperately tried to restore Hong Yoo-Jin's collapsing body.

"I have to save her. I must save her."

An earnest wish.
An earnest prayer.

The healing light emitted by Virginia - Vicious Form began to seep into Hong Yoo-Jin. Her damaged body was rapidly restored.
As if time were reversing, the spilled blood returned to Hong Yoo-Jin, and the wound closed. Her internal organs returned to their original state.

"No...!"

Yet the desperation didn't stop.
Hong Yoo-Jin had completely lost control. Her magic began to run wild.
Even though her body was restored, it could collapse at any time.

Tears flowed from her eyes.
She didn't want to lose the mother she had just found. She desperately hoped the relationship that had just returned to normal wouldn't disappear.

The Mute One's poison, which hadn't budged at all, was instantly being purified.

"This won't do!"

While continuously pouring magic into Hong Yoo-Jin, Virginia thought.

*What should I do? How can I restore Mother to her original state? How can I keep her from dying?*

Virginia's brain rotated desperately.

*That's it.*

The answer was derived very quickly.
Virginia's gaze turned to Hong Yoo-Jin's chest area. Another core inside her that Hong Yoo-Jin had shown before.
A faintly sky-blue core.

*'Pure White Nightmare'*

The core of the magical girl once called the Pure White Demon sleeps inside Hong Yoo-Jin.

She needs to extract it.
If she extracts it, the amount of magic to control will drastically decrease, so it should be fine. The body has already recovered.

Virginia moved away from Hong Yoo-Jin and stood up. She raised her staff and struck the ground.

Dense magic surrounded her.
Though not for long, a perfect barrier was created that completely blocked harm from the surroundings. Hong Yoo-Jin's body, which was convulsing with wild magic, began to stabilize.

Gulp.

Virginia swallowed and sharpened her hand. Kneeling again and embracing the unconscious Hong Yoo-Jin, she stared at her intently.
The magic she raised transformed into a sharp knife along her hand. In her other hand, a pure white light glowed.

*I can't fail. I only have one chance.*

It was insane. But there was no other way. If she just watched, Hong Yoo-Jin's death was certain.

But if she succeeded here.
Hong Yoo-Jin could live.

So in just one moment.
In one moment, she had to extract the core from inside the chest and heal it.
She was stealing the core itself, not the magic. This required a lot of concentration.

Virginia recalled when she fought with Hong Yoo-Jin.
And the next day, the other core that she had shown to Virginia.

*If only that were gone, it would be possible.*

It's hard to gauge exactly how much magic Hong Yoo-Jin has, but she just needs to accept it all. She can do it. Even if she can't, she must.
She's just lightening the burden that Hong Yoo-Jin has been enduring all along.

"...Let me help too."

Kim Se-Won, who was feeling helpless yet filled with anger, approached. Trembling at his own powerlessness, he wanted to help even a little.

"Let me help too. Anything is fine."
"It's dangerous. And you're clearly not involved."

Virginia said firmly. Kim Se-Won looked at her and shook his head.

"I don't want to see you cry."

Kim Se-Won's face was on the verge of tears. He couldn't do anything in the tragedy unfolding before his eyes. He had only been a hostage.
It was pathetic. He felt powerless.

Will alone accomplishes nothing.
But he knew what Eun-Ha was going to do. Having watched Eun-Ha train at The Front Line, he could tell.

"...I'll release magic, so receive that magic."

After hesitating while looking at Kim Se-Won, Virginia finally nodded. Right now, she wanted to borrow even Kim Se-Won's strength.
She gestured to Kim Se-Won.

"Hug me."
"Okay."

When Kim Se-Won nodded, Virginia slightly removed the clothes she was wearing. Her pure white back was revealed.
He knew what Virginia wanted. He too took off his top and threw it away, then pressed against her.

Virginia looked at Hong Yoo-Jin again. She glanced at her sharpened hand.

Her hand moved. Like a scalpel, it physically cut Hong Yoo-Jin's chest, revealing the inside. Virginia's eyes shone as she visualized the magic flowing through her body.
As soon as she withdrew the magic-sharpened blade, she unhesitatingly inserted her hand. Without time for blood to splash, Virginia's hand grasped and pulled out Hong Yoo-Jin's core.

"Haa... Haa......"

Although this process was very brief, she was drenched in sweat.

But she succeeded.
Virginia looked with joy at what was in her hand.

What she held wasn't Hong Yoo-Jin's core. A faintly sky-blue core was grasped in her hand.
Magic so vast it was impossible to gauge and so pure it was chilling.

*Now I just need to refine it and completely kill the core.*

Virginia briefly felt Kim Se-Won embracing her from behind.
He is weak. Despite his weakness, strangely, being in contact with him gave her confidence.

Hong Yoo-Jin, Virginia, Kim Se-Won.
Virginia began to dominate the core. She absorbed the vast magic, accepting it into her own core.
That wasn't all. Magic also flowed into Kim Se-Won behind her.

It was refined magic, so he could accept it.

"?!"

Suddenly, the core being dominated wriggled. The faintly sky-blue core, completely extracted from Hong Yoo-Jin, pulsated.

It began to be pulled somewhere.

*Invisible threads...!*

Eun-Ha recalled that. Seo Hye-Ji would be where the core was heading.

*Absolutely not!*

The Pure White Demon, Seo Hye-Ji, who had killed countless heroes.
If the core returned to her, irreversible events would unfold.

Virginia tried to dominate the core. She tried to blacken it and hold the core inside herself, just as Hong Yoo-Jin had done.

Woong! Woooong-!!

The core's resistance was too intense.

*Mother held this inside her for how many years...?*

The core's resistance wouldn't have been quiet just because it was inside a person's body.
In fact, Virginia saw that Hong Yoo-Jin's complexion had improved significantly. She was regaining stability as the burden had greatly decreased.
She was focusing solely on controlling her own magic.

Then she just needed to do this properly.
She sucked in magic with magic absorption. She absorbed it, refined it, and sent magic that Kim Se-Won could handle to him.

"Kugh...!"

But it was fierce, too fierce. The core had a will. The vast magic contained within exerted a powerful physical force.
Slash! Virginia's hand, trying to hold the core to her chest, was torn.
Despite blood dripping, Virginia didn't let go.

Woooooong!!!

"Ah...?!"

However. She was eventually repelled.
She had dominated about half the magic when the core bounced away from her.
Blood spurted from Virginia's grasp as she lost the core. The core began to fly toward its original owner, Seo Hye-Ji.

Right in front of Eun-Ha. It went straight.

"?! Kuhuk...!"
"Ugh!!"

The core passed through Virginia's shoulder. Simultaneously, a groan was heard from behind.

She knew whose voice this was.
Her heart sank.
Her spine went cold.

Her face drained of blood and turned cold. For a moment, her mind went blank.

"No."

This couldn't be.
She was fine.
Because she was a magical girl.
But the boy behind her was human.

Se-Won?!

Virginia, finally realizing Kim Se-Won's presence, turned around with wide eyes to look at him.

"Aaaagh!"

Kim Se-Won was screaming. His chest wasn't completely pierced. Like Virginia had done, he was trying to absorb the core, grasping it with both hands.

"Kuk!"

But. In the end, Kim Se-Won's chest was pierced.
Though it didn't reach his heart and core, Kim Se-Won collapsed with a hole in his body.

*No...!*

And.
In that fleeting moment, Kim Se-Won instinctively absorbed some of that magic.
The magic of three magical girls dwelled in his core.

"Se-Won!"

Virginia immediately approached Kim Se-Won and healed him. It was a serious injury, but fortunately, it would be fine if treated quickly.

Kim Se-Won looked at Virginia approaching him with an urgent expression and lost consciousness.



* * *



"Ugh...."

Not long after, Kim Se-Won regained consciousness. The terrible pain he felt while forcibly absorbing Seo Hye-Ji's magic was now gone.

"Idiot."

Drop.

A tear fell on his face. When he raised his gaze, Virginia's face was there.
Kim Se-Won realized what state he was in. He felt soft skin at the back of his head. While he was unconscious, Virginia had been giving him a lap pillow.

"You fool...! Why did you do that!"
"...I didn't want to see you suffering."

Kim Se-Won opened his mouth with a cracked voice. The faintly sky-blue core. Virginia had desperately tried not to lose it.
If she lost that, Virginia would surely suffer.

Knowing that, he used his body.
In the end, he failed.

"...How is Hong Yoo-Jin?"
"She's okay."

Virginia explained in detail what had happened to Hong Yoo-Jin.

Hong Yoo-Jin had become comatose and was taken to Foriner. She wasn't dead. Her wild magic was also stabilizing.
She had just lost consciousness from the tremendous shock that hit her all at once.

"That's good."
"Yes... really, really good."

Drop, drop, tears fell from Virginia's face.
It was fortunate.
She hadn't lost Hong Yoo-Jin.
She hadn't lost Kim Se-Won.
She had lost one precious friend, but that wasn't sad.

"...You're beautiful."

Kim Se-Won said, staring blankly up at her. Virginia was so beautiful that he would be enchanted if he let his consciousness slip for a moment.

*I'm already enchanted though.*

Kim Se-Won was aware of his state. Probably, no matter what she did, his infatuated self would view it positively.

"......!!!"

At that moment. Virginia's face turned bright red.
Kim Se-Won looking at her with a warm face.
No, that wasn't what was important.

Virginia hurriedly covered her chest with both arms. Just before, to facilitate magic transfer, she had slightly removed her top.
Realizing this fact, her face turned as red as a tomato from shame.

"Kyaak-!"

Slash!

And a sharp sound echoed around.

Ch.214 - The Way Back (1)
The Front Line was in a state of chaos.
A momentary collision of immense powers. Although the situation ended before anyone could see what happened, Virginia's power—which had taken control of Hong Yoo-Jin's strength—and the already formidable power of The Mute One had struck fear into the heroes.

Unable to stay in such a chaotic place any longer, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won decided to leave.

Chris Bizal, gripping the steering wheel, was acutely aware of the girl sitting behind him. He struggled to suppress his rising fear.

Shin Eun-Ha. To Chris, she was nothing short of a trauma-inducing, vicious girl. And the same person presumed to be Optima.

Chris recalled how he had pretended to be Virginia a few days ago. It wouldn't make sense unless Eun-Ha and Optima were the same person.
In truth, it didn't matter to Chris either way. Whoever Eun-Ha was identical to, he feared her regardless.

*How annoying.*

But right now, the girl appeared completely empty. Like a shell with all its contents removed.
And the reason why he, not Hong Yoo-Jin who deeply cared for her, had to take them back to the academy—it surely had something to do with Eun-Ha's condition.

But Chris didn't dwell on it.
Since worrying about her state wouldn't accomplish anything, he decided to focus on returning Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won to the academy.
After all, Chris Bizal already had his hands full looking after more than ten clones.

The clones, being blank slates with little prior knowledge, absorbed any information like sponges.
These clones, who were absorbing his techniques and knowledge, would eventually assist the two girls according to Foriner's will.

The Saint, Virginia.
The Magical Girl, Optima.

Being unexpectedly caught up in Foriner's long-term plans, Chris had no mental space to worry about the girl behind him.

*Eun-Ha's condition has changed.*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was very concerned about Eun-Ha. She had been like this since The Mute One left, after she delivered that powerful slap to his face.

*It must have been quite shocking for her.*

Kim Se-Won could fully understand why Eun-Ha had changed like this. That's why he was worried.

Eun-Ha and Hong Yoo-Jin were family, though not blood-related. And Eun-Ha was the only weakness of the incredibly powerful Hong Yoo-Jin.

The Mute One, who harbored resentment toward Hong Yoo-Jin, discovered this weakness and devoured Jung Soo-Hyun, who had been neither here nor there at the academy.

Then, disguising it as coincidence, he approached Eun-Ha, became her closest friend, and brought her to The Front Line.

*The feeling of betrayal...*

Kim Se-Won hesitated, unsure if he should approach Eun-Ha in this state.

Eun-Ha had told her three friends, including Kim Se-Won, that she needed to find someone. She genuinely wanted to find Jung Soo-Hyun.

But what was the result?
Betrayal by her closest friend.

Kim Se-Won recalled the diary they had found together. And the foul-smelling liquid on the figurine that looked exactly like Hong Yoo-Jin.
The fact that the person who had defiled and tried to kill her precious mother figure turned out to be the friend she had been close to for five years must have been an enormous shock to Eun-Ha.

*I want to say something to comfort her.*

He glanced at Eun-Ha. On the surface, she seemed fine, staring blankly out the window.
But to Kim Se-Won's eyes, she looked like she was crying. As if she wanted to deny the reality before her.

*...And where did Optima go?*

After glancing at Eun-Ha several times, Kim Se-Won thought of the black-haired girl, Optima.
Looking down, he observed his core. Another magical power had settled there. Though he didn't know whose power it was, it somehow felt like a magical girl's power.

But that wasn't important right now.
Optima.
Her magical power had clearly indicated she was nearby. It had shown the direction—somewhere at The Front Line.

*When I was captured by The Mute One shortly after leaving the room... I felt it vividly then too.*

Even while being held by The Mute One and ascending to the front fortress, Kim Se-Won could feel her magic.
It wasn't getting farther away.
It was getting closer.

As The Mute One silently climbed to the front fortress, Kim Se-Won distinctly felt the distance between him and Optima rapidly decreasing.

*But then it suddenly disappeared.*

That was strange.
It had clearly been getting closer, but then abruptly her magical power stopped responding. Optima had vanished.

*Why did she disappear?*

Kim Se-Won found this fact very troubling. Given her personality, she wouldn't have ignored The Mute One.
Eun-Ha and Optima were sisters.
Not blood-related sisters, but sisters who shared the same adoptive mother, Hong Yoo-Jin.
It wasn't like the Optima—or rather, Han Jae-Yoo—he knew to ignore her sister and go somewhere else.

*Is there some circumstance I don't know about?*

Optima was a magical girl.
Though he didn't know the details, she seemed to have a sense of duty to defeat villains and monsters. Otherwise, her actions so far wouldn't make sense.

Kim Se-Won glanced at Eun-Ha sitting beside him.
Optima's presence had vanished completely just as it was getting closer. Like a mirage. Like seeing a landscape through a mirage that was actually somewhere completely different.

Something was definitely going on.
Kim Se-Won then thought of Foriner, who had contacted him. Perhaps that person had ordered Optima to do something.
As a result, Eun-Ha was left in a dangerous state, and Hong Yoo-Jin was critically injured.

Kim Se-Won resented Foriner. It was a retrospective thought. Though just speculation, it seemed that because of something Foriner had ordered Optima to do, Hong Yoo-Jin had nearly died.

*...Right. It's something I can't understand. There's no point in making hasty assumptions and blaming others.*

Kim Se-Won shook his head, his fists trembling.
He shouldn't blame Foriner. After all, it was because of him that Optima had been able to be active all this time.
Even if Foriner had ordered something, he couldn't blame him.

"Oh."

Kim Se-Won raised his bowed head and looked out the window. He wanted to look at the scenery outside to clear his mind.
Just then, a sign came into his view. It indicated that a rest area was not far ahead.

* * *

"Well, we'll depart in an hour, so get some rest."

Leaving behind Chris, who had transformed into an ordinary man, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won headed toward the rest area.

"..."

Eun-Ha stared blankly at the rest area before her. There weren't many people there.

"Were you very hungry?"
"Yeah, I am a bit hungry."

When Eun-Ha looked at Kim Se-Won and spoke, he answered with a grin. Eun-Ha pretended to be fine and just nodded, saying, "I see."

Eun-Ha had no idea what to do next.

Nothing came to mind. The belated truth about Jung Soo-Hyun left her at a loss for what to do.
She was too worried about Hong Yoo-Jin to think about anything else.

Would she, who had been guided by Foriner, survive properly? Or would she lose consciousness completely and go berserk despite her reduced magical power?
At least it was certain that the poison in her body had been eliminated. With such desperate treatment, that must be the case.

*What is this emotion?*

Eun-Ha placed her hand on her chest as she walked. Her heart was racing violently. It was quite different from her blank expression.

*Jung Soo-Hyun...!*

Amidst all this, anger suddenly boiled up from deep within her chest.
Although Hong Yoo-Jin had survived—her life wasn't in danger, and thanks to Eun-Ha's intervention, her lifespan might even have been extended.

The details would only be known after Hong Yoo-Jin woke up, but this was all she could infer for now.

The reason for all this was Jung Soo-Hyun.
Yet Eun-Ha didn't feel betrayed. Rather, she lamented her own foolishness.

*The word betrayal doesn't fit.*

The label of traitor didn't suit someone who had approached her from the beginning with the intention of targeting Hong Yoo-Jin. At least, that's what Eun-Ha thought.

Five years was not a short time. Moreover, the time spent with Jung Soo-Hyun had been very intense. They had done many foolish things together and entrusted their lives to each other as they roamed the battlefield.

*How cruel. So cruel. And I'm an irredeemable fool.*

So Eun-Ha blamed her own stupidity. The Mute One was an excellent actor. Wearing the skin of Jung Soo-Hyun, he had played the role of a close friend.
Eun-Ha had lived without harboring the slightest doubt about Jung Soo-Hyun.

Jung Soo-Hyun had only pretended to be Eun-Ha's friend for five years. If he never considered her a friend from the start, if he only got close to her with the intention of weakening Hong Yoo-Jin, how could that be called betrayal?

Crack!

That's why Eun-Ha was furious. Her face contorted. She had been fooled like an idiot for five years. As a result, Hong Yoo-Jin had been critically injured and was now unconscious.
The anger boiling up in her chest heated Eun-Ha's head.

*I must take revenge.*

Eun-Ha's goal had changed.
From finding Jung Soo-Hyun.
To killing Jung Soo-Hyun, fueling her determination.
The Mute One had tried to take away her family. He had deceived her, tormented Hong Yoo-Jin for five years, and eventually tried to kill her.
Eun-Ha could not forgive Jung Soo-Hyun at all.

But.

*...How?*

The flames that had been burning so fiercely suddenly died down. Eun-Ha knew the gap between herself and The Mute One.
They were on different levels.
Their standing was too different. He existed in a place so high that even if she raised her head, she couldn't even see his shadow.

The Mute One would continue to grow stronger. Eun-Ha had sensed his intense greed, so it would surely be so.
Effort alone would not be enough to catch up to The Mute One and achieve revenge.

*The problem isn't just The Mute One.*

She couldn't just deal with The Mute One alone.
Those who were rotting humanity from the inside. And the Villain Association. There were many problems to address.

*I need to take a long-term view.*

For a brief moment, firm determination flashed in Eun-Ha's eyes.
Neither here nor there, but entities harmful to humanity. And the Villain Association.
These would become her stepping stones.

She would eliminate them all. And use them as stepping stones to become stronger.

*And at the end, I will kill The Mute One.*

That was Eun-Ha's resolution.
But there was a problem with this.
Would eliminating all of them really make her strong enough to face The Mute One?

*It's probably impossible. Then—*

Slap.

"...Eek?!"
"If you're sleepy, just say so. How long are you going to stand there blankly?"

Something cold touched her neck. Eun-Ha's body flinched. Startled by the sudden contact, she looked toward the voice.
There stood Kim Se-Won, grinning as he handed her a drink.

"Huh? What?!"

Only then did Eun-Ha realize where she was. Somehow, she was standing in front of an unknown bench. Lost in thought, she hadn't even been aware of what she was doing.

"Let's sit."

With the same smiling face, Kim Se-Won sat on the bench and patted the spot next to him. Eun-Ha, with a bewildered expression, turned around and sat on the bench.

"...Didn't you say you were hungry? Why did you bring me here?"
"Ah~ that was a lie."
"A lie?!"
"Yes. A lie."

Kim Se-Won candidly admitted that what he had said was a lie. There was only one reason why he had insisted on going to the rest area.
He wanted to comfort Eun-Ha.

Ch.215 - The Way Back (2)
The two of them sat on the bench in silence.
For a while, they simply sat there, quietly gazing ahead.

"Eun-Ha."

Kim Se-Won took a gulp of the drink he had bought and spoke. His calm voice reached Eun-Ha.

"What if we tell the others about what happened today? And about what only we know?"

But his words were far from comforting.

"Tell the others?"
"Yeah. Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram. Those two."

*Why so suddenly? Is he... joking?*

The suggestion was so abrupt that Eun-Ha blinked while looking at Kim Se-Won. He nodded confidently, not seeming to be joking at all.

"You're serious, not joking?"
"Yeah."

Once again, Kim Se-Won didn't deny it.
He must be suggesting they reveal her relationship with Hong Yu-Jin. Not just that, but also about Jung Soo-Hyun—the reason she had entered the academy and one of her goals.

"...I don't want to."

After thinking briefly, Eun-Ha shook her head.
This was her business. The matter concerning Jung Soo-Hyun and the Mute One had only been revealed to Kim Se-Won by chance.
And this wasn't something she could carelessly ask others for help with. She couldn't involve her friends.

So the only person who could resolve this was herself. Eun-Ha alone.

Eun-Ha. And Hong Yu-Jin.
The Mute One and Jung Soo-Hyun, entangled with these two.

Chains of hatred extending from Jung Soo-Hyun bound Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin. And chains extending from Eun-Ha were bound to the Mute One, whose whereabouts remained unknown.

*Right now he doesn't know my mother is alive, but if he finds out, I don't know when he might appear again.*

They were in a relationship of mutual hatred.
Just this morning, Jung Soo-Hyun, the man she had been so desperate to find, had transformed into an enemy she wanted to kill on sight.

It would be no different for Jung Soo-Hyun. If he confirmed Hong Yu-Jin's survival, he would surely come back.
And if he did, Eun-Ha would certainly die.

That's how strong Jung Soo-Hyun was.
Though Eun-Ha's body had been battered, she had been completely helpless against him. She had felt the gap between them while being defeated.
Even if Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram joined in, the outcome wouldn't change.

That's why she hated the idea. Jung Soo-Hyun stood in a position that the weak Kim Se-Won could never handle.

*I don't want to know the fear of losing friends.*

And no matter how strong her friends might become, she felt they would never reach Jung Soo-Hyun's level—they would die in vain. That's why Eun-Ha refused.

She had to do this alone. She knew the chances were slim, almost impossible. But she had to succeed.
By any means necessary.

"Why?"
"It's dangerous. As you saw, it's too dangerous."
"We can become stronger from now on."
"...No."

Kim Se-Won responded sharply to Eun-Ha's refusal.
But his words seemed incredibly reckless. She felt she absolutely shouldn't agree.
As she shook her head, she felt something touch her hand.

Eun-Ha looked at Kim Se-Won with a blank expression.
He was holding her hand. His expression was filled with strong determination.
It wasn't a joke, nor was it a thoughtless statement.

He truly believed they could become stronger.

For a moment, seeing his expression made her waver. The thought *"Maybe it's possible?"* suddenly popped up in a corner of her mind.
There was no clear evidence. Nevertheless, Kim Se-Won's eyes reflected a future where they defeated Jung Soo-Hyun.

*I can't let this happen!*

Eun-Ha squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn't be seduced by Kim Se-Won's sweet words.
She couldn't involve her friends. This burden was hers alone to bear.

"...You're weak. You'd just get in the way."

So she uttered those harsh words.

"......"

Kim Se-Won was speechless at Eun-Ha's words. Being told outright that he was weak cut deep into his heart.
His pride was hurt. His face wrinkled. Kim Se-Won bowed his head deeply to hide his expression.

*No, why am I surprised now?*

But that was reality. Kim Se-Won raised the corners of his stiffened lips into a slight smile.
He knew his own powerlessness. Not just intellectually, but felt it in his heart and body.
What Eun-Ha said to him was undeniable.

So Kim Se-Won set aside his current goal and made a new resolution.
No, he was expanding his goal. Higher. Loftier.

*I want to be a man who isn't shameful to Eun-Ha.*
*I don't want to stand beside Eun-Ha, but in front of her.*
*I want to stand in front and protect her.*
*I never want to make Eun-Ha sad.*
*And I can't forgive that guy, Jung Soo-Hyun, who hurt Eun-Ha.*

Heat rose in his chest. It felt like his chest would burst from the intensity.

In Kim Se-Won's eyes was Eun-Ha—delicate on the outside but incredibly strong. Yet now she seemed so unstable that she might collapse at the slightest touch.
He could see her trying hard to seem okay.

He didn't want to see the girl he liked looking like this.

"...I know. I'm weak."

Kim Se-Won readily admitted it and raised his head. He acknowledged being weak. Then he smiled brightly.

"But that doesn't mean I'll accept what you said."

He stood up from his seat and stood in front of Eun-Ha. His resolve was firm.

*????*

Eun-Ha stared at Kim Se-Won standing before her with wide eyes. She thought he would back down if she spoke harshly, but instead, she seemed to have ignited a fire.

*Why?*

She couldn't understand.

*Why is he doing this for me? Even knowing the danger, even knowing he's weak. Why?*

Eun-Ha couldn't hide her confused expression.

"Eun-Ha. What happened today... honestly, I was terrified. I was so scared I thought I might wet myself."
"Then why are you trying to help me...?"
"Because I'm angry. I'm angry at myself for not being able to do anything while watching you suffer. I can never forgive what Jung Soo-Hyun did to you and Teacher Hong Yu-Jin."
"......"
"So, Eun-Ha."

Kim Se-Won reached out his hand.

"Let's move forward together."

His hand was trembling. The memory of Jung Soo-Hyun's overwhelming power made him shake. He trembled because he hated how powerless and pathetic he was.

"What... do you mean...?"

Eun-Ha stared blankly at his hand before looking up at his face.

His hand was trembling, but there was no fear on his face. If anything bothered her, it was that he was forcing a smile.
That's why she was confused.
Why would he try to help her when he was so afraid?

*Just because of friendship?*

Was it really just friendship?
Unable to understand Kim Se-Won's true feelings, Eun-Ha could only stare at him with her mouth slightly open.

"Like I said before, let's become stronger together. I don't want to see you crying. I want to see you smile."
"I'll be your knight. I'll be the person who protects you, who's always by your side."

A knight? What a ridiculous thing to say.
Had he become sentimental because of the life-threatening situation?
It made her feel like a fragile girl who needed protection from a knight, and despite her confusion, she almost laughed.

But the strange thing was, those silly words touched her heart deeply.

Eun-Ha looked at Kim Se-Won, who had raised the corners of his lips even more. His eyes said that the words he spoke were sincere.

It was a promise that he would never abandon her.
It was completely different from Jung Soo-Hyun, who had approached with the intention of killing Hong Yu-Jin from the beginning.
Eun-Ha's hand rose as if entranced. Instead of the vengeful rage boiling inside her, a strange sense of relief filled her chest.

"Like you said, I'm weak now. Not just me, but Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram are weak too. But we're your friends. So let's all move forward together. Hand in hand. Toward the same goal. To defeat Jung Soo-Hyun."

He was serious.
Though serious, there was a tiny lie mixed in with what he just said.

His true desire was to be alone with her.
But reality wasn't so simple—Jung Soo-Hyun wasn't weak enough for him to indulge such desires. That's why he mentioned their friends. He wanted to tell them the truth and invite them to join.

"Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram..."

Eun-Ha's hand, which had risen into the air, stopped. She was hesitating.
While Kim Se-Won, who had directly faced Jung Soo-Hyun and experienced his power, might understand, she wasn't sure if the other two would understand her.
That's why she hesitated.

"...Well, if it doesn't work out, just the two of us would be... fine too?"

While Eun-Ha hesitated, Kim Se-Won quietly voiced his true feelings.

Belatedly, embarrassment washed over him. "Embarrassing" was the right word for what he felt.
Kim Se-Won slightly blushed and looked away. He couldn't understand why he had said things like "knight" and such.
Nevertheless, he didn't withdraw his outstretched hand.

"...Should we?"

Eun-Ha's hand rested on top of his.
Her small fingers traced his palm before intertwining with his. Eun-Ha looked up at him with a gentle smile.
His words—that even if Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram refused, he would stand with her—erased her hesitation.

Eun-Ha looked Kim Se-Won up and down.
Unreliable, yet reliable. It was a contradictory impression. She couldn't just leave Kim Se-Won like this.
Eun-Ha's eyes slowly curved into a smile.

*Thump!*

Kim Se-Won thought his heart would stop.
When he turned to look at Eun-Ha after her words, she looked so poignant that he couldn't describe it.
His heart fluttered.
He wanted to embrace her right then and there.

He barely held himself back.
Kim Se-Won knew that he and Eun-Ha were still just friends. To develop into a romantic relationship, he needed to go deeper.
But knowing he was already far ahead of other guys, Kim Se-Won exercised self-restraint.
Being hasty would only ruin things.

"Y-Yeah."

After staring for a long time, Kim Se-Won nodded again. Even without looking in a mirror, he could feel his face burning red.

"Getting embarrassed just from holding hands."

Eun-Ha didn't miss this change and teased him with a broad smile.

"I know. I'll never forget what happened today. I'll remember it forever and never forget."
"...Yeah."
"Like you said, I'm weak. But I'm only weak 'for now.' No matter what happens, I'll become stronger and try to make sure you can keep smiling."
"Aren't you being a bit dramatic? Making me smile all the time."

Eun-Ha giggled at Kim Se-Won's cheesy, serious words. Though it seemed like she was mocking him, she wasn't. Rather, she was grateful to have a friend who would say such things to her.

*I know. It's embarrassing.*

Kim Se-Won thought as he watched Eun-Ha laugh.
Ah, tonight he'd be kicking his blankets in embarrassment.

"I'm actually quite serious, you know?"

But outwardly, he pretended to be unfazed. He acted confidently. He smiled broadly to appear reliable.

Kim Se-Won engraved today's events deep in his heart.

The overwhelming power of the Mute One.
His own powerlessness in contrast.
His pathetic self.
Himself, who was only a burden to Eun-Ha.

Using this as a lesson, using this frustration as a stepping stone, he would move forward.
Someday he would catch up to Eun-Ha, approach her side, and stand before her.

That was his resolution.

"By the way."

*Zap.*

Just as Kim Se-Won was making this pleasant, determined resolution in his heart, Eun-Ha began to stare at him intently.
She was glaring at him with her eyes half-closed.

"Huh? What? W-What's wrong...?"

Startled by the sudden change, Kim Se-Won hastily tried to read Eun-Ha's mood. He went over what he had said, but couldn't find anything problematic.
Except that it was embarrassing enough to be considered a dark history.

But what was this feeling?
Kim Se-Won felt like he was stepping on a huge landmine. Goosebumps rose all over his body, and cold sweat began to pour down.

"What you said earlier."
"What I said earlier...?"
"You... saw my ch-chest... didn't you?"
"Chest...?? Ah...!!"
"Is that what you're saying you won't forget?"

Eun-Ha brought up what had happened a few hours ago. In Kim Se-Won's mind, Eun-Ha's fair skin and pink... something naturally came to mind.

*I won't forget what happened today... Wait, this?!*

Kim Se-Won was dumbfounded, but also felt pathetic that he couldn't just say "Of course!" His mind began to spin rapidly, searching for an escape route.

"I see. So that's what you won't forget. ......You pervert."

Eun-Ha's voice grew cold. In fact, Kim Se-Won's reaction was somewhat natural. Eun-Ha, having once been a man herself, could empathize.

But.
The problem was that it was her.
If it had been someone else, she might have let it slide because he was a man, but the problem was that it was her chest he had seen.

"Ugh?!"

Magical power extended from Eun-Ha's hand holding Kim Se-Won. In an instant, the magic enveloped his body, forcing him to kneel.
It was an application of magic control and theft.

Eventually, her hand detached from his.
Eun-Ha stood up from her seat and looked down at Kim Se-Won with an icy gaze.

"Se-Won."
"...Yes!"
"They say people can sometimes experience partial amnesia from physical shock..."

At that moment, Kim Se-Won's body jerked.

*If I get caught, I'm dead!*

His instincts warned him. His body jerked again. An alarm rang in his head, telling him he needed to escape from this place immediately.

*As if I could forget that scene of Eun-Ha...!*

His core pulsed quickly, sending magical power throughout his body. He dispersed Eun-Ha's magic that was binding him.

"?! Hey!"
"See you at the car!"

And.
Kim Se-Won began to move his legs to preserve his pink-tinted memory.
Desperately.

Ch.216 - The Era Faces Change
The faintly glowing core pierced through the building and seeped into her chest.

Click.

The interlocked metal pieces came undone. Soon, slender ankles were revealed.

Click.

The same sound echoed again. The metal restraints binding her neck and arms loosened, and the chains fell away.

"Hah...! Hahahahaha...!"

The core that returned to the girl began supplying magical power throughout her body.
Her strength had returned. The power that had been stolen and unused for years had finally come back.

Seo Hye-Ji wore an expression of ecstasy as she felt her magical power circulating through her entire body.
She brought her hands to her chest, feeling the core move. How long had it been since she felt this sensation? Something that had once been so natural now felt more precious than anything.

The returned core pulsated, scattering magical power around her.
Crack! With just that power, the surroundings began to freeze. Crash! The numerous cylindrical tanks around her shattered.

After the brief moment of ecstasy, Seo Hye-Ji's face regained its composure.
Her gaze turned toward the massive door in front of her.

"...Mother."
"Oh my. You've come, Nabi."

Eventually, the door opened.
Don-Hil, who had come to see Seo Hye-Ji after finishing her deal with Foriner, shivered from the overwhelming cold. It was a sensation she had never experienced before.

*Is this... real power?*

The power she had heard about from Melissa. Just being in this place filled her with terror.
This was different from herself. She physically felt the overwhelming difference in class that she couldn't hope to match. Seo Hye-Ji looked unchanged on the outside. But the aura she emitted was completely different from when she had been barely clinging to life.

"...That child."

Don-Hil looked at the small mass not far from Seo Nabi. Considering all the tanks were shattered, that form must be the baby that was supposed to become her sister.

"I don't need it anymore. Well, my power returned in a way I never expected. And—"

As Seo Hye-Ji reached out her hand, the baby crumbled away. Her movement didn't end there. Her arm slowly moved toward Don-Hil.

"?!"

An invisible force poured toward Don-Hil. A power that would leave nothing behind if taken head-on. Don-Hil felt a chilling sensation and escaped through a portal. There was no time to ask why she was doing this.

"...That's enough."

When Don-Hil quickly disappeared, the extended arm dropped. The power that had been targeting Don-Hil was gathered back into Seo Hye-Ji's core as if it had never existed.

Seo Hye-Ji's expression changed. Bitterness spread across her face. Somehow, a baby was now curled up sleeping peacefully in her arms.

Hatred boiled within her. But she didn't want the aftermath of this hatred to affect her daughter.

"Melissa."
"Yes."

When she spoke to the empty air, the space shimmered, and Melissa appeared.
One of Gresorion's executives. Don-Hil's superior. She appeared immediately at Seo Hye-Ji's call and prostrated herself.

From the beginning. No, whenever time allowed, she had always been by Seo Hye-Ji's side as her subordinate.
That was Melissa.

"Please take care of this child. From now on, Nabi will become a traitor. She's breaking away from Gresorion."
"...Are you really sure about this?"

As Melissa said this, she took the baby Seo Hye-Ji handed over and placed it in a small tank.
The baby still needed time to fully stabilize.

"You know who Nabi has been taking care of, don't you?"
"She herself... doesn't seem to know."
"Yes. That's right. I was nothing but a shackle to Nabi. That child has been fighting to free me. So I'm breaking those chains. I may not be able to be a proper mother to Nabi or this child... but at least I won't be a shackle."

Seo Hye-Ji barely swallowed the tears that seemed about to fall. Despite this, her voice remained calm.

"So, Melissa. My old friend. We must survive in the changing Gresorion. At this rate, everyone will be devoured by that person."
"........"

Melissa, still prostrated, silently lowered her head. Though she tried to hide her expression, the sadness revealed in her tail couldn't be concealed.

"Hehe...! You're still such a cute child."

Seo Hye-Ji approached Melissa and stroked her head. It was the kind of gesture one would make to a young pet or child.

"...This is no time to be happy about such things."
"Oh my, is that so?"

Tap tap, contrary to Melissa's words, her tail was enthusiastically expressing her joy by thumping against the ground.

"Still. It makes me happy to think of old times. I wonder how that little Deltar is doing these days."
"The same as always."
"So he's still an idiot."

Pfft, Seo Hye-Ji, immersed in memories, burst into laughter. "The same as always" meant, in other words, that he had survived.

"Well then, let's go. We don't have time to dawdle if we want to keep up with the changing times."
"Yes."

Seo Hye-Ji stepped forward.
From this place, the very heart of Gresorion.
From the door of the secret laboratory known to very few, the magical girl, the pure white witch, finally emerged.



* * *



"Huff...! Hah...! Hah...!"

Don-Hil trembled, clutching her chest.
Seo Hye-Ji, who had mercilessly tried to attack her. She was completely different from the loving Seo Hye-Ji she had known.

Don-Hil had no way of knowing how she had regained her original power. She was just afraid.
The fact that the mother she knew had changed so much terrified her.
Was she always like that, or did her personality change after regaining her power?

*What am I supposed to do now...*

She didn't know what to do. How could she accept this reality? How could she shake off this fear?
Her head was filled with confusion. She simply couldn't accept Seo Hye-Ji's sudden change.

"...What are you doing there?"

A man's voice reached her ears. The man she loved so much. The only man she had looked up to since childhood.
Kim Woo-Jin, who seemed to have just finished showering, was looking down at Don-Hil, who was trembling in fear, wearing only shorts.

*Something's wrong.*

Don-Hil was crouched at the entrance, trembling with fear. Her quivering body looked so pitiful.
That appearance reminded him so much of his childhood friend that he unconsciously reached out his hand.

"Let's go inside first. We haven't discussed what to do next yet."

Don-Hil looked up at Kim Woo-Jin, who casually extended his hand to her.

*He's the same.*

He hadn't changed at all. Unlike her mother who had changed, he remained the same.
It was like this in the past too. No matter what happened, he was always by her side. He never pried. He just stayed by Don-Hil's side until she opened up herself.

Though his appearance had changed compared to when they were young. She wasn't sure if he was really "Kim Woo-Jin" himself.

But she couldn't deny that he looked exactly like the childhood friend she had been searching for and longing for.
That was so reassuring that she unconsciously stared at Kim Woo-Jin with a dazed expression.

Her trembling arm rose and grasped his hand. Belatedly realizing what expression she was making, she lowered her head deeply and followed his lead into his room.

"........"

Only after entering the room could Seo Nabi slowly raise her head to look at Kim Woo-Jin's back.
His tanned skin. His back that looked sturdy due to his lean muscles.

"To defeat Optima from now on, this isn't enough..."

Click.

Don-Hil locked the door. Soon after, her magical power enveloped the room, forming a barrier.
So that no sound would escape, so that it would never open.

"??"

Kim Woo-Jin heard the faint sound of the door locking and turned around. He couldn't think of any particular reason to suddenly lock the door.

"...Hey."

There stood Don-Hil, smiling shyly.

Rustle-

The clothes covering her slipped off. Don-Hil's snow-white skin glowed softly in the moonlight.

Don-Hil felt like she was going crazy with anxiety. But that anxiety melted away like snow when she saw Kim Woo-Jin's face.
She just needed to be by his side.
Then she wouldn't be anxious.

Because no matter what happened, Kim Woo-Jin would protect her. Just as he did when they were young, he would protect her from frightening things.

She didn't know why Seo Hye-Ji had changed. She didn't know what to do next.
But such anxieties meant nothing when she was with Kim Woo-Jin.

"Aren't you curious about where the person you're looking for is?"

Don-Hil's face flushed. The cool night air brushed against her skin.
Her heart was pounding as if it might burst at any moment.
In front of her was Kim Woo-Jin, staring blankly at her. She could feel his gaze constantly moving downward, even as he tried to look away from her chest.

Don-Hil's transformation was undone.
From a snow-white girl, she changed into a girl with bangs covering her eyes.

"!!!"

Kim Woo-Jin's eyes widened. In that moment, Seo Nabi pushed him down.

"She's right in front of you."

Seo Nabi's lips formed a seductive smile.



* * *



"It's changing."

The one who had been watching this entire situation.
The small girl smiled as she gazed into the void.

"My child is finally moving."

The time of mere observation was over. The era was changing.

Boom-boom-boom-

The House of Evolution hidden in the deep sea began to shake. This war would be quite long. It was because he gave up his choice when the goal was almost achieved.
But that doesn't mean it was a complete failure.

"Is it now my child's turn to step onto the path of transcendence?"

Even she, a Transcendent, couldn't be certain. But the fact remained that he was one of the closest candidates among the prospects.

"I never expected The Mute One to steal that qualification..."

In her eyes, she could see the Transcendent. Though it wasn't his intention, the qualification to become a Transcendent was certainly in his hands.
He wasn't aware of it either. It was something that naturally came into his possession at some point.
It was something he would only realize was in his hands when the time came.

"Children. My children."

The girl murmured softly. Her children raised their heads at the sound of her voice.

"The era is changing. Your enemies are no longer just humanity."

The children—the monsters—trembled.
How long had it been since they heard this voice?
The sacred voice was like a blessing to them. Without exception, they listened to this voice with tears in their eyes.

"Evolve to adapt to the changing times. Survive by evolving, and become the victor."
"Become the victor, devour this planet. Become the master of this planet."
"That is your life. Your reason for existence. And my wish."

The House of Evolution rose. Completely emerging from the sea, it grew larger and larger until it became a floating island in the sky.

"Mutations should be the cornerstone of evolution..."

The girl spoke with a regretful voice.
Mutations were those with great potential to become kings. Those who should lead the colony.
But sometimes, even among mutations, there were those like this. The Mute One was such a case.

"What a pitiful child."

The Mute One was greedy from birth. Too greedy, and he had the ability to follow through.
That's why he was trying to break away from his current species.

The girl, genuinely regretful, turned her gaze away from The Mute One.

Ch.217 - Important Story (1)
From The Front Line to the Academy. Despite returning at a fairly quick pace, it was already late evening.

The first thing Eun-Ha did upon arrival was to call out Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram. Eun-Ha waited for her friends, worried about how they would react to her request.

"What is it...?"
"Phew."
"Um... I have something to tell you."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram arrived at their friends' secret hideout, shuffling along. They both appeared to have been about to go to bed, dressed in pajamas and unable to hide their fatigue.

"By the way, Se-Won, what happened to make you look like that?"
"Don't ask."

Kim Se-Won, who had arrived at the secret hideout first and was waiting for the two, answered In Ha-Ram's question with a slurred speech. His face looked like someone wearing special makeup effects. Like a zombie, perhaps—his face was swollen and bluish in several places.

"Ah-ha~"

Han Chae-Eun looked at Kim Se-Won's face with half-open eyes and an intrigued expression. Judging by her reaction despite Eun-Ha's presence, he must have done something related to Eun-Ha that had greatly upset her.

"What? What happened?"

Unable to contain her curiosity, Han Chae-Eun moved forward. Her two enormous mounds jiggled as she squeezed between Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

"Wait, Chae-Eun... did you come without wearing...?"

Watching this, In Ha-Ram narrowed her eyes and questioned Han Chae-Eun. The way her two mounds moved so freely suggested she wasn't wearing any undergarments.

"What's the big deal~ Sleeping with a bra is suffocating. Right, Eun-Ha? Hm?"
"...Not really."

Eun-Ha turned her head away sharply, avoiding the question.
It was a stark difference in size that she had known about for a long time.

"Hmph."

Feeling newly uncomfortable about this difference, Eun-Ha pouted.

*Those things just get in the way during exercise anyway.*

A chest that immediately draws others' attention. Even if covered with compression bandages, the reduced presence would still attract stares.
Eun-Ha engaged in somewhat ugly mental gymnastics as she averted her gaze from the chest that bothered her.

*I...*

But she couldn't help being conscious of it.
After all, just today she had exposed her chest completely to Kim Se-Won.

"Tsk!"

Thump! Thump!

"Ow! Oww!"

As the memory of exposing her chest came flooding back, Eun-Ha blushed and repeatedly hit Kim Se-Won's shoulder over Han Chae-Eun's head.

"What's this~ Does our Eun-Ha want milk? Want some sucky-sucky~?"

Misinterpreting Eun-Ha's reaction, Han Chae-Eun pressed closer to her, flaunting her enormous chest. Her breasts, barely contained by the thin pajama fabric, mercilessly pressed against Eun-Ha.

*She must still have a strong male consciousness~*

Han Chae-Eun found this side of Eun-Ha adorable.

"Does our Eun-Ha unnie envy my chest? Does she?"
"Goodness. Show some restraint!"

Snap!

"Urk?!"

In Ha-Ram's strike descended upon Han Chae-Eun. A fist with the middle finger bent into a point struck precisely on the crown of her head, deflating Han Chae-Eun's enthusiasm.

"Geez. Perverted Chae-Eun is always like this."

Kim Se-Won, watching from the side, couldn't hide his envious expression as he mocked her.

"Grrrr... Hey! I told you not to call me Perverted Chae-Eun!"
"Anyway. Would you mind telling us why you called us here? You know we have classes tomorrow too."

In Ha-Ram dragged the fuming Han Chae-Eun away from Kim Se-Won and sat across from him. Her eyes were full of questions.

"Well..."

Finally freed, Eun-Ha gently placed her hand on Kim Se-Won's face. A bright light enveloped him, and his swollen, bluish face quickly returned to normal.

"I wanted to talk about something important."

Eun-Ha glanced at Kim Se-Won, then put her hand down and began to speak.



* * *



Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won took turns sharing what had happened.

"No way, Eun-Ha and Teacher Hong Yu-Jin..."
"...I vaguely suspected it, but still."

The first revelation was about Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin's relationship. This also explained how Eun-Ha could be so much stronger than her peers despite her young age.

"So when you called her 'mom,' that wasn't a lie?"
"I don't know what happened during the break, but her attitude has changed a lot since then."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram nodded. Recently, the training methods Hong Yu-Jin taught her students were quite similar to what Eun-Ha had shown them.

While each superhuman has different training methods, the foundation is the magical power generated from the core. How to best utilize this power formed the basis of Hong Yu-Jin's training methods.

"Well, it was kind of obvious before."
"Other students probably didn't notice. The way she looked at Eun-Ha was subtly different from how she looked at others."

The two grinned as they looked at Eun-Ha. Hong Yu-Jin's acting was quite skillful. But actions that come out unconsciously aren't easily controlled, so the two had already guessed that Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin were very close.

*There must be a reason she's bringing this up now.*
*Something's up.*

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram silently urged Eun-Ha to continue. She wouldn't have called them out at this hour just to talk about her relationship with Hong Yu-Jin.
Something.
Something more important.

"Well... I'll continue."

Eun-Ha, receiving their gazes, opened her mouth again.

Their expectations weren't far off.
From Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won's mouths came the story of what had happened at The Front Line.

The chaos at The Front Line. The Villain Association spies hiding there. The appearance of The Mute One. And the story of Hong Yu-Jin falling into a coma due to The Mute One.

"—That's what happened to us today."

Eun-Ha quietly observed the faces of the two. Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram roughly understood why they had been called.

"Wow..."
"An EX-class hero... not an urban legend but a real hero. And that was Teacher Hong Yu-Jin..."

Their gaze toward Eun-Ha changed.
In a way, Eun-Ha was practically the direct disciple of an EX-class hero. And they, who received training from Eun-Ha, had an EX-class hero as their teacher's teacher.

*To think I've had such an opportunity without even knowing it.*
*This is... fortunate.*

Their eyes sparkled. But only briefly, as their cold, calculating gazes began dissecting Eun-Ha's words, piecing together the puzzle.

"Then the world will change now. At this rate, we could be devoured by monsters. By The Mute One."
"Not just that, but the White Witch... has clearly been resurrected too."

The world is changing.
If not immediately, then within months or years, monsters incomparable to anything seen before will surge like a tsunami, devouring humanity.
With the EX-class heroes—the formless breakwaters—incapacitated, there was no way to stop them.

Only a select few knew this. Unfortunately, The Mute One and the White Witch were among those who knew.
And in the face of such change, those who didn't push themselves would be left behind.

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram raised their heads after finishing their thoughts. They each had their own goals. To achieve them, they couldn't remain idle.

"So... would you come with me? It will be a difficult path. As... Mom said, it might be as difficult as walking a path of flames."

Eun-Ha, watching the two, hesitantly reached out her hand.
Until now, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram had achieved remarkable growth, but they needed to grow much more.
To do that, they would clearly need to walk a path that was difficult to put into words.

That's why she hesitated.
The difficulty would be incomparable to what they had experienced so far.

Han Chae-Eun quietly looked at Eun-Ha.

*A difficult path, huh.*

Eun-Ha was a child with mysterious powers.
After hearing the circumstances, the reason she was strong from the moment she entered the academy made sense. Honestly, it would be a lie to say she hadn't felt jealous of such mystery and specialness.

A child who stands out wherever she goes. A child with a strange past.
A child who only revealed to her friends that she used to be a "boy."

Eun-Ha's outstretched hand was trembling slightly. She was clearly afraid of being rejected.

"I'm in."

Han Chae-Eun didn't want to see such a small child afraid. She cheerfully took Eun-Ha's hand and shook it.
So that Eun-Ha wouldn't be afraid.

"If we do this, we might be able to get special scholarships, right? Then there's no reason to refuse!"

Moreover, she could achieve one of her own goals, which made it even better.

"...That's quite a reckless statement. No one has received that in the past few years."
"Even if it's an unreasonable goal, it's still a goal. And, as you know, my family is quite large."

Han Chae-Eun smiled broadly as she thought of her family.
A family of nine, including Han Chae-Eun. Compared to recent family compositions where people typically have only 1-2 children, it was an extraordinarily large family.
And with so many family members, even with both parents working, raising the children was quite challenging.

"I can attend school somehow because of my scholarship, but my siblings can't. Compared to your goals, mine might seem small... but I'm sincere. I want my siblings to have dreams and provide them with a foundation to pursue those dreams."

Han Chae-Eun's eyes were filled with sincerity. This was also why she particularly cared for Eun-Ha—she had a younger sister similar in height to Eun-Ha.

"So that's why the special scholarship..."

In Ha-Ram, listening from the side, quietly murmured. Han Chae-Eun had only mentioned having a large family but hadn't shared the details.

"Chae-Eun."

In Ha-Ram gently placed her hand over Han Chae-Eun's.

The reason she hadn't shared her family circumstances until now was probably because of In Ha-Ram. Although they were friends now, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram had a vast difference in wealth.

*She probably hid it until now because of her pride, not wanting to be looked down upon even among friends.*

Thinking about what Han Chae-Eun might have thought while looking at her all this time, In Ha-Ram realized how insensitive she had been. She felt a heaviness in her chest.

"I..."
"Don't worry about it! What's the big deal! We're friends! My family will prosper from now on! I'll lead the way!"

Just as In Ha-Ram was about to say something, Han Chae-Eun cut her off with a bright smile.

"By the way, I wonder why our Kim Se-Won was the first to agree to Eun-Ha's plan~?"

She quickly changed the subject, directing it at Kim Se-Won. Han Chae-Eun grinned as she looked at him.
In Ha-Ram, who had been watching with a sour expression, soon shifted her gaze to Kim Se-Won as well.

*Well.*
*I think I know without having to say it.*

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's gazes briefly turned to Eun-Ha.

The fact that Kim Se-Won liked Eun-Ha was something most of the class vaguely noticed, even if they themselves didn't.

*Let's poke a little.*
*Eun-Ha needs to be more aware.*

The two were in agreement.
Compared to the beginning of the semester, Eun-Ha had become gentler, but she still had defenseless aspects. Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram judged that this defenselessness was because she still hadn't fully acknowledged her gender.

If that was the case, they wanted to use this opportunity to make Eun-Ha more aware of being a woman, so the two clever girls spun their thoughts to choose their words.

"What else? For world peace!"

Kim Se-Won, unaware of the two girls' intentions, clenched his fist and blurted out the answer he had prepared.

"...Ugh."
"Is that all you could come up with?"

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's expressions quickly soured. World peace as an excuse? Even if sincere, it was a mood-killer.
Along with it, the numerous thoughts in their heads shattered and scattered. Kim Se-Won's words were that absurd and jarring.

"Just tell the truth. What's there to be embarrassed about?"
"Perhaps you're nervous being surrounded by beauties like us?"

Self-praise. If someone else had said it, it might have been frowned upon, but for someone like In Ha-Ram, it wasn't strange at all.
A subtle smile pierced Kim Se-Won.

*Hehe...!*

Han Chae-Eun felt proud of In Ha-Ram's statement. Six months of friendship had changed her. In Ha-Ram probably wasn't even fully aware of what she had just said.

"...Tsk, couldn't you be a little less pretty."

Kim Se-Won couldn't completely deny it, so he clicked his tongue and looked away.

In a sense, he was a blessed man.
Eun-Ha, In Ha-Ram, Han Chae-Eun. The three girls were beauties who would shine proudly wherever they went.

"So, what are you going to do?"

Kim Se-Won glanced at Eun-Ha, then shifted his gaze to In Ha-Ram. She, who had been sitting modestly, widened her eyes for a moment before lowering her gaze.

"I... will decline."

And carefully expressed her intention to refuse.

Ch.218 - Important Story (2)
The person leading the Cheonil Group was In Cheon-Yong.
His daughter, In Ha-Ram, was someone whose future had been determined from birth. To bear the name of Cheonil, she had to be ahead of everyone else.

Because of this, she couldn't join her friends even when she wanted to. She couldn't devote all her time solely to training her strength.

"I'm sorry."

In Ha-Ram placed her hand on her chest. Her heart ached with guilt.
It wasn't that she didn't want to be with her friends. But the weight she had to bear on her shoulders was so enormous that she had no choice but to decline.

"Well, I figured as much."
"Can't be helped since it's Ha-Ram."
"That's right. That's right."

Her friends nodded as if they had expected it.
They showed no signs of disappointment.

They knew how hard In Ha-Ram worked. How much she utilized her talents to stand at the top in various fields.

The name Cheonil was that heavy. It wasn't something that could be resolved by prioritizing friendship.

"I want nothing more than to join you all. But still..."

Despite her friends' comforting words, In Ha-Ram couldn't lift her head. She didn't resent her predetermined fate.
She just felt regretful.

This was an incredibly important matter.
Even if their friendship remained the same, if time passed like this, she would clearly be left behind.
When her friends gained strength and made names for themselves, she would be looking after the company.

That made her incredibly frustrated.

"Ha-Ram."
"?!"

At that moment, In Ha-Ram's body flinched.
A voice that shouldn't be heard reached her ears.

*Is it an auditory hallucination? No, that can't be. I listen to recordings of Dad's voice every day, but this isn't a hallucination!*

This was no hallucination.
It was In Cheon-Yong's actual voice.

How long had it been since she'd heard that voice?
In Ha-Ram felt her lips about to loosen at the sweet sound of In Cheon-Yong's voice.

The gazes of the four people in the secret base turned toward the entrance. There stood In Cheon-Yong, a man with a robust physique that was hard to believe was middle-aged.

He was looking down at In Ha-Ram with a gentle expression. Soon after, he bent one knee to meet her eyes.

"I heard about the situation, Ha-Ram."
"...From whom?"

In Ha-Ram stared intently at In Cheon-Yong's face, as if being drawn in.
She hadn't sensed him approaching at all. Neither had the other three.
Then how could he appear here, at this timing?

*Could it be...*

While everyone harbored similar questions, only Eun-Ha narrowed her eyes, recalling one person in her mind.
As far as she knew, only one person was capable of such a trick.

"Well..."

In Cheon-Yong made a troubled expression, conscious of the person behind him. The person who had called him out in the middle of the night.
The person whom he had no choice but to follow without saying a word, despite what could be seen as disrespectful behavior.

"Huhu. To think you'd actually discover this place and use it as a secret base. Indeed, having such a space is part of one's memories. Yes."

A voice that sounded both adult-like and childish, simultaneously indistinguishable as male or female, was heard.
With a deliberate footstep, the figure that had been hidden behind In Cheon-Yong revealed itself.

The one who had contracted with Eun-Ha.
And the one who had established this academy and was still providing substantial funding.
It was Foriner.

"I knew it."

Eun-Ha looked at Foriner, who had appeared before her, with narrowed eyes.
Of course, only Foriner would know about the secret base besides the four of them.

"Ahem, ahem!"

In Ha-Ram had no time to pay attention to Foriner's appearance. She had long since fallen into a world with just her and In Cheon-Yong.

*Oh no!*

In Ha-Ram, in this state, wore an expression of dismay. She had realized her state far too late.

It was late at night.
She was in quite a disheveled state.
She quickly covered her slightly exposed chest. It would be troublesome if In Cheon-Yong thought of her as an indecent woman.

*Wait, for Dad to come to me at this hour... Could it be, could it be...!*

To make matters worse, her mind began to run wild with fantasies. In Ha-Ram's mind had already forgotten about Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, and Han Chae-Eun around her.
She didn't even register Foriner's presence.

*He's... he's coming to ravish me...!*

In Ha-Ram's body heated up. Her face had been flushed for a while. Her brain rotated fiercely, drawing out all sorts of possibilities.

Psssh-

And her overloaded brain finally produced a scene straight out of a manga.

"Ah..."
"Ha-Ram!"

Her completely overloaded head emitted steam and shut down. As his beloved daughter suddenly began to collapse, In Cheon-Yong hurriedly caught her.

"It seems your daughter was quite exhausted."

Snap!

As Foriner, who had been watching this scene, snapped his fingers, In Cheon-Yong's body became transparent. The same happened to In Ha-Ram, whom he was holding in a princess carry.

"I hope you two have a cozy father-daughter time."
"...I'll tell her when she wakes up."

The now invisible In Cheon-Yong bowed slightly to him and headed toward In Ha-Ram's room through the entrance they had come from.

"Now then, let me explain why I've come."

In the secret base, now with only four people including Foriner.
He floated up into the air, crossed his legs, and began looking down at the three, including Eun-Ha.

"Eun-Ha... Could that person be..."
"..."

Transcendents had a presence too vast to judge by appearance. Like someone in an incredibly high position, they seemed enormous.
It felt as if one shouldn't dare to look up at them.

"Yes. He's a pervert."
"My contractor says quite harsh things... I won't deny it."

Snap!

It wasn't wrong, so there was no way to deny it.
Foriner, nodding vaguely, snapped his fingers again, and a large window appeared before him.

[A mysterious floating island appears in the airspace of former North Korea...]

"As you all know, the world is changing. The changed world is moving enemies with power too great for my contractor alone to handle."

Breaking news was flowing from the window he had created.
The screen showed a mysterious floating island that had appeared in the airspace of former North Korea, which had been consumed by Gresorion.

"As you can see, the world is rapidly changing. The conversation you all were about to have was probably about responding to this change."

Foriner waved his hand casually, and the window showing the news disappeared.

"And one of my contractors is in a comatose state. Humanity is facing a crisis similar to, no, perhaps greater than the Great Invasion. That's not an exaggeration."

The Mute One who had properly revealed himself.
The White Witch who had regained her lost power.
And Hong Yu-Jin in a comatose state.

The power balance was completely broken.

"Then, are we doomed to perish like this?"

Eun-Ha asked cautiously.
Jung Soo-Hyun. Would she have to watch her enemy slaughter humanity?

"No. Fortunately, we have time. And humanity must use that time wisely."

Once again, he snapped his fingers, and two screens appeared.

"Don-Hil...?"
"No. Don-Hil's mother."

He denied the words Kim Se-Won had inadvertently uttered. Don-Hil's mother, meaning the White Witch. The Seo Hye-Ji he showed was walking around the floating city with Melissa.

"Tch..."

Kim Se-Won glared at the pitiful girl who looked exactly like Don-Hil. He had suffered a lot because of Don-Hil.

"Yes. The Don-Hil you mentioned..."

[Aahn♡ Mmm...! Hnngh...!]

"Oops, seems she's having quite a good time."

Foriner closed the new window as soon as he opened it. For a very brief moment, the room was filled with passionate moans.

"..."

The three remained silent at the brief sounds that had reached their ears.

*Crazy...! This is crazy, crazy, crazy...!*

While the others merely blushed slightly, Eun-Ha's face was completely flushed. Her exceptional abilities among the three worked against her.

She had clearly seen Don-Hil's chest. Skin gently illuminated by moonlight. Her appearance, drenched in sweat, was incredibly seductive.

Eun-Ha lowered her gaze to look at her own chest. The memory she had thought about countless times today reappeared in her mind.

"Ugh!"

Eun-Ha unconsciously puffed her cheeks and swung her arms wildly at Kim Se-Won's shoulder blade. She simply couldn't contain her embarrassment.

*It's Se-Won's fault! Se-Won's fault! Se-Won's fault! It's Se-Won's fault!!*

One fortunate thing was that there wasn't much strength behind her hits, making them feel like being hit with a cotton bat.

"Let's get back to the topic. These two are both from Gresorion, but they're hostile to each other. Their leaders have different intentions."
"I see..."

Foriner smiled gently at Eun-Ha and redirected the conversation.
An invisible force forcibly drew the three's gazes, fixing them on the screen showing the faces of The Mute One and Seo Hye-Ji.

"The civil war within Gresorion may end at any time. Naturally, they won't have the leisure to extend their hands toward humanity."
"So, we need to crush the Villain Association in the meantime, right?"
"Exactly! My contractor!! They say even a dog at a Confucian school can recite poetry after three years, but my contractor has changed in just half a year among brilliant people!"

Clap clap clap clap! Foriner, with a bright smile, clapped enthusiastically.

"Tsk...!"

Eun-Ha frowned at Foriner, who was openly mocking her, and threw a magic bullet. Quite naturally, Foriner avoided the magic bullet while simultaneously making it disappear.

"Let me continue. Taking down the Villain Association is essential. But this is something that heroes alone can handle... Of course, the magical girl will need to lend her strength, but that's not why I've appeared before you all."

Foriner raised his index finger.

"You all need to become assistants to help that magical girl."

And the raised index finger pointed at Eun-Ha, then at Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun in turn.

"The magical girl, Optima..."
"Assistants to that magical girl? Us?"
"Yes. The battlefield she goes to is extremely dangerous. As dangerous as it is, there's much to gain... Do you know what this means?"

Han Chae-Eun was startled by Foriner's words, her eyes widening into perfect circles. It was something she hadn't imagined at all.

*Wait, the time Optima mainly operates is...*
*From afternoon until dawn...!*

Following this, Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun's hearts sank. They had thought it wouldn't be an easy path, but not like this.
The future looked bleak as they wondered how many hours of sleep they could guarantee.

"I've had enough sleep!"

In contrast, Eun-Ha smiled brightly. The work of a magical girl is quite arduous. A life without proper sleep is painful.

The fact that this duty was now extended to her friends made her feel like she had gained comrades.

"But why us...?"

Ignoring the brightly smiling Eun-Ha, Han Chae-Eun spoke up. She didn't deny that experiencing various battlefields could lead to rapid growth.
But why her specifically, when there must be many others? That bothered her.

"Because she is also my contractor. And wouldn't it be better for her to be with people she's acquainted with? I am, despite appearances, someone who cares deeply for my contractors."
"Ah..."

Han Chae-Eun seemed to understand somewhat.
Although she had barely met Optima, if she thought about it the other way around, Eun-Ha must have met her quite often.

Eun-Ha is Foriner's contractor.
Optima is also Foriner's contractor.
If they were both contractors, and especially with Eun-Ha who could use buffs, she would clearly be a great help to Optima.

She had been dragged into this unexpectedly. Still, Han Chae-Eun considered this a good opportunity.

*Yesssssss!!!!!*

While Han Chae-Eun was thinking this, Kim Se-Won was inwardly rejoicing with clenched fists.

There was almost no way to meet Optima, Han Jae-Yu, unless she approached him.
But what luck! To have the opportunity to meet frequently with Foriner's approval—nothing could be better.

*This is my chance!*

Standing on the same battlefield as Optima, doing the same work. Although the picture he wanted might not be drawn, it was enough for now that he had taken one step closer to his goal.

*But... for the time being, I need to be careful not to be discovered by Eun-Ha.*

Kim Se-Won continued his thoughts, feeling his heart race.
Clumsy actions would be poison. Knowing why it's difficult to catch two rabbits at once, he needed to act cautiously.

Kim Se-Won didn't want to lose either Eun-Ha or Optima.

"Then, I'll assume you're not refusing. Please take good care of my contractor from now on."

Having observed the reactions of the two, Foriner smiled brightly and disappeared.

Ch.219 - Important Story (3)
After Foriner left, Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, and Han Chae-Eun decided to return to their rooms to rest.

"...It's about time to sleep."

Back in her room, Eun-Ha reflected on the day that had flown by. The Mute One, or rather, Jung Soo-Hyun. As much as she wanted to beat him up right away, he wasn't someone she could handle easily.

That's why she needed a team. And time for the team to grow.

"Time... I didn't expect it, but somehow I've earned it."

If what Foriner said was true, extracting Seo Hye-Ji's core from Hong Yu-Jin had allowed her to form a team. Additionally, Hong Yu-Jin's magical outbursts had subsided, buying them time.

What she had done to save Hong Yu-Jin had brought unexpected results.

"Phew... Things ended well this time, but maybe I should have been more careful."

The outcome was good, but Eun-Ha's actions had been quite reckless. Cutting open a living person to extract a core was extremely dangerous.

After reflecting on her actions, Eun-Ha sighed deeply and tossed off her clothes. Completely naked, she headed straight for the bathroom.

*My heart is fluttering.*

Once she finished thinking about The Mute One and Hong Yu-Jin, another memory pushed its way into her mind. A different kind of memory that kept flickering in her thoughts, making her heart flutter.

Magical Girl Don-Hil.
The girl who had been making pleased, excited sounds with a heated voice.

*They say if you get pregnant... you can't be a magical girl anymore.*

Eun-Ha caressed her smooth lower abdomen, feeling conflicted. Don-Hil must have known that fact.

*So, did she just act on impulse? Or did she properly use protection...?*

"Ugh! What am I thinking?!"

The thought refused to leave her mind. Even shaking her head vigorously didn't stop Don-Hil's image from lingering in her thoughts. Even hitting her head didn't change anything.

"What is this? Some kind of lustful demon?? Am I possessed by a lustful demon??"

Eun-Ha looked at her bright red face in the mirror. She was confused. She didn't know when her face had become like this, burning hot and radiating heat.

As the water poured down, Eun-Ha, unable to face herself, turned on the shower and let the water hit her. She hoped the flowing water would wash away the lustful memories in her mind.

"Nngh..."

But the memories clung stubbornly, refusing to be washed away.

It bothered her.

Don-Hil and she were both magical girls.

"And both... women..."

Eun-Ha's gaze dropped to look at her own chest.
Small. Not completely flat, but embarrassingly small compared to In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun.
Naturally smaller than Don-Hil's too.

*...When I'm Optima, they're at least similar in size.*

Eun-Ha pouted as she estimated her breast size when transformed into Optima. It wasn't a dramatic change, just slightly larger, but for the sake of mental victory, she didn't hesitate to call it "similar."

"Ah!"

Eun-Ha squeezed her eyes shut.
She felt her heart fluttering again. The pounding heart, the flickering memories from earlier—the two elements merged.

"She looked... like she felt good."

Though she hadn't encountered Don-Hil often, it was the first time she'd seen her so pleased, so happy.

Why did she enjoy it so much? Why did she make those sounds with an expression like she owned the world? Why did she look so erotic, drenched in sweat?

*Will I, someday...?*

Being in a similar situation, Eun-Ha kept overlapping Don-Hil's image with her own. She could feel her heartbeat growing stronger.

Somehow, she felt defeated. As magical girls, they were like rivals, but Don-Hil was one step ahead, with someone...

"S-se... x..."

Feeling her face heat up even more, Eun-Ha's hand slowly rose. Her small breast. The pink protrusion in the center. And her other hand moved toward between her legs.

"I never cared about this before."

She didn't know why it bothered her so much today. Her mind felt strange. It was crazy to be interested in such vulgar acts.

...No. This was something she had done naturally when she was a man, so it was strange to feel aversion now.

*If it weren't my body... still.*

Her hands moved into position but hesitated to touch. She was still uncertain.

*But who did Don-Hil... do it with?*

While hesitating, Eun-Ha suddenly wondered who the partner was. It was definitely a man. Though perfectly obscured on screen, Don-Hil's partner was certainly male.

*A man...*

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's face turned bright red. It was clearly different from the slight flush she had before.

Yes. A man.
What was connected to Don-Hil was a man's thing.

*A man... if it's a man around me...!*

The fluttering in her chest intensified. Among the people around Eun-Ha, there was only one person who fit the word "man."

As water continued to pour from the shower, Eun-Ha's hands began to move.


* * *


When she came to her senses, it was already morning.
Magical Girl Don-Hil, or rather, Seo Na-Bi, gazed at Kim Woo-Jin sleeping beside her with affectionate eyes.
The sensations carved into her body from their repeated lovemaking still felt vivid.

"Hehe...!"

She couldn't help but smile.
Something indescribable filled her chest. Until yesterday, she had been so afraid, but now nothing scared her.

The fear toward Seo Hye-Ji, the uncertainty about what to do next, the hatred toward Optima.
None of it mattered now.

*Two different flavors...*

Na-Bi recalled what they had been doing until just now.
She had spent the night with Kim Woo-Jin, transforming back and forth. Apparently, it felt different each time. She couldn't really tell the difference herself, but if Kim Woo-Jin said it was good, that was enough.

*Not yet, though.*

Around the bed where the two lay were condoms scattered everywhere. Evidence of their night-long activity.

And such evidence was also carved into Na-Bi and Kim Woo-Jin's bodies. Her first time having sex. It was both painful and ecstatic. A memory that would never be forgotten was engraved on their bodies.

Scratch marks, bite marks, marks from sucking hard enough to cause swelling, and more. They were gradually fading from her body as a magical girl, but they remained vivid on Kim Woo-Jin's body.

*Someday. Yes, when everything is over, someday...*

Na-Bi unconsciously caressed her lower abdomen with a contented smile. A sensation that felt good just imagining it. Though it was just imagination, a fictional sensation, Na-Bi enjoyed it as she closed her eyes and dreamed of the future.

Life together wouldn't be smooth sailing. That much was obvious without having to experience it.

*Smooch*

Na-Bi's lips touched Kim Woo-Jin's cheek and pulled away. The future didn't matter. As long as she was with him, everything would be fine.

"Together, we can do anything."

Despite the dark uncertainty of the future, she had an inexplicable confidence that everything would be alright with Kim Woo-Jin by her side.


* * *


Just because Hong Yu-Jin was in a coma didn't mean that the daily routines of Eun-Ha and her friends changed.
While routines didn't change, individuals could experience changes from time to time.

"Ugh...!"

Eun-Ha, who had come out for morning training as usual, glared at Kim Se-Won with a flushed face.

"What's going on?"
"Don't you know?"
"I have no idea why she's acting like this."

The three people who didn't know the details couldn't understand Eun-Ha's sudden behavior.

Eun-Ha's strange behavior didn't just occur in the morning.
After school, when all students were returning to the dormitory:

"It's... it's all your fault, idiot!"

*Thud!*

"Oof!"

Eun-Ha, whose face still turned red whenever she saw Kim Se-Won, finally punched him in the solar plexus and fled from the classroom.

"Ugh... What's going on? Did I do something wrong...?"
"If we were to list them, there probably are some... but I don't really know either."

Kim Se-Won, who had been punched in the solar plexus without knowing why, and In Ha-Ram, who had witnessed it, couldn't understand Eun-Ha's strange behavior at all.

"...Ah-ha."

Except for one person: Han Chae-Eun.
From morning until now, Han Chae-Eun, who had been thinking about Eun-Ha's sudden behavior, recalled the incident that had happened last night.

*So that's it.*

Han Chae-Eun started grinning as she followed Eun-Ha's retreating figure with her eyes.
Last night, because of Foriner's prank, they had briefly seen an erotic scene. Eun-Ha had reacted particularly dramatically to that scene.

"Ha-Ram, just a moment. Kim Se-Won, you can go back or whatever on your own."
"Huh? Why?"
"Hey, what's going on? Why are you leaving me behind?"
"You don't need to know~"

Grinning, Han Chae-Eun gathered her bag and In Ha-Ram and left the classroom. She was certain about why Eun-Ha was acting strangely.

"What's up? Did you fight with Eun-Ha?"
"Fight? No... Hey, want to go to the PC room?"
"PC room? Let's go."

Left alone, Kim Se-Won was joined by his friend Jung Ba-Da. After teasing him with a grin, they left the classroom together as if nothing had happened.


* * *


"Argh, seriously!!!"

Returning to her room with a red face, Eun-Ha immediately threw her bag. Then, afraid someone might see her flushed face, she threw herself on the bed and buried her face in the pillow.

*Kim Se-Won! It's all Kim Se-Won's fault! This is all because of Kim Se-Won!*

Bang bang bang! She pounded the innocent pillow, blaming all her strange behavior on Kim Se-Won.
She still couldn't understand why she had acted that way last night.

Attraction? No. She felt friendship toward him, but that was it.

*It was a mistake, a mistake!*

The truth was probably that she had no one else to think of as a target.

*Knock knock.*

How long had she been pounding the pillow? Not much time had passed. As soon as there was a knock at the door, the repeatedly pounded pillow was finally released.

"Who...?"

Eun-Ha got up from the bed, pretending nothing was wrong, and opened the door.
There were:

"Hi!"
"Hehehe...!"

Eun-Ha's two friends, looking extremely pleased. They looked at Eun-Ha with warm gazes, as if looking at a child they were proud of.

"W-what? Suddenly..."

Eun-Ha stepped back at her friends' inexplicable behavior. She couldn't understand why they were suddenly acting this way.

She wondered if they had eaten something bad. It was concerning.

"Nothing~ Just~?"
"Hehe, we just thought our Eun-Ha is growing up."
"What on earth..."

With a dubious expression, she let her friends in. Their looking-down gazes really hurt her pride.

"I said it's nothing. Just. Nothing. We came to continue what Foriner... Mr. Foriner? was saying last night."
"Right. I wasn't there then."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun didn't press further. Maintaining their pleased smiles, they naturally entered Eun-Ha's room and scanned it.

*The bed is a mess~*
*Could she be doing it even now?*

The disheveled bed. It was evidence that Eun-Ha had been rolling around and pounding the pillow until just now.

The two sly gazes briefly fixed on Eun-Ha, interpreting this differently. Try as they might to hide it, they couldn't suppress their pleased smiles.

"...Did you really come to talk about last night?"

Eun-Ha pulled a chair from the desk, sat down, and asked grumpily. The expressions her two friends had shown as soon as she opened the door—the expressions they were still maintaining—were definitely not the faces of people who had come to discuss what Foriner had said last night.

"Can't you trust your friend's word? I'm disappointed."
"Think about it. There are many people at the academy who admire magical girls. We're no different. We've actually been helped by them before."

In Ha-Ram raised her index finger and started making excuses.

"...I've heard about that."
"Right? How happy it must be to be with someone who admires you like that. You don't seem to have met anyone like that yet, Eun-Ha, but just thinking about meeting Optima again makes us look like this."

Eun-Ha nodded unconsciously. She tried to control her lips that kept trying to curl up.
It made quite a bit of sense.

*I've done a lot until now!*

Eun-Ha started grinning as she nodded her head.

"...You're reacting as if it's your own business?"

Han Chae-Eun spoke up, seeing this. Even though it wasn't about her, Eun-Ha was reacting as if she was the one being praised.

"Huh? Ah, well, that... since we're both contractors? You know, Optima and I... yeah. We've known each other for quite a while. It feels almost like family now."

Eun-Ha flailed her arms wildly.
It wasn't a huge lie. For Eun-Ha, it was a skillful lie.

The problem was that it wasn't believable because she was sweating profusely and rambling incoherently.

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun stared at Eun-Ha. An awkward silence filled the room.

"Ha, hahaha... Really, I'm telling the truth!"

Only Eun-Ha, unable to bear the awkwardness, kept repeating that it was true.

"Really? So, how was last night?"
"Was it your first time?"
"Huh? Uh... that... umm..."

And while Eun-Ha was rambling, unexpected questions suddenly stabbed at her. Without time to think carefully, Eun-Ha blurted out an answer.

"...Umm?!"

Belatedly realizing what she had said, Eun-Ha was startled and opened her eyes wide.
It was a disaster.
To give such an answer to none other than Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram.

"Oh ho."
"Hehe...!"

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram smiled brightly like fishermen who had caught a big fish.

Ch.220 - Late Night Date (Or Not) (1)
It felt like all her energy had been drained. It was because of Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's persistent interrogation.

"Making such a big deal about someone masturbating once..."

Having been a woman for over half a year, was experiencing it for the first time considered fast or slow? Neither Eun-Ha nor anyone else knew what was right.

One thing was certain: thanks to Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram prying into her first masturbation experience, Eun-Ha's energy had been completely drained.

"Anyway, I wonder if In Ha-Ram realizes how much she's changed."

Eun-Ha grumbled, thinking about In Ha-Ram who had interrogated her. She would never have spoken that way if she were alone. It was only possible because Han Chae-Eun was there.

"Sheesh. I don't know if that's good or bad."

Eun-Ha rose from the bed with heavy steps and took out a key card from her pocket.

Han Chae-Eun's presence had changed In Ha-Ram tremendously, for better or worse.

"Someday In Cheon-Yong needs to see her like that. He'd wail in despair."

Eun-Ha vowed that someday she would make In Ha-Ram perform all her shameless acts in front of In Cheon-Yong. When that day came, he would pound the ground with regret.

When Eun-Ha infused magical power into the key card in her hand, her body transported somewhere else. A place that had originally been used as a training room. Now it had been transformed into a hospital room where Hong Yu-Jin was being protected and cared for.

"...Fortunately, her magical power isn't going berserk."

Eun-Ha immediately approached Hong Yu-Jin, who was lying with a peaceful expression, and assessed the flow of her magical power. The core was functioning normally, and there were no signs of the magic going out of control.

"It's amazing every time I see it..."

And although faintly, she could sense Hong Yu-Jin's immeasurable magical power. Even with Seo Hye-Ji's core gone, it was still this much. It easily surpassed Eun-Ha's by at least tenfold.

"How strong was she in her prime?"

Of course, magical quantity didn't necessarily mean strength. Some people were born with tremendous magical power. But with someone like Hong Yu-Jin, it was different. She survived because she was strong, and because she was strong, she could possess an unfathomable amount of magical power. The purity of her magic was also considerable.

"...Well, I win at this."

Though compared to Eun-Ha, the purity was somewhat lower. But such comparisons were meaningless in front of Hong Yu-Jin.

Eun-Ha jokingly boasted in front of Hong Yu-Jin that she had won. She secretly hoped Hong Yu-Jin might wake up in a rage.

"Not waking up, huh."

But she didn't wake. She just quietly breathed in and out. Eun-Ha's expression turned bitter as she took Hong Yu-Jin's hand.

"So, when will Mom wake up?"

She spoke while gazing intently at Hong Yu-Jin. As if he had been there from the beginning, Foriner revealed himself.

"I cannot say for certain."
"...I see."
"However, I do have good news."
"Good news?"

Eun-Ha raised her head to look at Foriner standing beside her. His face wore his usual sly smile.

*He seems happy about something.*

But Eun-Ha sensed that he was expressing joy. Pure joy emanated from him.

"She can no longer become a Transcendent."
"...Isn't that obvious, since Mom already gave up on being a Transcendent?"
"The qualification itself remained. Though the possibility converged infinitely to zero, it still existed. That's why I couldn't interfere with her."
"...!!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.

"So that means now...!"
"That's right, my contractor."

Foriner reached his hand toward Hong Yu-Jin. An unknown energy extended from him, enveloping her. Click, click—the sound of shackles being fastened came from somewhere unknown.

"Now she must live with her magical power sealed by me for the rest of her life."
"...Conversely, that means she won't go berserk no matter what she does?"

Eun-Ha looked at Hong Yu-Jin with visible relief. Just because her magic wasn't going berserk now didn't guarantee it wouldn't when Hong Yu-Jin woke up and began using her power in earnest. As a magical girl, if she continued fighting, her magical power would grow again.

Considering that possibility, Foriner had sealed Hong Yu-Jin. No, he seemed to have already seen that future. For just a moment, so brief that Eun-Ha didn't notice, Foriner's eyes had turned as black as the universe.

"We're in similar situations now."

Eun-Ha saw herself in Hong Yu-Jin. Eun-Ha, split in two with her power sealed because it was too dangerous. Hong Yu-Jin, with her magic sealed because it was too immense. She wasn't depressed or bitter or sad. She was just happy to feel a sense of kinship in their similar circumstances.

"I suppose so."
"When Mom wakes up... will she be able to properly control her power?"
"That depends on her. But for someone who has survived countless battlefields like her, controlling that level of magical power would be child's play. I don't think there's much to worry about."
"That's a relief."

Eun-Ha fidgeted with Hong Yu-Jin's hand in hers. She didn't know when Hong Yu-Jin would wake up. But that was okay. Just as Hong Yu-Jin had waited for her during the five years she was at The Front Line, she would wait for Hong Yu-Jin to wake up, no matter how long it took.

Only the person waiting had changed.

"So, are you serious about having me take the kids to beat up villains?"

Changing the subject, she asked about what was about to happen. Though she felt the necessity, Eun-Ha couldn't be certain if it was really okay.

"Absolutely. I've even prepared special uniforms."
"Special uniforms..."

Eun-Ha nodded with a hollow laugh. It was just like him. Foriner enjoyed maintaining formalities like this.

*That's why Optima's outfit looks like that.*

The thought alone made her want to sigh. Initially, she hadn't paid much attention to it, but as days passed, Eun-Ha increasingly felt embarrassed by Optima's subtle indecency. And this indecency had eventually spread to Virginia as well. Virginia - Vicious Form. This too, despite her nickname as a saint, revealed quite a bit of skin.

"Your friends—Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram—will take turns helping you. For now, think of it as them helping you. Looking toward the future, they need to gain experience."
"...I understand."

Foriner had mentioned In Ha-Ram's name. That's right. In Ha-Ram had been persuaded by In Cheon-Yong to bend her will and help Optima.

*The beauty strategy... or should I say handsome man strategy?*

Since she would die for anything In Cheon-Yong said, she would accept his words without resistance even if he was somewhat forceful. That was the kind of woman In Ha-Ram was.

"Then... the first thing to do..."

Eun-Ha looked down at her hands. Soft fingers without a single callus. The time had finally come to stain these hands with blood. The Villain Association wasn't a force that could be controlled by human laws.

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. Only blood and power—making them feel primal fear and destroying them—would force them to listen. This was also how the Villain Association made their subordinates obey.

"Muscles. Strong muscles..."
"Let me correct you. Wouldn't 'magic' be more appropriate here?"
"Magic. Strong magic..."

*That's right. I can't hold back anymore. For every villain I spare, people will die. That's how the world will change.*

Eun-Ha closed her eyes and calmed her trembling heart. Though she was already known among villains as the "Black Nightmare," she had hardly ever killed anyone directly.

"Today is... Se-Won's turn, right?"
"That's right."

But that was no longer the case. Both Eun-Ha and her friends needed to learn how to kill people. Whether they liked it or not, that time had come.

"...I'll be giving them painful memories."

Killing people. Even if they're evil, it would be painful. Eun-Ha felt guilty for placing such a heavy burden on her friends' shoulders for her sake.

"I've already explained this. They agreed because they understand the necessity and know it must be done."
"..."

Eun-Ha fell silent. As Foriner said, before parting, he had asked Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun again.

That they would have to kill people. That as they moved to bring down the Villain Association, there would come times when they must kill. He asked if they could kill without hesitation when that time came.

Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun had nodded with grave expressions.

"The phrase 'for justice' is quite cruel."
"It's also the most appropriate word for human self-justification. However, isn't this justice not distorted right now? Even now, the Villain Association is kidnapping people and using them as guinea pigs for human experiments. If left alone, the victims will only increase."
"Yes, I know."

That's why Eun-Ha couldn't bring herself to say they should stop. The Villain Association is humanity's enemy. No matter how it's framed, this fact doesn't change. Only after completely crushing them would the real battle begin.

Eun-Ha released Hong Yu-Jin's hand and stood up. The time was approaching.

* * *

"Ahem."

Kim Se-Won cleared his throat as he waited at the spot Foriner had designated, preparing for any possibility while waiting for Optima.

He was covered in clothes provided by Foriner. The lower part was tight-fitting up to the calves, but became more voluminous higher up. It was techwear, with various pockets attached.

*This is actually nice.*

Kim Se-Won recalled himself wearing this techwear that Foriner had provided before leaving his room. It was an unfamiliar style he'd never worn before, but it secretly made his heart race.

"It suits you well."
"?!"

While waiting for Optima, a delicate girl's voice came from behind him. Kim Se-Won hurriedly turned around to find a girl with flowing black hair standing just a few steps away.

Magical Girl Optima. One of the girls Kim Se-Won held in his heart. When their eyes met, Optima's face remained composed before breaking into a gentle smile.

"Oh, um... yeah. Thanks. It's been a while."
"Yeah."
"And... sorry about leaving you alone last time. And not even letting you eat dinner properly. Hahaha..."

Kim Se-Won smiled awkwardly as he let out words he hadn't been able to say. But he felt frustrated. According to his plan, he was going to apologize smoothly, but standing in front of Optima, the words wouldn't come out properly.

"It's okay. But in return."

Optima opened her mouth and answered calmly.

"In return?"
"Next time, you have to treat me to something delicious."
"...!!!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened. It was an unexpected gain. Although the date had failed, Optima didn't think badly of him!

His heart swelled with joy so intense he could have shouted in celebration.

"Oh, and by the way."

Suddenly, Optima pouted her lips and glared at Kim Se-Won.

"Don't ever mention the name Han Jae-Yu in front of others. ...That's a secret just between you and me."

Then she changed her expression, smiling broadly. Each of her actions lifted and dropped Kim Se-Won's heart. With each word she spoke, his heart sank and then rose again with joy.

"...Got it!"

Kim Se-Won answered while trying his best to hide his excitement.

"Then, let's go."

When Optima gestured, a black portal appeared in the empty air. Foriner had opened the portal from somewhere far beyond Kim Se-Won's sight.

Kim Se-Won nodded and put on the half-mask he had kept in his pocket. The mask covered everything above his nose, revealing only his eyes.

And by flipping up the hood attached to his back, the outfit designated by Foriner was complete. This outfit had the power to alter the quality of magic that creates a specific wavelength for each person, making them unidentifiable.

"Shh."

Optima looked at Kim Se-Won in his Foriner-designated special uniform and smiled with her eyes. Her delicate index finger moved to her lips. Kim Se-Won silently nodded and followed Optima, throwing himself into the black portal.

Ch.221 - Late Night Date (Or Not) (2)
When Kim Se-Won followed Optima through the black portal.

"What the...!"

He couldn't hide his surprise.

The world had changed.
The scenery that had surrounded him moments ago vanished instantly, transporting him to a completely different space.
Kim Se-Won took in a sharp breath as he looked around.

A faint light coming from beneath a tightly closed door dimly illuminated the room. It was too weak to provide adequate visibility.
However, the half-mask he wore adjusted his vision, allowing him to make out objects clearly enough.

That wasn't all.
Kim Se-Won unconsciously touched his mouth. The voice coming from his lips had changed.

*Is this a function of the clothes Foriner gave me...? Or is it the mask itself?*

His hand caressed the mask. The smooth, cold metal sensation. Despite wearing thin gloves, it felt as though he was touching it directly with his skin.

"...Let's go."

Optima, who had been watching him with a pleased expression, spoke. Before Kim Se-Won could ask "Where to?", he was sucked into the floor.
It was as if a hole had suddenly appeared beneath him. As he was pulled down, his vision inverted.
Light and darkness lost their meaning. The outlines of objects above ground appeared clearly, but with inverted colors.

It was Optima's shadow magic.

*Is this... magic?*

Magical girl. The term "magic" wasn't just for show. His body suddenly sinking into the ground must be her magic.
Kim Se-Won quickly regained his composure and steadied his breathing.

Tap.
Someone grabbed his wrist. A delicate yet strong touch. It was Optima.

"Our goal is to completely destroy this place. No one should make it out alive."
"...That means."

Gulp. He unconsciously swallowed. The word "murder" hit him hard.

"It's okay. You just need to watch."

Sensing his tension, Optima gently spoke. Someday, he would have to take lives himself.
Just not right now.

"No, it's fine. But... let me prepare myself mentally."

Kim Se-Won shook his head. This wasn't bravado.
He didn't indulge in fantasies about how these were living beings with rights and dignity who shouldn't be killed.

Such reasoning might apply to ordinary criminals, but villains were superhuman beings with powers who were hostile to humanity.
They were too far removed to be judged by human laws and morals. Pure malice. And they had committed too many crimes.

Still, they were human.
He was too young to bear the weight of taking human lives.
Even though his mind screamed that it had to be done, his body and heart couldn't accept it yet.

*I bet the others feel the same way.*

Optima wasn't disappointed seeing Kim Se-Won hesitate. In a way, it was natural.
The weight felt in one's heart when actually doing something versus just thinking about it was as different as heaven and earth.

Besides, Optima herself still hesitated about the act of killing.
If possible, she wanted to imprison them all in the Hero Association's metahuman detention facility, as they had done before.
That way, at least they wouldn't have to take lives.

"You handle the weaker ones... You don't necessarily have to kill them right away. Just knocking them out or subduing them is fine."
"Okay."
"And... don't let your guard down."

Optima said with a bright smile.
Kim Se-Won would do well. She knew this from watching him all along.
Though not exceptionally strong, he specialized in mid-range combat using telekinesis. Additionally, Hong Yu-Jin and Eun-Ha—Optima—had trained him in close combat.

"...Got it."

Kim Se-Won looked at her eyes, which seemed to regard him like a disciple, and nodded.

*I think I understand.*

Optima must have grown up learning from Hong Yu-Jin too. She couldn't help but look at him with a similar gaze.

He felt encouraged by Optima's look. He didn't want to appear pathetic in front of her.
It also helped that Optima had said he didn't need to take lives right away.

Optima and Kim Se-Won searched the villain's hideout.

Kim Se-Won's role here was to defeat the minor villains on his own and gain combat experience.
Soon, they spotted a villain wandering around the hideout.

"Now."

As Optima spoke, Kim Se-Won emerged from the shadows.

"?! Who are you!"

Kim Se-Won didn't answer. An invisible force shot toward the villain.

*He dodged it.*

Even in his confusion, the villain dodged his attack too easily. It didn't matter.

*Thanks to that, his stance is broken.*

It wasn't meant as an attack anyway.

Kim Se-Won swung his leg at him. Physical enhancement, further refined through training with Hong Yu-Jin and Eun-Ha.
Kwang!
His leg, enhanced not by superpowers but by controlled magical energy, struck the villain's head in the blink of an eye.

"Ugh...!"

The villain felt dizzy after being hit by Kim Se-Won. This wasn't good. He needed to regain his stance.
He tried, but there was no opening.
The formless power, telekinesis, lifted his tilting body.

"Hup!"

Kim Se-Won's fist traced a clean arc and buried itself in the villain's solar plexus.

Kwang!

The surroundings shook as the villain was slammed into the wall. He lost consciousness before he could even scream. All this happened within 10 seconds of the villain noticing Kim Se-Won. A perfect ambush.

*Am I... this strong?*

Kim Se-Won stared at the villain embedded in the wall with a dumbfounded expression.

When was the last time he sparred with Eun-Ha? Come to think of it, he hadn't sparred with anyone recently. He had only been training, pushing himself to the limit.

Clap, clap, clap.

"Well done. That guy was probably around D-rank hero level. If he'd taken the drug, you might have struggled a bit."

Optima applauded, praising Kim Se-Won. When he turned around, he saw Optima smiling proudly.

"D-rank, you say...?"

Kim Se-Won's gaze returned to the villain.
D-rank. Just looking at the term, one might think it's not particularly strong.
A first-year academy student could handle an E-rank monster with their abilities. With Virginia's power and in groups, they might be able to defeat D-rank monsters.
And Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha's friends could handle them alone.

But Optima said the villain Kim Se-Won defeated was comparable to a D-rank hero.

Saying someone is a D-rank ability user means they can handle multiple D-rank monsters.
Considering the huge gap between ranks and the hero ranking criteria, Kim Se-Won had made tremendous progress.

"I... defeated a D-rank..."

He could hardly believe it. Even with the advantage of surprise, he had defeated a villain comparable to a D-rank hero too easily.

"Then, if I properly use telekinesis..."
"You could probably handle a C-rank too. It would be tough... and impossible if they took that drug."

Swoosh-

As Optima finished speaking, a black barrier that had been deployed at some point disappeared.
It was a sound barrier Optima had created when Kim Se-Won entered combat stance.

"So, what will you do?"

Optima looked up at him and held out her hand. In her hand was a pair of dark-glowing handcuffs.

Would he restrain him? Or would he kill him?

"That's..."

Kim Se-Won couldn't decide easily. Instead, he tightly closed his eyes. His heart pounded.

Killing a person.
Now would be the right time if he were to do it.

But his hands trembled.
Kim Se-Won knew the unconscious villain before him was evil.
Thinking about how much harm he had caused, and how many more victims there would be if left alive, killing him now would be the right choice.

"........"

Kim Se-Won bowed his head deeply and took the handcuffs from Optima.

He couldn't kill him.
His resolve was lacking.
Until the first semester, Kim Se-Won had wanted revenge on his father, Cha Jin-Ho. But he had only resolved to bring him down from his position, never to kill him.

He felt pathetic for still not being able to firmly resolve to kill villains.

Click!
Click!

The sound of metal locking together was heard. After handcuffing the villain's hands and feet, the villain was transported somewhere.

"I'm sorry."
"No. There's nothing to be sorry about."

Optima approached Kim Se-Won and took his hand. Taking a life wasn't something one could easily do.
Moreover, Kim Se-Won had only recently resolved to kill people. It was something Optima herself still hesitated about.

*I'll do it.*

If so, she would take responsibility for dragging her friends into this and eliminate them all. Optima made this resolution.

She had a reason for this decision.
She wanted to completely erase the Villain Association from the world. They had already joined hands with Gresorion, meaning they were connected to Jung Soo-Hyun. They were harmful.
Also, keeping villains alive didn't necessarily mean they would change.

So while she couldn't take on this burden forever, she thought she would do it for now.

"No. I just didn't properly make up my mind—"

Thud, thud, thud

"?!"

Suddenly.
Footsteps were heard from afar.

Kim Se-Won hurriedly scanned his surroundings. The scenery visible through his half-mask.
In his mind, the only option was to hide immediately, not to confront the approaching villain.

This choice was natural. He had only just realized the extent of his strength.

*There it is!*

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened. Through his half-mask, he spotted a cabinet large enough for a person to fit in.

"Ah...!"

Grab! Kim Se-Won's arm wrapped around Optima. Her slender body fit snugly into his embrace.
Having been calmly waiting for the villain to approach, she never imagined Kim Se-Won would pull her into his arms.
Optima's body was pulled toward Kim Se-Won.

Tap.

After hiding in the cabinet, Kim Se-Won carefully closed the door using telekinesis.

"What are you doing...!"

Optima complained right in front of his face. The two were completely pressed against each other.

*Oh no...!*

Kim Se-Won realized how rash his action was when he heard Optima's complaint. With Optima by his side, what was there to fear?

*That was stupid.*

Kim Se-Won berated himself for his actions.
His behavior was evidence that he hadn't yet shed his student mindset. Even for academy students, villains were objects of fear.
He had unconsciously prioritized finding an escape route.

But this self-reproach didn't last long. He could feel Optima's breath right in front of him. Having pulled her in, their eye levels matched perfectly.

Squish

"Ugh...!"

*Optima's chest...?!*

Moreover, he could clearly feel a soft sensation through his hands. In his rush to get inside, his palm had ended up grasping Optima's chest.

Optima glared at him with resentful eyes. Knowing what he had done, Kim Se-Won quickly averted his gaze.

Squish, squish

*Oh no...!*

But his body was honest. The addictive sensation continued to tempt him. Optima's chest size wasn't particularly large. If one were to call it large, it would have to be at least like In Ha-Ram's.
But.
It was just right.
Just the right size to grasp with his palm. This slightly lacking size and softness fanned Kim Se-Won's desires wildly.

"You...!"
"Sorry...!"

Thud, thud, thud

As Optima was about to protest, the footsteps grew closer. If they were discovered in this state, they would be helpless.
She had no choice but to keep her mouth shut.

The sound of approaching footsteps.
But Kim Se-Won couldn't focus on this sound. Instead, he concentrated all his attention on suppressing his instincts, which felt like they would drive him mad.

His proximity to Optima was unprecedented. Continuously inhaling her sweet scent made him feel dizzy.
Moreover, it was soft. Despite desperately trying not to move his fingers, they twitched, eager to touch.

*As expected, similar to Eun-Ha.*

Similar yet different.
Eun-Ha had a subtle, calming scent.
Optima had a sweet, intoxicating scent that seemed to melt his brain.

Both were similar, but the difference in intensity created the distinction. Kim Se-Won liked both Eun-Ha's scent and Optima's scent. He couldn't decide which was better.

*Seriously...!*

Meanwhile, Optima was dying because of Kim Se-Won, who kept trying to grasp her chest.
She was dying not because it felt bad, but because it didn't.

A strange sensation continued to stimulate her.
A few days ago, this sensation would have ended at just feeling ticklish. But after her first experience with self-pleasure the night before, she had slightly awakened to this sensation.

It was sensual.
A sensual feeling that kept stimulating her, incomparable to when she touched herself.
And they were close.

The scent from the scarf Kim Se-Won had left behind before entering the academy kept invading her nostrils.
A familiar and pleasant scent. A feeling of wanting to keep inhaling it.

*Are you crazy?? What are you thinking about your friend!*

She desperately wanted to shake her head, but being trapped in the cabinet, she couldn't move.

"What the hell."

Suddenly, both of them flinched. A deep male voice was heard from outside.

Thump. Thump.
Optima and Kim Se-Won felt as if they were sharing each other's heartbeats. Being so close, they could feel each other's hearts pounding.

*Don't let us be discovered...!*
*If we're discovered like this...!*

They closed their eyes tightly and prayed. The cabinet they were hiding in was right next to where Kim Se-Won had slammed the villain into the wall.

"Tsk, took drugs and smashed the wall again. What an idiot. Just wait till I catch whoever did this."

The wandering villain spat on the floor with a "ptui!" and his footsteps gradually faded away.

About five minutes after the footsteps had completely disappeared.

"Phew..."

Only then could the two simultaneously breathe a sigh of relief.

Ch.222 - Late Night Date (Or Not) (3)
Someone visited Hong Yu-Jin's hospital room. Quietly, without making any sound, they approached her as she slept peacefully.

With a swift motion, an unknown force flowed from their hand into Hong Yu-Jin. It was a magical technique composed of mana.

"Mmm..."

Still unconscious, she momentarily frowned in discomfort. But soon after, her lips curved into a small arc. As if having a pleasant dream, she smiled contentedly.

After finishing their business, the visitor gazed intently at Hong Yu-Jin before disappearing.

* * *

A very ordinary-looking man, someone who could blend in anywhere, passed by a boy wearing a deeply pulled-down hood. The man was heading to the Hero Association. Dressed neatly in a suit, he resembled an ordinary office worker at the Association.

In fact, he had been recognized within the Association as a diligent employee for several years.

"Tsk. Planning to set that off now? Damn bastard."

The boy with the deeply pulled hood, Kim Woo-Jin, clicked his tongue and frowned as he watched the man. That face was in his memory.

Kim Woo-Jin turned around to look in the direction the man was heading.

The Hero Association. And a spy selected through a ruthlessly strict screening process. Someone whose humanity had been forcibly removed.

"Hey, it's me."

Kim Woo-Jin made a call to someone while watching the spy's back.

* * *

"You really...!"
"It was an accident. I'm telling you, an accident."

Optima glared at Kim Se-Won with fury in her eyes. He waved his hands in panic, not hiding his embarrassment.

She knew. She didn't need to ask to know that Kim Se-Won hadn't done it intentionally.

Nevertheless, she couldn't help but react this way. Her face flushed with stimulated shame. She had to scold Kim Se-Won just to cover up her embarrassment. If she didn't do this, she felt she might go crazy from the shame.

"Why did he have to touch my chest and make me feel this way...!"

The time they spent in the cabinet wasn't very long. However, it felt like that brief moment had stretched into an eternity, making it an intensely intimate experience.

Optima could feel the sensation of Kim Se-Won touching her chest replaying in her mind.

She closed her lips tightly as she was about to say something more.

"Right. It was an accident. It couldn't be helped."

She couldn't entirely blame Kim Se-Won for acting out of a sense of crisis. There had been a tense moment when they almost got caught by a villain, but ultimately they were safe.

"...I'll let it go this time."

Optima rationalized this to herself and put on a prim expression. She turned her head to the side.

"Thank you."

Kim Se-Won sincerely expressed his relief and gratitude to her. No, it wasn't just relief.

"It's still so vivid."

He felt an indescribable elation. Following the elation came a sense of superiority. How many people could claim to be this close to Optima, a girl whose identity was shrouded in mystery? A girl whose information was thoroughly concealed?

"I must be the only man who's touched her chest!"

As Kim Se-Won savored the still-vivid sensation, he recalled the Optima merchandise being sold at the Hero goods shop. Merchandise with a very different character from other heroes. Items that stimulated shameless, lewd desires.

But while others had to be satisfied with just merchandise, he had seen the real person with his own eyes and had made physical contact with her. It wasn't unreasonable for a boy in his prime to feel such elation and superiority.

"Yes! If I made perfume with Optima's scent and sold it, it would be a hit! It would sell!"

...Among other things that made him feel superior, some rather useless thoughts followed.

"We don't have much time. Let's move. I'll take care of any villains you can't handle."

While he was having these pointless thoughts, Optima looked at her communication terminal and decided to modify their plan. The time they spent trapped in the cabinet wasn't very long. Naturally, they still had time to spare.

"I want to get back as soon as possible."

The problem was that Optima kept becoming conscious of Kim Se-Won.

"What? We still have time—"

Before Kim Se-Won could finish speaking, Optima pulled him into the shadows. As soon as he felt himself being sucked into the shadow, Optima quickened her pace.

Even within the shadow, Kim Se-Won had no chance to speak. Optima rampaged through the hideout. Her movements were more rapid than ever before.

"Aagh!"
"Ugh!"
"Guhk?!"
"Kak!"
"Uwaagh!"

"Low C, Low C, Mid B, High C, Mid C... None of these guys are ones Se-Won could handle."

With her face red all the way to her ears but looking straight ahead, she quickly assessed the villains' abilities and took them down mercilessly. Even the act of handcuffing them and sending them away somewhere was done rapidly.

"Look forward! Just look forward!"

All these actions were her desperate attempt to forget what had happened in the cabinet. Despite this attempt at escapism, her flushed face showed no signs of calming down.

"...That smell was nice..."

The experience from earlier kept replaying countless times in Optima's mind. She recalled the scent she had smelled while pressed against Kim Se-Won. No, it was as if someone had engraved it into her brain.

The same scent as Kim Se-Won's scarf that was still carefully preserved in her room. The scent she occasionally, by chance, caught at the academy kept lingering in her mind.

"...What's wrong with me?"

She felt a flutter in her heart that she had never experienced before. It was like when she first encountered adult content around middle school.

She sincerely considered Kim Se-Won a "friend." Even though their physical genders were different, she believed that didn't change the fact that they were friends. That's why she was confused.

Why did she have to think this way? Why did she naturally become conscious of him and keep recalling him in her mind? She couldn't understand.

After about 10 minutes of Optima moving around in confusion, her footsteps finally came to a halt. By then, more than ten villains had been arrested and transported somewhere.

Only after doing all this could she finally return to a calm expression. She emerged from the ground with Kim Se-Won at the location where she had stopped.

"Amazing."

Kim Se-Won, who had witnessed Optima's performance with his own eyes, was genuinely impressed. He couldn't help it. He had quickly dispatched a villain equivalent to a D-rank hero. But Optima's power was on a completely different level compared to his.

Villains who clearly seemed stronger than the one he had faced fell like autumn leaves. As a result, most of the villains in the hideout were taken down without being given time to properly respond.

"I knew it, but seeing it is different."

Kim Se-Won realized the gap between himself and Optima. The Optima he had encountered at Magica Essential and the Optima now were clearly different. Her growth rate was so fast it inspired awe.

"There's only one left."

While Kim Se-Won was staring blankly at Optima, she spoke in front of a thick iron door. This iron door led to where the villain managing this place would be.

KWANG!

Optima mercilessly kicked the thick iron door. With strength unimaginable from her slender legs, the door flew and pinned the villain against the wall. The villain died without even being able to scream.

"...!! Don't go in!"
"What?"

As Kim Se-Won moved his legs after seeing the iron door fly off, revealing the inside of the room, Optima stopped him with a loud voice. He belatedly raised his arm to halt his movement.

"What is it? What could possibly be in there?"

Standing beside Optima, he couldn't see the room clearly. Only Optima had a clear view of what was inside.

How horrific could it be?
But Kim Se-Won couldn't just stand still here. It was a matter of male pride and self-respect.

He had already shown an unreliable side once. Now he needed to show only a dependable image.

"I'll be fine. ...You might not trust me, but I'll steel my resolve even if I have to experience it firsthand."

This thought made Kim Se-Won act boastfully. He gently moved aside the arm blocking him and walked into the room.

"Ugh...!"

And not long after his boast, his body trembled violently. Kim Se-Won covered his nose with a grimace. The inside of the room revealed by the removed iron door was horrific.

This wasn't a disaster caused by Optima kicking the door.

The place had always been like this.

"Urp...! BLEEEEGH...!!"

Unable to suppress the rising nausea, Kim Se-Won vomited in a corner of the room. The entire room reeked of blood. A terrible place where the smell of decay mixed in here and there.

In the middle of the room were three corpses that seemed to have been breathing until just recently, their body heat still perceptible.

They were all corpses with terribly damaged bodies, dying with expressions soaked in fear and pain. Not just these, but corpses that had been dead for quite some time were visible here and there.

"He was someone soaked in drugs."

Optima, who had followed Kim Se-Won in, spoke somewhat indifferently. The villain who had lost his life by directly colliding with the massive iron door had a very similar appearance to drug-addicted villains Optima had seen before.

"It was probably a hallucinogenic... or something that amplifies sensations. The type that maximizes the sensation of killing people to feel ecstasy."

Optima pointed at the villain's corpse. In his dead hand was a knife he had been wielding until just before. And around him were tools used for slicing flesh, tools for digging it out, and the like.

"He probably used them on the victims too."
"Crazy bastard...!"

Kim Se-Won spoke as if spitting blood and gave the villain's corpse a look of contempt. He understood why the walls of the room were thick and why the door was made of thick iron. It was to prevent the victims' screams from leaking outside.

"What was I hesitating about?"

It hit him hard in the chest. The difference between knowing something intellectually and experiencing it firsthand. Kim Se-Won couldn't contain the rising anger.

"What reason is there to keep alive those who commit such horrific acts without remorse?"

He resented himself for hesitating to kill the villain earlier. He felt stupid enough to lament. Kim Se-Won deeply regretted not killing the villain.

If Optima hadn't come here, there would probably have been new victims.

"What will we do with these bodies?"
"I plan to recover them as best as possible and return them to their families. Will you help?"
"Alright. I'll do it."

Kim Se-Won wiped away the tears that had formed on his face. They had flowed out when he was vomiting earlier.

He silently began recovering the bodies. Though the horrific state of the bodies almost made him retch again, he forcibly swallowed it down. Crunch! A sound escaped as he gritted his teeth. Optima pretended not to notice and looked around the room.

"...The terminal is still working."

After a while, Optima found what she was looking for. It was something she always collected whenever she raided villain hideouts. Optima held the terminal in her hand and inserted something into its port.

Whirr-

The terminal, which would be unusable by unauthorized people, activated. With practiced movements, Optima searched through the terminal and extracted the necessary information.

"...Huh?"

While skimming through numerous pieces of information, Optima discovered a very concerning document.

"What is this...!"

She was shocked. If this wasn't false information, she had to stop it by any means necessary. A catastrophe would occur. If not properly handled, unimaginable damage would result.

Optima immediately raised her communication terminal and contacted Foriner.

"Hey, Foriner—"
[Let me speak first. Head to the Hero Association urgently. You must not waste time.]
"What? What do you mean...?"
[It means that the information you just discovered is true.]

Foriner spoke with an unusually urgent voice. Optima's eyes widened in shock.

Click.
The call ended.
Then, a large portal opened in the air.

"We don't have time to stay here!"
"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

Optima shouted, looking at Kim Se-Won. Having experienced considerable stress in a short period, Kim Se-Won asked her with slight irritation.

"Oops...!"

But only briefly. Kim Se-Won quickly returned to his original expression and stood up.

Around him were body bags scattered about. They had been prepared inside his tech-wear. Using telekinesis and physical abilities, Kim Se-Won had completed the body recovery work at an incredibly fast pace.

"I'll explain the details when we get there, hurry!"

Optima was amazed by this, but there was no time to delay. She grabbed Kim Se-Won's wrist and jumped into the portal.

Ch.223 - Late Night Date (Or Not) (4)
The control center that monitored and managed all situations at the Hero Association was currently in complete chaos.

This was because numerous villains imprisoned in the underground levels of the Hero Association had been released all at once.

"All villains from underground floors 5 through 10 are escaping!"
"Call everyone in! Those off-duty! Those on vacation! Get them all back here!!"

The staff at the Hero Association's control center moved frantically, shouting at the top of their lungs.

Villain escapes were certainly possible. Everyone had anticipated that such an incident might happen someday.

"Close off all areas with escape routes! Right now! I don't care if there are casualties! Preventing villains from escaping is the priority!"

Normally, numerous barriers and superpowered shield waves would activate to subdue the villains instantly in preparation for such an event.

"That's...! The systems aren't responding! All other security measures are completely dead!"
"What did you say?!"

But nothing was working.
Time and again, various measures had been prepared to block all possible variables. Yet none of them were functioning properly.

Bang!

A fist slammed down on the desk. As the bulging muscles struck the surface, the desk cracked.

Kwak Jun-Hyun, the night security officer, trembled with uncontrollable rage. The mere sight of his large frame shaking created an intimidating atmosphere around him.

Taking over the Hero Association's system all at once? That was impossible.

*They must have been preparing this methodically for a long time... It would take years at minimum.*

This was the work of a spy. Someone who had been working at the Hero Association for quite some time. There was no other explanation.
He couldn't understand how they had managed to plant a spy. Everyone in the Hero Association underwent multiple screenings by psychometry and other mental ability users, yet something like this had happened.

"Well. It's fine."

His anger gradually subsided.
With a grin, Kwak Jun-Hyun smiled. No matter how badly the security system was compromised or taken over, there was always a final line of defense.

He fingered the key in his pocket.

"Without this, they can only manage D-rank at best. The heroes who have been dispatched can handle them all."

For the villains to escape completely, they would need his genetic information and this key.

"What on earth is happening?!"

Just then, the control center door opened and a man rushed in. The man had extremely ordinary features.
Oh Hyung-Woo, the security technology advisor for the Hero Association.

A face so common it could be found anywhere.
But he always came to work neatly dressed in a suit, and for over five years, he had never once been absent without leave, late, or caused any incidents.
And today, like Kwak Jun-Hyun, he was on night duty to check the Hero Association's security systems.

"...It's the work of a spy. They must have been preparing methodically for a long time, as our security systems have been completely compromised."

The most likely culprit behind this incident was Oh Hyung-Woo who had just arrived. But Kwak Jun-Hyun didn't suspect him.

How could such a diligent, straight-laced person who didn't even drink or smoke, and who had somewhat timid tendencies, commit such a major crime?
Moreover, his movements were all being monitored from the control center. He had no opportunity for misconduct.

"That's impossible! When I just checked, there were no abnormalities whatsoever!"

Oh Hyung-Woo exclaimed with a voice full of dismay after hearing Kwak Jun-Hyun's words.

"It's still fine. We've called in heroes, and some are already on standby. Besides... you know, right?"

Kwak Jun-Hyun shrugged. As long as he was here, the villains couldn't use their full powers. Even with limited powers, they would be devastating to civilians, but the heroes could subdue them.

"And even if they come for me, I used to be quite strong back in the day, so I could knock them all down with one punch! Hahaha!"

Kwak Jun-Hyun laughed loudly, showing off his flexing muscles. He wasn't afraid of villains with restricted powers.

Thud!

"Huh?"

At that moment, a series of thuds echoed as people collapsed. The staff in the control center were falling without any warning.

"What's going on, why are you all suddenly... ugh...?!"

Kwak Jun-Hyun felt strength rapidly draining from his body. Fatigue washed over him. An impossible weariness made his eyelids heavy.

"What is... this..."

Through his increasingly closing eyes, Kwak Jun-Hyun realized that a pale white smoke had filled the control center. He had no idea when it had seeped in.

Click!

"I'm well aware that you were a strong hero, Mr. Kwak Jun-Hyun."

Oh Hyung-Woo gave him a cold stare. With the sound of metal locking into place, a gauntlet-like device fitted onto his right hand.

Keeeng-

The gauntlet instantly adjusted to fit his hand perfectly. The artificial muscles in the gauntlet amplified Oh Hyung-Woo's strength.

"That's why I'm here, isn't it?"

Crack!
Oh Hyung-Woo's right hand grabbed Kwak Jun-Hyun's neck and ripped it out. Kwak Jun-Hyun couldn't even resist as his spine was exposed.



* * *



Pandemonium.
All kinds of screams could be heard near the Hero Association building.
The shouts of subdued villains, heroes overwhelmed by the sheer number of villains.
And the sounds of villains unleashing their pent-up desires on civilians after being imprisoned for so long.

"No, no!! Please save me!"

A rough hand grabbed the back of a young man's head. While his body tried to move forward, his captured head refused to budge.

"Let go! Let go of me!! What did I do wrong?!"
"Wrong? No. You're just unlucky. You happened to wander in front of me."

The villain holding the young man exhaled roughly and forcibly twisted his body.
No matter how much he moved his arms and legs, it was useless.

"Then... first, I'll—aaaahhhh!!!"

Whoosh-!

The young man's face hurtled toward the wall, cutting through the air. He sensed his impending death. The distance between him and the wall closing rapidly.

*Am I... dying? Is this death...?*

He saw his life flash before his eyes. The world moved slowly as scenes from his life rushed past like a film reel.

"Please save me!! Someone, anyone...! Save me!!"

Though he knew it was futile, the young man cried out. He didn't want to die. He didn't want to die, but the distance between his head and the wall was now barely a fist's width.

He squeezed his eyes shut, bracing for the pain.

"...Huh?"

But there was no pain. No sound of his head being crushed. Like being entangled in invisible chains, the villain's arm refused to move.

"Am I... still alive...?"

The young man realized he had stopped just short of hitting the wall. His heart raced violently. He didn't know what had happened. He only knew he was still alive.

"Unforgivable."

Thud.
Footsteps approached. A rather young voice. The voice of someone barely out of his teens came from nearby.

Crunch! Crunch!!

"Ugh! Who are you...!!"

The villain, who had been anticipating killing someone after a long time, longing for the sensation of crushing flesh and bone, let out a pain-filled cry.

Thud! The young man who had been held by the villain fell to the ground. The fingers that had been holding him were all bent in directions they shouldn't have been.

"Villains must be eliminated."

A low, seething voice drew closer. Crunch! Crunch! The sound of the villain's body twisting could be heard.

"Aaaaargh!"
"You should never have been allowed to live."

Eyes burning with hatred pierced through the villain. As he raised his hand, the villain's body floated into the air, just as the young man had earlier.

"You, you...! What are you! Who are you! Do you know who I am?!"
"Do I care?"

It was disgusting.
Was there any need to spare those who treated human lives as mere entertainment? Did their lives truly deserve respect?
Should they be helped to rehabilitate and reintegrate into society? Or should they be imprisoned until death?

Kim Se-Won thought not.
They couldn't be cleansed. No matter how clean their exterior appeared, it meant nothing if the root was rotten.
Only death. Only death by the same violence they had so easily wielded was the answer.

Even though he knew this was somewhat extreme thinking, his opinion didn't change.
Rather, he hated himself for having viewed villains as living beings until now.

An invisible hand grabbed the back of the villain's head.
An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth.
He would return exactly what the villain had tried to do to someone else.

"That's enough. Stop."
"...Optima."

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to unleash his telekinesis, Optima stepped in to stop him.

*This isn't right.*

It was a mistake. Kim Se-Won was being controlled by his emotions.

*I don't want to see my friend falling apart like this.*

His heart ached.
He knew why Se-Won was so angry and consumed by that anger. But this wasn't right.

"Is this the justice you want?"

Optima spoke with a trembling voice. Her body shook pitifully, as if tears might fall at any moment.

She wasn't trying to stop him from killing the villain. She was afraid of him being consumed by his emotions, being controlled by them instead of his true self.

If this continued, his sense of justice would become twisted. He might become no different from a villain.
There had been a hero who was consumed by emotions like this, who advocated a distorted justice. And that person had massacred innocent civilians.

"What are you talking about?"
"I understand your anger. I know why you're angry. But... that doesn't mean you should get too worked up. Do you remember Elder Spinner, the former A-rank hero?"
"...!!"

Optima held Kim Se-Won's hand. Gently, she spoke, trying to help him calm down a little.

After considering her words, Kim Se-Won's eyes widened and his mouth opened.
No words came out.
But he knew who Elder Spinner was.

That person, once the most righteous of heroes, had been someone who extremely hated villains.
And he had also become a mass murderer of civilians, the worst criminal.

*Is Optima... seeing Elder Spinner in me...?*

It felt like being hit on the back of the head. The boiling anger momentarily receded, clearing his thoughts.

"I'm not blaming you for killing villains. But if this continues... you'll become like him."

Optima was genuinely afraid.
Optima—Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were classmates and friends who spent time together at the same school, in the same class.
And the reason Kim Se-Won had such a shocking experience today was none other than because of Optima herself.

That's why she was afraid.
She was afraid that her friend would change because of her.

Kim Se-Won's mind rapidly cooled. His thoughts became clearer. His vision seemed to clear as well.

"Ha...."

A hollow laugh escaped him.
Thinking about it, that was true.

He was simply angry.
Angry at villains who mocked, toyed with, and trampled on the lives of innocent civilians.

That anger was so immense and dark that it seemed like it would consume him.

*The justice I want. The anger that tried to control me....*

Kim Se-Won realized what Optima was afraid of. She was afraid of him changing. She was afraid of him becoming someone who justified all actions in the name of distorted justice.

"I'm sorry."

Kim Se-Won looked down at Optima as he spoke. He was no longer angry. The anger hadn't completely disappeared. But he had desperately suppressed it to a manageable level.

"That's good then."

Visibly relieved, Optima nodded slightly and turned around.
Optima's mood, the atmosphere around them, felt noticeably lighter.

Crunch!

A large hole appeared in the chest of the villain suspended in mid-air. It was a magic bullet fired by Optima.

"Then. Please keep that thought in your heart. I don't want to see you change like that."
"Why? ...Because you like me?"

A mischievous smile accompanied the words. It was also meant to lighten the gloomy atmosphere.

*Like...?*

With her back turned, Optima opened her mouth, lost in thought. It wasn't LOVE. But saying she "liked" him wasn't wrong.

*LIKE...*

LIKE. Specifically, friendship.
Optima liked him purely as a friend.

"Well."

Optima put her hands behind her back and tapped the floor with her toes. She deliberately dragged out her answer.

Now it was Optima's turn to smile mischievously. Turning around, Optima looked at Kim Se-Won.

"That's not wrong."

And then, she smiled broadly.
A strong wave of magic emanated from Optima's body. Optima's appearance changed. From the form Kim Se-Won had been seeing, to another form wrapped in a black translucent veil.

Kim Se-Won stared blankly at this scene, etching it into his brain. The black particles surrounding Optima scattered, creating a mystical atmosphere.

"From now on, protect the civilians as much as possible. No, make sure the villains can't escape from this area."

One step, Optima moved closer to Kim Se-Won.
Optima, wrapped in the translucent black veil, somehow looked like a bride in a wedding dress.

Thump, Kim Se-Won's heart beat violently.
Having used all his mental strength to control his boiling anger, Kim Se-Won couldn't control the desire that emerged at this unexpected moment.

"I won't blame you for killing villains. Just one thing—"

Grab!

"—?!"
"I understand. I'll control myself. I don't want to look stupid like before either."

Optima's eyes widened. Her thoughts stopped. As her mind went blank, the scent of Kim Se-Won she had just smelled seeped in.

*My, my chest...*

His scent forcibly brought back memories of the incident in the cabinet she had experienced earlier.

"?!"

Kim Se-Won came to his senses. When he regained consciousness, he found a girl like a black bride nestled in his arms.

*Oh no!*

Since it wasn't an intentional action, Kim Se-Won was equally flustered. Fortunately, having regained his senses faster than Optima, he quickly moved away from her.

*Is she... okay?*

Kim Se-Won carefully observed Optima's reaction. She was still frozen.

*She's not okay!*

He sensed it. If not now, he would face severe consequences.

"Th-then, I'll go do what you told me to do!"

Escape was the answer. He fled the scene at a speed he couldn't believe he was capable of.

"Ah...."

And. Optima, whose face was belatedly beginning to flush, raised her head and watched Kim Se-Won's retreating figure.

Ch.224 - Late Night Date (Or Not) (5)
The dim room was illuminated by light flowing from the monitor.
Jin Yong-Han, an executive of the Villain Association, was watching the situation unfolding at the Hero Association through this monitor.

"One, two... they're gathering."

Jin Yong-Han's eyes tracked the various heroes. They were moving busily.

They had no choice but to be busy.
Between the villains who had been captured and imprisoned last year and those that Optima had rounded up nationwide over the past six months, there were easily over a hundred.

Honestly, even Jin Yong-Han himself hadn't expected so many to be captured. He had no reason to care about each insignificant pawn.

"Good. Very good. An unexpected stroke of luck."

This was actually better.
Now was the perfect time, with all the heroes' attention focused on the small-fry villains at the Hero Association.

"Not just heroes but Optima too!"

Jin Yong-Han's lips curled into a wide smile.
One of the most troublesome variables was undoubtedly Optima. That woman who would appear and resolve incidents immediately was now tied up at the Hero Association.

"In that situation, even if she notices, she won't be able to move easily. There are hundreds of scattered decoys."

After confirming Optima's location, he made up his mind completely. Now. Now was the time.
Jin Yong-Han chuckled as he reached for the phone on his desk.

Buzz—

Just then, Jin Yong-Han's communication device rang. He frowned deeply as he glared at it. Very few people could contact his device as an executive of the Villain Association.

"...What is it?"

His voice made it clear that he found the caller extremely unwelcome. He seemed eager to hang up immediately.

[What else? Jin Yong-Han, I was curious about what kind of scheme you're plotting this time.]

The caller was a woman with a cold voice.

"Curious? Ha! Did you call just to say such useless things? Iris O'Brien. Someone like you would already be watching, wouldn't you?"

[No. Unlike you who's floundering in delusions, I'm quite busy. ...But thinking about it, I don't really need to be curious.]

Iris O'Brien continued to mock him with her cold voice.

[Jin Yong-Han. My dear compatriot. Why don't you snap out of your delusions? Haven't you realized yet that clones can't sustain the Villain Association? You've crossed the line. You're trying to destroy the very purpose of the Villain Association. How long do you think we'll tolerate that? Or perhaps... you didn't think we knew?]

"Shut up, woman. Your arrogance makes me sick every time I hear it. Words that are troublesome to control are just a hindrance. How dull-witted you are not to realize such an obvious fact."

Jin Yong-Han snarled with a grimace.
Words troublesome to control. As Jin Yong-Han said, villains were very troublesome to control.
The small fry of the Villain Association were essentially just street thugs with superpowers. Like thugs, they had a clear hierarchy, but they couldn't properly control their instincts and violent tendencies.

This soon became a variable.
Jin Yong-Han despised variables.

"So mind your own business. Mannequin."

[Treating people like mannequins. I suppose that's why you rely on clones. You put humans and clones on the same level. Just hearing your voice makes me think how pathetic you are.]

Iris's voice remained cold. As Jin Yong-Han said, she could have been mistaken for a mannequin with how little emotion she showed.
After hearing Iris's words, Jin Yong-Han irritably ended the call.

Iris O'Brien.
A woman who directly and mercilessly stabbed at his weak spots. Jin Yong-Han and Iris had been enemies for a long time. Their ways of thinking were polar opposites, leading to frequent conflicts.

"What are you plotting, Iris O'Brien? ...No way!"

Jin Yong-Han's eyes widened.
He picked up a file from beside him, flipped through it, and pulled out a report submitted by one of his subordinates.

"...It was definitely Melissa, wasn't it?"

The report he opened contained a record of Iris contacting Melissa.
If so, the A-class monster from Gresorion. She might have joined hands with that woman. This needed investigation.

Jin Yong-Han thought carefully, then picked up a communication device.

"It's me. Begin."

And then, after saying just those brief words, he turned off the device.

"...Iris."

Jin Yong-Han muttered her name while flipping through the documents. The recent contact between Iris O'Brien and Melissa was surely for reasons similar to his own.

Strengthening their forces.
Though their methods differed, their goals were the same.

"I wonder who's really the foolish one."

Heh heh heh, Jin Yong-Han laughed at Iris. She must have noticed that Gresorion had split.

"If they've split in two, it's only natural to join hands with the stronger side. Well, someone like her wouldn't get along with The Mute One, so I suppose she had no choice?"

Jin Yong-Han tapped the document with his index finger, laughing heartily. He couldn't wait to see how that arrogant woman would fall.

* * *

As soon as Jin Yong-Han's order was given, the villains began moving busily.
They split into two groups and headed toward their respective targets. One of these destinations was the Academy.
More specifically, the dormitory where the Academy students lived.

"Nothing but mouth-watering girls."

Nam Jae-Jin, the villain in charge of this Academy raid operation, licked his lips as he stared at the photos of his targets with gleaming eyes.

A delicate girl with platinum blonde hair. And a girl with soft black hair who somewhat resembled Optima.
These were photos of Eun-Ha and Go Su-A.

These two were the only targets.
This was also why they had come here despite there being no benefit in kidnapping low-quality Academy students.

Healing ability and voice command.
The abilities of these two were both extremely rare and useful. The other students didn't matter, but these two needed to be taken intact to be used as clone materials.

"There's no one to interfere with us anyway. At most, there might be a teacher on duty. Ah, if only all missions were this sweet."

Nam Jae-Jin licked the photo once more with gleaming eyes. If he successfully kidnapped the two, he could keep the originals for himself.
Of course, they might lose limbs or eyeballs during the sampling process, but that would only serve as a spice to heighten his carnal desires.

"We're going in. After we get the targets, I don't care what you do."

With a grin, Nam Jae-Jin gave the order, and the villains surrounding the dormitory rushed toward the entrance.

Whoosh!

At that moment, blue flames erupted around the dormitory. The blue flames, created by an unknown source, emitted heat that seemed capable of burning anyone who approached to death, blocking the villains' advance.

Thud!

"Where are you all rushing to?"

As the villains hesitated, a boy fell from the sky. A boy with tanned skin and bleached white hair. It was Kim Woo-Jin.

"Kim Woo-Jin? What? I thought you were dead somewhere, but you're surprisingly alive?"

Nam Jae-Jin wasn't surprised by Kim Woo-Jin's sudden appearance. Instead, he was busy mocking him.

A half-wit who couldn't properly handle his power despite awakening.
An idiot who only gets beaten by the magical girl.

This was the Villain Association's assessment of Kim Woo-Jin.

Not many had directly experienced Kim Woo-Jin's power, but everyone had heard such rumors at least once.
Nam Jae-Jin was no exception.

"...Ah, aren't you that pedophile bastard?"

As Nam Jae-Jin stepped forward, Kim Woo-Jin frowned and gave him a contemptuous look.
The one who kidnapped the original that became Dolly. And the one who desired that original was also Nam Jae-Jin.
Her end had been terribly tragic.

In this way, Nam Jae-Jin was a being who desired all girls who had not yet reached adulthood.

"Pedophile? You shouldn't judge me based on just one aspect of my preferences. ...By the way, I don't see Dolly around? Don't tell me she ran out of medicine and died? I was quite interested in her too."

Nam Jae-Jin maintained a relaxed expression as he pretended to scan the surroundings. As he said himself, Dolly was nowhere to be seen.

"It was the first time I was attracted to a clone rather than an original... She's either really dead or hidden somewhere. One of the two, I guess."

He wasn't particularly disappointed. If Dolly was there, fine; if not, that was fine too.
What mattered was that this half-dead black kid was interfering with his mission.

A knife was quietly drawn from Nam Jae-Jin's back.
The knife made no sound as it slid down his back, flowed down his leg, and hid in the darkness, moving toward Kim Woo-Jin's blind spot.

"But why did you come out of hiding? Don't tell me you're asking to be accepted as a comrade again?"

Swish!

The knife immediately rushed at Kim Woo-Jin through his blind spot. The sharply honed knife would pierce into Kim Woo-Jin and destroy him from the inside.

"If so, you'll have to pay a price. It might be a bit expensive? Ayla Thompson was quite angry too. If you meet her later, you might lose one of your balls!"

Heh heh heh! He burst out laughing, not bothering to hold it back. Nam Jae-Jin didn't think for a moment that his attack would fail.

"What? Why did I come out?"

Kim Woo-Jin wore an expression of disbelief.

Crack!

Suddenly, the knife flying toward Kim Woo-Jin was smashed into the ground. Kim Woo-Jin hadn't moved. He was just looking at Nam Jae-Jin with an incredulous expression.

"Why else?"

And then, someone else continued Kim Woo-Jin's words. The voice came from the sky. Everyone's attention immediately turned toward the source of the sound.

Soon, a snow-white girl descended from the sky. Beside her was the small clone girl, Dolly.

"I came to kill you all."

Don-Hil, the magical girl who had descended to the ground, said this with a bright smile.

Ch.225 - Late Night Date (End)
Don Hil gracefully landed on the ground from mid-air and surveyed the villains, including Nam Jae-jin.

These people weren't difficult opponents. Stronger than average heroes, but not worthy adversaries for Don-Hil or Kim Woo-jin. Their posturing in front of her was almost laughable.

Nevertheless, Don-Hil didn't openly mock them. Instead, she displayed a composed smile.
Soon, her smiling gaze slid over to Kim Woo-jin.

*I need to be careful in front of Woo-jin.*

Since that night, Don-Hil had become conscious of her every action around Kim Woo-jin.
The reason wasn't anything special. She simply didn't want to appear unsightly to him.

*No matter how much I try to hide it... my true nature is that of a monster.*

Don-Hil recalled the secret she wanted to keep hidden forever. A child born between a magical girl and a monster.
That's who she was.

"What? Kill us?"

Meanwhile, Nam Jae-jin burst into laughter. His laughter spread to those around him.

"So, you little kids just came here to kill us? Can't you see how many of us are spread out here? Why not just admit you came looking for a place to die? Hmm? Who knows? If you kneel and beg, we might let those girls live."

It was ridiculous.
The sight of this failure thinking he could defeat them was utterly absurd.

"Do I need to give a reason? You're annoying. That's all."

In response to Nam Jae-jin's mockery, Kim Woo-jin glanced at Don-Hil before speaking.
As a former villain, he had no obligation to protect the academy students. He just couldn't ignore it because he knew it would make Don-Hil sad.

"That's right. You're annoying. It's pitiful how you follow a delusional leader who doesn't know his place."
"Annoying? What's annoying? What's wrong with having useful puppets? When they break, just discard them and make new ones!"

Nam Jae-jin's words revealed how clones were treated in the Villain Association.

"Brother..."
"It's okay."

Dolly trembled at Nam Jae-jin's words, whimpering as she hid behind Kim Woo-jin.

*She's quite cunning.*

When Don-Hil glanced at Dolly, the girl stuck out her tongue slightly. In truth, Nam Jae-jin's words didn't bother her at all.
That was reality, and what she had experienced.

*Maybe I should pretend to be weak sometimes too.*

That might be good.
With these thoughts, Don-Hil became aware of Eun-Ha sleeping in the dormitory building. If Kim Woo-jin hadn't warned about the Villain Association's movements, she wouldn't have dreamed this would happen.

*Should I come with you? You said you have a friend there. The one you mentioned before.*
*Eun-Ha isn't exactly a friend... Anyway, it's fine. Eun-Ha can escape without getting hurt.*

Of course, initially she hadn't planned to come.

*Really? Is she stronger than you?*
*No. She's weak. She's strong, but weaker than me.*
*Then let's go. I'll come with you.*

When Kim Woo-jin offered to help like this, she couldn't refuse.

"At first, I was just going to quietly disappear."

Don-Hil's lips curved into a gentle smile.
Her warm gaze turned toward Kim Woo-jin. He was someone who enjoyed helping others, regardless of circumstances.
Despite his long time with the Villain Association, his essential nature hadn't changed.

"Well, since it's the last time, maybe it's good to see her face before leaving."

Don-Hil turned around and looked up at the towering dormitory. Her eyes focused precisely on where Eun-Ha's room was located.
Since it was the last time, she might as well see Eun-Ha's face, probably sleeping there now.

Don-Hil's eyes grew sentimental. She couldn't say she was close with Eun-Ha. They hadn't talked much.
Eun-Ha would occasionally approach her, while Don-Hil would just keep watching this radiant being—that was their relationship.

*Maybe that's why I keep looking at her. Like some moth.*

Don-Hil found herself amusing.

"Woo-jin. Thank you."
"Huh? Yeah."
"You really haven't changed, then or now."

Whoosh—

As the still-smiling Don-Hil turned around again, the artifact in her core, the Formless Mist, stirred.

The stirring Formless Mist resonated with another Formless Mist in Kim Woo-jin's core.
The Formless Mist connecting Don-Hil and Kim Woo-jin had become stronger and more tightly bound since that night.

The resonating Formless Mist amplified the magical power of both.

"Now it's time to clean up these insects."

As Don-Hil waved her arm, the gravity around them began pressing down on the villains.

Whoosh!

Following that, Kim Woo-jin's blue flames surrounded the villains. With blue flames encircling them front and back, their escape routes were blocked.

The blue flames rising inside and out brightened the surroundings. This revealed creatures hiding in the darkness.

Monsters.

"Tsk."

Kim Woo-jin clicked his tongue.
The presence of monsters meant the clone girls were being exploited. Nightmare-like memories resurfaced in his mind.

The fate of failed clone girls, treated as disposable, which Jin Yong-han had forced him to witness.
Memories of girls with metal rods in their heads, limbs restrained, treated merely as batteries for their abilities. Memories that kept returning in nightmares.

"Dolly. Please."
"Yes, brother."

When Kim Woo-jin asked with a sinking voice, Dolly, who had been hiding behind him, nodded with a bright smile.

"Kieeeeek!!"
"What's happening?! W-why are they suddenly like this?!"

When Dolly closed her eyes, the monsters the villains had brought suddenly began screaming. They went berserk, clawing and biting nearby villains.

"Foolish people."

The monsters' control had already shifted to Dolly.
Opening her eyes, Dolly watched the villains being mauled by monsters with an expressionless face. It was completely different from how she looked at Kim Woo-jin—extremely cold.

"Failed products... no, no matter how much you overwork my sisters, they can't match my control."

Whimper!

As Dolly extended her hand, the monsters surrounding the dormitory gathered in front of her, making the ground shake. They exposed their bellies like docile puppies.

"Good children."

Dolly smiled contentedly as she stroked the nearest monster.
Dolly was in her healthiest state. She wasn't shivering in the night breeze, nor feeling chest pain or chills.
There was no discomfort in her movements.

The reason the "successful product" Dolly had been so weak was because the Villain Association had been controlling her medication dosage.

Far less than what she needed to be healthy—just enough to barely keep her alive. It was remarkable she had survived this long.

"W-what kind of power is this?!"

Nam Jae-jin was shocked by the gravitational force pressing down on his body.
Blue flames surrounding the large dormitory grounds. And gravity pressing down between the flame barriers.
He couldn't escape. Nor could he attack.

"Kheuk!"

Boom!
The gravity intensified.
His body screamed under the pressure. Unable to withstand it, he fell to his knees. Yet the gravity showed no signs of weakening.
Instead, it kept getting stronger.

"Tear them apart."

While all the villains were immobilized, the monsters under Dolly's command began mauling them one by one.

Crunch!

"Aaaagh!!"

And Nam Jae-jin couldn't escape the monsters' teeth either.
As he barely supported himself with his limbs on the ground, sudden indescribable pain struck him.

Between his legs.
What he had prided himself on, what he had used to harass countless girls, was being torn apart by a monster.

Crunch.

Behind him came the sound of something being chewed. The more he heard it, the more intense the pain became.

"Don't you want to go see her? The situation is basically over."
"...No. I changed my mind."
"Why don't you just go?"
"It's fine."

Dolly approached Don-Hil's side and grinned at her. Dolly's words were definitely not out of consideration for Don-Hil.

*This cheeky little one...!*

Dolly's intention was obvious without asking.
She wanted to stay close to Kim Woo-jin. Her internal affection for Kim Woo-jin had already reached its limit.
If not for the constraint of her young body, she would have pounced on Kim Woo-jin just like Don-Hil had.

"Are you sure you don't want to go see her?"
"After causing this commotion, Eun-Ha must be awake. ...Let's just go back."

Though disappointed, Don-Hil had no choice. She looked up at the dormitory one last time.

"Will you be okay? You won't see her again."

Kim Woo-jin expressed his concern.
The night Don-Hil had pounced on Kim Woo-jin, she had told him her wish.

To spend peaceful moments with Kim Woo-jin, her childhood friend whom she had finally found. Normally. Like everyone else lives.

And to do that, she needed to bring down two organizations.

One was the Villain Association. The other was Gresorion, where her mother belonged.

"I'll be fine. ...So this is goodbye."

Don-Hil spoke in a somewhat melancholic voice, then smiled brightly. It was a smile tinged with sadness despite the cheerfulness.


* * *


As time passed and the morning sun began to appear.

"Situation resolved! 420 escaped villains, all captured or eliminated!"

A hero's powerful voice echoed around the Hero Association.
Hearing this, heroes applauded and cheered.

"Magical Girl! Magical Girl!"
"Optima! Optima!"

Starting with a deep male voice, everyone began chanting "Magical Girl."

Thanks to Optima-Vicious Form's efforts, the incident was quickly resolved.
Due to her darting around spreading black mist, the villains' escape, which could have taken days, ended much faster than predicted.

While heroes were calling Optima's name, the Hero Association headquarters and its surroundings were in complete disarray.
The damage caused by villains released at an unexpected moment.
Small in some ways, significant in others.

Fortunately, it wasn't severe.
Civilian evacuation had been swift, minimizing casualties.

"You did well. Let's go home now."
"Mmm..."

Kim Se-Won looked at Optima with an exhausted face. The girl receiving cheers from heroes was extending her hand to him.
As if entranced, he grabbed her hand, and the two disappeared somewhere.

"...This is my room?"

When he came to his senses, Kim Se-Won found himself in his room. Optima, who must have brought him here, had already vanished.
His gaze turned to the window. Seeing the rising sun, he realized he had missed today's dawn training.

"Ugh...!"

Thud! Kim Se-Won collapsed onto his bed without even taking off his clothes. The overwhelming fatigue made his eyelids increasingly heavy.

"If I sleep now... I'll be late..."

His voice grew faint. Strength left his body. His overworked body demanded rest.

"I shouldn't be late..."

His half-closed eyes closed further. Eventually, his vision went dark.


* * *


"...up!"
"...! Wake...up!"
"Mmm..."

Kim Se-Won frowned. Someone seemed to be shaking his body.
His stomach felt heavy. It must be because his fatigue hadn't fully dissipated.

"Kim Se-Won!!!"
"?!"

Suddenly, he realized a very familiar voice was calling his name.
His eyes snapped open, brightening his vision.
He didn't know how much time had passed, but the sun in the sky was illuminating the surroundings.

"Eun...Ha?"
"Yes. Good morning."

Opening his eyes, Kim Se-Won gazed up at Eun-Ha.

*Huh?*

That's right.
He looked up at her.
The heavy feeling around his stomach. Heavy yet soft. And warm.

"!!!!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened. Fatigue? He didn't feel any. Eun-Ha in front of him must have healed him.

"Good morning."

As Kim Se-Won stared at her in a half-dazed state, Eun-Ha looked at him and smiled brightly.
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After taking Kim Se-Won to his room.

"Nnngh...!"

Optima released her transformation in her room and stretched widely. The fatigue that had been building up was pushed back momentarily.

After finishing her stretch, Eun-Ha placed her hand on her chest and emitted a pure white light.

Healing magic. The type that drives away fatigue. While it couldn't completely eliminate exhaustion, it was enough to help her endure for about a day.

"...Ah! Se-Won!"

Eun-Ha, who had been feeling her fatigue dissipate with her eyes closed, suddenly remembered Kim Se-Won.
The unexpected situation had caused not only Eun-Ha but also Kim Se-Won to stay up all night.

"Today, he must have gone through a lot..."

Kim Se-Won, who had experienced many things in just one day, was surely feeling tremendous fatigue. Eun-Ha felt responsible for this fact.
Although the villains' mass escape was unexpected, the fundamental reason Kim Se-Won had to stay up all night was because of Eun-Ha.

"Well then, shall I go?"

A shadow formed beneath Eun-Ha's feet. She slipped right into the shadow.

Whoosh!

...And less than a second later, she emerged from the shadow again.

Sniff, sniff. Eun-Ha moved her body and smelled herself, then rested her chin on her hand, lost in thought.

"...I should wash up first."

Her movements today had been intense.
If there was even the slightest chance she smelled of sweat, Kim Se-Won might reconsider the connection between her and Optima.
Without hesitation, Eun-Ha threw off the clothes she was wearing and entered the shower.



* * *



Eun-Ha washed up, dried her hair, and even completely prepared to go to school. When she checked the time after finishing, it was already 6:30.

"It's this damn hair that's the problem. This hair."

Eun-Ha patted her moistened cheeks. Then she blamed her hair that showed no signs of drying.

The only drawback of this hair that always maintained its flowing texture without any special care was that it took an enormous amount of time to dry.

After voicing her complaint, Eun-Ha slipped into the shadow again. The shadow she entered escaped through the window, slid down the wall, and invaded Kim Se-Won's room.

"Sigh."

Eun-Ha sighed at the sight before her.
Kim Se-Won was sound asleep on the bed. He was so tired that his arms and legs were sprawled out freely. He hadn't even thought to change his clothes and was drooling as he slept.
Of course, he hadn't taken off his shoes either.

Eun-Ha stood with her hands on her hips, watching Kim Se-Won sleep for a moment.

"...If I don't wake him up soon, won't he miss breakfast?"

Glancing at the clock on the wall, Eun-Ha approached him and shook his body.

"Se-Won."

As she called him, a pure white light flowed from Eun-Ha's hand. It was the same healing magic she had used on herself earlier.

"Hey. Kim Se-Won."

But.
Although the healing was clearly working, Kim Se-Won didn't move at all. He was in a deep sleep.

"Kim Se-Wooooon!!"

No matter how much she shook him, whispered in his ear, or shouted, Kim Se-Won showed no signs of waking up.
Even slapping his cheeks lightly got no response.

"Seriously, how tired were you... Huh? Wait, does healing magic not work well on someone who's asleep? ...But there's nothing wrong with his body."

From Eun-Ha's perspective, Kim Se-Won's body showed no abnormalities. He was just sleeping heavily.

With a puzzled expression, Eun-Ha used healing magic again.
Gradually, her magical power seeped into him, healing him and driving away his fatigue.

"This isn't working. I need to try something more extreme."

The time was already 6:50. It was approaching 7 o'clock.

Eun-Ha made a bold choice.
She had heard somewhere that if something sits on a sleeping person's stomach, they have nightmares. And if they have nightmares, there's a high chance they'll wake up during it.

In other words, if Eun-Ha acted as a weight and woke him up, Kim Se-Won might get up quickly.

"Even I think this is a genius idea!"

Eun-Ha praised herself as she gathered Kim Se-Won's sprawled limbs closer to his body.

"Heave-ho!"

Then she climbed onto the bed and sat on his stomach. Eun-Ha's thighs firmly pressed against Kim Se-Won's arms.

"Hehehe...!"

Eun-Ha's face wore a mischievous expression as she looked down at Kim Se-Won.

"...Huh? What's this in the way?"

Eun-Ha frowned.
Just as she was about to think of how to wake Kim Se-Won, she felt something touching her bottom.

"......"

Eun-Ha reached back with one arm to feel what was in the way. Her body froze not long after.

It was standing up.
Something was firmly standing up toward the sky. It was full of vigor.

"T-This...!"

Cold sweat ran down Eun-Ha's face. Only then did she realize she had chosen the wrong position to sit.
Trying to sit on his stomach, she had sat a little lower than intended, causing her bottom to touch "that."

"No, this is a physiological phenomenon, so it can't be helped. Let's pretend I didn't see it."

Knowing this was a completely natural phenomenon, Eun-Ha squeezed her eyes shut and adjusted her position. She moved her body to make sure she was now properly sitting on Kim Se-Won's stomach.

"By the way, that somehow seems much bigger than mine... No, that's it. It just looks bigger because of his clothes."

Perhaps due to her close contact with him last night, Eun-Ha couldn't help but be conscious of Kim Se-Won's "thing."
Men are creatures who can't help but compare the size of their thing with others'.

"No. Don't think about it. Why am I even thinking about this? Mine is now... No, anyway, don't think about it!"

"Inhale- Exhale-."

Looking down at Kim Se-Won again, Eun-Ha took a deep breath and collected her thoughts. Then she steeled her resolve.
The time was already 6:55. It was time to wake Kim Se-Won up.

In fact, 10 minutes is enough to wash up, eat, and prepare for school. There's no need to wake him up by 7.

"But most of his fatigue should be gone by now, so it's better to get up early and go at a leisurely pace."

"Se-Won."

After rationalizing to herself, Eun-Ha nodded and shook Kim Se-Won.

"Wake up. Se-Won."
"Hey. Kim Se-Won...! It's morning!"
"Wake up!"
"Kim Se-Won! Wake up!"
"Mmm...."

"Is it working...?"

Kim Se-Won, whose body was restrained, began to twitch his eyebrows with each shake from Eun-Ha. It was a clearly different response compared to earlier when he didn't move at all.

"7 o'clock...!"

But the time had already passed 7. To be exact, it was 3 minutes past 7.
Eun-Ha felt impatient.

"I need to wake him up quickly."

She wanted to casually ask how last night was. Although Eun-Ha and Optima were the same person, Kim Se-Won didn't know that fact, so she wanted to see his reaction in the meantime.

"...Surely, he won't bring up the cabinet incident."

Surely he wouldn't bring that up.
Inwardly, Eun-Ha hoped Kim Se-Won would say that Optima was cool.

"Won't our Se-Won wake up~?"

Emerging from her thoughts, Eun-Ha raised her fist with high expectations. Despite her smiling face, there was quite a bit of force in her raised fist.

If gentle methods didn't work, she was determined to wake him up with somewhat violent methods. With this in mind, Eun-Ha decided to call his name one last time.

"Kim Se-Won!!!"

Just as Eun-Ha was about to bring her fist down on Kim Se-Won's chest.

"?!"

Kim Se-Won opened his eyes. They snapped open and looked at Eun-Ha.
Swish! The hand that was about to strike Kim Se-Won disappeared behind her back in an instant.

"Eun...Ha?"
"Yes. Good morning."

Eun-Ha immediately smiled brightly and greeted him. Her heart was pounding. If she had been a little later, she would have been caught trying to punch him.

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, who had been staring blankly at Eun-Ha, gradually lowered his gaze.

"!!!!"

His gaze reached her stomach and his eyes widened.
Having successfully assessed the situation, Kim Se-Won first checked if his manhood was erect. Fortunately, it wasn't today.

"Good morning."

And.
Kim Se-Won greeted Eun-Ha, pretending nothing was wrong.



* * *



Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won made their way to the cafeteria in the dormitory.

"How was yesterday?"

As soon as Kim Se-Won sat across from her after getting their meals, Eun-Ha asked this. Her eyes were sparkling with anticipation.

"Hurry! Hurry and tell me how awesome I looked!"

"Yesterday..."

Seeing Eun-Ha's expectant face, Kim Se-Won desperately chose his words.
Yesterday's events. That is, she was asking about how Optima was.

"Let's not talk about the cabinet first. ...And also about hugging Optima."

He didn't know what Eun-Ha might do if he said the wrong thing. Whether he stepped on a landmine or avoided it depended on how he spoke.

"It's important to find the right balance—not praising Optima too much, but not belittling her either."

Kim Se-Won instinctively judged this to be correct. To win the hearts of both Eun-Ha and Optima, he had to walk a fine line.

"Well, what do you want to hear first?"

So he asked this. Kim Se-Won grinned as he observed Eun-Ha's reaction.

"No, I asked you first."
"That's why I'm asking. What do you want to hear first? Wow~ If you knew how many things happened with Optima yesterday, you'd be shocked!"

Kim Se-Won didn't know what to say either. Among the events of last night, what he remembered was his contact with Optima and hugging her.
Honestly, he didn't want to remember the rest.

In that case, he would pass the question back to Eun-Ha.
This way, Eun-Ha would naturally ask only what she was curious about.

"How many things?!"

Eun-Ha was startled and trembled.
The phrase "how many things" naturally reminded her of what happened in the cabinet last night.

The experience of being in close contact with Kim Se-Won in the cramped cabinet. It was a short but very intense time.
"How many things" surely included this intense time.

"No way, he's not going to talk about that, is he??"

Eun-Ha broke out in a cold sweat and tried to shake off the memories that kept coming back. This wouldn't do. She needed a question that would lead Kim Se-Won to talk about Optima's strengths.

"T-Then... like, how well did Optima fight... or something? Hahaha...."

That was all she could come up with. Eun-Ha broke out in a cold sweat as she watched Kim Se-Won's reaction.

"Oh ho?"

Kim Se-Won also noticed Eun-Ha breaking out in a cold sweat.

"Could it be that she's already heard something from Optima?"

There was something suspicious. Was there a need to ask about the battle specifically? It didn't seem necessary to ask about the combat ability of a girl who was like a sister to her.

"She was awesome."

Kim Se-Won crossed his arms and nodded.

"Whatever Optima told Eun-Ha, she probably didn't mention what happened last night. Even if she did, she might have intentionally lied."

In that case, it's better not to pry here. What happened in the cabinet would remain a memory shared only by Optima and Kim Se-Won.

"A-Awesome?"
"Yeah. That's really the only word that comes to mind. It's like, how should I put it? Overwhelming? She was incredibly strong. Optima looks fragi... ahem, really weak on the outside, right? But appearances are just appearances, and she proved it with her actions. The villains all went down with one hit. With a whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, she extended her fists or legs, and they all collapsed."
"Ohhh...!"

Kim Se-Won extended his fists randomly as he explained. Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled as she nodded at his every word.

"This is it! This is what I wanted!"

Eun-Ha clenched her fist under the table.
Although there was a slight feeling of disappointment, it was a satisfying enough review.

Awesome! Strong!
These words resonated in Eun-Ha's heart.

"He didn't add any unnecessary comments besides saying I was strong. That means...!! There's absolutely nothing to criticize!"

Eun-Ha was weak to praise. Her face relaxed to the point of looking silly, and she grinned broadly.

"WOW!! To accomplish such a difficult task so easily! As expected of a magical girl! As expected of Optima!"
"Hmph. It's nothing."

...Also, in Eun-Ha's mind, an image was forming of Kim Se-Won making a fuss and Optima smiling slightly with a cool expression.
Whether her brain was broken or not, memories from just a few hours ago were being distorted.

"But why are you so happy about it?"

Kim Se-Won couldn't understand Eun-Ha's behavior. He looked at her with an incredulous expression.

Eun-Ha was startled and touched her face. She had shown an unsightly appearance without realizing it.

"Huh? Oh, no. Just... well. I'm just happy to hear it?"

She had to make an excuse somehow!
Eun-Ha hurriedly flapped her arms as she pulled an excuse from her mind.

"Really? Then let's eat."
"Y-Yeah. Okay. ...Phew."

After watching this series of actions, Kim Se-Won chuckled and picked up his spoon.
Seeing that Kim Se-Won was going to let it go, Eun-Ha sighed in relief.

"Huh? Wait."

And just as he was about to take a bite of his food, a question popped into Kim Se-Won's mind.

"By the way."
"Mmm?"

Eun-Ha, who had been eating along with Kim Se-Won, looked up. She had stuffed her cheeks full of food and was chewing.

"How did you get into my room?"
"!! Kugh?! Kak! Kak...!!"

Eun-Ha choked on her food at his unexpected question.

Ch.227 - Chit-chat. With Friends
"How did you get into my room?"

This was a question Eun-Ha had never imagined hearing.

"Keh-huk...! Keh-huk...!"
"Here. Drink some water."

Gulp, gulp.

Her eyes welled up with tears. As she hastily drank the water Kim Se-Won handed her, her mind raced. Eun-Ha belatedly realized how careless she had been.

*What should I say?*

Thinking about it, it was a perfectly reasonable question from Kim Se-Won's perspective.
To enter someone else's room—Kim Se-Won's room—in the morning, she would have needed his biometric data like fingerprints or a room key.
But Eun-Ha had neither.

"Phew...."

Having finally stopped choking, Eun-Ha wiped the tears from her eyes and looked at Kim Se-Won.

*How can I brush this off?*

A solution? Nothing came to mind. Eun-Ha couldn't think of any clever strategy to naturally resolve this situation. She hadn't anticipated this question, so she hadn't prepared an excuse in advance.

"Well... um... how I got in, you see..."

With tears still in her eyes, Eun-Ha began stammering an explanation. It wasn't much of an explanation at all. Just a parade of excuses without any real substance.

"Oh, forget it. You were probably tired, so maybe the door was left open or something."

Kim Se-Won waved his hand, cutting Eun-Ha off. She looked like she might burst into tears at any moment—he wasn't sure why she would cry over this, but she looked pitiful making excuses with that expression.

There probably wasn't any special reason for Eun-Ha to be so flustered.

*She must have some method she can't talk about directly. Or maybe there's a secret passage I don't know about.*

There were many possibilities. Eun-Ha even had that Academy Guidebook, which had become something of a love-hate item for him.
Plus, she had Foriner as her helper and contractor. She probably had plenty of ways to enter his room.

*To be honest, I don't want to press the issue.*

And the reason he stopped questioning was simply because his heart had softened.
Seeing none other than Eun-Ha—the girl he harbored feelings for—with tears in her eyes made his heart incredibly weak.
Moreover, the situation where the girl he liked came to wake him up in the morning was heart-fluttering enough that he didn't mind.

*Honestly... it was dangerous, but I liked it.*

Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha while trying to suppress the smile forming at the corners of his mouth. It was fortunate that his reason hadn't completely abandoned him then.

"Phew...."

Eun-Ha visibly relaxed when Kim Se-Won stopped questioning her. She had nothing to say anyway.

*It's not like I can just announce that I'm Optima.*

How fortunate that he'd let it go. Eun-Ha hesitated before carefully picking up her spoon.

"What? You seem fine. Wasn't it dangerous yesterday?"
"It was dangerous. You were quite late? Normally you'd have stormed the cafeteria as soon as it opened and eaten everything."
"What are you saying? Even I want to eat lightly sometimes! Anyway, you have no delicacy when dealing with a young lady. No delicacy at all."
"Pfft...! A young lady? Hahaha...!"

Just then, Han Chae-Eun approached Eun-Ha's side. True to her big eater reputation, her tray was piled high with food.

"...Wait, Kim Se-Won! What did you do to Eun-Ha?"

As Han Chae-Eun sat down bickering with Kim Se-Won, she noticed Eun-Ha's tear-stained face.

Something wasn't right.
What on earth had happened to make Eun-Ha cry? Han Chae-Eun shot a sharp glare at Kim Se-Won, the most likely culprit.

"It's nothing! If you're so suspicious, ask Eun-Ha yourself~ I'm innocent, I tell you. Innocent."

Kim Se-Won, who had been chuckling at Han Chae-Eun's words, pointed at Eun-Ha.

"Really, nothing happened?"
"I just choked and coughed a bit. It's really nothing."

Eun-Ha, who had already returned to her normal self, mumbled with her mouth stuffed full of food.

"...Well, if that's all. I almost misunderstood."

Han Chae-Eun nodded, suppressing the sudden urge to squeeze Eun-Ha's cheeks.
If In Ha-Ram had been here, she would have said something, but she wasn't present now.

"You already misunderstood, though? Why are you trying to bury the past?"
"This is nothing! Eun-Ha's face was in a perfect situation for misunderstanding!"
"Oh my, is that so? I wonder why our Han Chae-Eun, who claims to want to eat lightly, brought more food than the two of us combined~ Could it be that wanting to eat lightly was the real misunderstanding?!"

Kim Se-Won teased Han Chae-Eun, pretending to be shocked.

"Ack!"

A punishing flick landed on Kim Se-Won's crown.

"Goodness. What's all this commotion so early in the morning?"
"Ha-Ram, nice!"

The owner of that sharp flick was In Ha-Ram, the lady of Cheonil Group. She sat down beside him with elegant steps and looked at Kim Se-Won with a disapproving expression.

"It was nothing. Just the usual stuff. Ow... did you enhance that with magic?"

Kim Se-Won rubbed his crown and gave In Ha-Ram a resentful look. It was so sharp that even his fatigue had vanished.

"How is gently pressing down considered hitting? Call it acupressure. ...By the way, what did you think about last night?"

*Last night??*

Question marks appeared simultaneously over Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won's heads. At that time, both of them had been fighting villains at the Hero Association headquarters.

"Ah~ that. It was incredible. Such huge flames erupted, yet the dormitory wasn't damaged at all."
"I went out to check for traces right after they retreated, but there was nothing. It was as if... someone had completely erased all evidence."
"Me too. There wasn't even a scorch mark around the dormitory building?"

Hearing Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's conversation, Eun-Ha quickly racked her brain. Kim Se-Won at least had an excuse, but she had nothing to say.

*I need a good, good excuse...!*

"But I did see something very briefly. A white-haired man and... a woman with similar hair color."
"Did they dye their hair as a couple? Their hair must be damaged. Or is it natural? White hair isn't that common."
"That's what you're interested in? Anyway, they both seemed like powerful superhumans. Did you feel that magic that made the surroundings tremble? It gave me chills."

Eun-Ha nodded her head for now. When unsure, it was best to at least pretend to agree.

*Could it be Don-Hil?*

When thinking of white hair, Don-Hil came to mind. While Kim Woo-Jin, an awakened member of the Villain Association, also had white hair, there couldn't possibly be a connection between the two.

*Well, not entirely impossible... but that would be a stretch, wouldn't it?*

Of course, the two had met before. Kim Woo-Jin had appeared when trying to guide the clone girls at The Front Line.
And Don-Hil had been watching him.

The two had indeed met. But Eun-Ha didn't think that single meeting would be reason enough for them to act together.

"Ah~ I didn't see them. I was at the Hero Association until dawn."
"What?"
"Hero Association...? Could it be. ...I see."

In Ha-Ram's eyes widened, but she soon nodded.

It was natural.
Kim Se-Won had gone out yesterday in a role similar to Optima's assistant. And if it involved Optima, she wouldn't have missed such a commotion.

"I received information about the commotion this morning... so you were there too."
"It was unbelievable. I thought every criminal in the world was having a meetup. Whew, I went through so much trouble there."

After sighing deeply, Kim Se-Won soon curled up the corners of his mouth into a grin.

"But we did capture several villains. Maybe I'm stronger than I thought?"

It was a smile brimming with pride. With his thumb and index finger spread and placed under his jawline, he was unnecessarily boastful.

"Ugh."
"Doesn't suit you."

Of course, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's reactions weren't positive. Both their faces soured simultaneously.

"Well, despite what I'm saying, the damage on their side was no joke. Several civilians were injured. Some surrounding buildings were destroyed too. And then, as if something was released midway through, they suddenly started using their full power."
"If that's the case, the Hero Association's superhuman suppression device must have been disabled. The damage inside the Hero Association must have been significant too."
"What do you mean?"

In response to Han Chae-Eun's question, In Ha-Ram smiled.
What she mentioned was information not widely known, but as the lady of Cheonil Group, she was privy to it.

"A machine that greatly suppresses villains' physical abilities and core powers. It's implanted in their bodies and can also be used as a bio-bomb. The fact that it didn't explode but was released means... there's probably been a spy hiding in the Hero Association for several years."

In Ha-Ram's smile didn't last long. Her expression turned bitter.

"Cheonil also provided quite a bit of funding for it... if I had known this would happen, we wouldn't have provided financial support for such an unnecessarily expensive item."

Money.
Money was the issue.

The superhuman suppression device required the hassle of being implanted in each individual, along with enormous capital. It was an item with the worst cost-effectiveness.

"Originally, it wasn't much of a burden as they only attached it to a few dozen people, but Optima has been active for the past half year, right?"

*Why am I being mentioned here?!*

When the magical girl's name suddenly came up, Eun-Ha, who had been quietly chewing her meat, blinked.

"Yes. And?"
"Thanks to Optima's activities, hundreds of villains have been captured. It's amazing how she managed to bring them in without killing them, but continuously subduing and capturing them has multiplied the numbers. Capital has been wasted. I think the Hero Association is probably looking for alternative measures."

Regardless, In Ha-Ram shook her head with a deep sigh.
Eun-Ha's gaze quietly slid sideways. Toward the wall, where no one was.

*I, I hadn't thought about that at all.*

Clearly, an unimaginable amount of capital must have flowed to the Hero Association.
A belated sense of guilt washed over her.

"So, the amount spent on confining those hundreds of villains..."

*Insane...!*

When In Ha-Ram followed up with her estimate of how much money had been spent on confining the villains, cold sweat began to pour down Eun-Ha's back.

She had thought she could live quite comfortably with the money she received from Foriner, but her wealth was being treated like pocket change.

"But it's impressive in its own way, isn't it? It's much harder to capture people alive than to kill them. That's how strong Optima is."
"Right~? Hey, Kim Se-Won. You tell us."
"Huh? Tell you what?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been eating his meal using In Ha-Ram's words as background noise, looked up at Han Chae-Eun's words.

"You acted alongside Optima yesterday."
"Tell us roughly how strong she is."

The curious gazes of both women turned to Kim Se-Won. If he had acted alongside Optima, he should be able to explain how strong she was.

"...Ah. Well..."

Kim Se-Won avoided their gazes. There was something that came to mind first when they mentioned acting alongside Optima.

"...Ahem! She's strong. Even villains who seemed to be B-rank heroes were knocked out with one hit. I could barely follow her movements with my eyes. If it had been me, my body wouldn't have even reacted."
"That strong?"
"...As expected, she's powerful."
"I'm telling you! Her body is about Eun-Ha's size, but she goes swoosh, swoosh like this..."

Having quickly pushed the racy incident in the cabinet out of his mind, Kim Se-Won shared his impressions. There was a slight exaggeration, but the listeners didn't mind.

"Hehe...!"

And at the three people's praise of Optima, Eun-Ha puffed out her chest.
Today's meal tasted especially sweet.



* * *



Eun-Ha is weak to praise.
She really gets swept up in it easily.

Thanks to Kim Se-Won, who had elaborately described how strong Optima was in the cafeteria, Eun-Ha entered the classroom with a grin.

"...Huh?"

A very strange sight entered Eun-Ha's eyes.

*Why is Nabi's seat empty?*

One might think she had just stepped out, but even her bag wasn't hanging on the desk.
It didn't make sense that Seo Na-Bi, who always came to class earlier than anyone else every morning, hadn't arrived yet.

Ch.228 - In Place Of Hong Yu-jin
"No, don't..."

A dry voice echoed through the room.
An arm that had been motionless for a long time lifted up and waved through the air. It looked like an attempt to block something.

"I said... don't..."

Was she having a nightmare? The dry voice trembled terribly. Her frowning face soon turned red. No, it was more like embarrassment.

"...You're... quite... bold..."

The person speaking soon wore a pleased expression as she commented on the vision in her mind.

With a thud, the arm that had been raised toward the sky fell back onto the bed.
The owner of the voice, Hong Yu-Jin, was watching Eun-Ha mounted on top of Kim Se-Won's body.
Through the magic that Foriner had cast on her.



* * *



"Is Nabi sick today...?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head as she continued to stare at Seo Nabi's empty desk.
First period. Second period. Even after lunch, Seo Nabi hadn't come to school.

Perhaps because she was a child with so little presence, the students briefly wondered about Nabi's absence before dismissing it from their minds.

"Why is Teacher Hong Yu-Jin suddenly taking time off?"
"Is she sick?"
"Maybe she got injured fighting villains or monsters."
"No way she'd be injured. If she was, she could just go to Eun-Ha."
"Then..."

Rather than Nabi, more children were concerned about Hong Yu-Jin, who had suddenly taken time off work.

The lunch period ended, and afternoon training time approached, but Nabi still hadn't arrived.

"Alright! Everyone change and gather at the field!"

A booming voice filled the classroom. It was loud enough to startle anyone, but the children didn't seem particularly surprised.
The owner of the voice was none other than the B-rank 38th hero, Choi Cheol-Jin.

"Excuse me, teacher."

As Choi Cheol-Jin entered the classroom showing off his tanned muscles, Eun-Ha raised her hand.

"Yes? What is it? Are you feeling unwell?"
"No, that's not it... I was wondering if you knew what happened to Nabi."

Ah~ Choi Cheol-Jin nodded. It was his mistake. He had forgotten to inform Class A about Hong Yu-Jin's absence.

"Nabi transferred to another school today."
"What?!"

Eun-Ha was startled, her eyes widening. It was too sudden.

*Was she going through something difficult? Did she suffer alone and then transfer?*

Naturally, Eun-Ha was worried. Seo Nabi wasn't being bullied, nor did she seem to be having any difficulties.
...At least as far as Eun-Ha knew.
Then why did she transfer? Eun-Ha looked at Choi Cheol-Jin with concern.

"I'm sorry. It's my fault. I should have told you earlier. Nabi transferred to another school with her parents. They said it was due to family circumstances."
"I see..."

Eun-Ha lowered her head, still looking worried.

For an ordinary superpowered person, the idea of transferring from the Academy to another school was unthinkable. The label of being an "Academy graduate" carried that much influence. It would only bring benefits in the future, not harm.
But if it was due to family circumstances, she could understand.

"...Right. There was one more thing I forgot. Eun-Ha, you don't need to change clothes, so come with me for a moment. Everyone else, hurry and change!"
"What? Oh... okay."

Choi Cheol-Jin, who had been resting his chin in thought, took Eun-Ha to the faculty office. Eun-Ha fell into thought as she watched his broad back.

*Suddenly... giving up on being a hero completely? No, he said family circumstances... Is it a financial issue?*

Seo Nabi wasn't a poor student. The Academy was so wealthy that it could reduce tuition fees through scholarships for most students.

That's why it didn't make sense.
She even worried that Nabi might have been lured by the Villain Association.

*She was such an insecure child... and she was working part-time, so if it's a family issue, it might be about tuition.*

There would always be expenses even with partial tuition waivers. Eun-Ha concluded that Nabi's family situation was so dire that she had no choice but to transfer.
In fact, she couldn't think of any other reason.

"Here you go."

After bringing Eun-Ha to the faculty office, Choi Cheol-Jin took something out of his desk drawer and handed it to her.

"This is..."

Eun-Ha stared at the object she received. A rectangular letter. The sender was Seo Nabi.

"Nabi asked me to give this to you before she left. She's a shy child, so it seemed difficult for her to give it to you directly."
"Nabi..."

Eun-Ha looked at Choi Cheol-Jin once more before opening the letter.

[Thank you for everything. I'm writing this letter sincerely hoping that we never meet again.]
"?!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened again.
Not "let's meet again" but "hoping that we never meet again."

*What on earth...?*

The handwriting of Nabi who wrote the letter contained hesitation. Regret, sadness, and sincerity.
Her hand must have trembled while writing, as the handwriting was slightly shaky.

"Read it slowly and come to the field. I'll go ahead."
"Oh, yes."

Choi Cheol-Jin looked at Eun-Ha, patted her head, and left the faculty office.

"..."

[My brief school life will be an unforgettable memory. Honestly, I was always disappointed... but thanks to you, I was able to experience a somewhat exciting school life.]

Nabi's letter described how she had been feeling since meeting Eun-Ha until now.

"Hah..."

Eun-Ha's hand trembled.
Nabi had been living her life viewing Eun-Ha as a "shining existence."
She compared herself to a "moth," circling around but never able to reach what she longed for, and blamed herself.

"Fool."

Eun-Ha quietly scolded Nabi. Yet Nabi never revealed why she suddenly transferred or where she was going.

The reason she didn't reveal it was probably related to what was written at the very top of the letter. Eun-Ha desperately wanted to go find her, but soon gave up the idea.

What followed in Eun-Ha's mind was a word Nabi had written in her letter.

"A shining existence..."

That couldn't be true.
Nabi might have seen her as a shining existence, but Eun-Ha didn't think of herself that way at all.
She was just born with it. Power that came naturally after she transformed into a woman by Foriner's power.

While Eun-Ha's essence remained the same, the shell that covered her made her shine on its own.
Of course, thanks to that, she succeeded in blooming her talent as a "magical girl" that would have otherwise rotted away, but that wasn't important right now.

"Am I..."

*Is it right for me to continue attending the Academy?*

Suddenly, Eun-Ha had this thought.
The reason she entered the Academy was to grow stronger. Furthermore, to build connections and find her friend, Jung Soo-Hyun.

But Jung Soo-Hyun was Muk-Si-Ja.
So now there was no reason to build connections or find Jung Soo-Hyun.

*If I only think about getting stronger, there's no need for me to stay at the Academy anymore.*

Eun-Ha carefully folded the letter and put it in the pocket inside her school blouse.

*But...*

As Eun-Ha turned around and left the faculty office, a white light enveloped her. The light wrapped around her like a sphere, soon becoming a brilliant halo.

*Se-Won. Ha-Ram. Chae-Eun...*

When the brilliant light that illuminated the surroundings disappeared, Virginia, known as the magical girl and saint, stood there.

*Because I have precious friends.*

If she only wanted to become stronger alone, there would be no reason to stay at the Academy. She could just live at The Front Line.

But Kim Se-Won had filled Jung Soo-Hyun's empty place. And then In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun came in and filled her heart even more.

*And I need to raise the overall average of the Academy during the remaining time. We need to become stronger as a whole and defeat the Villain Association.*

That's right.
Virginia didn't have the power to suppress an organization by herself. She wasn't as strong as the EX-rank hero, Hong Yu-Jin, who could deter Gresorion's advance just by existing.

So she would become stronger.
Not just becoming stronger alone, but becoming stronger together with everyone.

Virginia didn't have the power to face a massive group alone. But she had the power to make a group noticeably stronger together.

Enhancement magic
Healing magic
Sacred territory
And the training method she learned from Hong Yu-Jin.

The more she became stronger, the more her allies became stronger, the more powerful Virginia's magic became.
People who should die don't die, and enemies who shouldn't be faced become faceable.

And although Hong Yu-Jin's absence created a void, Choi Cheol-Jin also knew the general direction of training, so it wasn't a big problem.

*Right. If things go astray, I'll set them straight.*

As Virginia approached a nearby window, she could see students gathered on the field through it.

She opened the window and jumped outside.
Virginia's body flew through the sky, heading toward the field where the children were gathered.

Just before landing, magical power flowed from Virginia's staff.
Magical power so pure it was hard to believe, visualized and temporarily gaining mass to act as a cushion.

The children's gazes immediately fixed on Virginia. They stared blankly at her, speechless, as she descended from the sky.

"A bit of a flashy entrance, huh?"

Embarrassed by the sudden attention, Virginia smiled broadly. It was certainly a dangerous action, and if Hong Yu-Jin had been present, she might have given her a knock on the head.

"Now that Eun-Ha is here too, let's start training!"

Watching this scene, Choi Cheol-Jin raised the corners of his mouth into a smile and addressed the children.



"From today on, I'll be teaching you. In place of my mother. So you can prepare for the coming danger."

And Virginia, who had captured the children's attention, suddenly spoke these words to them.



* * *



*Without Hong Yu-Jin here, it's definitely unsettling.*

Choi Cheol-Jin realized his own inadequacy as he watched the children sweating hard on the field.

"Jung Ba-Da! Don't get distracted! Focus on flowing more magical power from your core to your legs!"

At that moment, the girl beside him, Virginia, spoke up. She had been busy maintaining her sacred territory and doing other things during training time, but now, as if trying to fill Hong Yu-Jin's empty place, she watched the children with fire in her eyes, occasionally pointing out their shortcomings like this.

*Thanks to Eun-Ha, it's okay.*

He didn't know why she had suddenly become so active. It was clearly related to Hong Yu-Jin's absence.

*They're very similar.*

Choi Cheol-Jin's gaze carefully examined Eun-Ha.
How to move the body, how to flow magical power, whether they're distracted, and so on.
Virginia's eyes, flowing with subtle magical power, saw through the children's physical conditions and offered appropriate advice.

The way Virginia pointed out things was very similar to what Hong Yu-Jin used to do.
No, it would be no exaggeration to say they were identical.

"Teacher Hong Yu-Jin must have taught you well."
"I've been trained by my mother since I was young."
"Hahaha. I see. ...By your mother?"

At that moment, Choi Cheol-Jin's eyes widened at the words that came out of Virginia's mouth.
Her training style was so similar to Hong Yu-Jin's that he had made the comment to test her, but she just openly admitted it.

*Is this... is this real?*

It was so easy to say that it was hard to believe.

"Hey! Where do you think you're collapsing! I know you can still move! Get up! Now!"
"What? You can't move? Shall we see if you still can't move after seeing this?"
"Your inability to move is because you think that way. Now, shall we try a little more, our member?"

*...*

While Choi Cheol-Jin was surprised, rapid-fire words poured out of Virginia's mouth.

Virginia's movements aimed to push the children to renew their limits. Unlike Hong Yu-Jin who would stand still, she personally went to make the children move.

*She's even more intense than Teacher Hong Yu-Jin.*

The bombshell statement she had made was long forgotten in his mind.

And a month passed.

Ch.229 - A Month Passed
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---

A month had passed.

"...Are you still far from waking up?"

Eun-Ha held the sleeping Hong Yu-Jin's hand as she asked her. Eun-Ha's voice was incredibly lonely. It seemed like she might burst into tears if someone so much as touched her.

*At least her condition has completely stabilized.*

Even in the midst of her sadness, Eun-Ha didn't forget to check Hong Yu-Jin's condition. Yu-Jin's magical power had completely stabilized and was circulating within her body.

The midterm exam period for the second semester had long ended.
And it was almost a month since Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram had helped Optima, and since Seo Na-Bi had transferred schools.

"..."

Eun-Ha waited for Hong Yu-Jin's lips to move, even though she knew there would be no response.
But even after several minutes, her mouth showed no signs of movement.

Eun-Ha's eyelids drooped slightly. Her gaze fell downward to the floor.

"...It's okay! Your daughter is doing well, you know!"

After a moment, Eun-Ha forced a bright expression and thumped her chest.

*Yes. I'm doing well.*

There was no point in showing a gloomy face. At times like this, she needed to show a bright appearance so that Hong Yu-Jin would feel at ease.
Eun-Ha hid her turbulent feelings and recounted to Hong Yu-Jin everything that had happened recently.

"Well, I'll be going now."

And after an hour, Eun-Ha, who had been keeping vigil at Hong Yu-Jin's side, rose from her seat.

* * *

Later that night.
Time for the raid on the Villain Association's hideout.

"I swear, I feel like I'm going to die! Listen, today Eun-Ha—"

Taking advantage of the time before the portal opened, Han Chae-Eun was pouring out all sorts of complaints to Optima.
The main subject of her complaints was about Eun-Ha. More specifically, about the training sessions that Eun-Ha now completely led.

Eun-Ha was really pushing the students hard. Without giving them a break, she was squeezing everything out of them, using the sanctuary and adequate hydration as her foundation.

"...I see."

Optima nodded as if she understood Chae-Eun's bitter complaints.

*Seeing how she still has the energy to complain, I guess we can push her a bit more.*

Of course, she hadn't really understood at all.

*By the way...*

As Optima nodded, her gaze naturally drifted toward Han Chae-Eun's chest. The techwear provided by Foriner was less revealing than Optima's, but still quite shameless.

There wasn't any exposed skin anywhere.
But the techwear issued to Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram had belts at the bottom and top of the chest area, tightly squeezing their breasts.

*They're big no matter when I look.*

In other words, Chae-Eun's already large breasts were being further emphasized thanks to the techwear. It was an outfit that made a corner of one's heart bubble with emotion just by looking at it.

*...I'm changing too.*

Optima knew what emotion she was feeling.
Jealousy.
And it was a "woman's" jealousy at that.

Whenever she saw Chae-Eun's or Ha-Ram's emphasized chests, Optima couldn't help but compare them to her own.
Even if her chest was slightly larger than when she was Virginia, it was still small compared to these two.

Unless she awakened, her chest probably wouldn't get any bigger. Optima barely managed to suppress a sigh that was about to escape.

"...But still. Eun-Ha is working really hard these days, so I feel like I can't lose to her and I keep up. The other kids are the same."

"You don't want to lose? Is there really a need for that?"

"Of course there is! Even if there's a difference, I want to reach a similar level!"

Having finally escaped her jealousy, Optima took in Chae-Eun's ramblings and gave a "cool" response.

Yes, coolness.
Optima was acting very cool in front of Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, unlike with Kim Se-Won.
Whether this was truly "cool" is questionable, but at least Optima herself thought so.

*This is what a hero is, this is what Optima is!*

This was her stubbornness and her ideal. A mysterious hero who makes a cool entrance, drops a cool one-liner, and disappears!
The reason Optima had been able to maintain something similar to mystique was because she would only say a word or two before disappearing.

"Anyway, ...well, it's tough, but I can feel myself getting stronger thanks to Eun-Ha."

Han Chae-Eun, who had been complaining about how Eun-Ha had pushed her hard today, ended her complaints with these words.
Chae-Eun's complaints were just complaints; she didn't resent Eun-Ha.

"That's right. You, Kim Se-Won, and In Ha-Ram. Everyone is noticeably getting stronger. I guarantee it."

Optima nodded slightly in agreement. This wasn't just lip service. As she said, her friends were growing rapidly.

Not just her friends. Even the academy students that Optima usually scolded and pushed around could feel themselves getting stronger.
That's why, even though it was exhaustingly difficult, they endured the training to the end. When they felt how they had changed after enduring, they felt elation from the pride swelling in their chests.

"Hehehe...!"

Chae-Eun laughed freely at Optima's praise.

"In other words, it was an opportunity to realize how lacking your foundation was, and how sloppy and malicious the curriculum had been."

"...That's right. This is really basic stuff, but until now, no one realized it or noticed that something was wrong."

Chae-Eun's expression changed at these words.

What Optima (Eun-Ha) was teaching wasn't anything special. Even the training method that Hong Yu-Jin had taught wasn't special at all.

It's just that a systematic training method like Hong Yu-Jin's hadn't been widely known in the world yet, so most people had to train by figuring things out through their own bodies.
In other words, it was a fundamental training method that formed the basis of a superhuman's power.

While each person's ability had to be learned individually or from a more powerful superhuman, the training method that Hong Yu-Jin—no, Optima—was teaching was so fundamental that it was effective for everyone.

"So, I'm going to keep working hard. I'll work hard to achieve my dream...!"

Chae-Eun's eyes sparkled as she nodded vigorously.

"Dream?"

"Um... I'll tell you first, but this is a secret, okay? I haven't even told my friends."

Optima's expression became intrigued. What could Chae-Eun's dream be that she hadn't told her friends?
As far as Optima knew, Chae-Eun's dream was just to receive a special scholarship.

*So I'll know something that neither Se-Won nor Ha-Ram knows.*

A strange sense of superiority filled Optima's chest.

"Alright."

She nodded immediately.

"...Actually, I don't want to be a hero, but I want a job making things that help heroes. Hehe, so I regularly get advice from an older sister I know. That's why I went to the expo when it was held before."

"...Ah."

Optima nodded.
Gresorion and the Villain Association's diversionary tactics.
That day, Optima and the other three had gone to the technology expo and seen various things.
And one of the people who had exhibited items at the technology expo was Chae-Eun's acquaintance, Choi Ju-Min.

"The closest and most important thing is working hard to get the special scholarship, but for the more distant future... well, that's it."

Chae-Eun finished her story with a shy expression.
Not becoming a hero, but becoming someone who makes things to help heroes. Among the things that help heroes, what people often see are heroes' exclusive suits.

In a way, it was a more difficult path than becoming a hero.

"And... I started dreaming this because of you."

"...Me?"

Han Chae-Eun pointed at Optima, looking straight at her. Her eyes held admiration and a firm goal as she gazed at Optima.

"Yes. You. It's a story from a while back, but thanks to you, I'm alive like this. ...Really, thank you."

Bowing her head deeply, Chae-Eun recalled the past.
Before entering the academy, a gate had suddenly appeared. And Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won were being chased by monsters that emerged from the gate.

*Back then, Chae-Eun had sprained her ankle. Because of that?*

Optima couldn't hide her puzzled expression. If it hadn't been for Optima, Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won would have been ravaged by monsters including the Sura Gorilla.

"Can I ask why you decided on your dream then?"

"Rather than at that moment... it would be more accurate to say it was after I got home. I—"

Chae-Eun slowly explained why she had decided on her dream at that time.
To put it briefly, it was about the necessity of tools. She had strongly felt the need for items that could support superhumans in ways other than just relying on superpowers, and that's how she decided on her dream.

"Ah~ That feels better."

Having told her whole story, Chae-Eun smiled brightly and stretched her chest. Her small movement made her chest bounce considerably.

"Oh, right. By the way."

Chae-Eun, who had just finished what was almost like a confession, changed her expression. Her face now wore a mischievous look.

"Huhu...! When you're with me, you talk about Ha-Ram, but you completely leave out Se-Won?"

Chae-Eun, with her eyes half-closed, clung closely to Optima.

Optima was strong.
But that didn't mean her inner self was strong too.

It was clear that she had come to rely on Kim Se-Won without realizing it, and was desperately trying to hide it.
The evidence was the "cool" act that Optima often showed her.

*Honestly, it just reminds me of a little brother who's just entered puberty, it's only cute.*

From Chae-Eun's perspective, Optima's behavior was just cute, like someone who had belatedly developed middle school syndrome or was trying too hard to be cool.
That's why it was fun to tease her.

"Why don't you spill everything to this big sister? What do you think about Se-Won?"

"W-What...!"

As Chae-Eun clung closely, Optima's face instantly turned red. She understood what Chae-Eun was asking.

*Me, with Se-Won...?*

Indeed, she had intentionally avoided talking about Kim Se-Won to Chae-Eun or Ha-Ram.
That was because he kept bothering her.

*That was an accident. I couldn't talk about it because it was an accident...!*

It wasn't like this with the other kids, but whenever she was with Kim Se-Won, trouble always seemed to follow. This had been true both then and now.

Whether as Optima or not transformed, whenever she was with Kim Se-Won, a series of coincidences occurred as if God was playing pranks, often resulting in quite shameless situations.

*I even showed my chest at the beach...!*

The memory was vividly painted in Optima's mind. When she was playing with her friends at the beach, the banana boat they were riding flipped over due to a wave, and she ended up showing her chest.
Was it her imagination, or did Optima feel her face getting even redder?

*No. I can't admit it here. Absolutely not! Absolutely not!*

She hastily shook her head to clear the memories that kept popping up in her mind. She couldn't get caught up in Chae-Eun's pace here.
She had to deny it.

That there was nothing between her and Kim Se-Won. That they were just working together.

"...I didn't mention him because he's such a troublemaker, I was afraid I might curse him out. After all, he's your friend."

Optima barely managed to compose herself and evaded the question.

"Really? I see~"

Surprisingly, Chae-Eun nodded and accepted it readily.

"I thought... Hahaha. Sorry for misunderstanding!"

Then Chae-Eun turned her back.

*Something is definitely going on.*

Though she pretended to be convinced on the outside, she wasn't on the inside.

*Kim Se-Won... you're reaching out to Optima while you have Eun-Ha?*

Her eyes grew cold as if frost was forming. Chae-Eun's brain rapidly spun as she pondered what to do about this.

The fact that Kim Se-Won liked Eun-Ha was known to those who knew. But now he was extending his tentacles to Optima as well?

Not good.
Poor Eun-Ha.
Poor Optima.
Kim Se-Won is a bastard who deserves to die.

Chae-Eun's cold anger was directed at Kim Se-Won, who wasn't even present.

If that was the case, then it was her role as a friend to uncover the truth and, if her suspicions were correct, to bring down the hammer of retribution.

Chae-Eun secretly raised her arm to relay this information to In Ha-Ram.

Ch.230 - Assault. And Abduction
Shin Eun-Ha, the S-rank hero known as Silver Flash, was currently consumed by intense frustration.

"Aaaaaah..."

Eun-Ha was banging her head on her desk, writhing in agony. She was in her office at the Hero Association, with her supervisor-cum-aide watching her display.

"Is it that difficult?"

"It's been too long since I've seen Eun-Ha."

Her mumbling was childlike. Soon enough, she'd probably throw a tantrum like a child, saying she wanted to see Shin Eun-Ha. Her aide observed the infantilized Eun-Ha with this impression.

"Why does everything have to happen at once these days?"

For the past few days, Eun-Ha had been complaining like this.
A little over a month ago, a moving fortress appeared at The Front Line, making the already chaotic situation worse. Then came the collapse of Academy teacher Hong Yu-Jin, the appearance of The Mute One, and the increased activity of the Villain Association.

As an S-rank hero, Eun-Ha had been incredibly busy lately.
She'd successfully vented her frustration by tracking down some Villain Association members and destroying several hideouts, but most of her efforts had been fruitless, which irritated her even more.

"But don't you think monsters have been appearing more frequently from the Villain Association lately?"

From her aide's perspective, this was quite random. She'd been complaining aimlessly and suddenly brought up villains.
Still, being her aide wasn't just for show, so he quickly adapted to the change in topic.

"Monster plants... I've heard about them. Or perhaps they're clones of the monsters themselves."

"If we could just find that out, things would be easier. No, more importantly, I miss Eun-Ha."

*She changed the subject again.*

She'd developed a habit of mentioning Eun-Ha at the end of every sentence. To make matters worse, they both had their own circumstances that made meeting on weekdays difficult.
Even when she wanted to see Eun-Ha, there was no opportunity.

Eun-Ha was busy, and so was she.
On weekends, Eun-Ha was occupied. On weekdays, S-rank heroes rotated shifts guarding The Front Line, so they kept missing each other.

"This can't continue."

She needed a solution.
Eun-Ha felt her life was in danger. At this rate, she'd either revert to her old ways or cause a disturbance and get arrested. Those were her only options.

"Wait a minute?"

Just then, a flash of inspiration crossed Eun-Ha's mind.

"Why didn't I think of this before?"

The corners of her mouth twisted upward into a grotesque smile.
Her heart raced.

It was a brilliant idea.
So brilliant that she felt dizzy at the thought of not having come up with it sooner.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing. It's nothing."

When her aide spoke to her, she returned to a seemingly calm expression as if nothing had happened.

Though she appeared composed on the outside, her inner thoughts remained unchanged.

*It can't be helped. It's this chaotic world that's at fault. This world that keeps me from seeing Eun-Ha.*

*That's it.*
*I'll kidnap her.*
*Eun-Ha.*

She just needed to kidnap her for one day and return her safely. Nothing problematic about that.

"Work's done! I'm heading out first!"

Having made up her mind, Eun-Ha immediately sprang into action.


* * *


Han Chae-Eun was observing Kim Se-Won.

*I can't be certain yet.*

Was it true that Kim Se-Won liked Optima? Was it also true that Optima was attracted to him?
She couldn't reach the truth based solely on Optima's behavior. She only had suspicions.

*But if it's true.*

Unless Eun-Ha and Optima were the same person, if they were separate individuals, Chae-Eun might come to despise Kim Se-Won.
Chae-Eun deeply loathed people who behaved like her father.

That's why she hesitated.
As much as she wanted to confront him immediately, what if it wasn't true? What if she was barking up the wrong tree or jumping to conclusions?
Acting hastily could mean losing a friend.

*I should test Optima for a few days. Haram said she'd help too.*

She didn't want to be disappointed. She didn't want to hate him.
She didn't want to lose a friend.

Just once. Chae-Eun decided to trust Kim Se-Won. It wouldn't be too late to act after asking Optima for details.


* * *


Creeeeak-

"First time I've been up here."

After training the children today, Eun-Ha was unusually alone. She opened the creaking rooftop door and leaned against the nearby fence.

"It's bothering me."

Looking up at the sky, Eun-Ha realized how complacent she'd been.
Han Chae-Eun's attitude last night.

It wasn't normal.
Though it was just for a moment, she had noticed something.

"I don't want her to misunderstand."

Could it be that she misunderstood that Kim Se-Won and herself liked each other? That's what worried Eun-Ha.

Certainly, her attitude was perfect for Chae-Eun to misunderstand.
She often found herself in rather shameless situations with Kim Se-Won, but that didn't mean she had feelings for him.

*Rather, if anything...*

What was it?
Even as she thought about it herself, Eun-Ha couldn't easily come up with an answer.
If there was one thing she could say for certain, it was that she quite enjoyed confusing Kim Se-Won by using her Optima identity.

If she had even a little free time, she wanted to make him uncomfortable again, just like before.

"This won't do. I need to tell her quickly."

Eun-Ha immediately called Chae-Eun on her communication device.
First, she'd gauge what Chae-Eun was thinking, and if she needed to clear up any misunderstandings, she could appear as Optima.

*If all else fails... I could secretly tell only Chae-Eun and Haram... and ask them to help me tease Se-Won.*

Eun-Ha had completely forgotten how she had appeared to Chae-Eun.
The momentary glimpse of a "girl" feeling embarrassment when the topic of Kim Se-Won came up.

[The rooftop? I'll be there! Just wait a bit!]
"Phew."

Eun-Ha sighed in relief. Fortunately, Chae-Eun agreed to come.

"...The kids are growing a lot."

Once her mind was at ease, her thoughts began to drift away from the Kim Se-Won issue.

The children were getting stronger.
Although they still needed more time, they were growing stronger.
Perhaps that's why Eun-Ha was concerned about Seo Na-Bi's absence.

"I don't know when others besides Na-Bi might disappear. Se-Won, Chae-Eun, or Haram could disappear too..."

The world was becoming more chaotic, and villains were gradually becoming more aggressive.
The Villain Association had attempted to attack the Academy several times before. There was no guarantee they wouldn't attack again.

To protect themselves from such villains, even just a little, they needed to strengthen their overall power.

That way, they wouldn't disappear.
Though they might not be close, the other students wouldn't disappear either. And with time, they would become members of The Front Line, protecting humanity.

"That's why I deliberately stayed at the Academy. I can't do it alone."

She took a step back for the future. She was planting and nurturing a tree that would bear fruit someday.

"And... the kids are gaining a lot of experience."

Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, In Ha-Ram. The topic in Eun-Ha's mind shifted.

Eun-Ha had destroyed quite a few Villain Association hideouts with these three. With her friends' visible growth, it was time to move to a bigger stage.

If she were to be greedy, she'd want to target the headquarters, but protecting her friends while doing so was too burdensome in reality.

Then either target a slightly larger place or wait for new hideouts to emerge. Those were the options.

"Should we take a break?"

With time, hideouts would surely sprout up again. Not a bad choice.

"No."

But Eun-Ha had to shake her head.
Recently, there had been cases where several monsters were stationed inside villain hideouts.

"Monster clones... they might be cultivating C-rank or B-rank monsters in large numbers. If they secure a certain number, they might have created a plant to mass-produce cloned monsters."

It wouldn't make sense otherwise. The monsters the Villain Association had deployed during the awards ceremony couldn't have been all of them.

"I should contact Foriner."

This was why monsters were troublesome. Their reproduction rate was too good, allowing them to deploy forces to The Front Line daily.

That's why she was anxious.
If monsters that faithfully followed villain orders increased, and if by chance an A-rank monster emerged among them.

The Villain Association would instantly gain tremendous power.

"No, since they can't go to the House of Evolution, is it impossible...?"

Eun-Ha didn't even know how to get to the House of Evolution. Foriner had merely taken her there.
If she didn't know, the Villain Association certainly wouldn't either, Eun-Ha thought.

"I'll have to act alone for a while."

Still, monsters were dangerous. She needed to destroy any plant that might be cultivating or cloning monsters.
Thoroughly. Very thoroughly. Without leaving a single offspring.

"There's too much to do."

Eun-Ha, who had been looking at the ground, raised her gaze to the sky.
The sky wasn't very clear. It had a slightly gloomy feel, as if it might rain.

"I also need to make sure the kids don't become overconfident."

Thinking about it, clearing villain hideouts had mostly been easy. Too easy.
That's why she was worried.

What if they became overconfident?
What if they made irreversible choices due to overconfidence?

Creeeeak-

"Eun-Ha! Sorry I'm late..."
"Why did you suddenly stop talking..."
"Huh?"

With a creaking sound, the rooftop door opened. Han Chae-Eun, who had been addressing Eun-Ha in a lively voice, suddenly stopped mid-sentence and wore a blank expression.
In Ha-Ram, who followed behind, was no different.

"What's wro—"

In that moment.
Eun-Ha realized someone was behind her.
That must be why Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram had stopped talking and looked surprised.

*I need to create some distance...!*

Thud.

Just as Eun-Ha was about to move, she felt a precisely calculated impact on the back of her neck.
Her consciousness wavered. Her body began to fall forward.

"...Huh?"

Eun-Ha felt herself losing control of her body as she watched the distance between herself and the rooftop floor decrease in real-time.
Eventually, her vision went dark.

Ch.231 - Attack. And Abduction. Next, Pursuit?
"What?!"

Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his shock.
Eun-Ha had been kidnapped.
What was going on?

"By whom??"

He moved closer to Han Chae-Eun who had delivered the news.
Eun-Ha had vanished right before Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's eyes. Eun-Ha wasn't someone who would be kidnapped without putting up a fight.

Only someone far stronger than Eun-Ha could have done this.

"Well..."
"We couldn't see."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram sighed deeply in frustration.
The kidnapper should have been visible right in front of them, but they couldn't properly identify them. The kidnapper's movements were like a flash of light—too quick to follow.

"That's..."
"But we're not completely without clues."

Han Chae-Eun, with a stern face, held something out to Kim Se-Won. A silvery thread—no, a strand of hair.

"Give it to me!"

Kim Se-Won snatched the hair and examined it closely.
Silver hair was distinctive. While hair color changes were common after awakening superpowers, this kind of silver hair was rare.

Either someone who knew Eun-Ha, or the Villain Association.
And among them, someone stronger than Eun-Ha. That narrowed down the suspects considerably.

"...No way?"

Suddenly, one person came to Kim Se-Won's mind.
An S-class hero he'd met during The Front Line experience.
She also had somewhat dull silver hair.

*Why?*

But that raised another question. What reason would that person have to kidnap Eun-Ha? Kim Se-Won couldn't think of any motive.
Besides, an S-class hero wasn't the type to be swayed by villains or monsters.

"No, there's no time for this."

Kim Se-Won swallowed hard and handed the hair back to Han Chae-Eun.

"I need to go find her."

The kidnapper was someone strong enough to take Eun-Ha without resistance. But that fact wasn't important to him.
Anxiety about what might happen to Eun-Ha dominated his thoughts, driving his body to move on its own.

"Hey! Kim Se-Won! Where are you going?! How will you find her?!"
"It's okay. Let him go for now."

As Han Chae-Eun reached out to stop Kim Se-Won who was rushing outside, In Ha-Ram held her back.

"...At least his heart seems sincere."
"Sigh."

That was true.

*He's right, but...*

Han Chae-Eun felt conflicted.
Of course she was worried about her friend Eun-Ha. But a single strand of hair wasn't much to go on.
Where did he expect to find her? There was no way he could locate her just by wandering around asking about Eun-Ha.

And then there was the matter of Kim Se-Won himself.
A boy who harbored feelings for both Eun-Ha and the magical girl Optima.
As a friend, she wanted to scold him for his misguided behavior.

"When he acts so decisively, it makes me hesitate."

Despite knowing that what Kim Se-Won was doing wasn't morally right, she found herself pausing.

That's how sincere he was.
And if he felt the same way about Optima as he did about Eun-Ha...

*I should say something, but now doesn't seem like the right time.*

His actions weren't justified just because he had feelings for both girls. But for now, she had no choice but to watch.

Rather than blindly opposing him, it would be better to gauge both Optima and Eun-Ha's feelings—whether they truly had feelings for Kim Se-Won, and whether Kim Se-Won genuinely cared for Optima as much as he did for Eun-Ha.
It would be better to speak up after knowing everything.

"Let's hear what he has to say when he comes back. We don't know all the details yet."
"...Okay."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram watched Kim Se-Won's back as he rushed away.

*Where? How can I find Eun-Ha?*

The boy, Kim Se-Won, had left the academy and was running around. His brain was working furiously, trying to figure out how to identify the kidnapper by any means necessary.

-Squawk!

Just then.
A bird caught up to him and made a sound.
When he looked up instinctively, the bird made eye contact with him and then changed direction, as if telling him to follow.

"......"

Kim Se-Won turned and ran without hesitation in the direction the bird was flying.

His instinct told him to follow that bird.
Though he had no evidence, he felt he had to follow it. And he had a feeling that Eun-Ha would be where the bird was heading.

* * *

S-class hero, Yoo Ji-Yeon.
When she was young, people with superpowers weren't revered figures but were seen as mutants.

Beings who deserved to be shunned. Creepy existences. Monsters wearing human skin.
Superhumans were rejected in this way.

Naturally, Yoo Ji-Yeon experienced this too. The school she entered with her heart full of hope of making friends rejected her. Not just her, but all children with supernatural powers.

People fear and reject those who are "different" from themselves.

With only one or two such children per class at most,
Children with unusual powers were naturally isolated, persecuted, and despised among those without powers.
Not just by other children, but by teachers, other school staff, and even ordinary people on the street.

For such children, the only place they could rely on was the warmth of their family.

For these children, family was everything.
The only beings they could open up to. The ones who accepted them. Family was both the place and the existence where they could show their smiles.

Therefore.
Losing the family—the small fence protecting a child—was like losing everything.

And Yoo Ji-Yeon lost it all when a medium-sized gate opened without warning.

A huge hole opened in her heart after losing her family. Instinctively, the young girl began searching for something to fill it. She knew she would collapse if she didn't find it.
It was a struggle to survive.

Other children in similar situations did the same.

Some hid their true selves behind layers of masks, putting on different ones like a clown depending on who they were with.

Some sought recognition from people for their differences, or moved to avenge their families.

And others, still weeping tears of blood deep in their hearts, moved to find someone who would save them.

"Hehe."

Yoo Ji-Yeon smiled as she looked down at Eun-Ha lying on the bed.

There was a huge hole in her heart after losing everything. And the girl in front of her was the one who filled that hole.
Yoo Ji-Yeon carefully brushed Eun-Ha's bangs aside as she watched her sleep.

"Sometimes. Even if it's just occasionally, that's enough."

That was enough for Yoo Ji-Yeon.
Occasionally. That meant meeting about once a week. That was her definition of "occasionally."

Even one meeting was enough to fill her heart. Just watching over her like this made her feel the depleted hole in her heart filling up again.

"But. How did it come to this?"

Suddenly, this question arose in Yoo Ji-Yeon's mind.

The trigger was nothing special.
Poisoned by the Mute One, she had been about to join the Villain Association when Optima stopped her.
Following Optima's advice, she went to the academy and met Eun-Ha.
And when she came to her senses, Eun-Ha was looking down at her with a warm smile.

That smile was like warm sunshine, making her stare blankly without thinking.
Yes, sunshine. A being that bestows grace equally to all without discrimination.

*That's right.*

Yoo Ji-Yeon was captivated by Eun-Ha's smile.

The feeling that arose from this captivation was love. Different from romantic love. Something similar to familial love. Unconditional love. That's how Yoo Ji-Yeon felt.

That's why her empty heart began to fill. The collapsed fence was rebuilt and regained vitality.

Then possessiveness quietly raised its head. The desire to be with this person forever stirred in her heart.

A relationship where they met often. A relationship where frequent meetings wouldn't be strange.

"Hehe. I was quite hasty with my words."

Indeed.
That's why she had blurted out "let's get married." She wanted to confine Eun-Ha within the fence of family.

"I was hasty. Very much so."

Yoo Ji-Yeon laughed again. Her laughter echoed through the silent house.

Yoo Ji-Yeon's hand reached out toward Eun-Ha again. Her slender hand, calloused in places, moved to brush Eun-Ha's hair.

"Mmm..."

Just then. Eun-Ha's eyebrows twitched. Her eyes fluttered with a soft moan.
Soon.
Eun-Ha's eyes slowly began to open.

Yoo Ji-Yeon's warm expression quickly hardened. A chill ran down her spine as cold sweat broke out.
Primal fear overwhelmed her. Belatedly—far too late—she recalled what she had done.

*A quick apology is my only hope!*

Her legs bent as she knelt beside Eun-Ha, her knees touching the floor.

Pride?
That wasn't important. At least not to the person in front of her. The person of high status as an S-class hero became abject in an instant.

"Where... is...?"
"I'M SORRY!!"

Thud!

As soon as Eun-Ha regained consciousness, Yoo Ji-Yeon slammed her head on the floor.

* * *

When she opened her eyes, she saw an unfamiliar ceiling. Eun-Ha stared blankly at the ceiling that seemed both familiar and strange.

"Where... is...?"
"I'M SORRY!!"

Thud!

As she spoke in a drowsy voice, she heard a desperate voice along with the sound of something hitting the floor.

*Ah.*

Eun-Ha realized. There was no time to be surprised or wary after waking up in a strange place.

There weren't many people who could kidnap her without her being able to resist.
And there was probably only one woman in the world who would apologize like this as soon as she woke up.

"...Ji-Yeon unnie."

Eun-Ha sat up and spoke in an incredulous voice. Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had made the sound, was trembling with fear with her head on the floor beside the bed.

*If you're going to be like this, why kidnap me in the first place?*

It was truly absurd.
But strangely, she wasn't angry. She just had a preconception that this kind of behavior wasn't unusual for this person.

"I'm sorry. Really sorry!"
"Sigh."

Eun-Ha saw through why Yoo Ji-Yeon had kidnapped her.

They had both been busy.
Being busy and missing each other, they hadn't been able to meet.
They had exchanged texts and calls about how they were doing, but that wasn't enough to satisfy Yoo Ji-Yeon's heart.
So she kidnapped Eun-Ha.

Moreover, Yoo Ji-Yeon didn't feel guilty about what she'd done. She was afraid of being resented for suddenly kidnapping Eun-Ha.

"It's fine."

At this point, she couldn't even force herself to be angry.
After all, getting involved with Yoo Ji-Yeon was something she had brought upon herself. She had gotten entangled while trying to get an S-class hero's autograph.

"Really?!"

Yoo Ji-Yeon was now sitting demurely with shining eyes. She looked like a large dog wagging its tail, which made Eun-Ha smile unconsciously.

"Yes."

That's right.
It can't be helped.
Besides, connections with an S-class hero are hard to come by. She wasn't someone Eun-Ha could easily cut ties with.
Really, unless she felt disgust or contempt.

"And I actually had something I wanted to talk to you about."

So it can't be helped. Carrying this burden to the end was the most responsibility Eun-Ha could take.

Eun-Ha got out from under the covers and sat on the edge of the bed.

*She really is like a dog.*

The sight of Yoo Ji-Yeon kneeling and looking up at her was so much like a dog that Eun-Ha looked at her with a fond smile.

"A favor? What kind? Meat? Do you need meat?"
"Do you think I'm a woman who's satisfied with just meat?!"
"...Aren't you?"

Yoo Ji-Yeon looked at Eun-Ha with wide eyes. It was the expression of someone whose beliefs had just crumbled.

"W-well... I do like it, but anyway, I'm not someone who goes crazy just because someone mentions meat."

Eun-Ha pouted and glared at Yoo Ji-Yeon. Come to think of it, she was too easy.
One piece of meat and she was satisfied. How simple and easy a person she was.

"So what is it? I'll do anything I can!"
"...Wait, before that."

Looking at Yoo Ji-Yeon who was urging her to speak, Eun-Ha changed the subject. She stared intently at Yoo Ji-Yeon.
She could roughly guess what answer she would get, but she had to ask.

"Why did you go so far as to kidnap me to meet me?"
"I was just borrowing you for today!"
"From whom?"
"Um... from you?"

Yoo Ji-Yeon pointed at Eun-Ha and smiled brightly.
Her eyes narrowed, partially hiding her pupils. And through that gap came a mysterious gaze.
Eun-Ha knew this look.

*All S-class heroes are like this, I guess.*

The look of someone deranged. The look of someone who commits eccentric acts without a second thought.
A glimpse of madness.

Even as she panted and wagged her tail, blind emotion could be seen driving her.

"Honestly, I wanted to spend a day in some bunker where no one could disturb us, but you wouldn't like that."

But at Yoo Ji-Yeon's casual words that followed, Eun-Ha grabbed the back of her neck.
She really believed Yoo Ji-Yeon would do something like that.

"So, what favor did you want to ask?"
"...I want to find a friend."
"A friend? What about the person you were looking for before?"
"That's over."

The cold voice struck Yoo Ji-Yeon. A gaze filled with hatred briefly swept over her, making her body tremble.

*What was that...?*

"Then, what kind of friend are you looking for?"

Though she didn't understand, pressing further would only lower Eun-Ha's opinion of her. Yoo Ji-Yeon quietly withdrew her question.

"A friend named Seo Na-Bi... We weren't super close. But she suddenly transferred schools, which was strange."
"Seo Na-Bi... Seo Na-Bi..."

An unfamiliar name. She'd never seen her.

*Seo Na-Bi?*

No, when she tried to think about it, something seemed vaguely familiar.

But Yoo Ji-Yeon's thoughts stopped there and changed direction. If she couldn't remember immediately, the person probably wasn't that important.
She had completely forgotten about the kidnapping the Villain Association had asked her to do.
Having changed her train of thought, Yoo Ji-Yeon picked up a terminal from the corner of the room and opened the database accessible to S-class heroes.

It was a database that recorded where superhumans lived and what they were doing, managed at the national level.

"...Huh?!"

But Yoo Ji-Yeon's eyes widened when she searched for Seo Na-Bi's name.

*Did I search wrong?*

Tilting her head, she searched among those affiliated with the academy rather than all superhumans.

[No search results found.]
"......"

Still, no information about Seo Na-Bi appeared.
Strange.

According to Eun-Ha, she should have been attending the academy until the first semester of her first year, but there was no information.

"Eun-Ha, look at this."
"Yes?"

Yoo Ji-Yeon called Eun-Ha over and repeated what she had done. She searched for "Seo Na-Bi" in various ways, but the child Eun-Ha was looking for didn't appear.
There were people with the same name, but the "Seo Na-Bi" Eun-Ha knew wasn't recorded anywhere.

"How...?"

Eun-Ha opened her mouth in question.
This couldn't be right.

Seo Na-Bi wasn't particularly noticeable, just a student at the academy who had to work part-time to cover her living expenses.

*Did the Villain Association erase her?*

The Villain Association immediately came to mind, but she had never heard of them doing something like this.
And Seo Na-Bi didn't seem to have any secrets that would interest the Villain Association.

Glancing at Yoo Ji-Yeon, she didn't seem to have any insights either.

"What on earth...?"

Eun-Ha and Yoo Ji-Yeon put their heads together, lost in thought.

Ch.232 - The Place At The End Of The Chase
The boy runs.
Even though his heart feels like it might burst, his legs don't stop.

*Eun-Ha! I'm coming!*

His eyes shine with indomitable will.


* * *


The issue with Seo Na-bi remained unresolved.
Had someone deliberately erased her traces? Or did Na-bi have her own reasons to disappear?

"It's hard to say either way. There's no evidence to support either conclusion."
"I know..."

Worry clouded Eun-Ha's face.
Seo Na-bi was a girl who had a position similar to Yang Se-Hee's—not among Eun-Ha's three closest friends, but not a mere acquaintance either. Someone she couldn't quite call extremely close but couldn't consider distant either. Eun-Ha was deeply concerned about Na-bi's disappearance.

*Could it be that Na-bi was actually an incredibly important person we knew nothing about...?*

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.

*If that's the case...! She might have been threatened and made it look like she left voluntarily! Na-bi must have had a huge secret!*

She was half right and half wrong.
Despite seeming completely off-track, Eun-Ha had somehow correctly guessed the "huge secret" part. She immediately slumped with a dejected expression.

"There's nothing I can do..."
"If she was kidnapped or led away by someone, it's likely the Villain Association. The Hero Association has recently detected some very disturbing movements from them."
"Like what?"
"Clones... go without saying. It seems they're officially joining hands with Gresorion. Gresorion isn't well-known, but they're estimated to possess considerable technological capabilities, and the same goes for the Villain Association."
"I see..."

Eun-Ha's gaze, which had been looking up at Yoo Ji-Yeon, slowly dropped.
If her hypothesis was correct, she might eventually encounter Na-bi while working as Optima. Assuming Na-bi was important enough and worth keeping alive for a long time—it was at least worth keeping in mind.

"Well. I have one more request."
"One more? Then now—"
"Not meat."
"...Hehe."

Yoo Ji-Yeon's eyes lit up as she was about to speak, but her expression quickly turned sheepish.
Looking at her, Eun-Ha smiled faintly.

Yoo Ji-Yeon's behavior was childlike, but Eun-Ha didn't find it entirely unappealing. She had a preconception that "this is just how Yoo Ji-Yeon is."
When you're used to seeing someone act like an immature fool, it becomes familiar.

"So what is it? This request. Just so you know, this big sister's time is expensive."

Yoo Ji-Yeon raised her index finger pretentiously. In reality, her time was incredibly valuable if converted to money. She was one of the few S-class heroes in the world.

"Says the person who kidnapped me and is just sitting here chatting?"
"..."

Of course, her act didn't work on Eun-Ha at all.
Eun-Ha looked at Yoo Ji-Yeon with a pitying expression before quickly erasing it. She already knew what kind of person Yoo Ji-Yeon was.
Even if she had some crazy tendencies, that was practically a characteristic of all S-class heroes, so there was nothing to be done about it.

"W-well anyway."

Feeling awkward, Yoo Ji-Yeon tried to change the subject. Eun-Ha looked at her through narrowed eyes before letting out a small sigh.

"Yes. What is it?"
"First, stay calm and listen. This isn't flattery or anything. Kidnapping you might have been wrong... or maybe not? It doesn't seem wrong. Anyway, while kidnapping you, I noticed... Eun-Ha, you seem different lately."
"What? Different?"

Rather than questioning the obvious—if kidnapping wasn't wrong, then what was it?—Eun-Ha's attention was drawn to what Yoo Ji-Yeon said next.

*Different? How?*

The words she had just spoken echoed in her mind again.

"You've become more... lovable, I guess? Before, you were just... warm and radiant, but now you seem more... girlish? That kind of feeling?"

She didn't seem confident in her own assessment. The change was that subtle. Yoo Ji-Yeon spoke with many question marks in her tone as she examined Eun-Ha's body again.

"Let me touch you a bit."
"W-wait...!"

Not satisfied with just looking, Yoo Ji-Yeon's hands began to feel Eun-Ha's body.
Eun-Ha's body showed no changes.

*...Maybe her hips are a bit more pronounced? Yes, they're slightly more defined.*

No, there were changes.
They were tiny changes that someone who saw her every day might not notice.
Her hips were slightly more pronounced than before. As for her chest... honestly, it was hard to tell. What was certain was that Eun-Ha's body had become more feminine.

"...If my eyes and hands are correct, you've definitely changed."

Yoo Ji-Yeon looked at Eun-Ha with satisfied eyes.
While her body had undergone subtle changes, Eun-Ha's aura felt noticeably different.

"How should I put it... it feels like you're becoming a woman?"
"Ugh."

Eun-Ha groaned, not appreciating Yoo Ji-Yeon's satisfied expression.
As Yoo Ji-Yeon said, Eun-Ha was going through changes. She hadn't expected it to affect her magical girl body as well, but she was definitely changing.

"Could it be that you're in love?"
"What? No."

The answer came sharply.
Love? Eun-Ha was certain her heart hadn't changed enough for something like that.
After all, she had been a woman for less than a year.

"Really?"
"Absolutely. Anyway, what I want to ask is... this."

Avoiding Yoo Ji-Yeon's suspicious gaze, Eun-Ha began to squeeze magic power from her core.

Seeing what happened next, Yoo Ji-Yeon's eyes widened in surprise.


* * *


"Huff...! Huff...!"

His legs felt like they might fall off. He wasn't even sure if his heart was beating properly. His sweat-soaked hair clung uncomfortably to his face.

Kim Se-Won bent over with his hands on his knees, catching his breath. Running this long in such a short time was extremely painful. Still, it was better than the training sessions Eun-Ha usually put him through.

*I never thought I'd miss Eun-Ha's power.*

Eun-Ha's sacred domain, where one couldn't stop running as long as they had energy left. If he'd had that, he might still be fine.

*Anyway...*

Kim Se-Won tried to console himself while getting lost in thought. He still needed to catch his breath more.

*Are you in your right mind?*

Last night.
Kim Se-Won recalled his phone conversation with his mother, Kim Ha-Yoon.

Kim Ha-Yoon had asked him if he was in his right mind, as if what he was doing was utterly ridiculous.

*It is crazy, I admit.*

He had confessed everything to Kim Ha-Yoon.
That he liked Eun-Ha.
Not only that, but he also liked the magical girl, Optima. And that he wanted to be with both of them. He had honestly shared all this with her.

The reason he confided in Kim Ha-Yoon now was because he suddenly realized his actions were no different from his father, Cha Jin-Ho.
And Kim Ha-Yoon shared the same thought.

*Really, do you think that's your best option?*

Kim Se-Won had expected this question, so he immediately affirmed.

No matter how he thought about it, he couldn't separate the two girls, even if it was a misguided thought.

*Actually, my feelings for Optima were just admiration at first. She was my goal. But at some point, she started overlapping with Eun-Ha.*

That's right.
Optima and Eun-Ha had many similarities. That's why he had once thought they were the same person.
And as if his feelings for Eun-Ha had been copied, they transferred to Optima and continued until now.

Even after discovering they weren't the same person, his feelings remained unchanged.
They were similar yet each had their own charm.

*...I see.*

After hearing the whole story, Kim Ha-Yoon reluctantly agreed. Kim Se-Won's actions and goals were similar to what Cha Jin-Ho had done to Kim Ha-Yoon, but at least he wasn't planning to use and discard them.
She felt he wouldn't end up in the same situation as her.
That's what Kim Ha-Yoon wanted to believe.

*Then, really, later. Later, if you end up dating those two girls, make sure to bring them over.*

That was all Kim Ha-Yoon could say. Socially and morally, it wasn't the right decision, so she wanted to dissuade her son.

But hadn't she already caused Kim Se-Won enough heartache?
The fact that she had been bedridden and unable to properly care for young Kim Se-Won had driven a nail of guilt into Kim Ha-Yoon's heart.
That's why she couldn't simply say no.

*Bring them over, and let's have a serious talk. Please, don't make the same choices as your father.*

Kim Ha-Yoon had reluctantly said this, and Kim Se-Won had nodded.

He knew it wasn't right. But it was beyond his control. He couldn't choose between them.

*I still have a long way to go. I need to work hard, relentlessly.*

Even if it wasn't right, there was a possibility.
If he could contribute enough to society to be recognized, if he became strong enough, it could work.
If he became so strong that no one would dare criticize him.

*Should I reduce my sleep time even more...?*

Currently, Kim Se-Won slept for 4 hours. His body was reaching a point where fatigue wasn't fully relieved. He was barely managing by making excuses to receive healing from Eun-Ha.

Despite this, Kim Se-Won felt it wasn't enough. He thought he needed to increase his training time to gain recognition.

"Phew..."

His breathing had stabilized. Feeling his recovered breath, Kim Se-Won looked up.

"An officetel..."

The bird that had guided him was circling above his head. It seemed to indicate this was the destination.

-Squeak!
"Huh...? What?!"

Something fell from where the bird had been.

"...A card??"

A small card. The name written on the card matched the officetel in front of him.

[Changram Officetel Exclusive Key Card]

"I see."

Kim Se-Won soon realized who had sent the bird to guide him.
There was only one person who would help him this way—Foriner, who had bridged the connection for Kim Se-Won and Hong Yu-Jin to meet and train in the middle of the night.

"I'll use it well."

-Squeak!

As Kim Se-Won bowed his head and spoke, the bird responded with a cry.
He approached the main entrance of the officetel. The door, designed to prevent entry without a key card, opened smoothly to welcome him.

"Room 405."

Kim Se-Won felt the texture of the key card in his hand. The card had not only the officetel name but also the destination written on it.

"This is strange..."

Entering the officetel, Kim Se-Won narrowed his eyes, feeling an odd sense of dissonance.
The question of who had kidnapped Eun-Ha resurfaced.

The officetel was just an officetel. A place with a moderate sense of habitation, with no trace of crime or unsettling atmosphere.

*If Eun-Ha screamed, even a little sound would leak out in this structure.*

It wasn't an appropriate place for committing a crime. Also, it looked expensive at a glance. Even if someone bought it temporarily to confine Eun-Ha, the expenditure would be too great.

It didn't add up.
The Villain Association?
Gresorion?

The former was somewhat plausible. The Villain Association was known for conducting numerous experiments, including human experimentation.
That meant they had ample funds for research, so they could easily afford this.

*But if it were the Villain Association, they wouldn't need to bring Eun-Ha to a place like this.*

That's right. It was strange.
Over the past month, Kim Se-Won had raided quite a few villain hideouts with Optima. He knew how many hideouts or secret locations villains typically had.

"So it is that person after all."

Then logically, the most likely culprit was neither the Villain Association nor Gresorion, but Silver Flash, Yoo Ji-Yeon.
She could subdue Eun-Ha before she could react and kidnap her.
She wasn't called Silver Flash for nothing—her speed was unmatched.

"Phew...!"

Kim Se-Won entered the elevator and pressed the button marked 4. His body was still hot. Now that he had stopped running, he felt uncomfortable with his sweat-soaked body and hair sticking to his face.

Ding-

The elevator reached the fourth floor in an instant. The door opened with a small sound.
Kim Se-Won carefully took a step forward, surveying his surroundings. As expected, the atmosphere was the same as on the first floor. A place with a moderate sense of habitation, far from crime.

After listening carefully for surrounding sounds and looking around for surveillance cameras, Kim Se-Won headed not directly to room 405 but toward the stairwell.

"Phew...!"

Leaning his back against the wall to catch his breath, Kim Se-Won began using his communication device. He quickly typed messages to his friends, In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun.

[I'm at Changram Officetel in the Academy District. Eun-Ha is probably in room 405. If you don't hear from me within an hour, please help. I might encounter an S-class hero.]

A one-sided notification that he wouldn't wait for a reply.
But this should be enough.

After confirming the message was sent successfully, Kim Se-Won immediately ran toward room 405.

He arrived at the door of room 405 in an instant.
Here, a major problem arose.

While he had managed to open the officetel's main entrance, he had no way to open this door.

-Squeak

"When did you follow me?!"

Behind him, the bird that had guided him appeared with the sound of flapping wings.

-Squeak! Squeak!

Come to think of it, it had a strange cry. While Kim Se-Won was pondering this, the bird spun around in front of him and—

Thud.

Turned into a card.

"..."

Faced with this bizarre phenomenon, Kim Se-Won could only blink.
The object that fell to the floor was another card. It was the card that had been the "bird."

"...This isn't the time. If it's that person, even something like this wouldn't be strange."

After staring at it for a while, Kim Se-Won came to his senses and picked up the card. The card had the number 4854 written on it.

Beep-beep-beep-beep-

When he entered the numbers as written on the card, the door's lock quietly opened.

There wasn't even a click. When he grabbed the doorknob and opened the door, a clean, almost empty apartment was revealed.

"W-wait... no!"
"Bear with it. It's okay. It'll only hurt for a moment."
"No, really...!"
"It's okay. Trust me. I'll just hold your hand."
"Ugh...! Hnngh!"

Hearing the conversation that followed, Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.

No. Bear with it. It's okay... And moaning sounds.

*Crazy!*

Crack! It was as if sparks flew in his head.
Then, a sense of mission that he absolutely could not let Eun-Ha's chastity be violated ignited a flame in his chest. Strength surged through his body, propelling him into the apartment.

"Stop the sex!!"
"...Huh?"
"...Se-Won?"

And.
Kim Se-Won could see Eun-Ha and Yoo Ji-Yeon with dumbfounded expressions.

"Ah..."

Eun-Ha's voice rang out.

Eun-Ha was in the process of removing her blouse. Naturally, her fair skin was imprinted on Kim Se-Won's retina.

"Kyaaaaa!!"

And then, Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had been blankly staring at the intruder, was sent flying toward Kim Se-Won by Eun-Ha.

Ch.233 - Awareness And Resolve
"Sorry."

It was a clumsy voice.
Kim Se-Won was kneeling in the living room of Yoo Ji-Yeon's house.

"Geez."

Eun-Ha sighed deeply as she closed her blouse, hiding her skin. The snow-white flesh and pink bra disappeared from view in an instant.

*Why is he acting like this?*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha fanned herself with her still-burning hand.
She wondered why she felt shame, why she had acted so aggressively.

Strange.

Was it since summer vacation that she'd developed a sense of shame about showing skin? If asked whether she felt embarrassed showing it to "other people," that wasn't quite it.

*I guess I've developed... a sense of shame.*

The shame of showing bare skin to someone of the opposite sex.

In reality, when she took off her blouse to ask Yoo Ji-Yeon for help, she didn't feel particularly embarrassed.
Only when Kim Se-Won saw her did her face burn.

*That means... sigh.*

Eun-Ha sighed inwardly, truly feeling her transformation. It was quite a belated realization.
She had been aware she was gradually changing, but not to this extent.

*I've completely moved away from being a man now.*

Perhaps Ji-Yeon's comment about her hips getting slightly wider wasn't a joke after all. Eun-Ha swallowed a bitter feeling.

Her mind was being swept away by her body. And the body that had taken over her mind was developing to emphasize femininity even more.
She didn't know how much more she would grow or if this was the end, but Eun-Ha realized her transformation was nearing its final stage.

"So, I was suddenly kidnapped and you came looking for me?"
"Yeah. That's right. I think... I'm not sure about this, but Foriner might have guided me here."
"..."

Eun-Ha rested her chin on her hand at Kim Se-Won's words.
Foriner. Was there any reason for him to care about Kim Se-Won?

*Well, looking at everything so far, it's impossible to know what he's thinking.*

Eun-Ha decided it was pointless to think too deeply about it. After all, the world as seen by a Transcendent is on a different dimension from what ordinary people see.
Even looking at the same world, they had completely different perspectives, so they must have different thoughts.

*...Or maybe he just did it because it looked fun.*

Either way, she decided to end this topic here.
Next, Eun-Ha glared at Yoo Ji-Yeon, who was kneeling beside Kim Se-Won.

*It's Ji-Yeon unnie's fault.*

"????"

Yoo Ji-Yeon's body flinched as she suddenly received Eun-Ha's resentful gaze.

What was the reason Kim Se-Won could barge into Yoo Ji-Yeon's house? It must have happened because the door was wide open as she was urgently kidnapping her.

*I told you to be thorough with locking the door!*

If Yoo Ji-Yeon had heard Eun-Ha's thoughts, she would have felt wronged. On the contrary, she had been thorough with locking the door to prevent anyone from breaking in.

"What about the others? Looks like you came alone."

Eun-Ha turned her gaze from Yoo Ji-Yeon and leaned forward to look toward the entrance. Kim Se-Won had come, but there was no sign of their other friends.
In fact, if they had come, they should have entered long ago.

"I told them to come here if I didn't contact them... Oh, wait. Let me call them."
"No. It's fine. I'll do it."

Eun-Ha waved her hand and operated her communication device. It seemed better for her to do it than for him.

[Eun-Ha...? Are you safe? Where are you?]
[What?! Is that Eun-Ha??]

When she called In Ha-Ram in call mode, Han Chae-Eun's voice, filled with shock, came through as well.

"Huh? Of course I'm safe. Um... wait a second."

Hearing this, Eun-Ha thought for a moment, then adjusted her communication device.
The call mode changed, and the device began to show the surroundings.

[Wow! It's Silver Flash! I'm a fan! I even have your autograph! Eun-Ha brought it to me!]
[...Ah. So you are safe. But how did Silver Flash and Se-Won end up like that?]
"That... ask him about it later. Anyway, I'm safe."

Eun-Ha twirled around to show that she hadn't been harmed at all. Although her blouse was slightly wrinkled, there wasn't a single scratch on her fair skin or hair.
In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun visibly relaxed at the fact that Eun-Ha was unharmed.

*Honestly, when I heard she was kidnapped, I thought it was that kind of situation.*

Han Chae-Eun had some rather inappropriate thoughts.

[...By the way, Kim Se-Won. Let's meet later.]
[Right. Bringing Eun-Ha... would be meaningless. I think it's better if we meet with just you.]

After agreeing with Han Chae-Eun's words, In Ha-Ram then brought her wrist to her mouth and muttered something.

*Yes. I don't think we need to deploy. The situation has been resolved.*

Her face showed a slight smile as she spoke very quietly with her lips barely moving. It was evidence of her relief. She must have been quite shocked that Eun-Ha had been kidnapped without any resistance.

"Ha-Ram, what did you just do?"
[Hmm? Oh, it's nothing.]
"Nothing?"

When Eun-Ha opened her mouth, unable to contain her curiosity, In Ha-Ram responded with an elegant smile. A ladylike laugh, "Hohoho," followed.

Then, In Ha-Ram's lips said:

[I just summoned a few high-ranking heroes from Cheonil Group, that's all.]
"Ah~ Hahaha...."

Even if those high-ranking heroes had found Eun-Ha, it wouldn't have been a very meaningful action. Eun-Ha scratched her cheek, not hiding her regretful feelings.

[But I never expected the person who kidnapped Eun-Ha to be... Silver Flash.]
"No, that... ah, hahaha...."

As In Ha-Ram's interrogation began, Yoo Ji-Yeon slightly turned her gaze away. Certainly, her actions had been hasty. Not only hasty but also very aggressive and dangerous.

*I should just keep quiet.*

She had nothing to say. There was no point in responding to In Ha-Ram's words here; it would only make Eun-Ha resent her more.

In other words, silently accepting it was the best strategy.



* * *



Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won left Yoo Ji-Yeon's house and started heading back to the academy.

"Really. I've experienced everything now, even being kidnapped."

Eun-Ha wore a sulky expression. Her protruding lips made her look adorable.

*Should I have spent more time with her...?*

Suddenly, she felt guilty about leaving behind a dejected Yoo Ji-Yeon. But soon Eun-Ha shook her head. Thinking about it, she was the one who had been kidnapped.
And Kim Se-Won had come to rescue her.

"Thank you."
"...Huh? What?"
"I said thank you."

Eun-Ha nudged Kim Se-Won with a shy face. As her elbow touched his waist, she briefly felt his firm muscles.

*He's completely drenched in sweat.*

Glancing at Kim Se-Won, she noticed his soaked hair had dried. It had dried into curly waves.

In truth, Kim Se-Won hadn't been of any help.

Still, the fact that he had come to rescue her, that he had searched for her until he was drenched in sweat, made her grateful.

*Someday, when I'm really in danger. Will he come to help me like this?*

He probably would. Despite the uncertain future, Eun-Ha was confident he would come to help.

"And forget about what happened today. Got it?"
"Uh...."

But that was that, and this was this.
Eun-Ha smiled brightly as she met Kim Se-Won's eyes. Just thinking about that situation still made her face burn. That's why she needed to silence him and seal the memory.

"Your answer?"
"Well, that..."

Kim Se-Won's response was very sluggish.
What Eun-Ha referred to had already joined the many scenes stored in his brain long ago. Honestly, he didn't want to forget it.

"......"

Thwack!

Eun-Ha glared at him and put strength into the elbow that had been nudging him.

"Urgh!"

As the elbow that had been touching his side gained strength, an indescribable pain followed. The impact seemed to travel not just to his side but to his internal organs, causing him to involuntarily groan.

"Ow.... Alright."
"Good. Well done."

Eun-Ha cast a healing spell on Kim Se-Won, who only nodded after being hit. The accumulated fatigue along with the throbbing pain disappeared instantly.

"But. No, I'll forget it, but how did that happen? Taking off clothes when you two were alone... No, really! I'll just ask this one thing and then forget it, I promise!"

As Eun-Ha narrowed her eyes and raised her fist again, Kim Se-Won flinched and increased the distance between them. The shock he had felt earlier replayed in his mind.

"Haah.... You can come closer. I won't hit you. Geez. Do you think I'm someone who just hits people all the time?"

Eun-Ha sighed deeply and gestured toward Kim Se-Won. About two seconds after she beckoned, Kim Se-Won slowly began to close the distance between them.

*It was kind of firm.*

As Kim Se-Won gradually reduced the distance, Eun-Ha turned her gaze away from him and recalled the sensation she had felt with her elbow.
Firm. She could feel his muscles developing more and more.

*Should I touch it?*

She wanted to touch those gradually developing muscles. Eun-Ha's lecherous desire began to show itself. She didn't even try to hide it. Her eyes glistened as she looked at Kim Se-Won's body.

"By the way... did it hurt?"

Gently, Eun-Ha's delicate fingers caressed Kim Se-Won's side. She could feel his muscles through the thin dress shirt.
It wasn't extraordinary muscle, but somehow...

Thump!

Her heart started pounding. What she was doing seemed like a terrible act. It was shameless. Perverted.

"It doesn't hurt anymore."
"I... I see...?"

When her eyes met Kim Se-Won's, she quickly turned her head away. Eun-Ha's gaze swam through empty space, spinning round and round.

"Ah, right! So the reason I was doing... that kind of thing was because I'm practicing a new technique! It's a bit dangerous, so I thought I'd get some advice from Ji-Yeon unnie, who's an S-class hero...!"
"Really? But is that a reason to take off your clothes?"
"Ugh...!"

Eun-Ha's mouth, which had been rambling and trying to bring the topic back to normal, shut tight. Kim Se-Won's innocent question became the key that unlocked the memory she had tried to hide.

The memory of Kim Se-Won's eyes directly observing her with her blouse half-removed emerged from the closed memory.

"W-well, they say it's easier to understand the flow of magic when skin directly touches skin. So unnie made some fine adjustments for me. Thanks to that, it feels a bit better? Yeah, that kind of feeling, haha, hahahaha...."

Her arms flailed wildly in the air.

Despite her suspicious behavior, Eun-Ha's words weren't a lie.

The technique she had asked Yoo Ji-Yeon to adjust was Overdrive.
To call it a "new technique" wasn't quite accurate, as she had already used it several times as Optima.

After meeting The Mute One and deciding to defeat the Villain Association, she needed to stabilize Overdrive.

The Overdrive she had been using as Optima was just a crude method of releasing magic by putting a load on the core.
To be honest, it was embarrassing to even call it a technique.

That's why Eun-Ha was working hard to elevate it into a true technique.
Seeking stabilization and increasing efficiency. Reducing magic waste to extend duration. These were the challenges Eun-Ha faced.

*A new technique...*

At Eun-Ha's words, Kim Se-Won recalled when he had first entered Yoo Ji-Yeon's house.

To be honest, all he could think about was Eun-Ha's fair skin, her pink bra, and her face with its rosy blush, but searching his memory carefully, he remembered seeing white particles floating around the room.

Those particles must have been the aftermath of using the new technique. Kim Se-Won nodded.

*I can't just sit still either. I need to reduce my sleep time even more and work harder.*

It was time to put into action what he had only been thinking about. Kim Se-Won decided to follow Eun-Ha's example, who had turned her kidnapping into an opportunity.
Although Hong Yoo-Jin, who had been acting as his mentor, was unconscious, he had Eun-Ha by his side. Eun-Ha would train him well.

No, he didn't need to rely solely on Eun-Ha.

*Optima too... Right. Optima must be so strong because she learned from Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin. I should ask not only Eun-Ha but also Optima.*

He needed to work harder than Eun-Ha. Work and work more to close the gap. Kim Se-Won felt a slight impatience at this fact.

Eun-Ha and Optima were girls who seemed like they would go far away if he took his eyes off them for a moment.

And he also didn't want to show Eun-Ha his efforts. He wanted to show her a noticeably stronger self without her noticing.
He wanted Eun-Ha to rely on him.

For that... he needed to be crazy about it.

"Eun-Ha."
"Y-yes...?"

Kim Se-Won stopped walking and took Eun-Ha's hand. Startled by the sudden skinship, Eun-Ha's body flinched.

The autumn wind swept past the two. It was a slightly chilly and lonely wind.

*Even holding hands like this, she feels distant despite being within reach.*
*Well, I've decided to follow her, so I will.*

Kim Se-Won briefly wore a bitter expression, then quickly changed it and raised the corners of his mouth into a smile.

"Let's go eat. All that running made me hungry."
"What's with that?"

For a moment, she had tensed up because he looked quite bitter and serious, but this was his answer.
Eun-Ha laughed, "Pfft," and nodded.

"It's almost dinner time. Since I heroically came to rescue you, treat me to a meal."
"Rescue? You just showed up."
"That's why I said I came to rescue you."

Kim Se-Won's smile brightened even more. He remained confident despite Eun-Ha's teasing and his messy logic.

"Hehe...! Alright."

Eun-Ha stared at Kim Se-Won's face for a while, then smiled the same way and grasped the hand he had extended.

She didn't know what Kim Se-Won was thinking. However, she could feel many things from their joined hands.

Hands with increasingly growing calluses.
Firm hands.
Strong hands.
She could feel how resolute the determination in these hands was.

That was enough.

Ch.234 - Awareness And Resolve (2)
As soon as I returned to my room, I sat down on the bed. I didn't even think about taking off my school uniform. There was something else on my mind.

"They're small."

The palm I weakly raised was incredibly tiny. Compared to my hands when I was a man, they were so small they'd be completely engulfed. If I were to gently squeeze them, they seemed like they might break.

"And his are big."

In contrast, Se-Won's hands that held mine were large. Not as big as "mine" used to be, but large enough to firmly hold my delicate hands. Hands covered in rough calluses. Hands that somehow made me feel secure and reassured when they held mine.

I got up from the bed and walked toward the mirror in the corner of the room. A small girl was reflected in the large mirror. Had my hips gotten wider like Jin-A said? Feeling them with my hands, they definitely seemed bigger.

"This is what I look like. Probably... I'll look like this until I die."

There was a time when I had firmly resolved to return to being a man, but that determination had eroded away without me noticing.

I stared blankly at the mirror and reached out toward it. Soon, a pure white light enveloped the room, and a staff appeared in my hand that wasn't touching the mirror.

I was Magical Girl Virginia. The girl in front of me looked almost the same as my normal self, just with different clothes.

Then black slime dripped down from the top of my head, changing my appearance once again.

"...My chest seems a bit bigger?"

A girl with black hair. Purple eyes staring at me with confusion. The girl's head slowly dropped out of my view.

There was my chest, wrapped in the magical girl outfit. A chest slightly larger than when I was Virginia or in my untransformed state.

"No. That's not what's important."

I lowered my hand that had unconsciously tried to grab it.
Why is my chest bigger when I'm Optima? This wasn't what I should be curious about. When I raised my head again, the girl in the mirror was still looking at me with suspicion.

"Tell me."

I commanded that girl.

"When... did I start changing like this?"

I was confused.
When did I adapt to being female and start changing? When was I swallowed up by this tiny body and lost my identity as a man?

"......"

No answer came.
Of course not.
There was no clear answer. I didn't know, so no answer could come.

Like clothes getting wet in a drizzle, I changed slowly. So there was no way I could have noticed.
The people who can notice such gradual changes aren't me, but those around me.

That's why I only realized it too late. I suddenly noticed when the changes had almost reached their end.

"Come to think of it, it hasn't even been a year yet."

When I realized I had changed in such a short time—less than a year—a laugh burst out of me.
Does this mean my twenty years as a man were so weak they couldn't last even one year?

"Can't be helped, I guess."

Right. Nothing can be done.
What can I do about having changed like this?
Whether I was weak or not, as long as I lived in this body, this change was inevitable.

So then.

"Am I..."

Am I really Shin Eun-Ha?
Suddenly, this question arose. A talent-less physical enhancement ability user. There was no trace of Shin Eun-Ha anywhere now.
It would be believable to say I was just a small girl who happened to share his memories.

Well, it's not really a meaningful thought. Just nonsense. Such thoughts were a waste of time.
I am Shin Eun-Ha. Just a person who has changed quite a lot compared to before.

I shook my head to clear away these useless thoughts. My ponytail swayed like a tail.

Then I untied the ribbon holding my hair. The ebony-like hair flowed down, and I changed from Optima to Han Jae-Yu.

"Optima, Han Jae-Yu, Shin Eun-Ha. They're all me."

Han Jae-Yu.
A name I no longer use.
Shin Eun-Ha.
A name given to me by the person who "was" Hong Eun-Ha.

I giggled. What a funny situation.
Both Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu are me, but Se-Won still saw them as different people.

After laughing for a while, I turned around and lay down on the bed.

"...Right. Se-Won."

When I closed my eyes, Se-Won's face appeared. Se-Won unbuttoning his shirt, showing off his hardened abs.

"Pfft...!"

In my mind, Se-Won started dancing, swinging his hips from side to side. Right. It was my own fantasy.
As expected, it was so funny that I burst out laughing.

But this laughter didn't last long. As if it never happened, the Se-Won in my mind was now just standing still in his school uniform, looking at me.

*Inhale- Exhale-*
I took a deep breath to assess my state.

*Why did I want to touch Se-Won?*

It was because of his muscles. That much was clear.
But why did I want to touch "Se-Won's" muscles specifically? I wasn't sure.

Me, becoming more and more like a woman.
Was I paying attention to him because he was Se-Won?
Or was Se-Won just one of many men, and I happened to notice him because he was nearby?

With these questions, countless embarrassing moments flashed through my mind.
Like when my swimsuit came off, or when he touched my chest in the cabinet, or today when he saw my underwear and bare skin. And so on.

For some reason, these strange incidents only happened when I was with Se-Won. Each one was so embarrassing that my face would turn bright red just thinking about them.

"...Come to think of it."

As I recalled these days spent with Se-Won, savoring each moment, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.
I sat up abruptly on the bed.

"Huh?"

I must have a blank expression on my face.
How should I explain this?
There was something strange.

Including me, there were three friends I often hung out with.
Se-Won.
Ha-Ram.
Chae-Eun.

Among them, Se-Won was the only boy.
With such a luxurious composition and only one boy, Se-Won was truly blessed.

No, that's not what's important right now.

"Doesn't he... treat me differently from the others?"

Thinking about it, he did. I should have noticed it naturally, but I only realized it now.

When dealing with Chae-Eun or Ha-Ram, how should I put it... he acted like a true friend.

"But... with me?"

No answer came.
In the empty room, my voice, full of questions, echoed hollowly.


* * *


Kim Se-Won threw off his school uniform and quickly got ready.
He showered, put on some stylish casual clothes, and even did basic makeup and groomed his eyebrows while moving busily.

[Want to meet today?]

It was because of a sudden note that had appeared in his room.
Kim Se-Won carefully checked if there was anything lacking before rushing out the door.

The sun had long since set. A darkness that was neither blue nor sunset-colored had taken its place in the sky, pretending to be the night sky.
The ground where Kim Se-Won was walking should have been dark with only the faint moonlight, but it was incredibly bright. It was artificial light.

"Did you wait long?"

A ticklish, playful voice reached Kim Se-Won's ears as he waited at the meeting place.

"?!"

He flinched and turned his head to find Han Jae-Yu right in front of him. She had approached from behind without making any sound and whispered in his ear.

Han Jae-Yu seemed to be in a particularly good mood today, smiling broadly as she stood next to Kim Se-Won.
She was wearing a white blouse with a navy suspender skirt. On top of her night-black hair, she wore a beret.

Kim Se-Won's heart raced at her outfit, which was completely different from her usual Optima attire, showing her girlish charm.

*Today is my chance. I'll show her...! That I'm a man who does what he says he'll do!*

Kim Se-Won saw this as an opportunity.
The last date had been unfortunate. Everywhere they went was packed, and when they tried to have dinner at a convenience store, it failed due to Eun-Ha's surprise attack.
So he couldn't miss this chance that had come by luck.

"Is there anywhere you want to go?"

First, he asked for Han Jae-Yu's opinion. Kim Se-Won asked while recalling the date plans he had formulated in his head on the way here.
If she said she didn't have anywhere particular in mind, he could choose the most appropriate one from the five plans he had prepared.

"Yes. There is."

But Han Jae-Yu nodded decisively. That wasn't all. She actively took his hand and started leading him somewhere.

*Oh no!*

Kim Se-Won hid his disappointment and discarded all the date plans that had been breathing in his mind.


* * *


"Hehe...!"

Han Jae-Yu was in such a good mood that she was giggling as she guided Kim Se-Won. Kim Se-Won had no idea where she was taking him.

Pitch-black darkness. Han Jae-Yu's black magic covered Kim Se-Won's eyes.
He couldn't tell if he was walking on the ground, floating in the sky, or swimming in water. It was impossible to distinguish.

He could only hear Han Jae-Yu's laughter, which kept ringing in his head, making him feel like his thinking ability was diminishing.

"Here we are."

Kim Se-Won was released about 10 minutes after Han Jae-Yu had started moving with him in tow.

"Where is this...?"

Kim Se-Won looked around blankly. It was a place that wasn't properly maintained, with only a few streetlights dimly illuminating the surroundings.

An empty park.
But it looked familiar. It was a place he seemed to have seen before.
As he shifted his gaze, he noticed that the central part of the park was slightly lower. Weeds had sprouted here and there due to lack of maintenance.

*So that's what she used.*

Shadow diving, a method of moving freely by entering shadows. Kim Se-Won belatedly realized this fact.

"Let's sit here."

While Kim Se-Won was looking around the park with a strange sense of déjà vu, Han Jae-Yu's voice came from a distance. When he turned around, she was sitting on a lone bench.

"Ah..."

He was dumbfounded.
Han Jae-Yu was smiling and waiting for him.
She was gesturing for him to come quickly.

But his feet wouldn't move easily.

*I remember.*

What park was this? The fading memory that was about to disappear was forcibly held back and resurfaced.

A cold winter.
Before entering the academy.

He remembered a fragile girl he had met when he was nurturing his desire for revenge against Cha Jin-Ho. That girl had been sitting alone on this park bench, in the same spot where Han Jae-Yu was now.

For a moment, Han Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha overlapped in his vision.
Their sitting postures were different. Their expressions were different.
The time of meeting was the opposite.

Yet Han Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha, whom he had been denying were the same person, began to overlap again.

*Why did Jae-Yu suddenly bring me here...?*

Questions followed.
It wasn't strange that Han Jae-Yu knew this place.
Han Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha were sisters, after all. It wouldn't be unusual for them to share their experiences.

But "why" Han Jae-Yu had brought him to this place bothered him. No matter how many assumptions he made, he couldn't find a satisfactory answer.

With his mind full of questions, as if entranced, Kim Se-Won approached Han Jae-Yu.
Han Jae-Yu, who had been sitting in the middle of the bench, moved to one side to make room for him as he came closer.

"Since it's a day off today, I thought I'd call you. There was something I wanted to ask."
"Something you wanted to ask?"

As Kim Se-Won sat down, Han Jae-Yu erased her smile and spoke. It was as if her previous happiness had been a lie.

"Kim Se-Won. You..."

*Gulp.*

What was she going to say that made her bring him all the way here? Amid his questions, Kim Se-Won stared at Han Jae-Yu's purple eyes.
They were deep eyes that seemed like they might suck him in if he kept looking.

"How do you feel about Eun-Ha?"

And then.
A completely unexpected question hit him.

Ch.235 - Second Semester Camping Training (1)
With drowsy eyes, I blink slowly, still caught in the haze between sleep and wakefulness.
Is it because I'm dazed, or because of the dream? My body feels hot. Especially my lower abdomen. A strange sensation spreads through me as heat rises all the way to my head.

It's still dark around me.
My eyes gradually adjust to the dimness of the room.
Dawn hasn't yet arrived. Eun-Ha's room is silent as she lies alone in bed.

"...Ah."

A moist voice echoes through the empty air. Not just her body, but even Eun-Ha's voice carries a certain heat.

*It wasn't a nightmare.*

Not a nightmare, but not an ordinary dream either. The vivid images still lingering in her mind seemed to intensify the heat in her body whenever she tried to recall them.

Nevertheless, the dream's content boldly revealed itself in her mind.

A fog-like consciousness, a situation where she couldn't move her body by her own will.
All Eun-Ha could do was watch herself through her own eyes as her body moved and made sounds of its own accord.

Eun-Ha was lying in bed.
Wearing only a pink bra and panties, she lay there feeling her heart pounding in her chest.

Why was her heart racing? Eun-Ha could only understand that emotion after waking from the dream.
She had been anticipating something.
Anticipating and expecting what was about to happen, while simultaneously feeling embarrassed about her exposed skin, covering her rounded breasts with one arm and the space between her thighs with the other.

Even with underwear on, embarrassment was still embarrassment. Of course, despite the embarrassment, she had been looking forward to it.

Not long after, a man emerged from the bathroom.

A man with an increasingly toned body. And to Eun-Ha, a very familiar man.

*Eun-Ha.*

"...Hah!"

The moment he spoke in her dream, Eun-Ha, who had unconsciously closed her eyes, snapped them open and stopped recalling the dream. It felt like she shouldn't remember any more. A sensation of crossing a line that shouldn't be crossed. A river that, once crossed, would never allow return.

Though she didn't recall what happened next, she clearly remembered what kind of event had occurred.
Eun-Ha tried to focus only on the result, not the detailed process.

"S-se, sex..."

Why was she acting like an elementary schooler who had just learned an indecent word?
She had only uttered a single syllable, yet she didn't know what to do with herself. Eun-Ha pulled the blanket over her head, her face bright red.

"Urgh---!!!"

Bang bang bang bang!

Her legs kicked wildly at the blanket, unable to overcome her embarrassment.
In dreams, one doesn't feel sensations.
But she had felt something similar to sensations.

The pounding of her heart in her chest. The gradually emerging feeling of Kim Se-Won's muscles. The scent she could smell when near him.
Was it truly a sensation felt in the dream, or merely something that surfaced while recalling it? Eun-Ha couldn't determine which was true.

"Hoo... Hoo..."

After kicking for quite some time, she finally calmed down. She needed to think about something else.
Though it was still early enough to sleep more, the option of sleeping had long disappeared from Eun-Ha's mind.
Moreover, far from feeling sleepy, she was wide awake with strange sensations flowing throughout her body, making it all the more necessary to change her thoughts.

"Aaaaaaaaaah!"

Just then, suddenly remembering what she had said last night, Eun-Ha buried her face in her pillow and rolled around on the bed.
Her mind continued to replay what had happened the night before.

*How do you feel about Eun-Ha?*

Last night, when Han Jae-Yoo asked, Kim Se-Won just hesitated without giving a proper answer.

*...Let me change the question. Do you like Eun-Ha?*

So she asked directly. She had no certainty, just suspicions.

Kim Se-Won's attitude toward In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun was clearly different from how he treated Eun-Ha.
It wasn't about being close or not. The emotions he felt when dealing with those two versus herself were different.

So she changed the question, asking more explicitly.

And after much contemplation, Kim Se-Won showed firm resolve and said:

*Yes. That's right. I like her.*

"Uwaaaaah!"

Rolling noisily on the bed, Eun-Ha still couldn't understand why she had asked such a question last night.
She could have just pretended not to know. To be honest, it was awkward. She wasn't mentally prepared to accept him.

To Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won was just a "friend." A friend with whom she often shared unusual experiences.

Yet she still asked, probably because she was caught up in her emotions.
As she transformed into a woman and realized there wasn't much time left until the change was complete, she became unnecessarily emotional.
So she asked. It was unlike her.

Roll roll roll—thud!

"Ugh!"

As she rolled mindlessly, Eun-Ha fell off the bed. A sharp pain shot through the back of her head.

"I'm crazy! Crazy crazy crazy!!"

Yet Eun-Ha paid no mind. Rather, thanks to the shock, her words flowed freely.
She flapped her arms and legs, expressing her extremely confused state.

"Haah..."

After flailing about for a while, Eun-Ha went limp and organized her thoughts.

She was changing, transforming from the male Shin Eun-Ha into a delicate female Shin Eun-Ha.
Her outward appearance had changed long ago. And now, even her inner self was being led by her body to complete the transformation.
In the midst of this, she noticed Kim Se-Won's affection.

She couldn't be certain if his feelings were genuine. It felt awkward to ask directly, so she used Han Jae-Yoo as another version of herself to ask him.

And to make matters worse, that night.
She had an erotic dream.
Not just sharing a bed with Kim Se-Won, but going further, engaging in the act of making babies!

"I shouldn't have asked."

Yes. She shouldn't have asked.
That's why she had this dream.
It was strange how her curiosity came back to haunt her this way.
But considering the cause and effect, she had the erotic dream right after questioning Kim Se-Won, so there's a high possibility she wouldn't have had it if she hadn't asked.
At least, that's what Eun-Ha believed.

"Haah..."

Eun-Ha let out a deep sigh.
Kim Se-Won's answer seemed firm yet ambiguous.

His declaration of liking her seemed to show firm resolve, but his expression was hard to describe.

Why? Why did he look so directly at Han Jae-Yoo while answering the question? What was that heat in his eyes?

*As if it's not just 'Eun-Ha,' but also 'Han Jae-Yoo'...*

She didn't know how to face Kim Se-Won now. It would be best to treat him as she always had. But no matter how much she thought about it, she couldn't imagine herself treating Kim Se-Won normally, as she used to.

What were Kim Se-Won's true feelings?
Did he really like 'Eun-Ha'?
Or was it 'Han Jae-Yoo' he liked?

Either way, it was her.
One thing was certain: 'Kim Se-Won likes either Eun-Ha or Han Jae-Yoo.'
That's why he told Hong Yu-Jin first that he wanted to date Han Jae-Yoo.
That's why, when Eun-Ha was kidnapped by Yoo Ji-Yeon, he ran to her before anyone else, sweating profusely.

So.
Eun-Ha or Han Jae-Yoo. Who does Kim Se-Won like?
And how should she act?
He definitely likes one of them. Which one is friendship and which is affection?
Or is there even friendship at all?

It's perplexing.
Kim Se-Won disliked men like Cha Jin-Ho. So, while not certain, she generally thought he wouldn't pursue two women at once.

*Then who exactly?*

The same or similar questions kept tormenting Eun-Ha. Nothing is harder to answer than questions one asks oneself.
If you don't know, you either get no answer or end up barking up the wrong tree.

"M-maybe I should ask him this time...? We have overnight training tomorrow... and we're in the same group. It might be good to ask then."

That might be a good choice too. Just as Han Jae-Yoo asked how Kim Se-Won felt about Eun-Ha, Eun-Ha could ask how he feels about Han Jae-Yoo, and maybe get an answer.

"...But why was it Se-Won?"

Of course, Kim Se-Won was the only man around. Excluding Jung Soo-Hyun, who was once close but now a traitor she wanted to kill more than anyone, there really wasn't any other notable man.

Eun-Ha closed her eyes tightly and thought again.

*Someday. After everything is over, if I date someone.*

Something that would eventually happen. Eun-Ha sensed that the day would come when she, as a woman, would date a man.

Then, who would be the person she'd date at that time?

Kim Se-Won was the only man who fit the bill. They were entangled in many ways.
Even if following Optima around was burdensome, Foriner wouldn't stay idle, and since they attended the same academy, they would continue to be intertwined.
There was no man as entangled with Eun-Ha as Kim Se-Won.

Whether this was fate or just her narrow perspective leading to a hasty conclusion, she didn't know. Still, the only man who came to mind right now was Kim Se-Won. Just him.

*Then. If I were to date Se-Won someday, would we have s...ex like in the dream?*

Flinch!

Eun-Ha's body trembled greatly. The strange sensation that had been gradually fading began to flow through her body again.

"Am I... really... crazy...?"

She felt like a woman obsessed with lust. Even if Kim Se-Won was the only one likely to be by her side later, she currently only felt friendship towards him.
She wasn't deceiving herself or failing to notice her feelings.

She acknowledged that Kim Se-Won liked Eun-Ha, but that didn't mean she liked him back.

"...Still. Somehow I feel like I might..."

But contrary to that, a strange affirmation flowed from Eun-Ha's lips.
It wasn't about dating Kim Se-Won. It wasn't about feeling affection for him.

It was the thought that someday, she might have sex with him. Somehow, she had a feeling it might happen.

*Well, let me tell you a few things about the magical girl body.*

Eun-Ha recalled what Foriner had said in passing a while back.

*After a magical girl is fertilized by the seed of another species and a few months pass, she begins to change. She transforms into a species suitable for the seed.*
*Then I should absolutely never do anything indecent?*
*Typically, yes. However, exceptions exist everywhere. Do you know what method is most effective when a magical girl lacks magical power?*
*...Is it the refined magic sold at Magica Essential recently?*
*Correct. But your answer only applies to ordinary superhumans. What about magical girls? What action is most effective and efficient for magical girls? Do you know?*

Whoosh!

Eun-Ha's face turned bright red as she recalled the memory. She was too embarrassed to think about what came next.

*It's this.*

Foriner smiled brightly, made a circle with his thumbs, and repeatedly passed the index finger of his other hand through it and pulled it out.

*When a magical girl in a special state mates with a man, the magical girl's body unconsciously activates both the man's core and her own. It increases magic generation and allows her to absorb the magic generated by the man.*

*In other words! A magical girl on the verge of magic depletion becomes what you might call an extraction machine. Humans can survive without magic, but for magical girls, remaining magic is as good as life itself. Extreme magic deficiency means survival instincts are stimulated.*

*Well, at that time, it's an exception to the previously mentioned pregnancy or species transformation issues. The body of a magical girl with extremely low magic thoroughly excludes the possibility of pregnancy to extract magic from her partner.*

*Of course, it's a phenomenon that rarely manifests. It's faster for a magical girl to die than to deplete her magic to the point of facing death.*

"Y-yes... someday... I might... do it..."

After recalling everything Foriner had said, Eun-Ha nodded.
Recently, Optima had been acting with Kim Se-Won frequently. The enemies they faced were getting stronger, and someday, even Optima might face a crisis.

"T-then it would be unavoidable... e-emotions wouldn't matter."

If that happens, as Foriner said earlier, she might inevitably use Kim Se-Won to survive.
Eun-Ha tried hard to wrap her embarrassment.

"Haah..."

After finishing her thoughts, Eun-Ha felt the heat radiating from her body as she lay limp. Her head was spinning.
Too much information had poured into her at once for her to process.
Her brain felt like it was being cooked due to the excessive information.

*Why am I thinking about indecent things like a crazy woman...!*

Moreover, considering the dream she had just had, her mind was in unprecedented chaos.
Glancing at the clock on the wall, she realized more than 30 minutes had passed since she woke up.
For 30 minutes, she had been thinking only about indecent things.

"Am I sexually frustrated...? Was that one time I masturbated not enough...?"

A mumbling voice flowed through the pillow. Eun-Ha, with her face buried in the pillow, climbed back onto the bed and covered herself with the blanket again.

Why did she have such a dream, especially one involving an act she had never experienced in her life?
Why did she keep using Kim Se-Won as a shield for her indecent thoughts?

If she thought about it a little, the reason would emerge. It's a wet dream. She had experienced it a few times when she was a man, so it was clear.

Too confused to remember that wet dreams are a phenomenon only men experience, Eun-Ha concluded this way.

*Anyway, if it's sexual frustration, I need to relieve it.*

If this state persisted, it would obviously affect her daily routine. She would likely blame Kim Se-Won unnecessarily, like last time.

*...Yes. There's still plenty of time.*

Glance.
Glance.

Lying on the bed, Eun-Ha's gaze scanned her surroundings. Her thorough examination of the room seemed as if she was conscious of invisible surveillance cameras.
After confirming there was nothing unusual anywhere, Eun-Ha gently pulled the blanket up to the top of her head.
And
her hand began to move.


* * *


"Alright! You all know that tomorrow is the overnight training we did in the first semester, right? I assume everyone is prepared!"

Choi Chul-Jin, standing at the podium, spoke loudly. His booming voice reached the ears of students at the very back of the classroom.
Consequently, the students sitting at the very front were suffering.

"As previously announced, this overnight training will take place in reality, not virtually. Since you'll be second-years in just a few months, shouldn't you start experiencing some hardship?"

After saying this, Choi Chul-Jin scanned the students with an intrigued look.

The overnight training in the first semester took place in a virtual space using the needle of space. However, this time, to further improve the overall quality of the students, the overnight training would be conducted in an area where monsters actually appear.

The children had grown incomparably since the first semester. To be precise, their growth had been visible since the start of the second semester.

With such significant growth, the academy decided to change the overnight training method.

"And..."

Choi Chul-Jin's gaze, which had been scanning the students, turned toward a girl with sunlight-like hair. Pausing what he was about to say, he observed the girl.

The girl who was leading the changes in the students.
She was staring blankly into space. The faint blush on her face made her look quite lovely.

"Shin Eun-Ha~ Are you listening to me?"
"Yes~"

When he called out to her, just in case, a weak voice came back. Choi Chul-Jin realized that Eun-Ha wasn't really listening to him. It was obvious at a glance.

*Did something happen?*

The change in Eun-Ha was noticeable, especially since she usually had a good attitude in class. But it didn't matter for now.
No matter who she was teamed with, she would do her part. Additionally, she had good teamwork with others and the ability to create synergy with anyone.

"Well then, as I mentioned before, I'll say it again. First, Shin Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won..."
"K-K-Kim Se-Won?!"

A shrill voice echoed through the classroom.
Eun-Ha's blank expression changed as her eyes widened. Her face, which had just been slightly flushed, turned even redder.

"...and Yang Se-Hee. It was a random draw, but you three are the same as in the first semester."

Ah, I see.
Choi Chul-Jin, who roughly understood the situation, continued speaking with a raised corner of his mouth.

While Choi Chul-Jin deliberately ignored it, the atmosphere among the other students was quite different.

*Eun-Ha reacted to Kim Se-Won? Why?*
*What's going on?*
*Did something happen between them? You know, someone said they saw Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won holding hands before.*
*Wasn't that just a rumor? Is it true?*
*Kim Se-Won must have done something weird. But I'm jealous.*
*I'm jealous anyway.*

The students nearby started whispering among themselves.
While Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram thoroughly blocked the approach of men, Kim Se-Won was the only man allowed to approach.
And everyone in the class knew that Kim Se-Won had feelings beyond mere liking for Eun-Ha.

*Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won...*
*Something must be going on.*

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram exchanged glances subtly. They had more to interrogate about.

*???????????*

Of course, Kim Se-Won, who didn't understand what was happening, just had a head full of question marks.

"Next is Go Su-Ah and Han Chae-Eun..."

Regardless, Choi Chul-Jin continued reading the list.

Ch.236 - Second Semester Camping Training (2)
The outskirts of the Front Line region were essentially undeveloped areas. To be precise, they were places that had been developed but were abandoned and devastated after the Great Invasion, now returning to nature. There simply weren't resources to develop them.

In these areas, human presence naturally disappeared, and lower-ranked monsters gathered in nearby mountains, forming their own ecosystem.

This middle ground received little attention from both Gresorion and humanity, who couldn't spare the effort to monitor it closely. Since either side could potentially invade through these places, only minimal sentries watched these abandoned areas from a distance.

Among these middle grounds, the northern region of Gangwon Province, Mount Geumgang, had long been reclaimed by nature with an increasing monster population that had established their own territory.

Mount Geumgang was home to plants, animals, and naturalized monsters. But animals and monsters weren't the only inhabitants.

The Villain Association had infiltrated this area where surveillance from both Gresorion and humanity was relatively lax.

Most monsters captured using clone girls were transferred here to be cultivated and replicated.

Beyond this, research was conducted on creating new species, studies on monsters born stripped of their wildness to become human playthings, and research on monster evolution. Mount Geumgang housed the Villain Association's research facility and plant for studying monsters.

Cho Tae-hyun, the villain and biologist overseeing this research facility, narrowed his eyes while reading a report sent by his subordinate.

"Oh ho."

Interest flickered in his eyes. The report stated that a reconnaissance hero affiliated with the Hero Association had recently surveyed this location. In the current situation, a reconnaissance hero surveying this place could mean one of two things:

Either elite forces from the Front Line were moving, or the Academy was coming for educational purposes.

"It must be the latter."

Cho Tae-hyun pushed up his glasses with his finger. The Front Line lacked the strength to move. Unless the Saint, who was making a name for herself at the Front Line, moved personally—but she was still a student. The Hero Association couldn't possibly control a student belonging to the Academy, where the absolute power of Transcendents existed.

"Hmm..."

Tap tap. Cho Tae-hyun drummed his fingers on the desk, deep in thought. Interesting guests were expected to arrive. If handled well, he might obtain good samples. Mount Geumgang was the perfect location—a place returning to nature where one or two missing people would take days to find.

"No. I'll refrain."

Though extremely intriguing, there was no benefit in provoking the Academy. It wasn't fear of the Academy itself, but the annoyance that would surely follow.

The magical girl Optima.
A thief who had recently raided dozens of small hideouts.
The fact that she hadn't yet reached this research facility suggested it remained undiscovered.

So there was no need to risk attracting Optima by targeting Academy students. Though he had enough forces to subdue her, he would have to accept considerable losses.

"One only engages in battle when victory is assured."

Unless Academy students somehow discovered the secret passage leading here, this place would remain safe from outside threats.

Clearing the words "Academy" and "Optima" from his mind, Cho Tae-hyun carelessly pushed the report aside and looked straight ahead.

-Geek. Gigigeek
-Sa...ve...me...

Something was there. An ambiguous life form—either a monster in human shape or a human taking the form of a monster.

"The fusion rate between monsters and humans is surprisingly high. Perhaps the root organism of monsters is similar to humans?"

Of course, it was a pointless assumption.
Cho Tae-hyun was merely joking.

These grotesquely twisted creatures, temporarily called chimeras, were currently his greatest interest. With enough capital, he could infinitely replicate either monsters or humans, so if he created just one perfect specimen and replicated it, the Villain Association's power would greatly increase.

Even Iris O'Brien, who disapproved of cloning technology, showed interest in Cho Tae-hyun's research.

"With a few more adjustments, something better will emerge. Then my rise to the executive ranks won't be such a far-fetched idea."

Kuk kuk, Cho Tae-hyun let out a sinister laugh as he gazed at the chimera.
He had already created hundreds of chimeras, dozens of which could easily eliminate B-rank heroes.
And the strongest specimen currently possessed power that could challenge even A-rank heroes.

Since all of these were loyal subordinates who obeyed Cho Tae-hyun's commands, this place was essentially his kingdom.

* * *

Kim Se-Won moved busily. Sweating profusely, he devoted himself to training today as well. Minimal rest and moving according to a planned route to maximize training had become Kim Se-Won's recent lifestyle.

Meanwhile, he recalled the dream he had during his brief sleep at dawn.

*Was it too premature a dream?*

Eun-Ha was there.
Or perhaps it was Han Jae-yu.

An ambiguous dream.
One thing he could say for certain was that in that dream, Kim Se-Won and the girl had become one.

The timing was truly peculiar. Having such a dream on the day Han Jae-yu asked that unexpected question. It seemed like a revelation telling him to choose only one of the two, not both.

*Why did Han Jae-yu ask such a question?*

He still couldn't understand.
Eun-Ha's reaction this morning seemed as if Han Jae-yu had relayed his words to her.
Otherwise, there would be no reason for her to be startled when Choi Cheol-jin called his name.

Last night.
After hearing his answer, Han Jae-yu blinked and then smiled broadly.
The meaning behind that smile also puzzled him.

After saying that was all she wanted to ask, she returned him to the Academy and disappeared, which bothered him.

"I... can't choose either of them."

Some might call him indecisive.
Unbelievably, the scale in Kim Se-Won's heart that held Eun-Ha and Han Jae-yu showed no sign of tipping to either side.

Is it a happy dilemma? That would be hard to say.
After all, it wasn't that the two girls were courting him, but rather that he had arbitrarily harbored feelings for both in his heart.
That's why even in his dream, it was difficult to distinguish whether it was Han Jae-yu or Eun-Ha.

"Still. This could actually be a good thing."

Eun-Ha's reaction when Choi Cheol-jin announced the groups for the field training was evidence that her mind had completely settled as a "woman."
When he first heard that Eun-Ha had been a man, he was skeptical, but watching her behavior, he eventually came to believe her words.

Eun-Ha had been a man. There were instances where her actions made sense if she had been male.
But such facts didn't matter at all. To Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha had always been a woman who caught his interest from beginning to end.

And now, she was fully acknowledging and accepting the femininity within herself, so he could approach more actively.
Until now, he had been cautious, fearing that being too forward might backfire, but things were different now.

*I'll win her over! Social status and honor, all for love.*

Kim Se-Won continued his training while seriously entertaining these somewhat cheesy thoughts.

* * *

To Yang Se-Hee, a girl like a small puppy, Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha were wonderful friends.
Although being with them sometimes made her feel inferior and intimidated, the two of them—no, including friends like In Ha-ram and Han Chae-eun—neither looked down on her nor pitied her.

But not now.
Something was off.

On the bus heading to Mount Geumgang, the site for this field training, Yang Se-Hee sat uncomfortably between Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha.

That was because a subtle current flowed between the two. One avoided eye contact, while the other kept glancing over. Yang Se-Hee, caught in the middle, couldn't help but notice Kim Se-Won's gaze.

"Um, should we play a word chain game or something?"

Yang Se-Hee gathered her courage and spoke up, but the result was disappointing.
If it were the usual Eun-Ha, she would have enthusiastically agreed, but Eun-Ha, staring out the window, showed no intention of turning her head.

No choice. She had to ask Kim Se-Won for help. She needed to tell him to do something about Eun-Ha.

With tears about to fall, Yang Se-Hee sent a pleading look to Kim Se-Won across the bus aisle.

"Hey. That thing we did last time."
"Huh? Oh, that?"

But just before seeing Yang Se-Hee's look, Kim Se-Won turned away. He began chatting with his friend, Jung Ba-da.

*Jung Ba-da, you clueless girl!!*

Now it was truly over. Yang Se-Hee desperately held back the tears that threatened to burst forth. Once that topic ended, Kim Se-Won would surely glance at Eun-Ha again. Despairingly, she would have to continue receiving these uncomfortable looks caught between Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

"Se-Hee."
"Y-yes?"

Just then, Eun-Ha, who had been staring out the window, turned her head. It was at the perfect moment when Kim Se-Won's attention was focused on Jung Ba-da. It seemed almost calculated.
Eun-Ha wore a face that was hard to describe—shy, hesitant. The face of a typical girl.

Eun-Ha fidgeted with her platinum blonde hair that gleamed in the sunlight and took Yang Se-Hee's small hand.

"Um... can I have your ear for a moment?"
"Sure."

Yang Se-Hee blinked and leaned her ear toward Eun-Ha.

"Well, when the field training starts, I think I'll need to talk to Se-Won. It won't take very long, just... that kind of thing will happen."
"Ah, I see~."

Yang Se-Hee pretended to be nonchalant and nodded vigorously.

Something was definitely going on between them. Something they didn't want others to know about. Yang Se-Hee began eating the small chocolate that Eun-Ha had secretly slipped her while whispering.

*Are Eun-Ha and Se-Won finally going to date?!*

Yang Se-Hee's act didn't last long. Soon her face lit up with expectation, her eyes sparkling. It was like a scene straight out of a romance manga.

The hero and heroine sneaking away to confess and whisper words of love! Two people just starting to date, hearts pounding with fresh love!

*But then, what about her...?*

Suddenly, Yang Se-Hee recalled meeting Kim Se-Won at the comic book store during vacation. That "pretty and cute" girl with flowing black hair. What happened to her? Was she just a passing acquaintance?

Yang Se-Hee's expectant gaze turned toward Kim Se-Won.
Would a couple emerge by the end of this field training? Or would they end up in an awkward relationship?

Yang Se-Hee looked forward to finding out.

Ch.237 - //Late Intermission - Eunha's Masturbation 1, 2//
Chapter 219.2 - Eun-Ha's First Self-Pleasure

The shower sprayed endlessly, soaking my body. The warm water, just slightly above lukewarm, gradually heated my body temperature.

Just right.
Yes, just right.

"Like this..."

Cautiously, I cupped my breasts with both hands. Along with the soft sensation came awkwardness. It was awkward, yet accompanied by feelings difficult to put into words.

A slight excitement, competitive spirit toward Don-Hil, and... shame when I thought about men around me, like Don-Hil's partner I had seen earlier.
All these emotions mixed together in confusion.
My heart fluttered.

I tried closing my small, hesitant hands. They were too small to fully grasp my breasts, which were smaller or similar in size to others'. There was some space left.

"Ah."

A sound escaped without thinking.
I didn't feel any particular sensation from my breasts. It didn't feel good either.
And yet, just from holding my breasts, I felt elated. A feeling of my body gradually heating up.

"Hik...?!"

While feeling my heart race, I lightly touched my nipple, and my body twitched. An unfamiliar sensation. But I knew what kind of sensation this was.
Pleasure. A very faint pleasure, just ticklish.

My eyes, wet with excitement, watched my nipples being teased by my hands. The pink protrusions moved slightly, making my body tremble.

"Too sensitive..."

Feeling like my legs might give out, I sat in the bathtub and leaned back.
Swoosh—
The water that had been hitting my face lost its path and hit the wall. It flowed down, warm water soaking my back.

My body is too sensitive. I had completely forgotten about it. I tried my best to avert my gaze from this small female body.
But every time I washed. I was aware that my body was unnecessarily sensitive.

"A little. Just a little more..."

That's why my fingers didn't stop. Movements wet with curiosity, wanting to feel more of the pleasure they had belatedly discovered, slowly kneaded my breasts and teased my nipples.

"Hik."

My body twitched every time my fingers circled my nipples. I probably had a very silly expression on my face.
I didn't care.
Right now, I only wanted to continue this act.

"Not enough..."

But soon, a thought that something was lacking crossed my mind. I knew it.

The man thrusting into Don-Hil's pussy. His body drenched in sweat and her bouncing breasts. The moans soaked in pleasure, clearly visible even if just for a moment.

"J-just a bit..."

With my eyes tightly shut, I moved my right hand downward. My hand trembled.
Can I touch it?
I should be able to touch it, right?

It's my pussy. Even though it's mine, I hesitated to touch it. Still, my hand didn't stop. My heart pounded. My breathing gradually became rougher.
And.
My finger moved toward my smooth, tightly closed pussy.

"Mmm...!"

It touched. And as I slipped my finger into the tightly closed crevice, my body trembled. Unknown pleasure rushed from my pussy to the top of my head, striking my brain in an instant.

"Huh? Huh...?"

I lifted my finger with a dazed expression. Just touching it sent electric shocks through me. So. Sensitive.

"I just, touched it...!"

Goosebumps rose on my skin. A chill ran up my back. Suddenly, I recalled when I had invaded a monster's base a long time ago.
The base I went to the day I first met Don-Hil.
Yes. While patrolling inside the base covered with constantly pulsating flesh, I clearly saw it.

I had just passed by, but I belatedly noticed the squelching sounds. A place where they kept women captive, using them as breeders...!
If I were trapped there. If I were trapped there with this sensitive body...!
If I were toyed with by the monsters inside, or by tentacles spraying thick, sticky seeds...!

"No. Not this, not this...!"

I shook my head to shake off the memories. I squeezed my eyes shut again.

"...Se-Won."

Finally.
I ended up thinking about the person I had been running away from.
If Don-Hil had that man... then for me, it's probably Se-Won.

"I'm sorry...!"

Before I knew it, my fingers were back on my pussy. Se-Won is just a friend. Guilt for using a friend as masturbation material pounded in my chest.

"Haa, nngh...!"

My body trembled again. When I lightly pinched my clitoris and twisted it like a nipple, my hips moved slightly.

"Sorry, sorry...!"

Indescribable guilt amplified the pleasure. Was I always a pervert, or is this body just extremely susceptible to pleasure?
It didn't matter.
As tears slightly flowed out, my fingers continued to tease my clitoris. Touching, twisting, lightly scratching. Kneading it while focusing on the pleasure.

"Haah...!"

Se-Won's image flickered in my mind. Somehow, I was in Se-Won's arms.

"Cute."

"Ah, mmm... aah...!"

Se-Won's hands slowly caressed my breasts. In a sweet voice, he whispered that I was cute into my ear.

"Huu...!"

His other hand gently grasped my clitoris. No, it was mischievous. Mischievous hand movements kept plunging me into pleasure.

"Hik, n-no...! No, Se-Won...!"

Gradually. Gradually.
The more Se-Won touched my breasts, the more he whispered to me in a sweet voice.
The more he held me with his large body while touching my pussy, the louder my voice became.
My louder voice hit the bathroom walls and returned to my ears.

"No, ngh! Not there...!"

Squelch.
Se-Won's hand, which had been playing with my clitoris, gently invaded inside my pussy. A sensation different from the clitoris made my body tremble again.

I tried to close my legs, but Se-Won's legs were already blocking them. His touch reached my exposed, helpless pussy. No, it was added.
The hand that had been touching my breasts now played with my clitoris. The finger already stirring inside my pussy continued to search for my weak spots.

"No, don't... Se-Won, don't...!"

Squelch, squelch, the wet sounds echoed in the bathroom. I couldn't stop it. I was too weak. Why? Se-Won should be weaker than me.
Right now, I was too weak. I couldn't refuse Se-Won's touch.

Se-Won ignored my protests and continued to torment me. When he found my sensitive spots, he persistently tormented them.
The sensation I was feeling for the first time, the unknown pleasure, was breaking my brain.

"Nngh, nnngh♡"

Zzzzt, a massive pleasure began to spread. From my pussy to my lower abdomen. From my lower abdomen throughout my body.
It felt like pleasure that could break my mind was pounding my brain.

"Haa... Haa... Haa..."

I opened my tightly shut eyes. Both my hands were touching my now more sensitive pussy and clitoris.

"I'm crazy..."

I quickly pulled both hands away. A long thread stretched from the finger that had been slightly inside my pussy.

"Did Don-Hil... feel like this too?"

Blankly, I recalled Don-Hil's image. The blissful expression I had seen for just a moment.
Did Don-Hil feel good like this too...

"No, wait...!"

Suddenly, I came to my senses.
I'm crazy.
The afterglow of pleasure still lingered throughout my body. I could do more if asked, but.

"This way, I won't be able to face Se-Won...!"

Despite everything, the guilt of using a friend as masturbation material—guilt that had been used as a spice for pleasure until just now—turned my face red.


* * *


Chapter 235.5 - Eun-Ha's Second Self-Pleasure

Just in case, I peeked out from under the blanket.
Once again, I rolled my eyes to look around the dark room.

"Phew."

As expected, no one was there. Of course, there was no one around. I sighed in relief and slipped back under the blanket.

"Sexual frustration, how stupid."

I'm not a man controlled by his penis, I'm a woman. Yes. I've become a woman now.
And yet, sexual frustration. Even having a wet dream.

With guilt washing over me, I closed my eyes. I lay on my side and prepared myself mentally.

...Or tried to.

"Eun-Ha."

Se-Won suddenly appeared in my mind. Se-Won with his toned muscles was approaching me. Approaching me, who was on the bed wearing only underwear.

"No. It's not Se-Won."

This is a dream. My brain is just reconstructing and replaying the dream's content.
Yet my eyes refused to open. If I just opened my eyes, this imagination would be less vivid, but my eyes refused to open.

Then, Don-Hil's sex scene that I had been forgetting came to mind. This time, my gaze wasn't on Don-Hil's blissful expression but elsewhere.
Don-Hil's tight pussy. The thick penis mercilessly thrusting into Don-Hil's pussy. A penis with veins protruding.
It was just the right size for Don-Hil's pussy.

"Then, Se-Won's..."

The imagination continued. Se-Won, who had just come out of the shower, was naked.

"How big is Se-Won's p-penis...?"

To say the word penis out loud. I was embarrassed to an extent that surprised even myself. It felt like I had become a young girl.
No, I was a young girl.

I imagined the blank state of his penis while questioning myself. Would Se-Won's penis be big? Small?

"...It might be smaller than mine was."

I recalled the sensation I felt when I treated and woke Se-Won in the morning, touching his buttocks. It seemed bigger than mine at a glance, but for some reason, I downgraded it.

Se-Won's penis in my imagination became smaller. A bit smaller than mine had been.

"...No."

Even smaller than that.
My body was small. And sensitive. Sensitive to the point where I wanted to scream, asking why it was so sensitive.
Such a sensitive and inadequate pussy couldn't possibly accommodate Se-Won's large penis.

So it would be small.

Just as the penis thrusting into Don-Hil fit her perfectly, I hoped Se-Won's penis would fit my body perfectly.

"Mmh...!"

When I came to my senses, my fingers were tormenting my nipples. In sync, Se-Won in my mind approached me.
He removed my bra and took my nipple into his mouth.

"Hik, huu... aah...!"

Se-Won's tongue circled my nipple. His warm tongue wrapped around my nipple and continued to torment it.

"Slurp."

"Hik!"

Eventually, he sucked strongly enough to make a sound. My sensitive nipple transmitted pleasure to my head.

Squelch!

"Haang♡"

I inadvertently let out a moan. While I was focused on my breasts, an ambush had begun to torment my pussy.
My body trembled at the unexpected attack.

"N-no... J-just, mmm! Just be a little gentler..."

Mischievous. Se-Won's fingers continued to caress my clitoris. His thumb and index finger grasped my clitoris and twisted it.
Meanwhile, squelching sounds could be heard. Se-Won's large fingers. His middle and ring fingers scratched at the weak spots they had found inside my pussy before.

Rough breaths made my chest heave without pause. My nipples, wet with Se-Won's saliva, glistened and shone.

"Se-Won, ah! Mmm...!"

Se-Won embraced me as I trembled with pleasure. It's the same as before. He embraced me with his large frame. I could feel Se-Won's large chest and twitching muscles against my back.

"Hik, hiik...!"

Before I knew it, Se-Won's legs had bound my thin legs. I couldn't escape. It was the same as before.
My sensitive pussy had nowhere to run.

Squelching sounds echoed inside the blanket.

"Ah, aah... n-no... just, just let me rest a bit... ah!"

Bound by Se-Won's muscles, I could only be tormented. Just when I thought he was gently kneading my small breasts, his other hand roughly stirred my pussy.

The weak spots inside my pussy that had already been exposed were stimulated without rest.
No matter how much I twisted my body to escape the pleasure, I couldn't escape Se-Won's fingers. They persistently followed and tormented my weak spots.

"I love you."

"?!"

Gentle yet mischievous hand movements. And Se-Won whispered love into my ear. My heart pounded and raced violently.

His sweet voice seemed to melt my brain.

"Jae-Yoo (Eun-Ha)."

"Huaa... ngh?!"

His sweet voice tickled my ear again.
My body twitched.
Se-Won's irresistible hands were now grasping both my nipples. The messy fluid flowing from my pussy stained both my nipples.

"Se, Se-Won... hik! Se-Won...!"

Se-Won's hands moved without hindrance, tormenting me. Slippery. The pussy fluid with slight viscosity stimulated my breasts.

"Haah, nnngh...!!"

My hips lifted. The continued mischievous hand movements brought me to climax just from my breasts.

"This is just the beginning."

Then.
Suddenly, Se-Won's penis emerged between my thighs. The small penis that had fit my pussy perfectly. No. Se-Won's thick penis, as if it had never been small, showed its thick veins and throbbed with a ferocious energy.

"Hik, it's... haa... haa... bigger than mine was..."

After climaxing once, I looked down at Se-Won's penis with heated breaths.

"I'm going to put it in."

Se-Won, whose patience had reached its limit, pushed his penis into my pussy—

"...Hah!"

The fantasy ended.
When I came to my senses, the bed sheet was completely soaked with sweat. The blanket was the same.
Not just that, but my hands, nipples, and pussy were all thoroughly soaked with the fluid that had flowed out.

My nipples still had a tingling sensation flowing from them. A woman's climax has afterglow, continuing to bring pleasure.

Regardless, I was staring blankly at my pussy.
The reason the fantasy ended.
The reason was, of course, one thing.

Because I had never had a penis inside my pussy. Because I had never had something thick and filling inside me.
My closed pussy could still only accommodate about one segment of my finger.

"I'm, I'm crazy..."

After being in a daze, I belatedly came to my senses. It wasn't about what Se-Won's penis would feel like.
It was because, once again, I had used Se-Won as masturbation material.

Lying on my side on the bed, I curled up and clutched my head. Guilt ran wild.

Why did I use Se-Won as masturbation material? The reason was simple. Se-Won was the only man nearby.

But it was an excuse. Just an excuse.
He's a friend.
Usually, I don't see him as a man, just as a friend...
Guilt for changing his character scolded me again.

Once again, I felt like I wouldn't be able to face Se-Won.

Ch.238 - Second Semester Camping Training (3)
Yoo Jin-Ah, a first-year hero aspirant from Class A, was eagerly anticipating her first field exercise in a long time. She climbed the mountain with confident strides.

"Ho-Jong! Look at that! Over there! Don't you think that cave might be full of monsters? Can we check it out? Can we?"
"...Please, don't wander off alone."
"Oh come on, when have I ever gone alone? I have you with me."

Ham Ho-Jong, Jin-Ah's childhood friend and classmate in the same team, shook his head and sighed deeply. He was worried about his childhood friend who, since the first semester, had been hunting monsters with a gleam in her eyes.

"It's not just me here right now. You know that."
"Ah~ Sorry, sorry. Hahaha. I'm just a little excited, so please understand."
"Ugh! Urk!"

Jin-Ah apologized while cheerfully patting the back of the male student in her team.

"We may not be in the same class, but we've fought before~ Let's get along, okay?"
"...You're really something else."

Jin-Ah's powerful energy was overwhelming.
Ko Soon-Jo, who had somehow ended up in the same team, looked at Ham Ho-Jong with an already exhausted expression.
The noisy Jin-Ah and quiet Ho-Jong combo were occasionally the talk among first-year students.

"...You'll get used to it soon."
"I hope so. I have a younger sibling, so I've had similar experiences."

Ham Ho-Jong closed his eyes tightly as he chose his words. Ko Soon-Jo felt a strange sense of kinship looking at him.
Ko Soo-Ah is extremely shy by nature. But when he's nearby, she somehow feels reassured and transforms into a chatty, noisy little sister using him as a shield.

"Ah! Wait! What's that??"

Jin-Ah, who had been watching the two with a bright smile, casually looked around. Then, something caught her eye.

Where she was looking, there was a whitish mass wriggling. It looked like a lump, but also somewhat like a person. No, perhaps it could be a monster.

"...?"
"What is it?"

The two boys, who had been exchanging glances with a strange sense of kinship, turned their heads at Jin-Ah's words.
Soon, their gazes reached the place she was pointing at.

"There's nothing there."
"I don't see anything."
"Huh? That's strange... I'm sure I saw something. Did I imagine it?"

As the two said, when she looked back at where she had seen it, there was nothing. Had she seen an illusion, or had it disappeared in that short time?
Jin-Ah tilted her head in confusion.



* * *



Once, Mt. Geumgang in autumn was also called Mt. Pungak. The autumn landscape of Mt. Geumgang, with colorful maple leaves blooming between bizarre rocks.
For a brief moment, it makes one forget that this is a harsh natural environment. Or perhaps it makes some realize that this is a perfectly preserved natural place.

Yang Se-Hee, who was in the same team as Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won, alternated between looking at Se-Won's back and admiring the colorful scenery around her as they climbed the mountain.

"It's different from other mountains, rocks everywhere."
"Rocks here. Rocks there. With nothing but trees and rocks to see, I'm not sure where to set up our base camp."

Kim Se-Won responded to Yang Se-Hee's casual comment as she absentmindedly admired the scenery. Indeed, it was very different from the mountain used for the virtual camping training in the first semester.
Rather than finding level ground, it might be better to cut away the rocks protruding all over the mountain.

"Ah. Wait a moment."

Eun-Ha, who had been quietly following behind Yang Se-Hee, perked up her ears. There was a very faint sound of water coming from somewhere.
Listening more carefully, she could hear a "swoosh" sound. It seemed like water was not just flowing but falling.

"If we go that way, we might be able to secure drinking water."

When the two turned to look, Eun-Ha's slender finger was pointing to the side. Although the two couldn't hear any sound, based on their experience from the first semester, there was no need to doubt Eun-Ha.

"Let's go check it out."
"Mmm."

Kim Se-Won and Yang Se-Hee decided to follow Eun-Ha's suggestion.

Swoosh!

Changing their formation, with Eun-Ha taking the lead, they walked for about ten minutes. The water sound that had been faintly audible from a distance gradually grew louder until it became almost deafening.

"Wow..."
"Amazing."

But at this moment, the loud noise didn't matter at all.
The waterfall fell from above. The water, which initially fell at a right angle, gradually flowed down in a gentle curve.

"Then... let's set up our base camp a little away from here."
"Yes! Because it's hard to hear each other when there's too much noise."

Yang Se-Hee nodded enthusiastically at Eun-Ha's words, her eyes shining. She was unusually motivated.

*How cute.*

Of course, even this side of her appeared cute in Eun-Ha's eyes. Eun-Ha smiled contentedly before looking around for suitable terrain for their base camp.

"Eun-Ha, are we allowed to cut down trees here?"
"Yeah. I heard they used to prohibit it for environmental protection, but now..."

Kim Se-Won nodded vaguely as he moved away. While the two girls set up the base camp, his role was to find firewood.

"Ah, Eun-Ha. Can I ask you for a favor?"
"Hmm?"

Eun-Ha, who had been looking around, stopped abruptly. When she turned her head, Yang Se-Hee was staring at her with enthusiasm.

*Leave it to me!*

It was time to fulfill the request she had received on the bus, even accepting chocolate as a bribe. With a "hmph!" she exhaled through her nose and nodded. Yang Se-Hee's dark brown hair shook vigorously.

"Ah~ Hahaha... Can I really ask you?"
"Really!"
"Then... I think that area over there would be good, so please."
"Okay!"

Yang Se-Hee nodded emphatically again.
She had read a survival manga during the break! Actually, even without reading manga, she had learned at the academy, and since this wasn't her first camping training, Yang Se-Hee was perfectly capable of preparing a base camp, including setting up tents.

Eun-Ha smiled awkwardly at the enthusiastic Yang Se-Hee, said she was counting on her, and then moved stealthily in the direction Kim Se-Won had disappeared.

*I wonder if this is really okay.*

Eun-Ha was concerned about Yang Se-Hee. She wondered if she should have asked her.
But seeing her so enthusiastic, she couldn't take back her request now.

*There he is.*

As she continued moving stealthily, Kim Se-Won's back came into view. He was standing in front of a large tree, resting his chin on his hand.

*Deep breath. Take a deep breath.*

"Inhale- Exhale-"

Her heart was racing. She hesitated to approach him due to a sense of guilt that seemed to squeeze her heart.
Poor Kim Se-Won, used as bait. She had already done terrible things to him twice, so it couldn't be helped.

*But I still need to ask.*

Nevertheless, Eun-Ha steeled herself.

Kim Se-Won had told Han Jae-Yoo that he liked Eun-Ha.
Was that "like" in the sense of LOVE? Or did he like her as a friend (LIKE)? His meaningful expression remained vivid in her memory.

*I'm also asking if he likes Han Jae-Yoo.*

Her heart was pounding. Why was she so nervous over this? But there was a reason she had to do it.
Eun-Ha wanted to continue this relationship.

Kim Se-Won, who was friends with "Shin Eun-Ha."
Kim Se-Won, who was also Han Jae-Yoo's helper and the only one who knew her as just a girl, not a magical girl.

She wanted to tease him a bit more, taking advantage of the fact that he didn't know Han Jae-Yoo was actually Eun-Ha.

*...I can never replace Soo-Hyun, but.*

Originally, she would have teased him once or twice and left it at that.
But circumstances had changed.
Eun-Ha had discovered that her long-sought friend, Jung Soo-Hyun, was actually targeting Hong Yoo-Jin's life and had once killed Eun-Ha herself.

As a result, the position of her closest and oldest friend was now vacant. Eun-Ha wanted that position to be filled.
Even if someday he discovered that Eun-Ha and Han Jae-Yoo were the same person, until then, she wanted to tease him like this, play together, and become closer.

*...Should I just not ask?*

But she hesitated.
Eun-Ha had discovered that Kim Se-Won liked her. So she had even asked him as Han Jae-Yoo.

And she had confirmed from Kim Se-Won's own mouth that he liked Eun-Ha. Although his answer left a slightly bad aftertaste, he had clearly said he liked her.

*Somehow, I feel like if I go further, my relationship with Se-Won will change.*

That's why she hesitated. Eun-Ha still wanted to remain friends with him.

"What are you doing?"
"?! Huh? Ah, ah~ Just...! Se-Hee said she wanted to do it herself, so I thought I'd help collect firewood. Ah, are you trying to knock down that tree? Want help? Or should I do it? Should I give you a buff? I have a sanctuary ready too. Ahahaha..."

A barrage of words flowed out in an instant. She rambled due to Kim Se-Won's sudden question.

"No. No need for anything that elaborate."

Kim Se-Won avoided Eun-Ha's gaze. If he kept looking at her cute expression, he might break into a smile.

"Just watch me."

*Since it's come to this, I might as well show her my dependable side.*

This was an opportunity. A chance to show Eun-Ha that he was growing. Kim Se-Won prepared himself mentally and grinned at Eun-Ha.

"Hup!"

He turned his back. Extending his arms forward, he used telekinesis. The tree in front of him was about five times his height and two or three times his thickness.

Crack!

"Hnnngh!"

As he exerted himself and poured in magical power, the tree began to twitch slightly. With a breaking sound, the tree slowly lifted.

Crunch!

Invisible marks appeared on the tree as if something had gripped it.
Soon, the roots buried deep in the ground broke, and the tree floated into the air. Telekinesis, the power to manipulate formless energy, had lifted the entire tree.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

The weight was no joke. They say that once you reach A-rank, you can easily lift weights heavier than this, so Kim Se-Won still had a long way to go.

"I did it...! I did it! Eun-Ha! Did you see? You saw, right?? I couldn't even dream of lifting something like this before!"

Nevertheless, Kim Se-Won was genuinely happy. Through consistent and arduous training, his abilities had grown. Not only had his magical power increased, but its efficiency had also improved.
He could physically feel that he had become stronger in a different way than when he had caught a villain equivalent to a D-rank hero.

"If I keep growing like this, it won't be long before I'm similar to a C-rank hero!"

Kim Se-Won exhaled roughly in excitement.
Seeing his visible growth made him even more motivated to train.

"Um... yeah, yeah. Se-Won, you did well! That's right!"

Eun-Ha couldn't believe how happy Kim Se-Won was. She was quite taken aback.
But if she only showed an awkward reaction, Kim Se-Won would surely feel embarrassed.
So she clapped her hands vigorously and praised him.

*His growth is indeed fast.*

And she naturally compared him to herself when she was male. It had taken her 5 years to reach C-rank and climb to the middle of C-rank, but Kim Se-Won was aiming for C-rank in less than a year.

Although the gap between B-rank and C-rank was enormous, in the same 5 years, Kim Se-Won could certainly aim for B-rank or higher.

*If he awakens... A-rank?*

Plus, he hadn't even awakened yet. If by chance the blessing of awakening came to him, his power would undoubtedly increase dramatically.
If she was by his side, she could somewhat help stabilize the unstable flow of magical power that occurs shortly after awakening.

"It's worth it even though it's killing me. Thank you. It's all thanks to you."

Kim Se-Won smiled contentedly and thanked Eun-Ha for helping with his training. Every afternoon, she would set up a sanctuary and put him through Spartan training, making each day feel like hell.
But seeing such visible results made it all seem worthwhile.

"Well, I guess we can't do it today or tomorrow since we're on camping training."
"Huh?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head at Kim Se-Won's words, which expressed regret without actually looking regretful.

"What do you mean?"
"I mean, the training we do at the academy."
"...???"

Her expression was as if a question mark had appeared above her head. Eun-Ha stared at Kim Se-Won with a face that asked what on earth he was talking about.

"Of course I'm going to train you. Both you and Se-Hee."

And then she said this.

"...What?!"

Kim Se-Won was shocked.
To say she would continue that hellish training even now, during camping training of all times, showed extraordinary determination.

"Huh?!"

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's eyes widened.

"Se, Se-Won...!"
"You're going to train today too...? I mean, it's fine. I know it's not bad. I've gotten stronger because of it..."

Kim Se-Won didn't hear Eun-Ha's words. They went in one ear and out the other.
Meanwhile, a large shadow appeared behind Kim Se-Won.

"...Huh?"

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won felt cold sweat running down his body.

The huge shadow that suddenly appeared behind him. What was behind him?
As Eun-Ha was watching, there was the tree that the boy, wanting to show off his strength, had lifted.
A clear mistake.

*I'm, I'm screwed...!*

And in front of him was Eun-Ha with her eyes wide open. If Eun-Ha's delicate body were crushed by the tree, she would surely die instantly.

"Watch out!"

Kim Se-Won's movements were swift once he grasped the situation. It was too late to grab the tree again.
He squeezed magical power from his core to strengthen his entire body. His body shot out like an arrow, embraced Eun-Ha, and threw himself to the side, rolling over and over.

Boom!

Soon after, a heavy sound shook the ground. Fortunately, there was no pain. In the brief moment Kim Se-Won moved, Eun-Ha's enhancement magic and sanctuary had enveloped him.

"Ugh..."

Kim Se-Won opened his eyes, which he had tightly closed, hearing a voice from his chest.

"That was dangerous. You must always maintain control over your telekinesis!"
"Sorry."

Eun-Ha was right in front of him. Her scent tickled Kim Se-Won's nose. A body that fit perfectly in his arms. He could feel her warm body temperature.
Perhaps blood had rushed to her face from rolling around, as Eun-Ha's cheeks were flushed.

*I shouldn't show off too much from now on.*

As Kim Se-Won looked down at Eun-Ha scolding him, he painfully realized that he still had a long way to go.
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The intruder normally had no reason to visit such a place. There was no point. Even if they did come, they would typically send subordinates rather than appear in person.

Yet there was only one reason they revealed themselves here.

"I smell something."

They narrowed their furrowed brow.
The scent of their kin. Those who had already returned to nature were far from being kin. What they sought were those who hadn't returned to nature, who hadn't conformed to nature, who had been captured by humans.

"Strange... the scent is so strong, yet I can't pinpoint its exact location..."

Deltar, an A-class monster from Gresorion, surveyed the surroundings with an uncharacteristically solemn face. The muscles wrapped in pale white skin writhed with each breath, as if flaunting their presence.
Their thick arm grabbed a handful of soil from beneath their feet. The scent seemed strong yet left no trace.

How peculiar.
It was exquisite concealment. Perhaps someone had deliberately scattered scents around, anticipating that monsters like them might come looking.

"Hmph."

A momentary irritation washed over them, but it was quickly erased by the "command" etched into their mind. How long had it been since they received orders?
Certainly, their master had been confined for a long period. Their once rough personality had become solemn the moment their master returned.

"I'll have to wait."

With their abilities, it was impossible to find the hidden location somewhere around here. Their exceptional sense of smell was actually hindering the search for clues.
But that didn't mean there was no way. They had plenty of time. Even with simple and crude methods, if they searched one by one, they would eventually find it.

With heavy steps, Deltar approached a nearby strange rock formation. Placing their hand with writhing veins against the rock, they disappeared into it as if their body was melting.

'Not around here. Is it deeper? Or higher?'

Deltar's vision changed dramatically as they merged with the rock formation. Becoming the bizarrely tall stone itself, they looked down below.
Their eyes caught sight of humans. Not the ones they were looking for.
The boy wore a navy blue school uniform, while the girl wore a uniform with a mix of red and pink. They were weak creatures, far from those who had kidnapped their kin, not worth bothering with.

'Our kin do taste good.'

Then they saw a group of three—two boys and a girl—trying to catch and eat a kin that had already returned to nature.
Deltar nodded in agreement, their nonexistent head bobbing.
There was no anger.
No matter if they were once kin, monsters fundamentally follow the laws of nature. The weak are eaten by the strong.

Deltar watched as Yoo Jin-Ah and Go Soon-Jo happily drained blood from a one-eyed deer that had returned to nature, right after they had finished setting up their base camp.
Seeing Ham Ho-Jong secretly helping them, it was clear they knew good taste.

While smiling at Yoo Jin-Ah's group, other humans entered Deltar's wide field of vision.
First, two people—a boy and a girl. Even visually, there was a strange atmosphere between them. It was such a fresh, youthful mood that Deltar felt tempted to playfully interfere.

Then they spotted a small human. A petite girl was diligently building a base camp all by herself.

From what they could see, she was weak. Yet despite her weakness, she wasn't immersed in the typical defeatism of the weak. She wasn't intimidated. Nor was she cunning.

'Hmm.'

It was simply pleasant to watch. Deltar unconsciously relaxed their expression at this sensation they hadn't felt in a very long time. It felt like watching a newborn.
They instinctively wanted to lend a helping hand to such a girl.

* * *

Kim Se-Won effortlessly lifted the tree using telekinesis. It was completely different from earlier when he had barely managed to lift it.
This was thanks to Eun-Ha's enhancement magic and sanctuary.

"Let's head back. We can process it at the base camp."

Glancing at Eun-Ha standing beside him to confirm she wasn't injured, Kim Se-Won spoke casually. The pain he had felt while rolling on the ground had long disappeared thanks to Eun-Ha's sanctuary.

"...Wait."

Just then, Eun-Ha's small hand grabbed Kim Se-Won's uniform. Though she only lightly gripped it with her fingertips, Kim Se-Won reacted sensitively.
His steps halted abruptly as he looked at Eun-Ha. She had lowered her head with one hand near her chest.
It was an uncharacteristically passive attitude.

'What's going on?'

There was hesitation in Eun-Ha's voice just now. She was reluctant about something.

Boom—

Kim Se-Won slowly put down the tree and faced Eun-Ha.

"Is something wrong?"
"...Yeah. I just wanted to ask something."

Eun-Ha raised her head, trying to calm her pounding heart. Her face, flushed with color, came into Kim Se-Won's view.

Eun-Ha's reactions had been strange since morning. She had been trying hard not to look at his face.
After arriving at Mt. Tae-San, they had managed to face each other and converse normally, but now she had reverted to her state from this morning.

'This reaction... did Han Jae-Yoo tell her something?'

The only thing Kim Se-Won could think of to explain Eun-Ha's behavior was the question Han Jae-Yoo had suddenly asked last night.

"Se-Won..."

'Do you perhaps like Han Jae-Yoo?'

The words had risen to the tip of his tongue but got caught somehow and didn't come out. Confusion filled Eun-Ha's eyes.

"...No."

Eun-Ha closed her mouth, which had been about to speak, and shook her head. Despite trying hard to express what she couldn't say, it simply wouldn't come out. It was funny how she had easily asked about this last night but couldn't now.

"We're friends, right?"

Instead, she confirmed their relationship in this way. It sounded like she was saying she still wanted to be friends with him.

Eun-Ha hadn't yet clearly discerned Kim Se-Won's feelings.
Did he like her as a friend? Or as a woman?
So she brought it up to confirm, but the situation wasn't favorable.

Kim Se-Won's eyebrows twitched.

"Why?"
"Well—"
"Did you hear something from Jae-Yoo yesterday?"

Just as Eun-Ha was about to speak, Kim Se-Won cut her off. Judging from Eun-Ha's reaction, it was certain that Han Jae-Yoo had told her about what happened last night.

So she was deliberately using the word "friend" to confirm their relationship. Anguish filled Kim Se-Won's expression.

"...Yes."

What did she mean, heard from Jae-Yoo? She was Han Jae-Yoo. But lacking the courage to say this aloud, Eun-Ha simply nodded with difficulty.

"How do you feel about Jae-Yoo? Do you like him? As a friend? Or..."

As a woman?
The last words got stuck in his throat just like before.

Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won with unstable eyes, like those of an abandoned puppy.
She wanted a definitive answer.
Something clear enough for her limited understanding. She wanted their relationship firmly established.

Although she had asked whether they were friends or something more, Eun-Ha instinctively knew from Kim Se-Won's reaction that his answer would be the latter.

'I am... a woman.'

She suddenly became acutely aware of her situation. A body changed from male to female. Her altered identity that she had only recently begun to acknowledge.
But for now, she wanted to remain friends with Kim Se-Won. Although she had imagined him twice while pleasuring herself, that was separate from this.

"I—"

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to speak—

-SCREEEECH!

THWACK!

Without even turning to look at the direction of the bizarre shriek, Eun-Ha swung the staff that had somehow appeared in her hand. The monster that had lunged at them had its head smashed and rolled on the ground.

"Continue."
"Well, I..."

-KICK! KEEEEEE-

THWACK!

"..."
"Continue."

Eun-Ha's voice was monotone.
Talk about bad timing. Every time Kim Se-Won tried to speak, a monster attacked.
And this didn't happen just once or twice.

"...Sigh."

Eun-Ha let out a deep breath.
Somehow, five corpses of monsters that had returned to nature were piled around her.

She shook her head, composing herself. Thanks to these monsters that couldn't read the atmosphere, her pounding heart had calmed down.

"Anyway, let's stay friends for now. ...That's what Jae-Yoo asked me to tell you."

Eun-Ha turned her back to the monsters, then slightly turned her body toward Kim Se-Won and said this.

"...And I'm not ready yet, either."

She changed her expression and continued shyly. Eun-Ha glanced at Kim Se-Won, then avoided his gaze.

She wanted to remain friends.
For now.

Eun-Ha liked Kim Se-Won too.
She had always liked him as a friend, that was true.

But when had it started? When had she begun to see him as a man? She couldn't remember when, why, or how she had come to like Kim Se-Won.
There was no clear trigger, naturally. He wasn't an extraordinarily special man.

Broadly speaking, Kim Se-Won was somewhat ordinary, the kind of person you might find one or two of anywhere.
But unlike others similar to him, Kim Se-Won was by Eun-Ha's side.

Could anyone similar to Kim Se-Won understand Eun-Ha, who "used to be male," as Kim Se-Won did?
No.
Would they make the effort to connect with her as Kim Se-Won had?
No.
Would they challenge someone they were certain to lose to, for the sake of the woman they liked?
Again, no.

She hadn't fallen for Kim Se-Won because he was special.
It had happened without her realizing, at some point she couldn't pinpoint. She had simply changed without noticing. It was impossible to determine when it had started.

Also, she couldn't tell if these feelings were just being swept up in the indecent situations that occasionally occurred when she was with Kim Se-Won, or if she genuinely liked him.
She couldn't distinguish whether she was mistaken or truly in love.

But one thing she was certain of was that she really admired his determination as he raced toward his goals.
Though she didn't know what those goals were, it reminded her of herself in the past. It was similar to her current self too.
Someone she could walk alongside without feeling strange. Someone who understood her circumstances to some extent. That was Kim Se-Won.

'Let's stay friends for now... I'm not ready yet...?'

Kim Se-Won stared blankly at Eun-Ha. Han Jae-Yoo and Eun-Ha's words flowed together seamlessly, like they were sisters, forming a single coherent sentence.

'Wait, that means...!'

Thump! His heart pounded violently.

Han Jae-Yoo had told Eun-Ha that he liked her. And probably... simultaneously hinted to Eun-Ha that she also had feelings for Kim Se-Won.

Both Eun-Ha and Han Jae-Yoo liked Kim Se-Won. And Kim Se-Won liked both of them.
It felt like the stage was finally set. He could finally stand at the starting line. Before him stretched an extremely unstable path where one misstep could lead straight to disaster.

"So."

Eun-Ha turned around again. Unlike before when she had merely twisted her body, she now fully faced Kim Se-Won.

"Try your best. I used to be a man, so I'm picky. I'll treat you as a friend like I always have. Just a friend with nothing but friendship."

She said this with a smile in her eyes.
Try to break me (Han Jae-Yoo, Shin Eun-Ha) down.
Try to conquer me.

On the surface, Kim Se-Won's actions seemed morally wrong. But knowing the truth, Eun-Ha didn't mind.
Either way, it was herself.
So it didn't matter.

As long as he wasn't looking at another woman, she would quietly wait for him to approach her.

Her words ignited a fire in Kim Se-Won's heart.
The small spark he had been harboring, which had been gradually growing, suddenly burst into flames.

* * *

Yang Se-Hee looked around with satisfaction, her small shoulders shrugging.

"Phew!"

The base camp was perfect.
The tent where Eun-Ha and she would sleep, and the tent for Kim Se-Won were neatly set up. As a bonus, she had camouflaged them so they wouldn't be distinguishable from the forest when viewed from above.
Not only that, but she had also placed stones in a circle around where the campfire would be.
She had unpacked only the supplies they might need immediately, leaving them outside for easy access.

A sense of accomplishment filled her chest after a long time. Though it was a small thing, she felt proud of her growth.

"Come to think of it, Eun-Ha made something like this before."

Just when she thought everything was perfect, a memory suddenly surfaced in Yang Se-Hee's mind.
The scoring system for this camping training was based on the completeness of the base camp, food and water procurement, and how many monsters they could defeat.

Anyway, the most important thing was food. Being in the same group as Eun-Ha, she was certain Eun-Ha would use monsters as food.

"Hmm... that's right..."

Yang Se-Hee put her hand on her chin and pondered. She needed wood to reinforce the tents in case of rain and wind. She also needed a rack to drain and dry monster blood in the sun.

Unfortunately, she had only marveled at what Eun-Ha had made back then, so she couldn't figure out how to make it herself.

"Oh well. I'll have to make it when Eun-Ha comes back."

Yang Se-Hee slumped her small shoulders and squatted near the stones arranged for the campfire.

"I wonder when they'll be back~"

Yang Se-Hee giggled with an expectant expression. She was glad she had studied in advance. Eun-Ha would be surprised when she returned.
She probably wouldn't have expected Yang Se-Hee to complete the base camp so quickly.

"Hmm~ hmm hmm~"

As Yang Se-Hee was humming—

BOOM!!

The ground shook.
Startled, Yang Se-Hee's body lifted slightly before colliding with the ground.

"??"

She had no time to worry about her aching bottom. With wide eyes, she surveyed the surroundings. Fortunately, the carefully pitched tents were undamaged.

Just then, the ground suddenly bulged upward. It was a massive rock. The strange rock formation that appeared before Yang Se-Hee split in half with a crack, and monster corpses tumbled out.

"????"

Yang Se-Hee's body froze at the bizarre event unfolding before her eyes. Her brain couldn't function. She couldn't accept what was happening.

Swish! Swish!

She looked around, her brown bob hair fluttering, but whoever had caused this wasn't visible.

"W-what's going on...?"

Yang Se-Hee simply couldn't comprehend what was happening before her eyes.
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Yang Se-Hee couldn't comprehend what had just happened before her eyes.
How could she possibly accept that rocks had suddenly emerged from the ground, split in half, and monster corpses had popped out? Even worse, the strange rock formation had already disappeared without a trace, as if only the monster corpses had been there from the beginning.

Her brain completely shut down, unable to process the situation. Yang Se-Hee opened her small mouth in a "heh~" sound as she stared at the monster corpses.

*No! This isn't the time!*

She quickly shook her head and hurriedly began moving the corpses. She needed to put them in a corner first before she could process or do anything with them.

*Good thing I copied psychokinesis before Se-Won went to get firewood!*

Yang Se-Hee grunted as she moved her small body to clear away the corpses. Without telekinesis, this would have been an exhausting task even with her body enhanced by magic power.

*My output has definitely improved!*

As she worked, she suddenly realized how much she had grown thanks to Eun-Ha's hellish training.

*Thank goodness. At least I can rest today.*

Yang Se-Hee let out a sigh of relief.
While growth was good, just thinking about Eun-Ha's cruel methods of pushing people to their limits made her shudder.
She could feel at ease only because she didn't know that she and Kim Se-Won would be put through the wringer by Eun-Ha today as well.

*Heheheh.*

Meanwhile, Deltar, who was watching this situation from nearby, wore a satisfied smile.

It is the law of nature that the weak are devoured by the strong. This is nature's rule. However, Deltar wasn't one to blindly follow such principles.

If one discovers a weakling who cannot possibly survive alone, it is the duty of the strong to offer help. That is the obligation of the powerful.

In other words, Yang Se-Hee appeared as nothing but a weakling in Deltar's eyes.

"Oh?"
"...Hmm?"

Along with the rustling of bushes, a familiar voice reached Yang Se-Hee's ears. It wasn't Eun-Ha or Kim Se-Won. Someone else. A voice she often heard in class.

"Se-Hee, what are you doing alone... What are those monster corpses?! Don't tell me you caught them by yourself???"
"Wow... Yang Se-Hee must be surprisingly strong?"
"No, I don't think... that's the case??"

Three people had approached.
Han Chae-Eun, Eun-Ha's friend; Go Su-Ah, Go Soon-Jo's younger sister; and Jung Ba-Da, Kim Se-Won's friend.
The three still had equipment on their backs, suggesting they hadn't yet found a suitable place for their base camp.

"Ah, no... that... you won't believe it, but..."
"Really?! Se-Hee, did you really catch them alone?! Where's Eun-Ha? And where's that Kim Se-Won guy?"
"No, I mean..."

Her demeanor was completely different from when she was alone, when she had been proud and somewhat confident. Yang Se-Hee slightly lowered her head and began speaking in a timid voice.

*I need to tell them.*

She needed to explain that the corpses had suddenly popped out of the ground. Even if they didn't believe her, that was the truth. Otherwise, she needed to come up with something else to say.

"Huh? Chae-Eun?"
"What's this? You guys still haven't set up your base camp?"
"Eun-Ha! Look at this! Se-Hee says she caught all these monsters by herself!"
"Really??"

To make matters worse, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won had arrived. Upon seeing them, Han Chae-Eun excitedly proclaimed that all of this was Yang Se-Hee's achievement.
Eun-Ha, who completely believed Han Chae-Eun's words, opened her eyes wide. There were eight monster corpses in front of Yang Se-Hee. Although they were naturally regressed monsters, when measured against similar monster groups, there was even a C-rank among them.

*Hmm?*

Deltar, who was watching this, frowned.
Having seen Yoo Jin-Ah's group earlier, Deltar knew they moved in groups, but hadn't expected such peculiar humans to gather.

One was the man seen during the diversionary operation between Gresorion and the Villain Association. Another was a woman who emitted a scent somewhat similar to Optima, with whom Deltar got along well.
The last one was a woman who had an appearance similar to that Optima.

While Kim Se-Won's presence could be dismissed as coincidence, the other two were quite strange. One resembled Optima in scent, and the other in appearance.

*An unexpected gain. Which one is real? If one of them is Optima...*

Deltar's eyes gleamed.
The one most likely to be Optima was that girl who seemed to be bathed in sunlight. While people can look alike, scents were different.

People have distinctive scents. There might be superficially similar ones, but if you smell carefully, there are clear differences. It's possible to distinguish individuals by scent.
But Eun-Ha was different. She was very similar to Optima. Only the concentration differed. A scent that seemed to say they were the same person.

Deltar's eyes began to carefully observe Eun-Ha. While it couldn't be definitively concluded that she was Optima, if there were any clues, they would confirm that this girl was indeed Optima.

"Oh, since you're here, want to train today? First, today we'll focus on the upper body and..."
"Eun-Ha! We need to go find our base camp!"
"Y-Yeah! We can't just stay here like this!"
"The training manual also said not to set up base camps near other groups! Han Chae-Eun! Go Su-Ah! Let's go! Hurry! Good luck, Kim Se-Won!"

Just as Eun-Ha cheerfully brought up training, the three quickly turned their backs. Kim Se-Won watched the three hastily escaping with a genuinely envious expression.

"Eun-Ha, what... what are you talking about...? I must have heard wrong...?"

And then.
Yang Se-Hee, who had just realized the training talk, asked in a voice that seemed to have lost its soul.
Training? Even during a camping exercise?

"You heard right! Today we'll focus on the upper body while mastering magic power control! Se-Hee, as you know, training is most effective when done consistently!"
"Ah..."

Thud!

Seeing Eun-Ha speaking with a bright smile, Yang Se-Hee lost her spirit and fell to her knees.

"In that sense, I think we chose a good spot for our base camp. If we walk a little, we reach that waterfall from earlier. That place seemed quite good for training. The waterfall sound is nice, and the ground is evenly open!"
"B-But we're in the middle of training, so there's a lot to focus on... Doing training on top of that is..."
"It's fine! I'll handle everything! Se-Hee, you need some muscle too. Muscles don't develop immediately with just a bit of exercise, and having properly toned muscles makes clothes fit better!"

*I see.*

Deltar, who was watching this, became convinced.
With about a 70% probability, that girl, Eun-Ha, was the very girl who had been in sync with Deltar.



* * *



Eun-Ha isn't someone who only makes others train. This is Mt. Geumgang, not the academy. No matter how obsessed Eun-Ha is with muscles and training, she knows there's a time and place for everything.

"Huff... huff..."
"Hack. Haack..."

Fortunately, Eun-Ha's training ended after just an hour. Being in the mountains rather than the city, it would quickly become dark once the sun set.

"So, you're saying rocks suddenly emerged from the ground?"
"Yeah..."

After catching their breath, the kids began eating the monster meat Eun-Ha had prepared. Yang Se-Hee nodded in response to Eun-Ha's question while tearing into the monster meat.
Though it was only seasoned with salt, their stomachs were crying out for food, making it taste like heavenly cuisine.

"Hmm... suddenly emerged, you say..."

Eun-Ha tilted her head after hearing Yang Se-Hee's testimony.
Rocks popping out of the ground and scattering monster corpses—this was something even Eun-Ha had never heard of before.
Was it an unknown hero helping out? But most people who hadn't spent much time at The Front Line would typically avoid monster meat.

*What could it be?*

She pondered more, resting her chin on her hand. Could it have been the teaching staff helping? But no matter how she thought about it, that didn't make sense.
No matter how pitiful a student might look, the teaching staff wouldn't intervene in the test unless there was a life-threatening situation.

Eun-Ha, with her chin resting on her hand, looked at the darkened forest. Only the occasional sounds of rustling grass or passing wildlife could be heard. She didn't feel anyone's gaze either.

Boom!

Suddenly, the ground shook. As if something heavy had fallen from above, the ground trembled violently.

"?!"
"Eek! W-What's that...?"

Boom! Boom!

The sound echoed from a distance. A sound that reverberated with a regular rhythm. A sound as if deliberately meant to be heard.

Eun-Ha's gaze turned toward the mountain peak. A dark silhouette, obscured by moonlight, appeared to be a large person.

"OPTIMAAAAAA!!!!"

Soon after, a voice that shook the entire mountain followed. A deep, trembling voice.
That voice was calling for Optima from the mountain peak.

*What's going on?*

She couldn't make sense of the situation. Was there any reason for Optima to appear here? Of course not. There were no villains here.
Moreover, it wasn't even a place where people lived. This wasn't a habitable place to begin with. If people had lived here, Optima might have appeared to defeat monsters.

So either the person knew Optima was here, or they had gone mad and were causing a disturbance. Eun-Ha carefully considered what the suddenly appeared stranger's intentions might be.

*Should I just go?*

...She decided against thinking too much.

"W-What...? Optima? Did they just say Optima?"
"Does that mean Optima is here...?"

Kim Se-Won's gaze turned to Eun-Ha. Being Han Jae-Yoo's sister, he thought she might know something.
There was also an expectation that he might unexpectedly meet her.

"OPTIMAAAAA!!"

Boom! Boom!

Regardless, the stranger bellowing Optima's name seemed determined not to retreat until Optima appeared.

"Sigh. What are they doing in the middle of the night? I, um... need to go to the bathroom."

Eun-Ha let out a deep sigh and stood up. With an awkward smile, she headed toward the dark forest.

"Ah, okay."
"Take care."

Yang Se-Hee barely acknowledged Eun-Ha's words, looking up at the mountain peak with an anxious face. Drones, meant to monitor the students' status in real-time, were gathering around the stranger.

*Will Optima appear?*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won observed his core. The magic power of Optima, Don-Hil, and Seo Hye-Ji was circulating in his core, suppressed by his own magic power. Optima's magic power wasn't showing any notable movement yet.

*If she appears...*

Even if she wasn't here right now, she would appear from somewhere. Kim Se-Won recalled the black portal he had experienced while with Optima.

*Eun-Ha will summon her.*

He looked at the forest where Eun-Ha had disappeared. Since she couldn't openly call for Optima, she would contact her in a secluded place.

Recalling his memories, there was ample reason for Optima to appear. That voice shaking the mountain—he remembered hearing it somewhere.

On the day of the technology expo, an A-rank monster that appeared with Don-Hil. A monster that flexed its muscles and showed a strange bond with Optima had exactly that voice.

*If that monster comes down the mountain...*

The mere thought made his heart sink.
If Optima didn't appear, it would be a one-sided massacre. Even if there were heroes or teachers taking a break, they would be no match for an A-rank monster.
The strength of an A-rank monster was on a different level from A-rank heroes. The standard for A-rank heroes was having the ability to face an A-rank monster with a minimum of three people.

*I want to go.*

Despite everything, he wanted to go. To understand the situation. To see Han Jae-Yoo's face.

*"Let's just be friends for now. I'm not ready yet."*
*"Work hard. I'm picky because I was a man. I'll treat you as a friend, just like I've always done. Just a friend with no emotions."*

Suddenly, the words Han Jae-Yoo and Eun-Ha had spoken came to mind.
Friends.
The two girls said they were just friends for now. To become more than friends, he needed to become someone who could turn her heart. He needed to act accordingly.

*I lack the strength.*

He wanted to go.
But the opponent was an A-rank monster. If by chance Optima were to fight it, he would only hold her back.

Kim Se-Won had grown stronger, but not dramatically so. The realization that he still had a long way to go hit him hard.

*She's here.*

As he turned his gaze to look at the high peak, his core twitched. Optima's magic power began to move, indicating her location.
It was in the direction of the forest where Eun-Ha had disappeared.

Optima moved quickly. She was felt rushing toward the peak at a speed unimaginable for a human.

*This is the difference between me and Han Jae-Yoo.*

Optima rapidly climbed the mountain, almost reaching the peak.

"OPTIMAAAAAAAA——AAAA!"

And as soon as Optima reached the peak, she delivered a drop kick to the back of Deltar's head.

"...I didn't expect that."

Kim Se-Won blankly watched as Deltar fell.
The muscular giant who had been shaking the mountain with his voice fell down pathetically, contrary to his earlier intensity.
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The twilight forest quietly swayed, hiding its colorful autumn leaves in the darkness.

BOOM!!

A thunderous noise shattered the peaceful forest. The impact shook the maple trees violently, causing leaves to fall.

"Sigh."

Following the noise came a girl's sigh. The girl who sighed, Optima, came down from the summit and casually sat on a nearby rock. She stared with an exasperated expression at Deltar, who was stuck headfirst into the ground at a right angle.

But her mind was occupied with other thoughts.

*This could be dangerous.*

She had just left abruptly after making the flimsy excuse of going to the bathroom. Optima worried whether Kim Se-Won or Yang Se-Hee would believe such a poor excuse.

*No. Actually, Se-Won might believe it.*

She wasn't sure how things had progressed this way, but Kim Se-Won believed that Eun-Ha and Han Jae-Yu were sisters. He thought Eun-Ha was one of the few people who knew Optima's identity and had a way to contact her.

*Thankfully Mother brought a doppelganger that time...*
"Ah!"

Remembering something, Optima checked her surroundings for any presence. Thanks to the mighty monster Deltar, there was no sign of any living creature nearby. The drones that had been flying toward Deltar when he fell were only now approaching their location.

[Please send a doppelganger here.]

Optima sent a message to Foriner. She didn't need to explain the details—Foriner was probably watching her and understood the situation.

"Phew."

She sighed with relief. One worry down. She just needed to time it right and switch with the doppelganger later.

"How long have you been here?"

Finally relaxed, Optima glanced at Deltar, who was still motionless with his head buried in the ground. Somehow, he seemed to have gained even more muscle since she last saw him.

THUD!

As if he'd been waiting for this moment, Deltar planted his bulging arms on the ground and pulled his upper body out.

*As expected, his strength is monstrous.*

Despite falling from the summit and getting stuck in the ground, Deltar showed no signs of injury. It seemed he had remained still out of consideration, waiting for Optima.

"It's been a while!"
"Yes, it has."

Optima got up from the rock and approached him. Deltar extended his massive fist toward her.

Tap.

A rather anticlimactic sound rang out as Optima bumped her fist against his. Deltar's fist was large enough to fit five or six of Optima's fists inside it.

"So, how long have you been here?"

Optima asked again with a friendly smile. She was referring to the strange phenomenon Yang Se-Hee had mentioned earlier. Though she didn't know what abilities Deltar possessed, Optima somehow felt he might have been the one who brought the monster corpse to Yang Se-Hee.

"Hmm... almost two days now. My master commanded it."
"Master...?"

Optima's eyes widened. An A-class monster serving a master? She'd never heard of such a thing. She didn't even know monsters had such master-servant relationships.
She only knew about the executive ranks, regular monsters, and the hierarchy based on strength among monsters.

"...Hmm."

Deltar opened his mouth to say something but closed it again. He chewed his lips, closed his large eye briefly, then opened it again after some thought.

"It's thanks to you."
"Thanks to me..."

What a strange statement. She asked about his master, and he said it was thanks to her.
Optima wore a puzzled expression, then lowered her head slightly in thought. It was completely unexpected, but if she had to guess, there was only one possibility that came to mind.

"Could it be...?"

Optima raised her head and looked up at Deltar with disbelieving eyes.

The only thing she could think of that would be "thanks to her" was freeing Seo Hye-Ji.
The White Witch. A notorious mass murderer who sided with monsters to slaughter humans. And also Don-Hil's mother, Seo Hye-Ji.

"How..."

But that was thanks to Optima... no, Eun-Ha. Optima took a step back with a bewildered expression.

*Does he know my identity...?*

It might be a hasty conclusion, but nothing else made sense.

All Optima had done was kill monsters and capture or kill villains. Besides that, just rescue missions.
She hadn't done anything beneficial to Gresorion.

But what about Virginia? What about Eun-Ha? That opened up more possibilities. After all, Optima and Virginia had different roles.

And above all, Virginia had treated Hong Yu-Jin, whose body was collapsing and magic running wild after being injected with the Mute One's poison. In the process, she had also removed Seo Hye-Ji's core that Hong Yu-Jin carried.

"Well, I just found out today. I don't plan to tell anyone, so don't worry."

Deltar grinned and folded his arms.

"Anyway, thanks to you, my master has finally ended her long confinement and reappeared in the world. I'm grateful for that. Kekeke...!"

SWOOSH!

CRASH!

Deltar trembled with laughter, then quickly extended both hands. The movement was barely visible to Optima, but it destroyed all the drones that were approaching them.

"Those were expensive."
"As you know, I'm a monster, so I don't care about such things."

The drone debris fell to the ground. How much money had been spent on those dozens of drones deployed for student safety? All gone in an instant.

"So."

After briefly looking at the drone debris, Optima turned her gaze back and narrowed her eyes.

"How did you figure it out?"

Had she left some clue? There was nothing she could think of. Did he see her transform in the forest? That seemed unlikely, as Deltar had been busy shouting at that time. She had found a spot outside where she couldn't be seen to transform, so the possibility was even lower.

"Your scent."
"...What?"

Deltar proudly tapped his nose. Optima's expression changed to one of looking at a pervert.

"Are you a pervert?"

She shuddered. He recognized her by her scent? When and where did he smell her?

*Come to think of it...*

Optima recalled rolling on the ground with Kim Se-Won. Not to mention Yang Se-Hee's testimony about rocks emerging from the ground.

"Ahem. I have a good nose. The scent from your body now is similar to what I smelled before, though the concentration is different. Also... you seemed to have a similar personality. So I took a shot, and you fell right into it."

Unable to bear Optima's disgusted gaze, Deltar cleared his throat and avoided her eyes.

"Sigh."

She sighed at his behavior but also felt relieved. Deltar's words confirmed that she hadn't left any obvious evidence.

*Speaking of scent...*

The mention of scent naturally made her think of Kim Se-Won. The fragrance embedded in the scarf he had given her. The scent she had smelled many times when they were close.
She wasn't sure what her own scent was like, but she could clearly recall Kim Se-Won's.

"...So, what kind of scent was it?"
"A sweet scent. Like flowers attracting bees, it's a scent that attracts males. If you don't want to cause chaos in the world, stay away from men."
"What?"
"I'm saying it's a dangerous scent, so try not to get too close to them. Though it seems you've already caught one."

What an absurd statement. Yet Deltar was completely serious. Optima was at a loss for words, staring blankly at his face as he waved his hands dismissively.

"Anyway. You seem to have been doing fine, so you'll figure it out. By the way, weren't my comrades I sent quite good?"
"...Comrades? The ones you sent to Se-Hee?"
"No. I did send those too, but that's not what I'm talking about."

Deltar raised his eyebrows repeatedly with a sleazy look.

"...!!"

His silent gesture made Optima recall what had happened earlier that day. Just before Kim Se-Won was about to say something, a monster had barged in with perfect timing.

"It seems things worked out well. How was it? Hmm? That man has definitely grown compared to when I saw him before. Especially his mus-cles."

Deltar emphasized the word "muscles" and chuckled, his body trembling with laughter. Not mockery, but pure joy.
His muscles twitched strongly all over his body, showing how happy he was.

*His comrades are increasing!*

...For him, nothing was better than finding more people who loved muscles.

Regardless, Optima wore a blank expression at Deltar's words.
Yes, in a way, it was thanks to Deltar.

*"How do you feel about Jae-Yu? Do you like her? As a friend? Or..."*

What would Kim Se-Won have answered to her question? Without thinking too deeply, she knew.

He likes her.
That was Kim Se-Won's heart. The greedy, foolish heart of a man who liked Eun-Ha, Han Jae-Yu.

If he had directly said "I like you," Eun-Ha probably wouldn't have been able to firmly state they were just friends like she did this time. She would have been swept up in the moment.

"Well, it was good. Thanks to you. Should I call you a comrade?"

Optima smiled softly.

"No. We should be clear about this. You never know where eyes or ears might be. We are both comrades and enemies."

Deltar grinned in response. Optima adjusted her expression and nodded.

They were enemies. At the same time, they were comrades with similar tastes. Deltar, as a monster, lamented the scarcity of monsters who trained their bodies like him. He also lacked companions to discuss body training with.

Then by chance, he met Optima.

Normally, if Optima and a monster met, they would fight. The reason they could just talk like this was because of this connection.

"Ahem..."

Deltar cleared his throat again and glanced at Optima.

"As much as I'd like to spend time chatting... we're both busy, so let me get to the point."

Finally? If anyone had been watching, they would have said as much.

But there was no one here to object to Deltar's words.

"First, I don't know if you're aware... but hidden here is a place where my comrades are suffering."

Deltar spoke with a somber tone, beginning to explain why he had called Optima out.

* * *

Chris Bizal, a former Villain Association spy and rare awakened one, was just about to finish his daily routine when he received a call from Foriner.

"What did you say?"

After hearing the situation from Foriner, he was startled. To substitute for Eun-Ha, of all people.
Even the last time he transformed, the trauma nearly killed him, and now he was being asked to do it again.

"Fine, I understand."

But what could he do? Chris owed his life to Foriner, who had spared him. If he wanted to live, it was best to quietly follow his orders.
Besides, all the tasks Foriner had assigned him so far were far from dangerous.

"Sigh..."

Finding himself at Mt. Tae-San by chance, Chris sighed softly and looked around.
Listening carefully, he could hear a man and woman talking nearby.

*Her classmates, I guess.*

Chris recalled the detailed manual of Eun-Ha's behaviors that Hong Yu-Jin had passed to him.
It contained all of Eun-Ha's small habits, behaviors, and thought patterns, which were still firmly embedded in his mind despite the time that had passed.

All he had to do was act as "Shin Eun-Ha."

*Her mother, was it? If Hong Yu-Jin knew Shin Eun-Ha's true nature, she'd be shocked to tears.*

Chris knew.
Shin Eun-Ha was a woman who knew how to use her appearance. Acting cute and fragile to disarm women, enchanting them. Then sneaking into women's rooms at night.

And if someone did something she didn't like, she wouldn't hesitate to beat them up.
He knew Eun-Ha's true nature vividly because he had experienced it himself. It still appeared in his dreams occasionally.

Anyway, Chris just had to act like Eun-Ha.

"Phew..."

Dressed in clothes identical to what Eun-Ha was wearing, Chris deliberately sighed as he revealed himself.

"Oh, Eun-Ha. The person who was at the summit disappeared!"
"Looks like Optima showed up."
"Really?"

Yang Se-Hee and Kim Se-Won reacted to the sound Chris deliberately made.

*What's this??*

But here, Chris felt an incredible chill.
He knew who Kim Se-Won was. Having lived at school disguised as Chae Ji-Won, he roughly knew what kind of person he was.

A boy who hung around with Shin Eun-Ha, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram.
Nothing special about him, but he seemed unusually lucky with women. After all, he was always with noticeably pretty girls.

Kim Se-Won's gaze was strange.

*What?? What is this??*

The chill that ran up his spine quickly spread throughout his body. This is it...!

Somehow they had already lit a campfire, and Yang Se-Hee and Kim Se-Won were sitting around it.
As Chris approached the campfire, Kim Se-Won naturally patted the spot next to him.

"So, they disappeared?"
"Yeah."

Kim Se-Won's deep gaze swept over Chris. It was an emotion beyond mere friendliness.
He wasn't being obvious about it. It was very subtle, an emotion that leaked out because he couldn't completely hide it.
As someone who had spent years infiltrating organizations to extract information or assassinate targets, Chris could recognize this emotion.

Love.
Kim Se-Won liked Eun-Ha...!

Even while conversing normally, his emotions were visibly leaking through his eyes.

"Optima... seems to have appeared."

Kim Se-Won smiled subtly. A smile that suggested he knew something but was trying to hide it. Judging by his manner of speaking, he seemed to have some idea about the relationship between Optima and Eun-Ha.

*Poor guy.*

Regardless, Chris recalled the setup he had seen when entering the base camp. There were only two tents.
That meant men and women would sleep separately.

As far as Chris knew, Eun-Ha had no interest in this man. She had no interest in men as a species!

*That girl must be the sacrificial lamb.*

Chris looked at Yang Se-Hee, who was crouching across from him.
Kim Se-Won's feelings were truly pitiful, but what could be done? This Shin Eun-Ha was a genuine lesbian. And a very violent one at that.
—Or so Chris believed.

"I-I see~"

Chris gave an awkward smile.
Optima. Chris had recently learned that this woman called Optima was the same person as Shin Eun-Ha. Just thinking about when he discovered this information still made him break out in cold sweat.

*To think that a girl who receives admiring and lustful gazes from so many people is the same person as that violent lesbian. What a world we live in.*

How ugly was the truth behind the mask of sweetness and cuteness, and the mask of quietness and mystery?

Unaware that what he experienced was unique to him alone, Chris spent time acting as Eun-Ha.
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The drone was completely destroyed.
This fact was enough to throw the temporary situation room, set up to perfectly monitor the students' movements, into chaos.

[ No signal ]

"Damn..."

Teacher Choi Chul-jin, who happened to be watching the situation on the monitor, unconsciously muttered while staring at the screen where all connections had been cut.

In just a moment, the drone had been swept away. As a result, there weren't many drones left. Even if they sent the remaining ones, the result would be the same.

*It was definitely a monster.*

Choi Chul-jin recalled the figure that had appeared very briefly on the monitor, his face grim.

Bulging muscles. Snow-white skin dully gleaming in the moonlight. The form of a large, single eye.
It was definitely a monster.

He manipulated the information terminal that had been showing the monster until just now to read the data. Once again, the white monster appeared on the monitor.
Yes. That was a monster. A monster in a completely human form.

"It's A-class...!!"

A voice filled with shock echoed around.

"What?"
"A-class? Why is it here?!"
"The reconnaissance said there was nothing there!"
"Did it just arrive today?"

Confusion spread instantly.
This confusion was understandable in a way.
What is an A-class monster? A creature much stronger than a B-class monster or even an A-class hero.

In fact, it was nothing short of a disaster. A-class heroes weren't as common as pebbles lying around.
Naturally, there were no A-class heroes here either. While some teachers in charge of second or third-year students were A-class, coincidentally, none of the teachers in charge of first-year students were or had been A-class.

*If something goes wrong, all the children could die.*

A massacre easily came to mind. Even as he felt his heart pounding fiercely with tension, Choi Chul-jin tried his best to maintain composure.

"First! Let's contact the kids! Hurry!"

Choi Chul-jin shouted.

"Already doing it! Teacher Choi, select some other teachers and enter the mountain! Getting the children back is the top priority!"
"Yes!"

The other teachers weren't just confused. The confusion was only momentary; they didn't forget their roles and took action in response.



* * *



Trembling.
Yang Se-Hee couldn't control her shaking body. Not only was her body trembling, but cold sweat was also streaming down.

A few minutes had passed since Eun-Ha, who had gone to the bathroom, returned. Yang Se-Hee had unconsciously looked at her, wanting to strike up a conversation. It wasn't anything special. She just looked.

But something was strange.

*Why...*

The girl sitting next to Kim Se-Won. Looking at her became terrifying. No, it wasn't just fear, but above all, confusion.

There was an existence that shouldn't be there.

*Why is it here...?*

She saw something that shouldn't be seen.
An eerie night breeze swept over Yang Se-Hee's body. Her body, already soaked with cold sweat, shuddered.

*Why is a doppelganger here...?*

The sense of dissonance she felt looking at Eun-Ha.
The person in front of her was a doppelganger like herself.

Since the beginning of the semester, unlike with others, she had been unable to discern what Eun-Ha's superpower was. Naturally, she couldn't copy that power either.

Eun-Ha was that special. She thought it was natural that she couldn't casually copy the abilities of such a special person.
So she had lived without particularly questioning why Eun-Ha's ability wasn't visible to her.

But what was this in front of her now? The power that had been imperceptible until just now was clearly visible.
It couldn't be that she had grown in such a short time. That made no sense.

Yang Se-Hee trembled with fear at this incomprehensible phenomenon. There was no way Eun-Ha was originally a "doppelganger."
If she were a doppelganger, someone other than Eun-Ha should have the power of healing, and it should naturally be noticeable.

*She's been replaced...!*

It's someone else. Someone else pretending to be Eun-Ha.

*What's going on?*

Meanwhile, Chris felt something off when he saw Yang Se-Hee becoming fearful as soon as she looked at him.

She reacted like this as soon as she looked at him directly. When he had glanced at her while talking to Kim Se-Won, he had just thought she was cute, but now looking closely, she was clearly afraid of him.

*As I thought, she's not an ordinary girl.*

Chris once again realized how vicious Eun-Ha truly was.

It must be possible because Eun-Ha, unlike her usual behavior, cunningly and shrewdly hides herself.
Like Yang Se-Hee in front of him, she must have already extended her clutches to several girls.
Chris gave a sympathetic look to Yang Se-Hee, who must have already been a victim.

*Sigh. I should at least be nice to her while I'm here.*

Seeing her trembling like that made him want to do something for her.

Growl-

Suddenly, the sound of a hungry stomach was heard.

"Ah~ We did stop eating earlier."
"Ah, ahahahahaha..."

Chris suddenly looked at Yang Se-Hee, who had made the hungry sound in front of him.
As a girl in her prime, she should be embarrassed by the sound of her hungry stomach, but her eyes, filled with fear, were still looking at him.

One would think that being so afraid and tense would prevent stomach growling, but no one here paid attention to this point.

*She's cute.*

Small and cute-looking, if a clone had been like her, it would have been easier to handle. Chris just felt sorry for Yang Se-Hee. She looked pitiful and cute at the same time.

So, thinking he would be nice to her while he was here, Chris looked around. There were no proper cooking utensils.

A salt container near the campfire. And wooden utensils carved from wood and what appeared to be chunks of monster meat were all there was.

*Let's show off a bit.*

"Shall I make something for you?"
"Wh-what?!"

Chris stood up and spoke to Yang Se-Hee in a gentle voice.
But to his surprise, Yang Se-Hee was so flustered that she even used formal speech. She made a tearful face as if she had bitten her tongue in her hurry to respond.

"It's okay. You can relax."

Chris said this with a gentle smile.
There was no way to prevent the terrible things that girl would experience at night. If so, let her have peace, even if just for a very brief moment.
He shifted his gaze to the tent. Surely, there would be cooking utensils in the luggage inside that tent.

While the academy's camping training prohibited bringing food or water, it didn't prohibit bringing cooking utensils or seasonings.

"Uh, uh... um..."

Yang Se-Hee was still the same. Trembling, she barely managed to nod. Seeing this, Chris approached her and gently patted her head to reassure her, then headed toward the tent.

Flinch!

Naturally, Yang Se-Hee trembled with fear.

"I'm a villain, so I shouldn't say this, but kids like her need to eat well and grow~"

Chris entered the tent and started rummaging through the luggage while talking to himself. Despite appearances, he was quite confident in his cooking.
He even enjoyed it secretly.
His personality had softened somewhat after escaping from the Villain Association and taking care of the clones.

"Why are you trembling so much...?"
"Um, Se-Won."

As Yang Se-Hee was trembling abnormally, Kim Se-Won couldn't help but notice. Still trembling with fear, she carefully called out to Kim Se-Won in a tiny voice.

"That person... isn't Eun-Ha."
"What...?"

And the words that came out of Yang Se-Hee's mouth were quite shocking.

*Come to think of it....*

Thinking about it, even though he was right next to Eun-Ha, he hadn't detected Eun-Ha's characteristic body scent. This had happened before when training with Eun-Ha at The Front Line.

He felt a sudden fear.
What on earth was happening?

"That person is probably... an Awakened. An Awakened doppelganger..."

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened at the word "Awakened."
An Awakened? And a doppelganger Awakened at that? Why would someone whose very existence is questionable be pretending to be Eun-Ha?

*Could it be...!*

Let's say not smelling her scent at The Front Line was a mistake due to exhaustion. Then there's one suspicious aspect.

*The Villain Association?*

One group immediately came to mind for both of them.

The Villain Association. A group that has been slinking around recently. Enough to place them under suspicion.

"That means..."

Kim Se-Won looked at the tent where Chris had entered with a serious expression.

Eun-Ha might have been kidnapped.
Considering Eun-Ha's strength, it seemed unlikely, but hadn't she already been kidnapped once a few days ago? It's not an entirely baseless assumption.

"Sh-should we run away?"

Yang Se-Hee spoke first, still trembling.

The person in that tent is not Eun-Ha. Moreover, it's an Awakened. Seeing that they can change not just abilities but appearance as well, they must be a rare variant among already rare Awakened.

"A d-doppelganger like me can only use my body if I don't steal abilities, but A-Awakened are different. They might be able to use Eun-Ha's abilities that I can't copy..."
"Eun-Ha's abilities..."

When his thoughts reached that point, it became quite troublesome.
Eun-Ha had shown three abilities to others.
One was the healing power to treat wounds.
Another was the enhancement power to amplify her own or others' strength.
The last was the sanctuary that encompassed all of these.

The focus here was on the sanctuary.
While the sanctuary was a reliable power that healed allies' wounds and boosted their strength, it was very annoying for enemies because it reduced their power.

"Plus, if they're an Awakened, their basic physical abilities will be extraordinary."

Kim Se-Won muttered with a serious expression.
If by any chance the person in that tent was indeed a villain, they would certainly have close combat abilities or other means.

He felt anxious.

*If only I could call Optima here.*

At times like this, the complete lack of means to contact Optima was truly frustrating. He wanted to ask for her help, but he couldn't.
And he hated himself for thinking of running away rather than confronting the situation.

"...No. Wait a minute."

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won recalled the stranger who had called out Optima's name at the top of the mountain.
The stranger who suddenly appeared at the mountain peak. No, judging by Optima's active response, that person was likely a monster.

*Deltar... was it?*

Kim Se-Won knew a monster with a similar appearance.
The muscular monster Deltar who appeared with Don-Hil at the technology expo.

If so, there's a possibility this is a diversion tactic. Hadn't Gresorion temporarily joined hands with the Villain Association to obtain the Space Needle during the technology expo?

"I agree with running away. But..."

If it's a diversion, running away is even better. It's the best option.
But they need to determine Eun-Ha's whereabouts.
Was she kidnapped? Or did they approach pretending to be Eun-Ha while she was temporarily drawn away by the Villain Association?
If so, what's the purpose? Why specifically approach them, who are so weak, pretending to be Eun-Ha?

*It could be me.*

It was one possibility. If they kidnapped Eun-Ha, or are trying to, it's to find out something.
And there aren't many people who could be Eun-Ha's weakness.

As for family, there's only Hong Yu-jin, and she's currently unconscious. She's said to be in a place only Foriner and Eun-Ha know about.

That leaves himself, In Ha-ram, and Han Chae-eun.

*I can't let myself be captured, but...*

He glanced at Yang Se-Hee.
If he were alone, he might have recklessly gone to find Eun-Ha. But Yang Se-Hee is with him.
She's a girl he'd worry about if left alone.

"Let's slip away quietly. We'll go down the mountain to where the teachers are. We can't handle this ourselves."

Kim Se-Won said this while placing his hand on Yang Se-Hee's small shoulder.

Like when he raided the villain's hideout with Optima, he couldn't ambush an Awakened.
If the difference in level is extreme, an ambush is like a moth flying into a flame.

*Still, it might be better to tie them up.*

Kim Se-Won took out a hidden weapon from his pocket. Something he had started using recently. An item with good compatibility with telekinesis.

"I'll use this to collapse the tent to buy time, then let's run."

Just as he whispered this and was about to throw it,
Chris appeared.
Both of them flinched and focused their gaze on his face.

"Ah, ah~~ I suddenly need to go to the bathroom. Wait a bit. Heh, hehehehe..."

It was a laugh that seemed somewhat stupid. This was the moment to see how Chris had interpreted the person named Shin Eun-Ha.

Chris, who had suddenly poked his head out of the tent, said this and disappeared into the forest with hurried steps.

"..."

Silence fell.
They had prepared themselves to move, but they hadn't expected such a deflating result.

"Uh, uh..."
"I didn't expect this."

The two looked at the forest where Chris had disappeared with stunned faces. The forest where no presence could be felt. It was even eerie with no light source except the campfire.
Kim Se-Won and Yang Se-Hee were frozen, unable to think of moving.

And about 3 minutes passed.

"Ah. That feels better."
"Huh...?"
"Wh-what?"

When Eun-Ha, unaware of the situation at the base camp, appeared pretending to have just returned from the bathroom, Kim Se-Won and Yang Se-Hee collapsed in their spots as if bewitched by a ghost.

"I-it really is Eun-Ha..."

Yang Se-Hee said this in a deflated voice.

Beep beep beep--

And the communication terminals of all three simultaneously sounded an emergency alert.

Ch.243 - Second Semester Camping Training (8)
Students scattered across the mountain began to descend.

"Has everyone been accounted for?"
"Yes, they have."

The class president of Class A reported to Choi Chul-jin.
Choi Chul-jin glanced around, seeing everyone frantically gathering their belongings and coming down from the mountain in disarray.
Despite the chaos, no one was missing.

"Everyone's safe except for a few injured students."

Choi Chul-jin was grateful that everyone had survived despite the appearance of an A-rank monster. Most students were lined up in front of him, while a few stood aside facing someone else.

"Alright, that's enough. How are you feeling?"
"Th-thank you."

Those standing to the side were the injured students.
Given that this was a survival exercise in a location where monster encounters were likely, injuries were inevitable. Fortunately, Eun-Ha was here—otherwise, they would have had to provide first aid and send the injured away in the waiting ambulances.

"Phew."

After identifying and treating all the injured students immediately upon descent, Eun-Ha sighed with relief as she looked at Kim Se-Won standing in line in front of Choi Chul-jin.

*This is strange.*

Eun-Ha tilted her head.
Yes, something was strange.
Kim Se-Won's demeanor was odd. It hadn't been a long time—maybe 20 minutes? No, slightly less. Regardless, in that short period, something had happened to change the way he looked at her.

They hadn't really spoken while coming down the mountain. Partly because of their hurried descent, but mainly because Kim Se-Won kept glancing at her while deep in thought.

*And Yang Se-Hee was trembling like she'd seen a ghost.*

Trying to hide her confusion, Eun-Ha walked toward Kim Se-Won. She really wanted to know why he was acting this way.
As she walked, she recalled her recent conversation with Deltar.

*"You need my help," he said.*

A monster asking a magical girl for help—what an unusual situation.
Although she and Deltar got along well, Eun-Ha had planned to refuse, believing in the proper separation of personal and professional matters.

*I might need to go back there.*

But after hearing his request, she realized this was a situation where they could work together. Their interests aligned.

Mt. Geumgang appeared to be just a mountain rich in nature, but in reality, it was a fortress where villains had taken root.
Humanity needed to defeat the Villain Association, and among the Gresorians, Seo Hye-ji's faction wanted to liberate their suffering comrades.

*Not the survival of comrades, but their liberation.*

Though the words seemed similar, they were different.
Deltar simply wanted liberation. He didn't want them to escape alive; he wanted souls that were being exploited and suffering to be freed.
Under these conditions, she could gladly agree.

Though she needed to consult with Foriner first, the terms weren't bad.

*The chance of this being a trap is low.*

Deltar's eyes had shown sincerity. It was flimsy evidence based on intuition rather than facts, but his eyes had desperately sought the liberation of his comrades, so Eun-Ha was inclined to agree.

*An A-rank monster would have too much pride to bow unnecessarily. Besides, if Deltar wanted to kill me, he could have just come and done it himself.*

There was no real need to kill Eun-Ha, and Deltar was desperate enough to need Optima's help.

BOOM-!!

The ground suddenly shook. The impact didn't end with just one tremor. Two, three—consecutive shocks made the ground tremble, creating the impression of a fierce battle.

"ARGH!"
"NEVER!"

...Deltar was giving the performance of his life.

The students trembled with fear at each sound. The powerful aftershocks permeated their bodies, making them too afraid to even consider fighting back.

"I assume everyone has grasped the situation, but as you can see, we're in an emergency. Moreover, the monster that appeared at the summit has been confirmed as an A-rank. Currently, Optima has appeared and is engaging it. It probably won't last long. We need to evacuate during this window."
"But if Optima is there, aren't we fine?"

A student raised his hand with strong conviction in his eyes.
He was suggesting that with the magical girl who had accomplished so much now on the scene, there was no need for such alarm.

Indeed, news of her exploits at The Front Line, where she had taken down a moving fortress alongside the S-rank hero Yoo Ji-yeon, had spread widely enough to reach the students' ears.

Despite The Front Line and the Hero Association's attempts to keep information confidential, it had already spread.
As a result, the students' eyes reflected the conviction that "Optima will win."

"No."

But Choi Chul-jin firmly shook his head.

"Optima is strong. However, the consensus is that her power doesn't fully match up to an A-rank. In certain situations, she has the firepower to take down an A-rank monster... but realistically, an A-rank monster wouldn't give her such an opening. Great power requires proper preparation."

That was the truth.
Optima had appeared dozens of times by now. She had indeed taken down a moving fortress at The Front Line.

Although she tended to disappear shortly after appearing, it wasn't difficult to estimate her approximate capabilities based on eyewitness accounts and CCTV footage.

"I guess that's true."
"Maybe what happened at The Front Line was only possible because Silver Flash was with her."

The student who had asked the question, along with others who shared similar thoughts, quietly nodded at Choi Chul-jin's explanation.
Their reactions also contained a hint of jealousy toward a girl their age possessing power that rivaled an A-rank.

"Alright, we don't have time. Let's all leave the mountain. I've arranged for buses, but given the emergency, we need to get as far away from here as possible. Everyone, move out!"

At Choi Chul-jin's command, Class A began to move.

Simultaneously, Eun-Ha transformed. Virginia, with staff in hand, deployed a sanctuary covering the area where the students were walking.

Virginia's sanctuary illuminated the surroundings, replacing the need for torches or flashlights. It also healed the tired students and boosted their energy.

*This should be reassuring.*

After observing the improved condition of the students, Virginia turned her gaze. There was a puppy-like girl still trembling with fear.

"Uh..."
"Se-Hee, take my hand."
"O-okay..."

Yang Se-Hee was still trembling with fear from what she had experienced earlier. Even with the sanctuary deployed, she couldn't move her feet, so Eun-Ha had to stick close to comfort her.

*Eun-Ha... Optima... and that doppelganger that appeared earlier.*

Kim Se-Won fell into deep contemplation as he watched them.

*Strange.*

He glanced at Eun-Ha as she comforted Yang Se-Hee.
There were many strange points, not just one or two.

At first, he thought the doppelganger—the Villain Association—had come to kidnap Eun-Ha and himself as a potential weakness. But that wasn't it. It wasn't about kidnapping; the doppelganger and Eun-Ha had switched places as if taking shifts.

*What if Eun-Ha and that doppelganger are working together?*

This would make sense given what he had observed today.

Kim Se-Won turned his gaze to the dark night sky, recalling the past.
At The Front Line, when Virginia and Optima existed simultaneously, he hadn't detected Eun-Ha's distinctive scent from Virginia.
The same phenomenon occurred this time. The doppelganger who appeared after Eun-Ha said she was going to the bathroom didn't have Eun-Ha's scent.

*The doppelganger can't perfectly copy Eun-Ha, unlike it might with others.*

Like with Yang Se-Hee, the doppelganger strangely couldn't touch Eun-Ha's power. It was as if something invisible was protecting her.

*It's Foriner.*

Kim Se-Won was certain.
Foriner had somehow blocked the doppelganger from copying her power. This was actually why Yang Se-Hee had been able to notice the doppelganger's existence.
If so, since when had the doppelganger and Eun-Ha been working together?

*From before. I don't know exactly when, but at least since I went to The Front Line, Eun-Ha and the doppelganger have been collaborating.*

If they were collaborating, everything he had seen made sense.
Eun-Ha, or rather Foriner, didn't want anyone to discover that Eun-Ha and Optima were the same person, so they tried to create alibis as much as possible.

But Eun-Ha herself was careless. Clumsy.
Until now, he had dismissed inconsistencies as misunderstandings or confusion, but this incident strongly reinforced the theory that the two were the same person.

*Yes, that's it.*

Kim Se-Won nodded. He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them and looked at Eun-Ha with confident eyes.

*It was the same before I enrolled, when I was attacked by monsters.*

Thinking about it, the timing had been too perfect.
Shortly after Optima defeated the monsters and disappeared, Eun-Ha appeared.
She seemed to have appeared specifically to save and treat Han Chae-eun, who had sprained her ankle.

Besides this, Eun-Ha and Optima's movements overlapped in many places.

Optima's main activity period was from afternoon until dawn. It was as if Eun-Ha herself was active after school.
The accumulation of fatigue could be prevented by Eun-Ha's own healing abilities, so this also made sense.

Additionally, when she went on a date with Han Jae-yoo, it was the same.
When he called Eun-Ha to check, she spoke as if she wouldn't be at the dormitory, and then coincidentally went to the secret base where she had no business, specifically stating she would be with someone.

When Eun-Ha called him to the secret base, she must have been hiding in the shadows and rushed ahead when she sensed Kim Se-Won urgently heading to the secret base.

Why did she go to such lengths, even collaborating with a doppelganger, to hide her identity?
...This didn't need much investigation. The answer was obvious with a little thought. How embarrassing would it be for a high school student to be called a magical girl? Moreover, not many people would proudly announce such a thing.

She was already receiving more than enough attention just for being Eun-Ha, Virginia.

*Could it be...?*

Suddenly, a new hypothesis emerged in Kim Se-Won's mind. Eun-Ha and Han Jae-yoo's paths crossed with his own very frequently.

Their paths overlapped too often to be coincidental. Eun-Ha was strangely defenseless in front of him. He met Optima with surprising frequency.

"T-this is...!"

Words escaped his lips involuntarily. His lips curled up into a smile.
His heart pounded fiercely.

*"How do you feel about Jae-yoo? Do you like him? As a friend? Or..."*
*"Anyway, let's just be friends for now. ...That's what Jae-yoo asked me to tell you."*
*"...And I'm not ready yet, emotionally."*
*"Do your best. Since I was a man, I'm picky. I'll treat you as I always have, just as a friend. A friend with nothing but friendship."*

Eun-Ha's words flashed through his mind like a panorama.

*Eun-Ha was a man.*

Because she was a man, she hadn't recognized his romantic feelings. When she started to realize, she avoided him.
But as she accepted her female gender, she finally understood, and now she was hesitating.

*Since Eun-Ha was a man. She told me and others about that fact, so she can't approach me herself.*

That's why she's waiting for Kim Se-Won to approach her.

If Eun-Ha is Han Jae-yoo.
If Han Jae-yoo is Eun-Ha.
And if she's had feelings for him for quite some time...!

Due to this slightly misaligned interpretation of Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won's eyes blazed with passion.

The flame already burning in his heart grew even more fierce.
This feeling of power throughout his body was exhilaration. Not from a fighting spirit, but from confidence that he could do it, determination that he would succeed, and the thrill that came from knowing their hearts matched.

In his mind, the two girls merged into one.
The girls who occasionally overlapped in his vision became completely one.

She was Shin Eun-Ha and Han Jae-yoo.
Virginia and Optima.
Not sisters who knew each other well.
But the same person.

*Alright. I'll pretend not to know for now.*

Kim Se-Won nodded to himself. There was no need to rush. Eun-Ha had become a woman and was confused about her changed self.
In fact, rushing would be detrimental.
He needed to take time to break down the huge wall Eun-Ha had built.

But that didn't mean he would completely pretend not to know. He would gradually drop hints.
Just as she wanted. He would capture her heart.

*I don't need to change my goal. Rather, I should accelerate it.*

His ambition to catch two rabbits had become a desire to embrace one girl.

His goal remained unchanged.
Follow Eun-Ha. Eventually stand beside her and move forward together.
...And finally, stand in front of her and become her reliable ally.

In other words, his goal of becoming a powerful hero recognized for his achievements, so he could proudly serve as Eun-Ha's knight, remained unchanged.

"What's this, Yang Se-Hee is still trembling?"

Kim Se-Won approached Eun-Ha with his goal firmly in his heart. Yang Se-Hee, with Eun-Ha clinging to her, seemed much calmer. Though still trembling, she was significantly better compared to just before they descended the mountain.

"By the way, it's quite something to see someone who looks exactly like you. Quite the incident."

Kim Se-Won grinned slyly. He brought up the topic of the doppelganger while looking at Eun-Ha.
He said he would pretend not to know, but he didn't say he would act completely ignorant.

"Huh? Uh...? No, um... y-yes. I was surprised to hear about it too...?"

When he casually brought it up, Eun-Ha jumped in surprise. She looked like she might actually hop like a rabbit.

*What? What?? He was acting strange until just now, but why is he suddenly normal??*

After comforting Yang Se-Hee, she had planned to go to Kim Se-Won, but she hadn't expected this kind of ambush.

Eun-Ha flinched at Kim Se-Won's words and darted her eyes around.
She tried to come up with a suitable answer, but couldn't find one. Her movements showed no intention of deceiving anyone. Or rather, she was inherently bad at it.

Eun-Ha seemed naturally incapable of deceiving people, except perhaps in jest.

Eun-Ha was confused.

*That person also flinched when he saw me.*

What had Chris done to cause this reaction?
Having hurriedly switched places with him without knowing the details, all Eun-Ha could do was feign ignorance.

"A-anyway... why would an A-rank suddenly appear? Hahaha, hahaha..."

If not that, all she could do was change the subject like this.


* * *


In the twilight hours, a man and woman were conversing in a two-room apartment on the outskirts of the Academy district.

"Mt. Geumgang?"
"That's right. Clone research is being conducted there. Someone who used to be my superior told me about it once. To extend the life of that damn ki—I mean, Dolly, we need to bring back enough medicine from there. The best thing would be to get the formula—the combination recipe, so to speak."
"Mt. Geumgang..."

The white-haired boy, Kim Woo-jin, stroked his chin.
The reason Dolly was healthy now was because Seo Na-bi had stolen medicine for her.
But it was uncertain how long the Villain Association would continue producing this medicine. Moreover, their supply wasn't infinite.

Yet to save Dolly, they had no choice but to rely on the medicine. They had to act.

"...Wait."

Kim Woo-jin, who had been lying on the bed lost in thought, suddenly sat up as if something had occurred to him.

"What's wrong, Woo-jin...?"

Don-Hil, who had been lying beside him, also sat up. Her chest, previously covered by the white blanket, was exposed, gleaming pale in the moonlight.

"...There are clones who have escaped from the Villain Association, besides Dolly."
"You want to save them too...?"
"No. That's not it."

Kim Woo-jin shook his head.
That wasn't it. Right now, he was already struggling to take responsibility for Don-Hil and Dolly.

"They're probably alive. And doing well. I'm certain of it."

What Kim Woo-jin recalled were the clones that Optima had rescued at The Front Line.

"Ah."

At his words, Don-Hil also remembered.
The day she taught Kim Se-Won a lesson for being annoying. That day, there were girls trembling with fear near Optima.
Girls who looked exactly like Dolly.

"The method to save Dolly isn't only with the Villain Association."

Optima.
She must know something. Whether the clones she took are alive or not, she must have been confident she could save them.

The problem was that they didn't know where the clones were, let alone how to find Optima.
There was no direct way to find them.

"...Na-bi."

Kim Woo-jin turned to Don-Hil.

*If we can't find them, we'll have to make them find us.*

"Yes?"
"I have a favor to ask."
"Hehe... anything."

Don-Hil kissed Kim Woo-jin without even asking what his request was.
She felt she could go anywhere with him. That's what she wanted.

Ch.244 - The Boy Watching Over The Sleeping Girl
The coffee poured into the cup with a gurgling sound.

I picked up the steaming coffee and looked around.

"Hey, where did that bitch go?"
"What's with calling her a 'bitch'? You should say 'that thing.'"
"Well, it looks like a woman, doesn't it? Why are you being so nitpicky?"

The speakers were researchers with rough, menacing faces.
Despite being in a laboratory, the TVs mounted on the walls displayed various parts of the research facility, as if they were monitoring someone.

Unlike their pristine white lab coats, the surroundings were dominated by dark, grimy colors.
Dried blood. Decaying intestines and flesh.
Remains of what used to be human.
And remnants of what used to be monsters.

There was no foul smell. That's because everything was contained behind reinforced glass.

"Anyway, don't think too much about it. If you catch the director's eye, you might get thrown to her as food."
"That might happen to you, not me. I've improved my performance enough to be exempt. I won't lose to that little pet the director adores so much."

The researcher with ear piercings snickered.

"If you let your guard down, you'll end up like Noh Min-ho. You know that, right?"
"Tsk... I know."

The researcher with glasses spoke, causing the other to furrow his brow. As his colleague said, there were quite a few researchers who had let their guard down after achieving some results, only to become prey for "that monster."

Don't upset the director.
Don't touch his pet, which they had casually named "Poppy."
These were the unspoken rules of this research facility.

Break them, and you could die anytime, anywhere.
If you let your guard down in this facility, you become monster food. Ironically, they were the ones who created that monster. What a ridiculous situation.

"Anyway, it probably went to the disposal wing. I think I heard it saying something about being hungry earlier."
"Well, that's fine then. It's a hundred, no, a thousand times better for it to eat the discarded specimens than us."

The researcher with piercings took a sip of his coffee.

"Ugh, it's bitter."

He then dumped a bunch of sugar and syrup into it.


* * *


Thanks to the sudden appearance of an A-grade monster at Mt. Geumgang, the students had to walk for about 30 minutes before they could finally board the bus.

"Everyone's asleep," Eun-Ha whispered to Kim Se-Won beside her as she surveyed the suddenly quiet bus interior.

It was only 30 minutes, but walking with heavy bags on their backs had significantly drained the students' energy.
Already tired from fighting monsters and setting up a base camp in unfamiliar territory, the 30-minute walk had completely exhausted the students.
They were fortunate it was only a 30-minute walk and that Eun-Ha's sanctuary had been there; otherwise, they would have needed to use healing magic to drive away the fatigue.

"Are you okay, Se-Won?"
"I'm fine."

Eun-Ha examined Kim Se-Won's face with curiosity. Unlike the other students, Kim Se-Won, who had quickly taken Yang Se-Hee's seat to sit next to Eun-Ha, didn't look particularly tired.

"I see..."

After staring at Kim Se-Won for a moment, Eun-Ha said this and then leaned back in her seat. Immediately, a drowsy sensation washed over her.

*Se-Won's scent.*

As she closed her eyes, perhaps because he was so close, Kim Se-Won's scent became particularly noticeable, brushing past her nose.

*It's not bad.*

She liked it. Perhaps because it was a scent she had smelled more often than others', his scent made her feel at ease. She surrendered herself to the sleep that was overtaking her.

Kim Se-Won glanced at Eun-Ha's condition. Already nodding off, Eun-Ha had her head lowered with her eyes half-closed.

Thump.

"Huh...?"
"Here."

Kim Se-Won, who had already raised the armrest between them, gently touched Eun-Ha's head and guided it to rest on his shoulder. He spoke calmly, as if it were nothing, and pretended to fiddle with his communication terminal.

"Mmm..."

Despite Kim Se-Won's sudden action, the drowsy Eun-Ha soon fell asleep leaning on his shoulder.

"..."

About five minutes after Eun-Ha fell asleep, Kim Se-Won turned off his communication terminal and looked at her.

*Her eyelashes are so long.*

Perhaps she was very tired, as Eun-Ha was already in a deep sleep. Her soft breathing mingled with the surrounding air.

Really, how often did he get a chance to look at her like this? Staring openly, Kim Se-Won felt his heart racing anew.

*She's like a doll.*

Eun-Ha's appearance was unrealistically beautiful, like a doll that had received God's blatant favoritism.
The reason why girls like In Ha-ram and Han Chae-eun, who could proudly display their beauty anywhere, seemed to fade in comparison was precisely because of Eun-Ha's existence.

And yet. Despite making the beauty of those two girls seem faded, Eun-Ha's appearance never lost its luster anywhere, anytime.
Her brilliant light, which never dimmed, was like a distant, unreachable sun. At times, it stirred up dark desires to bring her down to earth.

*Oh my.*

The soft sensation at his fingertips. When he came to his senses, Kim Se-Won realized he was tracing Eun-Ha's cheek with his finger.

"Mmm..."

Eun-Ha's delicate eyebrows trembled slightly. As if it bothered her but wasn't entirely unpleasant, she nuzzled against Kim Se-Won's shoulder.

To Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha looked infinitely ephemeral.
Even though she was so close, he felt that if he looked away for a moment, the Eun-Ha in the sky would disappear, and darkness would come.

*Everyone's asleep.*

After gazing at Eun-Ha for a long time, Kim Se-Won turned his gaze to survey his surroundings. All was quiet. The only sounds were occasional snores.
Even Yang Se-Hee, whose seat Kim Se-Won had taken, was sound asleep, her lips moving slightly.

Swish—Kim Se-Won turned his head again. He was curious. No, it was as if someone was shouting at him to look.

Where he turned, there was Eun-Ha.
Taking advantage of the moment when no one was watching him, he smelled her hair. He'd heard that scalps usually smell bad, but that seemed like nonsense now.

"Hah."

After staring for a long time, he let out a brief sigh.
Although he pretended to be fine in front of Eun-Ha, he was actually quite tired too. He was so exhausted that he would fall asleep if he let his guard down.
However, his fatigue was pushed aside by the satisfaction filling his chest. Just looking at her made him feel this good.

*Even I think I'm being foolish.*

But what could he do? It felt good.
Kim Se-Won glanced at the dark window. The scenery was passing by quickly, but it was too dark to see clearly.

Kim Se-Won thought it resembled his future.

*Then, I need to think of a plan.*

The plan was simple.
How strong would he become in the future?
Would he catch up to Eun-Ha?

Kim Se-Won thought not.
No matter how hard he struggled, he would never be able to stand in the same place as Eun-Ha.

It's good to grow gradually through consistent training. He had resolved to become stronger and had been training all this time.

But the more he trained, the more questions arose.

*Can I reach her this way? When? In what lifetime will I reach Eun-Ha? Or can I even reach her at all? What if Eun-Ha grows faster?*

Kim Se-Won's gaze turned to Eun-Ha again.
Their bodies were close enough to feel each other's warmth, but the difference in power was stark. The fact that Optima had a way to defeat an A-grade monster was proof of that.
Moreover, their growth rates were also different.

In contrast, he had no special power.
He wasn't particularly strong either. Anxiety that made his heart race uncontrollably crept in.

*But.*

Kim Se-Won placed his hand on his chest. The faint beating of his heart. And inside his heart, in the core, there was something "different" from others.

Don-Hil
Optima
Seo Hye-ji

The magical power of three magical girls, not his own. Eun-Ha, with her grumpy expression that day, had explained it all, so it must be true.

*With this, if... just if, when I awaken, might there be some change?*

Even with the same ability, sometimes it changes when one awakens. The essence doesn't change, but it transforms into a subspecies, allowing one to display different abilities.
Kim Se-Won was betting on that "change."
He was whipping his body excessively, not just consistently, wanting to reach the time of awakening as soon as possible.

*It still feels insufficient.*

Yet it wasn't enough.

*Wait.*

Suddenly, the face of a woman appeared in Kim Se-Won's mind.

Eun-Ha's mother, Hong Yu-jin.
A beautiful teacher who appeared to be in her early to mid-twenties.

Kim Se-Won suspected that Hong Yu-jin might be the identity of the veiled EX-grade hero.

*If that's not the case, there's no way a powerful monster like The Mute One would hold a grudge. Plus, to harbor the core of another magical girl in her body would require considerable power.*

It was just speculation. Eun-Ha hadn't told him the details.

If his guess was correct, then she too was a magical girl. More precisely, a magical girl from the previous generation, once an urban legend.

That would explain why she was unusually young yet strong. It would also explain why no one knew about her despite her strength.

She too was a contractor of Foriner and a magical girl.
It was mere speculation with very faint clues, but Kim Se-Won believed he needed Hong Yu-jin's magical power.

*If, really if, Teacher Hong Yu-jin is a magical girl, and I can obtain her magical power... but how would I get it?*

Kim Se-Won pondered, resting his chin on his hand.
How could he obtain Hong Yu-jin's magical power?

Glancing at the peacefully sleeping Eun-Ha, he stroked her soft hair, feeling inexplicably happy.

*Right. I'll ask Eun-Ha directly.*

He had decided to walk the same path as Eun-Ha.
That's why he couldn't forgive Jung Soo-Hyun, the man who had deceived Eun-Ha and tried to kill Hong Yu-jin.

For that, he needed special power. To obtain special power, he needed a proper opportunity. He needed a connection.

*I'm far too weak.*

It wasn't just because he wanted to be with the person he liked.
Kim Se-Won felt an aching sensation in his chest.

It was guilt.
He knew it stemmed from arrogance. For someone as weak as him to feel guilty about not being able to help Hong Yu-jin was merely arrogance and foolishness.

But what could he do about these feelings? Human emotions weren't easily controlled.

Helplessly subdued by The Mute One.
Watching Eun-Ha suffer before his eyes.
Having to witness Hong Yu-jin's stomach being pierced.

It was frightening.
It was helpless.
It was despairing.

But he couldn't just remain afraid.

*Well, I also have the excuse of meeting my future mother-in-law...*

Thinking about it, he had quite a few reasons.

Having finished his thoughts, Kim Se-Won gazed intently at the sleeping Eun-Ha before closing his eyes.

Ch.245 - Mom Is Watching Over Everything
It was dawn by the time they returned to the academy.
Having departed late, they were able to return at dawn rather than the scheduled morning time thanks to relatively clear roads.

"Phew."

Eun-Ha sighed softly as she entered her room after getting off the bus. Her face was slightly flushed.

*No matter what, falling asleep on a friend's shoulder seems a bit much, Eun-Ha...!!*

She scolded herself as she recalled what she had done, unable to fight off drowsiness.

"Ugh!"

She shook her head vigorously to calm herself down.
Looking at the clock on the wall, it was almost 3 o'clock. An awkward time to do anything. She wondered if she should just sleep more.

*Tomorrow's a day off.*

She recalled what Choi Cheol-jin had said before they dispersed. Thinking about it, the academy seemed to have quite a few unscheduled holidays like this.
But just because the planned schedule was ruined didn't mean the teachers would sit idle.
Even if there were no classes, they'd be racking their brains to provide meaningful experiences for the students.

In fact, just before everyone dispersed, Eun-Ha had seen the teachers gathering with troubled expressions and heading somewhere.

"I should shower and lie down."

Eun-Ha chose to just relax. But first, she needed to shower. She'd been sweating all day.

Actually, transforming into Optima had the automatic effect of cleaning herself.

*But I'm in the mood for a shower right now.*

Still, feeling warm water while showering was different. Eun-Ha put down her bag in her room and started undressing.

Knock knock

"Huh?"

She had taken off her tie and was unbuttoning her blouse when someone knocked on her door. Someone was looking for her at this hour. Maybe they came straight here without returning to their own room.

Blink, blink. She opened the door, wondering who it could be.

"Who is it? ...Se-Won?"

There stood Kim Se-Won with a somewhat tense expression. His hair was a mess, as if he hadn't showered yet.

The hallway, which had been quite busy until Eun-Ha entered her room, was now quiet. No one seemed to have noticed Kim Se-Won. Everyone was busy showering or collapsing into bed as soon as they got to their rooms.

Kim Se-Won had anticipated this and deliberately arrived a bit later.

"What's up? So suddenly."
"Um, before that, you might want to fix your clothes."

As she looked up at Kim Se-Won with a puzzled expression, he slightly averted his gaze. His face was flushed.

"Oh."

Only then did Eun-Ha remember what she had been doing. She had only unbuttoned two buttons, but part of her chest was exposed.

"C-come in. It's awkward to just stand here talking."

Eun-Ha, her face redder than Kim Se-Won's, hurriedly covered her chest with one hand and let him in.

*Really. What timing.*

If she had been just a bit more careful, she wouldn't have embarrassed herself like this. Eun-Ha blamed Kim Se-Won out of embarrassment.

"So. What's up?"
"I came to ask a favor."
"A favor?"

Kim Se-Won sat on the floor, leaning his back against the bed, still unable to make proper eye contact with Eun-Ha.

*If he had a favor to ask, he could have said so on the bus.*

If it was a favor that required him to come to her room rather than asking on the bus, it must be something very personal and confidential.

*What could he possibly want to ask?*

Eun-Ha was curious about what could be so important that he came in person instead of using his communication terminal.

"So. What is it? Coming here without even showering first."
"I want to meet Teacher Hong Yu-Jin."
"...What?"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened slightly, unable to hide her surprise. Kim Se-Won knew that Hong Yu-Jin was currently unconscious and hidden in a safe place. And very few people knew this location.

*If he wants to see my mother, coming to me makes sense... but why? Why does he want to see her?*

Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion.

The question was soon answered.

"I really need to see Teacher Hong Yu-Jin. ...I need motivation. And there's something I want to try."

Eun-Ha stared at Kim Se-Won. She didn't seem to have heard the last part of what he mumbled.

"Motivation..."

The need for motivation was quite encouraging. Eun-Ha knew he had been training hard recently.

*He might be feeling guilty.*

Eun-Ha thought one reason for his desperate training might be because he had witnessed Hong Yu-Jin being defeated by The Mute One.
After all, he had only recently started learning from Hong Yu-Jin and had to helplessly watch her being defeated.

He probably wanted to renew his determination by seeing Hong Yu-Jin lying there.
Eun-Ha liked this aspect of Kim Se-Won.
Typically, when faced with an overwhelmingly powerful opponent, one feels intimidated, despairs, and feels powerless.

But what about Kim Se-Won?
Although he might have felt those emotions, he was now using them as fuel to ignite his determination.

*I can trust Se-Won.*

With that, Eun-Ha gladly decided to take Kim Se-Won to where Hong Yu-Jin was.

If it had been someone else, Eun-Ha would have just shaken her head at such a request. But she could trust him after building trust for over half a year.

Additionally, he had seen glimpses of Hong Yu-Jin's power. The fact that he hadn't disclosed this to anyone was another reason she trusted him.

"Alright."

Eun-Ha smiled brightly as she pulled out a card from her pocket and extended her hand.

"Take my hand."

He took Eun-Ha's smiling hand. Then, Kim Se-Won felt as if his body was being sucked somewhere, and his vision went dark.

It was only dark for a moment.

"Where is this...?"
"A secret place known to very few people. ...Just me, Jae-Yu, and Foriner."

When he came to his senses, Kim Se-Won found himself in an unfamiliar hospital room. To be precise, it was a large room that had clearly been converted into a hospital room.
A room with several doors on the walls.

Hong Yu-Jin lay in the center of it.

"Oh right. Chae Ji-Won. She's been here too. I just heard about it."

*Chae Ji-Won?*

At the unexpected mention of his classmate's name, Kim Se-Won had an intuition.

*I see. She's Optima.*

She probably thought she was still deceiving him. That's why she deliberately mentioned the name Han Jae-Yu.

"I see."

He nodded vaguely to pretend he didn't know. Then Kim Se-Won approached Hong Yu-Jin in the center of the room.

"So this is the teacher's true power."

Kim Se-Won drew upon his magical power, focusing on his eyes, and saw the magical power abundantly filling Hong Yu-Jin's body.

Extremely stable magical power.
Although stable, she hadn't completely controlled her power yet, so even Kim Se-Won's eyes could see fragments of her power.

"...Yes."

Eun-Ha approached Kim Se-Won's side and took Hong Yu-Jin's hand with a bitter expression. Her eyes trembled. It seemed like tears might fall at any moment.

"...I see."

After quietly observing this scene, Kim Se-Won took a deep breath and suddenly directed killing intent toward Hong Yu-Jin.
Sharp, piercing killing intent, as if he was about to stab Hong Yu-Jin's chest, shot toward her.

"?!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened at Kim Se-Won's sudden action.

"You..."

Whoosh!

And just as she was about to speak, magical power erupted from Hong Yu-Jin's body.

"Se-Won!"

It happened in an instant.
The magical power that burst from Hong Yu-Jin's body split in two.
Half enveloped Eun-Ha, protecting her, while the other half shot like an arrow to pierce through the core of the being harboring killing intent.

Eun-Ha lunged forward.
She couldn't understand what was happening. But she felt it was right to save Kim Se-Won first and think later.

The magical power surrounding Eun-Ha neutralized most of the magical power attacking Kim Se-Won. Simultaneously, she tried to steal and control Hong Yu-Jin's magical power, which she had once stolen and controlled before.

"Ugh, urgh...!"

But she couldn't neutralize and steal all of it, so Hong Yu-Jin's magical power circled around Eun-Ha's body and pierced Kim Se-Won's chest.

Kim Se-Won took a couple of steps back from the impact. His face contorted from the intense pain.

"Huff...! Huff...!"
"Se-Won! Why did you suddenly...!"

Blood flowed from his chest. In just a moment, Kim Se-Won was drenched in cold sweat.
Eun-Ha's heart sank at the sight.

*Just as I expected.*

Kim Se-Won trembled as he exhaled heavily. His magical power enveloped and fixed Hong Yu-Jin's magical power that had flowed into his core.

It was quite burdensome.
The amount of power wasn't much, but having to handle an increased number of magical powers meant he had to expend quite a lot of energy to control it.

"Really, why did you do such a foolish thing!"

Eun-Ha cast a healing spell on Kim Se-Won's chest with a tearful expression. He had suddenly asked to be taken to Hong Yu-Jin, and now this.

She felt a heavy responsibility, as if everything was her fault. The only consolation was that Kim Se-Won was safe.

"...Sorry. It was something I had to do."

Kim Se-Won felt pain that made him want to scream. Still, he put his pride first, endured it, and smiled at Eun-Ha.

"...I'm sorry, Teacher."

After breathing heavily for about 10 minutes, Kim Se-Won was finally able to speak like this.

*It really was as I expected.*

There was no longer any killing intent from Kim Se-Won. He never had such intentions to begin with.

He had guessed that Hong Yu-Jin wouldn't just lie still even if she was unconscious. Even if not her, he thought Foriner might have cast some spell on her.

And his guess was spot on.
Just before losing consciousness, Hong Yu-Jin had cast a spell on her body that attacked anyone harboring killing intent toward her.

*This isn't a superpower. It's magic... or perhaps closer to pure manipulation of magical power.*

It was like a macro defense mechanism.
A defense mechanism to protect herself in case of hostility, killing intent, or similar actions.

Kim Se-Won looked at the lying Hong Yu-Jin while trying to endure the burning pain in his chest.

*Anyway, that makes four.*

Optima, Don-Hil, Seo Hye-Ji, and now Hong Yu-Jin.
He wondered if this action had any meaning, but he was a person with little to no special qualities. He had to try every method available.
Until these actions of his accumulated to become "special."
Until they became his unique characteristic and strength. He would seize every opportunity, no matter how reckless.

Was he born with outstanding talent?
Not necessarily.
Did he possess enormous magical power?
No.
Did he have a rare and powerful superpower?
No. Psychokinesis is quite a common superpower, though not as common as physical enhancement abilities.

There were several reasons for Kim Se-Won's reckless behavior. Partly to escape from his somewhat ordinary self, and partly due to the urgency to keep up with Eun-Ha.

"Tell me."

Once she was sure Kim Se-Won was safe, a low voice flowed from Eun-Ha's lips. She was angry at his sudden and reckless action.

"Why did you suddenly do this? Why did you harbor killing intent toward my mom?"
"It's not just... I had a feeling this would happen. I didn't actually intend to attack."

Kim Se-Won placed his hand on his chest.

"My body already harbors the power of several magical girls. I don't know if this action is meaningless or if it will have some significance. But I can't just sit still."

He looked at Eun-Ha. Tears welled up in the face of the girl who had been anxious and sad until just now.

"I'm sorry. Really. I... want to try everything I can."

The boy bowed his head to the girl. Just before bowing, his face wore a genuinely apologetic expression.

"Even if it's reckless, that's fine. I already knew I was being reckless and presumptuous. But still—"

When he raised his head, there was an intense determination in his eyes.

Tap.
He grabbed Eun-Ha's hand. Whether from anger or fear, Eun-Ha's hand was trembling slightly.

"I want to go with you. Forever."

His straightforward eyes were directed at Eun-Ha.

Whoosh!

Her face, which had been filled with anger, turned bright red. She quickly averted her gaze.

*W-what is this, really?!*

Eun-Ha couldn't tell what emotion she was feeling. Friendship? It was a bit different from friendship.
The emotion she had thought was just friendship was transforming.

"...Anyway!"

The more she tried to delve into what this emotion was, the more confused she became. Eun-Ha felt an inexplicable fear creeping in and hurriedly changed the subject.

"W-why did you want to see my mom? Is there really nothing else besides what you said earlier?"

Eun-Ha's gaze wandered through the air. She could feel Kim Se-Won's body heat from their joined hands, and she wasn't even sure what she was saying.

"...Just, well."

Kim Se-Won tried to brush it off, recalling what he had been thinking on the bus.

*No, that's not right.*

Then he changed his mind.
He needed to get closer to Eun-Ha.
Be proactive, but not too pushy. He needed to slowly break down the walls around her heart while respecting boundaries.

"No, well... we might end up meeting frequently later."
"F-frequently...?"
"Yeah, we might meet often. What, were you planning to just be done after graduation?"

Kim Se-Won narrowed the distance between him and Eun-Ha, forcing eye contact. Then he made a mischievous expression.

"No, no... that's not it."

Eun-Ha waved her hands in panic.
She didn't want to part ways either.
Jung Soo-Hyun came to mind.
Her only friend. The guy who was her friend.
Having only made one friend in her life, she didn't want to lose him.

If they drifted apart like this, when would she ever make another friend? Considering her situation, it would probably become even more difficult in the future.

*No. This isn't it.*

Eun-Ha bowed her head deeply to avoid Kim Se-Won's gaze.

This wasn't it.
Among the reasons she didn't want to part ways, there were other reasons besides him being a "friend."

"Well, never mind then."

He wanted to press further and corner her. Seeing Eun-Ha's reaction made him want to tease her. But Kim Se-Won held back.
It seemed best to end it like this for now.

Kim Se-Won released her hand and looked at the sleeping Hong Yu-Jin.

*I will protect Eun-Ha no matter what.*

He moved only his lips to say something.
Though he was speaking to Hong Yu-Jin,
it was also a promise to himself.

The trial imposed on Eun-Ha was too great.
She had to defeat The Mute One, and beyond that, Gresorion.
It would be difficult alone.
She needed someone by her side.
And he wanted to be that person.
To stand beside her and walk together,
to stand in front of her and protect her.

It was such a long road. A grueling path that seemed almost maddening in its vastness.

That's why he made this promise.
So his resolve wouldn't waver.
To ensure he wouldn't go back on his decision, he deliberately came before Hong Yu-Jin to make this vow.

"Let's go back. We need to shower and rest."
"Ah, okay."

She stared blankly at Kim Se-Won's smiling face. Eun-Ha soon came to her senses and took out her card again.

"Huh?"

*Is it just my imagination...?*

Just before Eun-Ha infused magical power into the card, Kim Se-Won turned his head sharply to look at Hong Yu-Jin.
For a moment, it seemed like the corners of Hong Yu-Jin's mouth had turned up.

Ch.246 - Trap (1)
Surrounded by pitch-black darkness, Optima inwardly sighed. She was on the rooftop of the academy building. Since it was already evening, there was no one else likely to come here.

*Of all days, it had to be today.*

The day after Kim Se-Won had expressed his desire to be with her happened to be the day they were scheduled to work together.
Really, the timing couldn't have been worse. She hadn't sorted out her feelings yet, and she couldn't show them outwardly, which was frustrating.

"You're here."

How long had she been waiting on the rooftop when she sensed someone's presence? Shortly after, today's partner opened the rooftop door and appeared.

"I'm here. Oh, and from now on, call me Astra Alpha."
"...Astra Alpha?"

Kim Se-Won, wearing a half-mask, pointed at himself with his thumb and suddenly said this.

*We probably need aliases, don't you think? Like hero names.*

Astra Alpha.
From Alpha to Beta, Delta, and Gamma. This naming scheme was proposed by Kim Se-Won and casually decided upon by Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram.

"What's that supposed to be?"

Optima pretended not to know, feigning disinterest as she gazed at the streets beyond the fence surrounding the rooftop.

"Eventually, we'll need to use names when we're working together. I came up with this in preparation for that. With my friends."
"Hmm~"

Optima made a humming sound and nodded as if she understood, saying, "I see~" in a dismissive way.
There was no way she wouldn't know about this. She was included among the friends Kim Se-Won mentioned. Or more precisely, Eun-Ha was.

"Anyway, we're not going anywhere specific today. It might be boring. We just wait on standby and respond immediately if something happens."
"This is my first time doing this. Don't tell me it's always like this?"
"...Well, pretty much. We rarely decide on a location and barge in."

Optima glanced at him from the corner of her eye and recalled what happened at dawn. Her heart fluttered uncontrollably.

*I want to go with you. Forever.*

Thump!
Her heart raced the moment she recalled Kim Se-Won's words.

*No. I can't show it.*

She couldn't reveal these emotions.
She was Optima, not Eun-Ha. She couldn't be discovered yet. Optima struggled to calm her disobedient heart.

She still had many things to do.
Like teasing Kim Se-Won. Or making him uncomfortable. Or hiding her identity while hanging out with him.
...Or dating him.

Beeeep-

"It's starting."

Just as Optima had finally composed herself and was contemplating how to tease Kim Se-Won next, an alarm signaling an incident rang out.

Simultaneously, a black portal opened in front of Optima.

"Let's go."

This had become routine for her. Optima, who was about to jump into the portal alone out of habit, stopped and looked at Kim Se-Won.

"...Hold my hand."

With the excuse that he might get separated if she went ahead, Optima jumped into the portal.

* * *

"Haa...! Haa...! Haa...!"

The woman ran, exhaling rough breaths. Her footsteps were so unstable that it wouldn't be strange if she fell at any moment.
Nevertheless, she pushed on, fleeing from the man pursuing her.

"Why run so desperately? Hmm? No matter how hard you struggle, the outcome will be the same."

In contrast, the man exuded confidence. His voice revealed the assurance that he could catch her anytime.
This wasn't a chase.
It was a form of entertainment. A diversion.
As an Awakened, Kim Woo-Jin had no chance of losing Seo Na-Bi, so he was taking his time.

"Kyaaaa--!! Someone! Someone please help me!"
"You just never listen."

Whoosh!

Blue flames erupted from beneath the man's feet. Propelled forward, he instantly overtook the woman.

Optima, who had just emerged from the portal, heard a piercing scream. She immediately looked in the direction of the scream and spotted two people.

"...Who is that?"

Optima's expression turned to surprise.
Blue flames. Though the color had changed, the voice and the suit belonged to someone she knew.

Kim Woo-Jin.
An Awakened from the Villain Association.

But what surprised Optima wasn't Kim Woo-Jin's presence.

*Why is Na-Bi here?*

The girl who had suddenly transferred schools and became someone who "never existed." Though her face was usually hidden behind her bangs, Optima immediately recognized her as Seo Na-Bi.
After all, she had seen Na-Bi's face directly when she still worked at the convenience store.

*Could it be?*

Suddenly, a flash of insight crossed Optima's mind. When she was kidnapped by Yoo Ji-Yeon, she had asked her to find out Na-Bi's whereabouts.
But for some reason, Na-Bi had become a non-existent person.

Not a hero aspirant, not a superpowered individual, just someone who didn't exist.
She had been curious about the reason, and now she understood.

*The Villain Association has been targeting Na-Bi.*

Seeing Kim Woo-Jin pressuring Seo Na-Bi confirmed her suspicion.

They make her lose her place. Make her wander. And the Villain Association tries to take the wandering butterfly.
And this was that moment.

*I need to save Na-Bi first.*

Optima kicked off the ground and inserted herself between the two.

"Stop."

Though she still didn't know anything, it was clear that Seo Na-Bi was hiding some enormous secret.

"I was wondering why I hadn't seen you lately, but here you are, preying on women. How disgusting."

Optima's voice was cold, filled with contempt that pierced Kim Woo-Jin.

"Tsk. Well, well. The esteemed magical girl has graced us with her presence. Just when I was about to have some fun with a woman."

Kim Woo-Jin glared at Optima with an unwelcome expression. His voice was full of discontent.
Though Kim Woo-Jin spoke as if he was disappointed, the reality was different. Seo Na-Bi and Kim Woo-Jin had a relationship where they engaged daily to increase the resonance of the artifact, Mist of Martial Weapons.

"I'm not the same bug you used to know. So quietly hand over that woman."

Whoosh!

Blue flames rose from Kim Woo-Jin's body.
An ominous magical power. Optima could feel a strength incomparably greater than when she last faced Kim Woo-Jin.

*He's become this strong in such a short time...? No, that's not it. He's not stronger. His magic has just stabilized.*

Optima was certain.
Kim Woo-Jin hadn't suddenly become stronger.
He originally possessed this level of power but couldn't use it fully due to the aftermath of his awakening.

In other words, Kim Woo-Jin was a case where magical stabilization was significantly delayed.

"Why is Optima so urgent about this?"

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was observing the three from the rooftop where Optima had been. Normally, he would have already inserted himself into the situation, but Kim Woo-Jin's presence held him back.

*Well, that guy was incredibly strong.*

A bitterness lingered in his heart. The boy, who appeared to be around his age, was already Awakened. The gap was palpable just by looking.
In contrast, he had achieved nothing.

Kim Se-Won continued to watch the situation below with undisguised bitterness.

"Ma-magical, girl... Optima..."

The girl Optima saved, Seo Na-Bi, trembled as she spoke Optima's name.

*Got her.*

As she did, she slightly curled up the corners of her lips.

"It's okay. I'm here now."

Unaware of this change, Optima spoke in a calm tone.

In truth, she desperately wanted to ask why Na-Bi was here and why she had suddenly disappeared.
But now wasn't the time. She needed to create some pretext to meet Na-Bi as Eun-Ha, not as Optima.

*So first, Kim Woo-Jin in front of me...!*

And just as she was about to lunge forward.

Swish-!

"?!"

Something enveloped Optima from behind.
Threads of magic. Dark and thick. These tentacle-like magical threads bound Optima from behind.

"What, what is this...?!"

Optima was instantly immobilized.
But that wasn't the end.

"This, this is...!"

A portal opened beneath her feet.
As far as Optima knew, only two people could use such portals.

One was Foriner, her ally.
And the other was...

"Don-Hil...?!"

This power was undoubtedly Don-Hil's.

*Don-Hil is here?*

It was a shocking revelation. No, there was no time to be shocked. Her body was falling. The portal formed beneath her feet was trying to take her somewhere.

"Optima!"

At that moment, an invisible force grabbed Optima and pulled her out of the portal.
Kim Se-Won, who had been watching for this very moment, hurriedly came down and rescued Optima.

"Who are you? I've never heard of someone helping Optima."

Kim Woo-Jin glared at Kim Se-Won with displeasure. He was someone he'd never seen before.

*Who is this?*

A face he'd never seen before, not someone he recognized from somewhere. Kim Woo-Jin looked at Kim Se-Won's body with a puzzled expression.

*He's never heard of someone helping me?*

Optima was equally puzzled.
Herself, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram. The four of them had been destroying the Villain Association's hideouts for quite some time, so he should know.

"...Astra Alpha."

Kim Se-Won hesitated for a moment before saying the alias he had told Optima earlier.

Alpha, Kim Se-Won.
Beta, Han Chae-Eun.
Gamma, In Ha-Ram.
And... Delta, Eun-Ha, who probably would never use it.
Names assigned in the order they came to help Optima.

*This is unexpectedly embarrassing.*

He hadn't thought much when they decided on the names, but now that he had to say it out loud, it felt somewhat embarrassing. Kim Se-Won looked at Kim Woo-Jin, trying to suppress the rising embarrassment.

"...It seems that woman is an enemy."
"What...?"

At Kim Se-Won's words, the disoriented Optima looked up.
There stood Seo Na-Bi, her hair turning completely white.

"Don-Don-Hil is... mmph?!"
"We don't have time to hesitate. Let's escape now."

*Why? Why is Na-Bi Don-Hil...?*

Just as Optima was about to say the name "Seo Na-Bi," Kim Se-Won covered her mouth. What a coincidental timing.

Because of this, the words that couldn't leave her mouth echoed in her mind.
How much she had interfered with her, what she had done to Kim Se-Won.
There were even several instances where he could have died.

Her confusion intensified.

*So Don-Hil's appearance changes completely when she transforms.*

Kim Se-Won, who didn't recognize Seo Na-Bi, merely observed Don-Hil's true form. Don-Hil's transformation process was quite similar to Optima's.

The before and after of the transformation were distinctly different.

*But she looks familiar somehow.*

Kim Se-Won's gaze scanned Don-Hil. From her slender ankles to her plump thighs and slim waist. Breasts that seemed about two cups larger than Optima's.
And her snow-white hair with dark red eyes.

Even transformed, she was striking, and before transformation, she was a considerable beauty. But that beauty seemed familiar, not from TV or YouTube, but from somewhere nearby.

*Is it just my imagination?*

Even after searching his memories, he couldn't pinpoint who it might be. Kim Se-Won tilted his head for a moment before giving up on trying to recall.

*Right. This isn't a situation where I have the luxury to recall something that doesn't come to mind.*

It was natural that Kim Se-Won didn't recognize the girl in front of him as Seo Na-Bi.
After all, Seo Na-Bi had always been quiet.
Whether in the classroom or elsewhere, she had always covered half her face with her bangs and rarely spoke.

The situation was 2 vs 2, numerically even.
But they were at a disadvantage.

From a rough assessment, Kim Woo-Jin was clearly stronger than before.
The same went for Don-Hil. Whether due to some incident, she was resonating magic with Kim Woo-Jin.
Their malevolent magic was resonating and gradually amplifying.

*We should retreat.*

Kim Se-Won understood this situation better than anyone. Being the weakest, he keenly felt that he would only be a hindrance.

"We should escape right away."
"No."

But Optima shook her head.

She was confused.
How should she interpret this situation?
That Seo Na-Bi, whom she had been friendly with at school, was actually Don-Hil. And that when they met as magical girls, they disliked each other.

It was incredibly confusing, but she couldn't back down here.

"Ugh...!"

Optima tightly closed her mouth and fidgeted. After trying to calm her confusion, another emotion surged.

*She's... she's a lewd woman.*

Optima's face turned slightly red.

*No way. With Kim Woo-Jin, they're...*

It was evident. Circumstantially, it was clear.
The scene that Foriner had "accidentally" shown her flashed in Optima's mind.
The person having sex with her was none other than Kim Woo-Jin. That's why she could plan to lure her out like this and take her somewhere.

"Y-you...!"

Optima's face, which had been gradually reddening, turned completely crimson.

Optima viewed Don-Hil as a rival.
In other words, she didn't want to lose to her in anything.

Optima glanced at Kim Se-Won and quickly averted her gaze.

*I've been overtaken.*

She hadn't even established a proper relationship with Kim Se-Won yet. But Don-Hil had already done everything with her partner.

*Maybe they've even set a wedding date. How many children they'll have... They might have even decided on names...!*

Trembling, Optima's body shook.
Uncontrollable emotions filled her heart.
Among them were shame and indignation.

And when these emotions reached their peak.

"Y-you perverts...! I can't let this slide!!"

Shriek!

Optima closed her eyes tightly and shouted this.
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"You perverts! I can't just leave you alone!"

Screech!

Optima shouted this with her eyes tightly shut.

What kind of outburst was that?
The surroundings were instantly enveloped in silence.
It was truly a bewildering situation. Suddenly calling people perverts? The atmosphere that had been primed for battle shattered, and everyone wore dumbfounded expressions.

*Indeed.*

Amidst all this, Kim Se-Won became even more certain.
Optima was staring blankly while pointing an accusing finger at Don-Hil. Her arm trembled pitifully, overcome with extreme shame.

There must be a reason she suddenly called Don-Hil a pervert. And as far as Kim Se-Won knew, there was only one possible explanation.
It was the video of Don-Hil that Foriner had briefly shown to Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun. The video of Don-Hil making passionate sounds while in a riding position.

If Optima had been monitoring Don-Hil's activities and that's why she said this...
If Optima had a way to watch Don-Hil, she would have already devised a plan to take her down and acted on it.

Did Han Jae-Yoo, who might have been somewhere at the same time Foriner showed him Don-Hil's shameless appearance, see this? That doesn't make sense either. There's no reason Foriner would suddenly show just that part.

*Now, I can be completely certain.*

Kim Se-Won became even more convinced that Eun-Ha and Jae-Yoo were the same person.

"Ah, aah..."

Optima, her face flushed red, couldn't continue speaking. Suddenly calling someone a pervert?
It was something that burst out from her throat, and she blurted it out without thinking, but upon reflection, it was clearly her mistake.

"Yes, yes~ They're perverts. Perverts indeed."

Kim Se-Won's agreement in a soulless voice felt particularly cruel to her.

"......"

A long silence followed.

"Sigh. Calling people perverts? I don't know what delusion you're having, but it seems like you're the pervert here."

The silence was broken by Don-Hil, who wore an incredulous expression. Her red eyes held a gaze as if looking at someone pitiful.

"T-That's..."

Gulp. Optima swallowed and glared at Don-Hil.
Don-Hil was right. There was nothing to refute.

Even now, Don-Hil's seductive figure that she had glimpsed briefly was replaying in Optima's mind.

She squeezed her eyes shut.
As if closing her eyes would make the images in her head disappear.

But surprisingly, it had some effect.

"Huff."

She exhaled, filled with lewd, shameless, and wicked thoughts.
Anyway, the need to defeat Don-Hil and Kim Woo-Jin remained unchanged.

"...I don't know why you're putting on this act."

She was clearly trying to change the atmosphere.
Kim Se-Won, Kim Woo-Jin, and Don-Hil watched Optima with strange expressions. Her exploding on her own and then trying to recover was quite pitiful.

This wasn't Optima's usual personality.
Conversely, it meant that her somewhat taciturn and composed demeanor until now had been an act.

"But what's certain is that you've joined hands with Kim Woo-Jin. And also, the fact that you're Seo Hye-Ji's daughter."
"?! How did you...!"

Don-Hil's eyes widened in surprise.

*Is there a way she could know that?*

...There was. The stories from the past that Don-Hil's mother, Seo Hye-Ji, occasionally shared.

Seo Hye-Ji hadn't told her in detail.
But she had mentioned that there was a magical girl who was a rival, just like Optima was to Don-Hil. If that magical girl was still alive, it wouldn't be strange for the name Seo Hye-Ji to come up.

"So."

Optima stretched her hand forward.

"You'll have to fall here."

Black magical power began to swirl from her outstretched hand, eventually enveloping her entire body. As it wrapped around her, it transformed her appearance.

First came her hand.
Following the same sequence as the magical power enveloped her, a girl wearing a long veil appeared.

Optima - Vicious Form

"!!!"

The two were considerably startled by Optima's vicious form.
It was ominous. The atmosphere had clearly changed.

What emanated from Optima was the aura of a powerful being.

Kim Woo-Jin and Don-Hil exchanged glances and activated the Mist of Armament embedded in their cores.

Woong-!

As their cores resonated, they amplified each other's magical power. Instantly, the two became noticeably stronger.

"There's enough reason to fight."

Optima looked at the two with a cold gaze.

Seo Hye-Ji. Seo Na-Bi.
The White Witch. And the magical girl Don-Hil.
In Optima's mind, two names that had been far apart were now connected.

They are seeds of calamity.
They must not be allowed to live.

The White Witch was calamity itself. If she had a daughter, she would surely hold the same or similar intentions.
And though Don-Hil couldn't compare to Seo Hye-Ji, she was a powerful magical girl.

So she would defeat them. Even if she was once her friend.
They absolutely could not be left alone.

Even if she was once a friend, her essence was a magical girl from the monster faction.

She wasn't sure why Don-Hil had joined Kim Woo-Jin to lure her out.
What mattered was the result.

Perhaps the villains who were crushed during the commercial filming were also Don-Hil's doing.

Images of the villains' instantly crushed bodies flashed in Optima's mind. How horrific were those bodies that couldn't even maintain their form.

*Why did I only realize now?*

Even though only Don-Hil could use such power. Optima resented her own stupidity for only now properly realizing it.

*Maybe she's been trying to join hands with the Villain Association... no, Kim Woo-Jin since then.*

As a result, Kim Woo-Jin is helping Seo Hye-Ji's daughter, Seo Na-Bi.
If so, it would be appropriate to assume that he had also reached out to Gresorion and joined hands.

*So I need to end this quickly.*

Optima was extremely tense.

Kim Woo-Jin could now use his original power.

Moreover, that power.
Yes, it was an artifact.
Somehow, Don-Hil and Kim Woo-Jin were sharing an artifact.
The way they resonated with each other and increased their power proved they were a couple.

*I'm jealous.*

Optima didn't like the sight. She had already been surpassed, while she was just reaching the starting line.

*I could try it later.*

If it was possible with the artifact she possessed, she'd like to try it.

*More importantly, if I attack carelessly, not just me but Se-Won will get involved. I need to take them both down at once. With overwhelming power.*

The distance between them was close.
Optima and Kim Se-Won were close together.
Don-Hil and Kim Woo-Jin were separated but blocking them from the front and back.

This made her anxious.

*I have no choice.*

Ominous magical power began to rage.
Optima squeezed her eyes shut and awakened the Heavenly Scale sleeping within her core.

She intended to use one of the scale's functions.

Something extended from Optima and was placed on the scale. Then, an immense power flowed into Optima.

An artifact with insane conversion efficiency.
Infinite, because as long as there's a price, one can gain unlimited power. On the other hand, at the end of being intoxicated with power lies ruin and emptiness.

*The pain is just for a moment. Gaining power is also just for a moment. I don't really want to use it, but it's the only way to defeat them.*

Optima placed her life force on one side of the scale.

Splash!

As a result of staking her life force, blood gushed from Optima's body as if she had been slashed.

"What?!"

The three widened their eyes at the sudden phenomenon.

*Artifact...! Yes. That's why she borrowed my power at The Front Line back then...!*

Don-Hil realized her mistake.
The advantage from possessing an artifact had disappeared. Even though the kidnapping of Optima had failed, they had been confident because of the artifact.
Not anymore.

"Don-Hil. Kim Woo-Jin."

Black magical power swept over her blood-covered body, quickly erasing any trace of blood. Then, magical power emanating from her body covered her wounds, healing them.

"You'll have to fall here."

Optima pronounced with a cold, settled voice.

[Duration is 10 seconds. The life offered as payment can be paid again after 24 hours.]

A brief message was heard from the Heavenly Scale.
The artifact, which had been maturing while fusing with the prohibition, uttered mechanical words and then disappeared.

Simultaneously, Optima's core began to excessively discharge magical power.

Overdrive. A technique that simply emits magical power recklessly.
No.
It doesn't end there.
The overflowing magical power, which could be considered excessive, was gathered in an instant.

Fssssss-

Optima hadn't perfected this technique yet.
But she had found a clue.
The imperfect Overdrive, not fully evolved into a technique, began to demonstrate considerable performance despite its imperfection.

Whoosh!

After that, wings appeared on Optima's back.
Is "wings" the right term? Countless strands made of magical power writhed behind Optima's back, emitting magical power.

Her magical power had turned red. She too seemed to be dyed in it, giving off a red light.

Bang!

Optima shot forward.
Leaving a red afterimage, she instantly approached Kim Woo-Jin.

"Arghhhh!"

Kim Woo-Jin's scream echoed.

"Woo-Jin...!"

Hearing the sound, Don-Hil called out to Kim Woo-Jin. Soon, her eyes widened.

Optima was right in front of her.

She was definitely in front of Kim Woo-Jin just now.
Then, who was this Optima in front of her?

"Ugh...!"

Don-Hil gritted her teeth. Such things weren't important right now.

What mattered was that Optima was currently exerting power equivalent to her and Kim Woo-Jin combined.

However, Optima was one strong individual,
while they needed to combine their powers to match her.
Though they had grown stronger by resonating their artifacts, the difference was stark. If they were picked off one by one, their power would drastically decrease.

Don-Hil, rapidly drawing up her magical power, performed an evasive maneuver. Pulling her body backward, she used spatial magic to open a portal at the coordinates where Kim Woo-Jin was.

*Good!*

She felt Kim Woo-Jin entering the portal. Simultaneously, she opened another portal and threw herself into it.

"Woo-Jin...!"

Don-Hil embraced the unconscious Kim Woo-Jin inside the portal. In just a few seconds, Kim Woo-Jin's body was in tatters.

"Ugh...!"

The operation had failed.

As soon as Kim Woo-Jin and Don-Hil disappeared, the magical power Optima was emitting began to subside.
The magical power, which had been ferociously emitting a red light, turned black, and Optima's body trembled.

"Kuhuk!"

Eyes, nose, ears, mouth.
Optima spewed blood from every orifice and collapsed powerlessly.

For a magical girl, using life force as payment doesn't hold much significance, but that doesn't mean it doesn't put a strain on the body.

"Optima!"

Kim Se-Won hurriedly supported the collapsing Optima.

"This...!"

And surprise filled Kim Se-Won's eyes.

Tremble, her body shook.
An indescribable scent emanated from the feverish Optima. It was the aftermath of the rapid depletion of magical power. And the price of the Heavenly Scale.

Kim Se-Won felt that if he let his guard down even a little, he might pounce on Optima right there.

*For now, I need to take her to a safe place!*

Crunch!

The tangy taste of blood barely held his fading consciousness.

Kim Se-Won, unable to leave Optima there, suppressed his rising desire by biting his lips and moved her to a safe place.



* * *



"Damn it!"

Thud.

A weak fist hit the wall.
Kim Woo-Jin couldn't contain his erupting anger.

*What was that guy?*

The meal was almost ready, but someone had sprinkled ashes on it. The image of a man wearing a half-mask flickered in his mind.
He had never heard of someone helping Optima. If it weren't for that guy, he would have neutralized Optima and made her reveal a way to save Dolli.

*And what was that power? A scale came out of her body.*

It was a short time.
Not much time had passed, but Optima had grown again. What was that overwhelming power?

Frustration made his body tremble. He gritted his teeth to suppress his anger as much as possible.

"It's an artifact. I don't know its name, but just as we have artifacts, Optima has obtained one too."

Don-Hil, who had been watching, spoke up.

"Then, she's obtained an artifact that powerful...!"
"And the greater the power, the greater the burden."

Don-Hil lowered her gaze.

*Maybe it would have been better to move to a slightly distant location instead of returning home.*

It was a mistake. In her urgency upon hearing Kim Woo-Jin's scream, she had returned home.

"Maybe if I had acted more cautiously, I could have captured Optima."

Don-Hil's voice trembled.

Artifacts are broadly divided into two categories.
One is like the Mist of Armament that Don-Hil possesses, which provides steady power even if not massive.
The other provides immense power temporarily but comes with a corresponding burden.

She belonged to the former, and Optima to the latter.

"No, I should have been more careful too. It's my fault. ...Anyway, now we have only one option left."

A bitter voice echoed in the room.
The remaining method.
That is, to steal the medicine itself or the recipe to make it.
It's extremely dangerous. But to save Dolli, there was no other way.

"Let's leave as soon as our bodies recover. We don't have much time left."
"I'm sorry... I should have brought more when I had the chance. ...Wait. Woo-Jin. There might be one more way."

Don-Hil, who had been hanging her head in dejection, suddenly looked up.

"Eun-Ha. Yes. Why don't we go find Eun-Ha? She's kind. I know you might not believe it, but just in case, how about trying to get Dolli treated by her...?"

She spoke with a trembling voice. Don-Hil wasn't particularly eager to make this suggestion either. Seo Na-Bi had disappeared under the pretext of transferring schools, and Don-Hil had a history of attacking her.
She thought Kim Woo-Jin might have had similar experiences, but she didn't want to give up on one of the possibilities.

"...If that doesn't work, we'll have to go there."

Don-Hil mentioned the research facility in Mt. Geumgang.

To infiltrate that place, one would need to find the special route used by the Villain Association or be able to use spatial magic like Don-Hil to move coordinates.

"Alright."

Kim Woo-Jin, who had been listening silently, answered with a sigh. Don-Hil's suggestion wasn't bad.
If she was the one being revered as a saint or whatever, she wouldn't ignore a child's life.

*Let's just try it.*

Kim Woo-Jin felt bitter about having to ask a favor from a girl who stood opposite to him.
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Kim Se-Won was in agony.

He should have been focusing all his energy on finding a place to hide Optima, but instead, Optima herself was gnawing away at his nerves.

"Damn it...!"

He bit his lip hard. A stinging pain and the metallic taste of blood filled his mouth.

If he didn't do this, he would fall under Optima's spell. The scent that bewitched people—a fragrance that urged him to seduce and devour—flowed into his nostrils without pause, testing Kim Se-Won.

Unlike most smells that one gets used to over time, this scent was different. The more he breathed it in, the dizzier he became. Like pain, the more he smelled it, the more sensitive he became to it. His instincts tempted his reason, suggesting he take a break, pointing out that a perfect outlet for his desires was right there.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

The metallic taste of blood barely kept his reason intact. His lips, bitten countless times, had been raw for a while now.

*Crunch!*

*How much magic power did she use to end up like this...! Is this even because of using magic? Could it be the price of that balance?*

He couldn't think straight. Every time he tried to form a thought, his instincts interfered.

It felt like walking a tightrope.

He could take her now.
Take her.
Take her, his instincts whispered continuously.

This wasn't instinct. It was a devil—a devil leading humans to ruin, tempting him for its own amusement.

"Aaaaargh!"

Holding his breath wasn't a good strategy. After holding it as long as possible, when he started breathing again, his body craved oxygen so desperately that he inhaled Optima's scent even more deeply.

In the end, all Kim Se-Won could do was run mindlessly, on and on.

* * *

"Haa...! Haa...!"

He had no idea how long he'd been running.

When Kim Se-Won came to his senses, he was standing in front of an unfamiliar building.

There were no people around. The place where Kim Woo-Jin and Seo Na-Bi had been performing their act was an abandoned city where no amount of commotion would cause problems.

Looking at it this way, it was an incredibly flimsy act that would be exposed with just a little thought.

Conversely, Seo Na-Bi's screams had seemed so genuine that they buried even such obvious flaws.

*Of course, those two are being pursued.*

Thinking of Kim Woo-Jin and Don-Hil, Kim Se-Won tried to guess why they had suddenly tried to take Optima away.

The clones Kim Se-Won had seen at The Front Line were divided into two groups.

One was the "clones" that Optima had tried to take somewhere. And the other was the single clone Kim Woo-Jin had brought.

Though they had similar faces, the clones envied and were jealous of the clone Kim Woo-Jin had brought—Dolly.

He had only glimpsed this scene briefly. Kim Se-Won hadn't been able to see clearly because he was caught in Don-Hil's spatial magic and getting hit by Optima, but he was certain they had worn such expressions.

*The clone Kim Woo-Jin had was different from the other clones. And something must have happened to her.*

Kim Se-Won guessed this was why they had tried to subdue and kidnap Optima rather than simply confronting and defeating her.

It might be mere conjecture, but it was the only reason he could think of at the moment.

*Urgency.*

Kim Se-Won shifted his feet as he recalled Kim Woo-Jin's face. Having dropped his act, he had seemed quite desperate.

And as if drawn by his emotions, Don-Hil had also been desperate.

What did this mean?

*Is she that precious to him? It probably means the clone doesn't have much time left. And those guys must think Optima holds some clue.*

If that was the case, he should help.

Kim Se-Won found himself thinking this without realizing it.

It wasn't that he had forgiven Kim Woo-Jin or Don-Hil. How many death threats had he received from them?

*Still, a child's life is a separate matter. I'm an aspiring hero, after all.*

He wasn't helping Kim Woo-Jin or Don-Hil, but the child. That was the right thing to do.

Kim Se-Won believed that this was what a hero should be—someone who stands before the weak to protect and save them, becoming a reliable pillar and an idol.

"First, I need to find a place to rest."

Entering the building, Kim Se-Won quickly scanned his surroundings. Fortunately, he spotted a torn curtain that had been left behind.

*Flap! Flap! Bang! Bang!*

Using telekinesis, he shook out the curtain as much as possible. Dust from the curtain swirled in the air.

*Can't help that it's dirty.*

Kim Se-Won spread the beaten curtain on the floor.

Even as he did this, Optima's scent continued to torment him. His face involuntarily contorted. His head was spinning.

He felt he was reaching his limit. His lower body was already swollen tight, crying out in pain.

His mind kept conjuring images of Optima despite his desperate efforts not to look at her. Now his head was moving on its own. Kim Se-Won felt like he was going mad. Memories of Optima played back unbidden.

Optima, breathing faintly, looked incredibly seductive. She looked so tempting that he wanted to lick the sweat dripping from her.

*Is this what a magical girl's body is like...!*

Kim Se-Won realized.

Optima was unconsciously desiring a man.

Eun-Ha (Optima), who had been a man, now desired men.

An inexplicable sense of perversion pounded in his chest. It felt as if a devil was kneading his brain, trying to control him.

He knew this wasn't what she wanted. It wasn't her desire but her body craving intimacy to survive.

"Hrrrrrgh!!"

A damp, lustful desire bubbling up from deep in his chest reared its head. He forcibly expelled it with his voice.

*Almost there...!*

This wouldn't resolve anything, but he felt he needed to do something to hold on.

Of course, it wasn't that Kim Se-Won disliked Optima.
He wanted her.
He had such feelings.
He wanted to pounce on her right now and unleash his desires.

That's precisely why he wouldn't do it.
What meaning would there be in taking Optima while she was unconscious? It would be no different from masturbation.

Kim Se-Won quickly spread the beaten curtain on the floor and carefully laid Optima down.

"Se-Won, ah..."

Just then, a faint voice tickled Kim Se-Won's ear. It was as if someone was whispering directly into his ear.

*This is sleep-talking! Just sleep-talking!*

When he turned his head, he saw half-open eyes. Optima's moist eyes were desperately searching for Kim Se-Won.

She raised her weak arms toward him.

*Don't give in! Don't give in, Kim Se-Won!!!!!*

Kim Se-Won struggled not to yield to his desires. He shook his head vigorously.

And then—

"Uwaaaaagh!!"

As soon as he confirmed she was lying down, Kim Se-Won covered his ears with both hands and ran out of the building.

* * *

"Where is this...?"

With a dreamy sensation, she opened her eyes. Looking around, it was an unfamiliar place.

She didn't know how long she had been lying there. Outside, it was dark.

It might not have been that long since she had discovered the screaming butterfly, which was around sunset.

"My body... is hot..."

She felt heat. And somewhere was wet. When she touched her cheek, it felt moist and sticky.

That wasn't all.
Her cheeks were hot. No, her entire body was hot. Especially her lower abdomen, which was throbbing and seemed to be radiating intense heat.
Despite radiating so much heat, her body was craving warmth.
It was contradictory.

Bring a man.
Mate with the next man.
It was as if someone unknown was saying this in her head.

She instinctively knew.
She knew what this phenomenon was.
Her body was craving magic power.

But the magic power in her core was fine.
After all, she had used the magic power that had rapidly increased as a price. So she hadn't really used her own magic power. Yet her core was screaming that it was lacking magic power.

The reason her body was hot despite this was simple. Her core was malfunctioning.

The core knows how much magic power she has. In that state, when she used magic power beyond her limit at once, it naturally judged that her magic power had hit rock bottom.
That's why she had ended up in this state of heat.

"Haa..."

She let out a small sigh.
As she did, she realized.

Even this sigh had the power to bewitch others.

"Did... Se-Won do this for me...?"

She felt a rustling sensation.
A fabric that was both soft and rough. When she lifted it with her hand, it appeared to be something like a curtain.

But Se-Won himself wasn't nearby. She looked around, but he was neither visible nor could she sense his presence.

"Where did he go... No way?!"

Suddenly, Don-Hil came to mind. No, more precisely, the image of Don-Hil having sex with Kim Woo-Jin.
Why did this scene come to mind? Simple.

Because her body was craving magic power now. Because it was craving magic power, it was attracting men.

She hurriedly felt all over her body.

"Ah!"

Her naturally sensitive body had become even more sensitive due to being heated up. Her body trembled involuntarily.

"I-it doesn't seem like there are traces of being touched."

Should she be relieved or disappointed? There were no signs that Se-Won had touched her body.
But when the thought occurred that he might have touched her, her face turned red involuntarily. If she heated up a little more, steam might come out of her head.

"Hey!"

Just then, she faintly heard a voice.

"Se-Won?"

When she turned her head sharply, Se-Won was far away. Really, very far away, under a streetlight that still had electricity.

Happy to see him, she waved her hand too. Honestly, it was a bit embarrassing.
She was stronger than Se-Won, but she kept receiving help from him. How should she put it? It felt like she was constantly showing her weak side.

She knew well why Se-Won was so far away. Just being near her was poisonous to him.

"Are you okay?"

Se-Won cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted something from under the streetlight. It wasn't very audible.

"Can't be helped."

She raised her arm and looked at her communication terminal.
From Alpha to Delta. Those who help Optima cannot contact Optima. Conversely, Optima can contact them.

"Hello?"
["...A-are you feeling okay?"]
"No. Not yet."

She shook her head as she answered.

Se-Won's voice was the same as always. No, it seemed a bit more affected.
It wasn't his usual voice when talking to a friend, nor was it his voice when addressing a stranger... that's not it either.

*Is he self-conscious...?*

It was like his voice when addressing someone he liked. A voice that he had unconsciously lowered slightly.
Somehow both gentle and sweet.

["I-I'm just saying this in case, but I didn't do anything. I didn't touch you anywhere. Um."]
"Why are you hastily making excuses for something I didn't even ask about?"

She could see Se-Won frantically waving his arms in the distance. The sight was quite amusing.
Her heart warmed just from having a conversation.
It felt quite different from talking to a friend as usual.

Why was this happening?
Her heart was racing on its own. A smile formed on her lips without her realizing it.

This wasn't because her body was in heat.
It wasn't that, but somehow it felt like she shouldn't continue like this.
Yes. I was a man, and I wondered if I could continue like this.

*Let's forget about it for now.*

It's an emotion that doesn't need to be dwelled on. I just need to prepare my heart.
It's very selfish and arbitrary, but for the time being, I'll just wait for Se-Won to approach.

["A-anyway. If that body condition isn't resolved, I can't approach, you know?"]
"Ah, that..."
"I'll take care of that."

*Thud.*

Someone placed a hand on my shoulder.
I knew without turning around.
There was only one person who would appear out of nowhere like this.

Staying still without panicking, a warm sensation flowed into my body from his hand. It was a very familiar sensation.

*It's healing magic.*

Magic that I often use. Of course, Foriner can use it too.
As Foriner used healing magic, my body condition improved as if by magic. My heated body returned to its normal state.

"So, why is my body like this?"

I asked, just to be sure, even though I had a rough idea. I wondered if it was indeed a core malfunction.

"The artifact sleeping in your core is still in an immature state. A month has passed, and you're entering the second month, but it's still far from complete."
"That means..."
"You were quite hasty, my contractor. But it served as a good example. It was an opportunity to let them know that your power has strengthened. Anyway, if you can bear the core malfunction, you can continue using it like this. But."

*Tap tap.* Foriner patted my shoulder.
But it seems his words aren't finished yet.
I have an ominous feeling.

"Ahem, since the person over there is listening too, keep this in mind."
["...Ah, yes."]

Foriner's voice seems to be reaching Se-Won as well.

"Remember this, my contractor. The core malfunction this time is just a taste of what's to come. When you truly face a life-threatening situation, it won't end fortunately like this time. This time, you were able to hold onto your reason by biting your lips until they were ragged."
"Se-Won..."

I looked at Se-Won in the distance.
He was too far to see clearly. When I enhanced my vision, I saw that, as Foriner said, Se-Won's lips were covered with dried blood scabs.

It's because of me.
It's because I hastily used my power.
My heart ached.

"If you truly face a life-threatening situation, you won't be able to endure like this time. If you're not careful, you'll become a beast that has lost its reason."
"...I'll keep that in mind."

What a shitty story.
Having grown quite smoothly until now, this was an experience I hadn't encountered before.

A life-threatening situation.
And when pushed to the brink of magic power depletion.

I resented my body for going into heat on its own, not just when magic power was depleted but when I felt my life was in danger.

*If... if I don't have the courage, maybe I could pretend to go berserk later.*

And yet, I harbored incredibly lewd thoughts.
Why am I like this?
Probably out of curiosity.
The image of Don-Hil lingering in my mind. That vivid image. I wanted to feel the sensations Don-Hil had felt.

*Even I think this is...*

Thinking like this, I couldn't properly look at Se-Won's face.

Ch.249 - Operation Meeting
If I had to describe Seo Na-Bi's feelings toward Dolli, I wouldn't say she particularly liked her.
But if you asked whether Kim Woo-Jin wanted Dolli to live, and that's why he was working to save her... that wouldn't be accurate either.

"Is this what we're having again today?"
"We don't have a choice. People in our situation can't expect luxuries."

The table was set with the same food they always had. Seo Na-Bi had prepared it herself, but they'd seen these dishes so often they were starting to get tired of them.

Dolli complained about the food on the table. Despite her dissatisfied expression, she looked quite adorable.

"Just wait. When I'm a little bigger, I'll cook for you, oppa. Something delicious."
"Fire is dangerous for small children. Did you forget what Woo-Jin told you?"
"Ugh...!"

In front of Kim Woo-Jin, she was just an adorable, affectionate child. But in front of Seo Na-Bi, she never failed to show her true colors.

"When I... when I get bigger..."

Dolli looked over Seo Na-Bi's body with a frustrated expression. The difference was overwhelming. Even as another woman, Dolli had to admit Seo Na-Bi was beautiful.
She needed to find something about herself that was superior. The only advantage she could immediately identify was her youth. Though even that wasn't really an advantage so much as a shortcoming at the moment.

*She's cute.*

Seo Na-Bi found Dolli quite endearing. Though cunning, Dolli was still very much a child, and her actions were quite adorable.

*I wonder if having a child would feel like this.*

She had grown accustomed to indulging Dolli's tantrums. While being alone with Kim Woo-Jin would be ideal, this wasn't so bad either.

That was why Don-Hil was willing to work to save Dolli.
She wasn't exactly precious, but she wasn't unpleasant either. Kim Woo-Jin was just the seasoning added to the mix.

"Phew..."
"Is Woo-Jin back?"
"Yeah. Nothing unusual happened today."

When Kim Woo-Jin appeared, Dolli's face instantly lit up with a bright smile. Kim Woo-Jin had been up since dawn, training until now. He was working on adjusting and honing the powers he was gradually getting used to.
Along the way, he would check the surroundings and beat up villains living on the outskirts of the academy.
Not ordinary people, but villains. And villains who traveled alone were usually outcasts whom even the Villain Association had cut ties with.

"Look what I got as a bonus. What do you think?"

Kim Woo-Jin pulled out a chunk of meat he'd been hiding behind his back. Seo Na-Bi immediately figured out where he'd gotten the meat from, knowing he wasn't one to spend money frivolously.

"Looks like today wasn't so bad?"
"You could say that."

A villain's wallet is our wallet.
That had become these two's new motto.


* * *


With the overnight training canceled, the academy resumed normal classes.
Originally, both yesterday and today were supposed to be dedicated to the overnight training, but they had only given students time to rest yesterday before forcing them back to class.

And so, lunchtime arrived.

"Haram, I need to talk to you about something."

After finishing lunch, Han Chae-Eun quietly approached In Ha-Ram.

"...I think I know what this is about."

In Ha-Ram, who had been expecting Chae-Eun to approach her, slightly raised the corner of her mouth.
Both of them simultaneously looked toward Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.
The two weren't sticking together.

Kim Se-Won was talking with his friend, Jung Ba-Da, while Eun-Ha was chatting with Yang Se-Hee.

At first glance, nothing seemed unusual. If you only looked at this scene.

But Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram sensed a subtle distance between them. It felt as though Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were intentionally avoiding each other.

It wasn't because they were uncomfortable with each other.
Something must have happened between them, something embarrassing, that made them act this way.

"Let's have a strategy meeting."
"Yes, that would be good."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun nodded simultaneously and quietly slipped out of the classroom.

"Oh? Isn't that Ko Soo-Ah? What are you doing here?"

The perfect place for girls to talk was a café.
But near the entrance of this café, the spirit medium Ko Soo-Ah was pacing around. Her fidgeting was so noticeable that Han Chae-Eun couldn't help but call out to her.

"Huh? Oh? No, that. No. Ah, nothing? I'm not? Just... the ca-café is interesting~? Yes. That's right. Interesting. Hahahahaha...!"
"Your speech is quite jumbled. Is there something bothering you?"

In Ha-Ram elegantly smiled as she verbally poked at Ko Soo-Ah. She looked suspicious at a glance. There was clearly something bothering her.
And that something was inside the café.

There was no point in hiding it.
Ko Soo-Ah considered cafés to be the exclusive domain of popular people. Just entering one required considerable courage.

*I bet it's her brother.*

After observing Ko Soo-Ah's reaction, the two were convinced that Ko Soon-Jo was inside the café. And as they expected, Ko Soon-Jo was indeed there.

"Seriously. Do you know what Ho-Jong said this time?"
"What did he say?"

...Inside were A-class's body hardening ability user, Yoo Jin-Ah, and Ko Soon-Jo. From the way they were talking, it seemed Yoo Jin-Ah had dragged Ko Soon-Jo here to vent.

"I don't think we need to worry about it too much, do we?"
"No, no! That woman might be trying to flirt with my brother! It's common knowledge that childhood friends never end up together!"
"...Is that really common knowledge?"

Both In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun tilted their heads at Ko Soo-Ah's statement. It was difficult for them to relate to what Ko Soo-Ah, who had been deeply immersed in subculture for several years, was saying.

"I'm not sure about that."
"Me neither. Let's just go in."

After saying this, In Ha-Ram grabbed Ko Soo-Ah's wrist and pulled her into the café.

"I'll go order. Find us a seat. I'll get any dessert... Ko Soo-Ah, what would you like to drink?"
"Huh? Me too...?"
"Don't stand in front of stores making people uncomfortable. It's inconsiderate to the business."

Faced with this sudden request, Ko Soo-Ah desperately racked her brain. Although this was her first time in a café, she had seen scenes of characters visiting cafés in anime a few times.

"Ah, um... Fr-Frappuccino? Yes. A Frappuccino. With lots of caramel and cream."
"Alright. This isn't Starbucks, but I'll get something similar."
"Um... y-yes!"

*Oh no!!*

She realized that what she had ordered was actually a menu item trademarked by a famous brand. There was no way another café would have it!
But In Ha-Ram just smiled gently and walked away. She must know of a similar menu item.

"Um..."

Ko Soo-Ah felt bewildered. First, they suddenly dragged her into the café, and now they were buying her a drink.

*I kept my distance because they're Shin Eun-Ha's friends, but they might actually be nice people.*

Especially Han Chae-Eun, who had been in the same group as her during the overnight training, even if it was just for less than a day. Although they hadn't spoken much, that one experience might have reduced the distance between them.

*Fr-friends...!*

Ko Soo-Ah's eyes sparkled.
Having been shut in her room for several years, she had no friends.
Moreover, thanks to them bringing her in, she could now more openly watch Ko Soon-Jo!

*We might become friends!*

The loner spirit medium Ko Soo-Ah gained confidence and courage from In Ha-Ram's casually extended hand.

"So. You're saying the atmosphere between Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won is strange, right?"
"Yes. But the problem is that Kim Se-Won still seems to be close with 'her,' you know?"

*Her?*

As soon as In Ha-Ram returned after placing the order, an unexpected comment came out.

*Who's 'her'?*

While occasionally glancing at Ko Soon-Jo, Ko Soo-Ah focused on listening to the two's conversation.
Shin Eun-Ha. Kim Se-Won.
It was the first time she'd heard that the atmosphere between them was strange, but it seemed Kim Se-Won was quite the bad guy.

*That means...!*

But she didn't care about any of that.
What was important to Ko Soo-Ah was that 'Eun-Ha' and 'Kim Se-Won' were giving off a strange vibe.

*My biggest rival has been automatically eliminated!*

She was grinning from ear to ear. The unexpected appearance of Yoo Jin-Ah was a problem. But now that Shin Eun-Ha, the biggest rival, was out of the picture, someone like Yoo Jin-Ah, who knew little about Ko Soon-Jo, was no match for her!

*She took the bait.*
*That's one worry off our minds.*

The two girls breathed a sigh of relief as they noticed the change in Ko Soo-Ah's expression. This was precisely why In Ha-Ram had brought Ko Soo-Ah along.

"So. I think we need to support Eun-Ha, don't you agree?"
"...How? Eun-Ha has a clear advantage since she often meets with Se-Won, but... will Se-Won give up on 'her'?"
"We need to make him give up. And Eun-Ha holds the key to that. We're Eun-Ha's friends. So let's support her. It's better to help a friend, after all."

After saying this, Han Chae-Eun swallowed hard. Then, with a serious face, she began to passionately explain.

Eun-Ha doesn't make a move.
The problem is that the fact she "was a man" has become a chain wrapped tightly around her ankles.

If that's the case, they need to make Eun-Ha break those chains herself and approach Kim Se-Won.

"Eun-Ha needs a trigger to move actively. Yes, jealousy!"

Jealousy!

At those words, In Ha-Ram and Ko Soo-Ah's eyes lit up.
It was such a simple and understandable concept.

How many women approached In Cheon-Yong, who remained fit and quite spirited despite his age?
Despite Ko Soon-Jo being so plain (in Ko Soo-Ah's eyes), why did women often flock to him?

In Ha-Ram and Ko Soo-Ah envied and were jealous of such women.

"That's right!"
"You're absolutely correct. Jealousy is what makes a woman grow."

The two girls nodded in agreement with Han Chae-Eun's words.

"So it's important to keep an eye on 'her' too. We need to subtly pressure her to not approach Kim Se-Won rashly. It's... painful, but what can we do?"
"Right. Since we have an opportunity, it's good to ask a bit. It's your turn today, Chae-Eun, right?"
"Yes. I'll do it today..."

When Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram had previously asked Optima, she had shown a peculiar reaction—not exactly love-struck, but definitely showing interest.
And the object of her interest was none other than Kim Se-Won.

That's why the two had been disappointed in Kim Se-Won, but now the situation had changed.
Even if he was a jerk, a friend is a friend. If they're going down the wrong path, you beat some sense into them, and when they need help, you help them.

In other words, they were trying to guide him to choose Eun-Ha and give up on Optima.
They had somehow started talking to and becoming friends with Optima. But unfortunately, their friend was Eun-Ha. She was more precious to them.

And so, the two girls + @ held a serious strategy meeting until the bell signaling the end of lunch rang.

Ch.250 - Unexpected Encounter (1)
*Nom.*

She munched enthusiastically with her small mouth, making little chomping sounds.

The girl was drawing everyone's attention at once. People gathered both inside and outside the snack shop just to look at her. Was it because she was with Kim Woo-Jin? Or because she was no longer in her student role? Now that she had revealed the face she usually kept hidden, people's gazes were naturally drawn to her.

Oblivious to all the attention, Seo Na-Bi was inhaling blood sausage with a worried expression.

"...Oh no!"

Suddenly, Na-Bi's hand froze. When she came to her senses, half of her food was already gone. What a bad habit. Mindlessly devouring blood sausage like this. She couldn't afford to waste food like this.

Na-Bi drooped her shoulders and stared at the chopsticks in her hand with a resentful look.

*It's these chopsticks' fault for bringing the blood sausage to my mouth, isn't it?*

She blamed her chopsticks pointlessly. Knowing how meaningless this was, she let out a deep sigh and extended her chopsticks toward the plate again.

"Nom."

There was no one around her. More precisely, Kim Woo-Jin, who should have been with her, wasn't there.

*I have to convince Eun-Ha somehow. This is something only I can do.*

She had left Kim Woo-Jin behind. Though he had insisted on coming along, he was technically a villain. If even one person recognized him, the situation would become complicated.

*Kim Se-Won... right. That's his name. The guy who was saved by Optima at Magica Essential.*

Recalling her conversation with Woo-Jin in bed, it was clear. Right here in the Academy District—no, even in the Academy itself—there was one such person.

Kim Se-Won. That man managed to get by well enough despite not having any exceptional abilities.

*Anyway, after-school hours will begin soon. Knowing Eun-Ha's habits, she'll return to the dormitory to rest a bit before going to train... I'll catch her then.*

She suddenly regretted how carelessly she had acted. The idea of kidnapping Optima had seemed reasonable, but she should have considered the variables.

*Astra Alpha. If it weren't for him...! No, that's not right. I've gotten too lax since meeting Woo-Jin.*

After initially blaming Astra Alpha (Kim Se-Won), she quickly changed her mind and began to blame herself.

She had failed to think of something simple and obvious. Evidence that she was slipping.

*Maybe I should approach Optima again and surrender? I could surrender, get the information I want, and then escape... No. Judging by her attitude before, that ship has sailed.*

It was too late to pretend to surrender for personal gain. If only she had thought of this earlier.

Suddenly, Na-Bi's body trembled. Optima's hostility had pierced through her entire body. Even now, thinking about it gave her goosebumps.

She never imagined Optima could emit such an ominous magical energy. But Optima couldn't have been unaffected either.

*If she finds Woo-Jin and me again, she might use that terrifying magic again.*

It must have cost Optima greatly to draw out such power, but if she did it once, she could do it again.

"So, first..."

The important thing now was approaching Eun-Ha.

It was quite embarrassing to reappear after leaving a letter and disappearing, but if she couldn't approach Optima, her only options were to hope Eun-Ha might help or to raid the research facility directly.

"Inhale— exhale— inhale— exhaaaale—"

Na-Bi took deep breaths to calm her racing heart. Various emotions swirled in her chest.

If she had to pick one emotion, it would be excitement.

Reuniting with Eun-Ha. It was both embarrassing and thrilling. After all, Eun-Ha was her first female friend. And she was the one who had approached Na-Bi first.

Eun-Ha held a special place in Na-Bi's heart. Even if their relationship wasn't particularly strong, it still existed.

*First, I need to practice what I'll say when I meet Eun-Ha.*

After finishing her deep breaths, Na-Bi neatly placed her chopsticks down and bowed her head.

"Ah, hello Eun-Ha. The thing is..."

In a voice as quiet as an ant crawling, Na-Bi began her simulation.

She never thought she could boldly state her purpose to Eun-Ha. So she practiced, and practiced some more.

"Yes? What is it?"
"...Huh?"

What was that sound?
For a moment, her thoughts froze.
Her head and neck tensed up.

She needed to look up.
No, it was just an illusion, no need to look.

As these contradicting thoughts battled in her mind, the former was winning. Creaking slowly, her head lifted.

The first thing she saw was platinum blonde hair bathed in sunlight. The hair of the person she had been so eager to see. Then, one by one, she noticed the academy uniform, soft-looking lips, and emerald eyes curved kindly.

"Eu... Eun-Ha...?"

Na-Bi's eyes widened.

*What? What's going on? Huh? This is strange! Wait.*

Was she seeing things? She rubbed her eyes. But Eun-Ha was still there in front of Na-Bi.

Eun-Ha, who was smiling shyly with flushed cheeks, clearly happy to see her.


* * *


Today was an unusual day for Eun-Ha.

"I need to talk with Haram today."
"It's really important. I'm sorry."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram said they had important matters to discuss without her.

"Se-Won is... training again today."

Kim Se-Won packed his bag as soon as after-school hours began and headed to the dormitory. He was clearly planning to change clothes and go straight to the training room.

Swoosh, Eun-Ha's gaze shifted to her last candidate, Yang Se-Hee. Se-Hee was busy packing her things, her small arms working diligently, then heading to the library with armfuls of reference books.

Her note-taking skills were top-notch. For her, a doppelganger, constant studying was essential to survive in this academy. Eun-Ha couldn't bring herself to disturb Yang Se-Hee.

"Sigh."

In the end, Eun-Ha was left alone.
Since this rarely happened, she found herself wondering what to do.

Normally, she would spend time training like Kim Se-Won, or be on standby for Optima activities.
But on an unusual day like today, she wanted to do something different.

"Hmm... what should I do?"

Eun-Ha sat at her desk for about two minutes, hand on her chin, thinking.

"I know!"

If she had nothing to do, why not go find something to do?
With this thought, Eun-Ha jumped up from her seat and left the academy with her bag on her back.

"It's crowded."

The place Eun-Ha headed to was a street gradually filling with people. There were students like her who came out to play after school, nearby university students, and occasionally office workers.

Even though the Academy District was a closed space, it was still a place where people lived.

Eun-Ha continued walking nonchalantly, aware of the many gazes directed at her.

Eun-Ha had one thing she wanted to do today: what she was a bit embarrassed to call "hero play."
Her goal was to find incidents in dark alleys and resolve them herself. The significance was in Eun-Ha, not Optima, accomplishing this.

"Hmm?"

But then, Eun-Ha found a place drawing an unusual amount of attention. Or rather, she couldn't help but find it.

*I haven't even reached the back alleys yet. Has something happened?*

People were gathered at one spot, murmuring among themselves. Some were taking pictures with their communication terminals.
What was concerning was that there were noticeably more men among the crowd.
Curious, Eun-Ha squeezed through the crowd to see what was happening.

"Oof! ...Huh?!"

After pushing through the crowd to the front, Eun-Ha discovered something that made her eyes widen in surprise.

The place where people had gathered wasn't anything special. Just a snack shop.
But the person inside that snack shop was quite special.

*Why is Na-Bi here...?*

Seo Na-Bi.
She was someone who had always hidden her beauty behind her hair. Among the first-years, when referring to her inconspicuous presence, they sometimes called her "Iron Bangs" because of how firmly she hid her face.
But not now.

Without hesitation, she was displaying her beauty, melting men's hearts with her worried expression.
It might sound like something from a comic, but it was the truth.

*Am I seeing things? Maybe it's someone else...*

Eun-Ha couldn't believe what she was seeing and pressed herself against the glass wall of the snack shop. She wasn't mistaken.
It was definitely Seo Na-Bi, whom she had seen recently.

*Why is she out so boldly when Optima could appear anywhere...?*

She was puzzled.
Eun-Ha tilted her head, trying to find meaning in Na-Bi's incomprehensible behavior.

*Maybe they had a fight last night because things got too intense? Maybe the guy was too vigorous and...*

Whoosh!

Eun-Ha's face turned bright red. Recently, whenever she saw Na-Bi or Don-Hil, that scene would strangely come to mind.
Eun-Ha felt people's attention shift from Na-Bi to herself, but she couldn't react properly.

If someone were to ask out of concern:

*'Why are you suddenly blushing? Could it be that you...?'*
*'No, I just keep thinking about her having sex.'*

That's what she might end up answering.

*First... right! First, let's go in! I have things to ask her!*

Eun-Ha fanned herself with both hands, trying to compose herself. This was a completely different reaction from when she met Na-Bi as Optima. Rather than immediately trying to deal with her, Eun-Ha wanted to understand Na-Bi's intentions.

"Mm!"

Eun-Ha nodded firmly with her lips tightly closed.
She would make Na-Bi tell the truth. After all, Na-Bi didn't know that Eun-Ha and Optima were the same person!

Organizing the questions she wanted to ask in her mind, she entered the shop.
Why did she try to kidnap Optima?
Why was she boldly sitting in a snack shop despite having her face exposed to Optima?
What situation were Na-Bi and Kim Woo-Jin in, and what kind of relationship did they have that they would...

*I should also ask if she and Kim Woo-Jin are in a... sexual relationship. Whether the person I saw having s...sex with Na-Bi was indeed Kim Woo-Jin.*

Eun-Ha approached Na-Bi, fanning her cheeks that threatened to flush again.

*Come to think of it, since Kim Woo-Jin seems to have come from the Villain Association... maybe Na-Bi is in a similar situation.*

Eun-Ha recalled her recent encounter with the two. Kim Woo-Jin's reaction suggested he didn't fully understand the Villain Association's situation.
If so, perhaps Na-Bi was in a similar position.
Of course, this was just wishful thinking.
But it was something she strongly hoped for.

The Villain Association. And Gresorion.
Dealing with these two massive organizations was already overwhelming. In this situation, she had no room to deal with Na-Bi or Kim Woo-Jin as well.

She approached Na-Bi with confident steps. The closer she got, the more the lewd devil in her mind whispered obscene and shameless scenes, but Eun-Ha suppressed those thoughts.

Finally, she stood before Na-Bi.

*She hasn't noticed me.*

Na-Bi was taking deep breaths with her head bowed low.
She looked extremely tense. Even that expression was so pretty that if Na-Bi had shown her face at the academy, about 30% of the attention Eun-Ha received might have shifted to Na-Bi.

Eun-Ha, curious about when Na-Bi would notice her, quietly sat down across from her.

"Ah, hello Eun-Ha. The thing is..."

At that moment, Na-Bi's lips moved.
Interestingly, she clearly mentioned "Eun-Ha" even though she hadn't noticed Eun-Ha's presence.
It was so strange that Eun-Ha flinched involuntarily.

"Yes? What is it?"

She responded without thinking much.

*I wonder how she'll react.*

She was simply curious.

"...Huh?"

Na-Bi's body flinched and then froze stiff. Then she began to tremble slightly. Eun-Ha could see sweat starting to pour down her face.

It was as if she was creaking. Na-Bi's head trembled and creaked as it slowly lifted.

"Eu... Eun-Ha...?"

Na-Bi looked at Eun-Ha with wide eyes.
Soon after, her face flushed as if it might burst.

*Did... did she hear me practicing? Since when?*

Shame surged within her.
She thought she was speaking to the air, but that wasn't the case.
Inadvertently, her rehearsal had become the real thing!

Na-Bi fell into a panic, her gaze spinning wildly.

It was a strange situation indeed.
From the moment Eun-Ha discovered Na-Bi until she sat down across from her, Eun-Ha's face had been flushed.
And now, upon discovering Eun-Ha, Na-Bi's face had also turned bright red.

*Do they like each other?*

The onlookers were busy taking pictures with their communication terminals.


* * *


*Let's talk, shall we?*

What was going on?
Na-Bi, who had barely calmed down, couldn't understand the situation.
She had planned to approach Eun-Ha herself, having figured out her behavior pattern, but instead, Eun-Ha had found her and approached her.

She was happy, but couldn't be completely happy.
She wasn't mentally prepared. If only she could approach confidently yet subtly, like she did with Kim Woo-Jin, but that wasn't happening.

*When I'm with Woo-Jin, I'm the one doing the seducing!*

She was frustrated, not understanding why she was acting this way. Na-Bi bowed her head and pounded her chest.

"Um, excuse me..."
"Let's go to a café first. I know a place where not many people gather."

Eun-Ha's voice was unchanged.
It was no different from before Na-Bi disappeared.

*She doesn't seem... angry.*

Na-Bi carefully observed Eun-Ha and felt greatly relieved.

There were two main reasons why she had hesitated to approach Eun-Ha.
One was guilt for disappearing without a word. She was anxious about what expression Eun-Ha would make when she brazenly showed her face again.

The other was that Na-Bi had always viewed Eun-Ha with a sense of awe.
A different being. Someone clearly different from herself in origin and future.
It was a complex emotion, mixing envy and jealousy.

"I was surprised. When you suddenly disappeared."

Eun-Ha, who was walking ahead of Na-Bi, suddenly spoke.

"What happened? I know so little about you."

Eun-Ha's voice trembled with anxiety.
It sounded like she might cry or collapse at any moment.

*Here it comes...!*

Na-Bi swallowed hard and clutched her chest, which ached with guilt.

*Did she take the bait?*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was acting while observing Na-Bi's demeanor behind her. Na-Bi had been maintaining silence.

*I think she took the bait! I need to keep extracting information...*

Eun-Ha slightly raised the corners of her mouth, celebrating her successful first step.

Ch.251 - Unexpected Encounter (2)
Eun-Ha brought Seo Na-Bi to a quiet café, just as she had mentioned earlier. It was in a secluded location that didn't get many visitors, but had a nice atmosphere—a place Eun-Ha occasionally visited with Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram.

"I have something I want to ask you," Eun-Ha said after they sat down, her expression suddenly serious, completely different from her nervous voice on the way to the café.

*Go away! Go away, lustful thoughts!*

In reality, her heart was racing because of scenes that kept flashing through her mind.

"Why... did you suddenly disappear?" Eun-Ha's voice was tinged with deep sadness, a mixture of genuine feeling and performance.

"Well, that's..."

Seo Na-Bi's heart sank at Eun-Ha's words. Despite having prepared what to say, the words got stuck in her throat. After opening and closing her mouth several times, she finally just hung her head without saying anything.

*I shouldn't rush this.*

Eun-Ha quietly waited for Seo Na-Bi to answer.

"Then... have you been in the Academy District this whole time?"

When it became clear no answer was forthcoming, Eun-Ha changed her question.

"No," Seo Na-Bi shook her head, barely squeezing out a response.

*What should I do?*

She had confidently told Kim Woo-Jin to trust her, but now face-to-face with Eun-Ha, she couldn't even speak properly. Her mind went blank, and all her prepared words vanished without a trace.

"You disappeared suddenly. When I asked at the convenience store where you worked, they said they had no idea where you went."

Eun-Ha continued her assault, driving nails into Seo Na-Bi's guilt-ridden chest.

"I was worried about you. But I'm glad to see you're safe," she finished with a smile that seemed to deliberately erase her sadness.

Seo Na-Bi, who had just managed to look up, had to lower her head again.

*What should I do? Should I tell the truth?*

She felt herself becoming smaller and smaller. With her guilty conscience, she couldn't make any excuses. She fidgeted with her fingers under the table, trying to find the best possible answer in this situation.

"Actually, I came to see you. There's something I really wanted to tell you."

She finally managed to speak. They say the most effective lies contain a bit of truth. Seo Na-Bi thought of Dolly, and beyond that, Kim Woo-Jin, as she raised her head.

"You came... to see me?"

Just then, the coffee they had ordered when entering the café arrived—sweet coffee topped with syrup and whipped cream.

Eun-Ha sipped her coffee while thinking.

Seo Na-Bi had tried to kidnap Optima. After failing, she now came to meet Eun-Ha. Eun-Ha's intuition whispered that there was a connection. There must be something Seo Na-Bi wanted from both Optima and Eun-Ha.

"Why?" Eun-Ha put down her cup slowly, her gaze gentle. Her eyes urged Seo Na-Bi to continue.

"Do you need my help with something? To come looking for me again like this."

Eun-Ha wanted to know where her help was needed. If Seo Na-Bi answered this, she felt she would naturally learn why Seo Na-Bi had tried to kidnap Optima.

But Seo Na-Bi interpreted it differently.

She disappeared on her own and now returned on her own. And now she was going to ask for a favor?

Seo Na-Bi felt her breath catch. Eun-Ha wouldn't think like that, but Seo Na-Bi believed Eun-Ha's intentions implied this. She couldn't help but think so, given what Eun-Ha knew about her actions.

"I'm sorry..."

Seo Na-Bi's head dropped again. Her body trembled with remorse. Her chest tightened and her mind, which had gone blank, was now swallowed by darkness. Even if words came to mind, they seemed to be buried in that darkness.

*That's right. From Eun-Ha's perspective, I disappeared and then suddenly reappeared.*

This was the real Seo Na-Bi. Without self-confidence, she couldn't act proactively. The magical girl Don-Hil was armor to hide these inadequacies.

She had felt she was gradually becoming one with this armor since reuniting with Kim Woo-Jin, but apparently the process wasn't complete yet.

*I guess I can't wait for an answer.*

Eun-Ha closed her eyes briefly, then opened them.

"No, you don't need to apologize. We're friends, aren't we?"

"Huh?"

"I'll help you with whatever I can, Nabi."

She smiled kindly again. Her slightly curved lips and eye-smile that made one's heart flutter had Seo Na-Bi's heart racing.

That wasn't all. Eun-Ha stood up and sat next to Seo Na-Bi. She gently reached out and held Seo Na-Bi's hand.

As Eun-Ha approached, a pleasant scent filled Seo Na-Bi's nostrils. She felt like she was floating. The tightness in her chest loosened, and she felt her head, body, and heart becoming lighter.

"Hmm? Don't feel burdened," Eun-Ha whispered gently into Seo Na-Bi's ear.


* * *


By the time Eun-Ha returned to the dormitory, dusk was darkening the sky.

*Dolly...*

Seo Na-Bi hadn't explained her situation in detail. She had confused Eun-Ha by talking vaguely about her friend and beating around the bush.

Seo Na-Bi's words would have been understandable if one thought about them a little. But the person listening was none other than Eun-Ha. Understanding was difficult.

Nevertheless, one thing was clear.

"Right. Now I understand why she tried to kidnap Optima. It's because she and Kim Woo-Jin are having a passionate—!"

Whoosh!

Eun-Ha's mind, infiltrated by lustful thoughts, turned pink. No, it was filled with sticky, messy scenes. A mysterious world she had never experienced. Like a boy who had just entered middle school, Eun-Ha's curiosity about sex was running wild.

Her heart pounded. She forcibly restrained her hands from moving between her chest and thighs.

But while she could stop her body, she couldn't stop her mind.

If Seo Na-Bi had Kim Woo-Jin, Eun-Ha had Kim Se-Won. Her rampant imagination overlapped her own image with Don-Hil. And just as she was about to replace Kim Woo-Jin with Kim Se-Won in the scene—

*Not now! Not now! I'm not in heat or anything!*

Bang bang bang!!

Eun-Ha buried her face in her pillow and pounded the mattress wildly with her arms and legs.

After a while, she took deep breaths and tried to organize her thoughts as best she could. Now wasn't the time for this.

"...Anyway, because Kim Woo-Jin cares about Dolly, she started caring about her too, and Dolly will die if she doesn't take medicine..."

Dolly was in a crisis where she would die without medicine. On the other hand, the clone girls that Optima had taken were living well without relying on any medicine. The difference was strikingly strange despite them being the same clones.

"Why is there a difference... Ah! It's the healing magic!"

Completely. Eun-Ha remembered something she had totally forgotten. She recalled casting healing magic on the clone girls once before. This healing magic created the difference between Dolly and the clone girls.

Healing magic can restore a battered body to its original state, revive dead hair follicles, and even regenerate severed arms. Not only that, it can even purify deadly poison in the body. In other words, the healing magic had solved the fundamental problem of the clones.

"Casting the healing magic itself is easy. But..."

Eun-Ha lay sprawled on the bed and rolled around.

Here was the problem. Seo Na-Bi didn't know that Eun-Ha was Optima. Because she didn't know, her attitude toward Eun-Ha remained the same as before. This meant that even if she provided treatment, they would still be adversaries.

"I need to get something in return."

She needed to get something from Seo Na-Bi. Eun-Ha had no intention of revealing that she was Optima right now.

"Should I ask how they do it at night? How it feels when it goes in... how good it feels... No! That's not it! Why! Why!! Why am I like this!"

Eun-Ha rolled around on the bed. Her curiosity about sex, as unrestrained as an animal in heat, was running wild.

"...That's it! That's it!"

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's eyes lit up. How did Seo Na-Bi captivate Kim Woo-Jin? It was femininity. To use a more shameless and direct word, it was "sexiness."

Eun-Ha jumped up from the bed and stood in front of the mirror.

"..."

The chest she saw in the mirror was tiny.

"No, no. It's not like I have nothing."

It was just a little... a very little bit small. It was just that her points of comparison, In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun, were too large.

"Right. Compared to Ha-Ram or Chae-Eun, I'm about average... ave-average..."

Eun-Ha felt herself becoming smaller and smaller. As she stared at her chest, she suddenly transformed into Optima.

"Right! Average!"

When she transformed into Optima, her chest size increased slightly. Accordingly, Eun-Ha's eyes widened and sparkled. Only after seeing it with her own eyes did Optima regain her confidence.

"Sigh... what am I doing?"

Perhaps disappointed by her small chest, Optima regained her composure.

Returning from Optima to Eun-Ha, she threw herself on the bed. This body couldn't compete with its chest. There was no time to worry about such things in the first place.

"Right. I shouldn't miss the opportunity with unnecessary actions."

She needed to make a request that would prevent Seo Na-Bi and Kim Woo-Jin from interfering with Optima, not a personal favor. Eun-Ha turned over and buried her face in the pillow.

"I have a lot to do this weekend."

A mumbling voice emerged.

Once her head had completely cooled down, it started working again. Her schedule for Saturday and Sunday was packed.

On Saturday, she would meet Dolly through Seo Na-Bi. In other words, she needed to think of conditions to demand from Seo Na-Bi by then. And what about Sunday? It was originally the day to go to The Front Line, and at the same time, she needed to keep her promise with Deltar.

Ding-

"Huh?"

That wasn't all.

[Would you like to go on a date with me on Saturday?]

Suddenly, a new schedule appeared—a date with In Ha-Ram.

"What about my weekend?"

Truly, a schedule with no time to quietly hide away was waiting for Eun-Ha.


* * *


A quiet place. A place out of sight. And yet, a place within the Academy District.

"..."

As soon as Saturday arrived, Eun-Ha headed toward the outskirts of the Academy District. It had just passed midnight, so the surroundings were quiet. Only the sound of sand crunching underfoot echoed around.

*It's strangely quiet compared to when I came before.*

While walking, Eun-Ha checked for any presence around her. She couldn't sense any thugs targeting her. It was completely different from when she came with Ko Su-Ah last time.

"Eun-Ha...!"

After walking for about five minutes through the eerily quiet streets, she saw Seo Na-Bi waving in the distance. Every time she waved happily, Eun-Ha could faintly see the chest that she herself didn't possess bouncing.

Not extremely large, but large compared to Eun-Ha's.

"Nabi!"

*I don't know why every woman around me has large breasts.*

Eun-Ha suppressed the sigh that was about to escape and waved back at Seo Na-Bi.

*Yang Se-Hee is truly my oasis!*

She felt a strong sense of kinship and intimacy with Yang Se-Hee, who was just a tiny bit shorter than her.

"H-hello."
"...Hello."

As she got closer to Seo Na-Bi, another person came into view. He was slightly shorter than Kim Se-Won. If Kim Se-Won was close to 180cm, this person was about 174-175cm.

When Eun-Ha, who had spotted him, greeted him, the man with his usually white hair now styled neatly down, Kim Woo-Jin, greeted Eun-Ha with an awkwardly stiff tone.

It was a disguise, not a disguise, to appear relatively "normal."

"Who is this...?"
"He's the same age as us. It's fine."

When Eun-Ha, looking bewildered, pointed at Kim Woo-Jin, Seo Na-Bi answered in a rather lively tone. It was different from when she was alone with Eun-Ha.

*Has she gained confidence? Or is she pretending to be confident?*

The change was so dramatic that Eun-Ha stared at Seo Na-Bi. To be honest, she couldn't help but stare.

*No. She's gained confidence. I can sense the yin energy.*

It was because of a scent that briefly touched her nose as she approached Seo Na-Bi and Kim Woo-Jin. To be specific, it was similar to the scent of night flowers.

*Even knowing they were meeting me, they're in this situation.*

Eun-Ha realized anew that she had been completely defeated by her rival.

Ch.252 - Date With Haram (1)
Eun-Ha followed Foriner and Kim Woo-Jin to a small two-room apartment. Upon entering, there was a kitchen directly visible, with one room next to the shoe rack and another beside the kitchen.

But Eun-Ha wasn't concerned with her surroundings. She was focused on the girl who was still awake despite it being past midnight—Dolly, who was struggling to fight off drowsiness.

"Can you help fix this child?" Kim Woo-Jin asked.

Dolly silently bowed her head. Perhaps due to the appearance of a new woman, there was wariness in her eyes.

"Hmm..." Eun-Ha narrowed her eyes as she observed Dolly intently.

"This is serious," she muttered unconsciously.

Looking at Dolly's body, Eun-Ha could see black spots clinging to her vital organs. The blood flow originating from her heart, which was covered in these spots, was also black.

The nature of these black spots wasn't a virus or poison, but rather a defect she'd been born with. Eun-Ha instinctively felt this.

*Her immune system must have collapsed from birth, so she's using medicine to compensate. Perhaps she was deliberately designed this way. To keep her obedient, with her life held hostage. And designed to die before too long.*

It was truly a horrific method. Eun-Ha felt sorry even though it wasn't her problem.

*But Dolly is different from the other children.*

Eun-Ha searched her memories, comparing Dolly's condition to the clone girls she'd seen before. Dolly's body was quite different. The clone girls hadn't been in good condition either, but Dolly seemed even more twisted. She appeared healthy on the outside, but was rotting inside.

*It seems like a side effect of taking medicine for a long time.*

Eun-Ha recalled what Kim Woo-Jin had told her on the way to the apartment. Dolly had been weak since birth and had lived on medication. Without it, she would barely be able to stand.

*Come to think of it, when I first saw her, she looked so fragile a breeze could blow her away... but now she looks relatively healthy.*

Eun-Ha remembered the joint operation between the Villain Association and Gresorion. Back then, Dolly had been shivering despite the weather not being cold.

That must be the effect of the medicine. Depending on the dosage, she could either be bedridden, unstable but able to stand, or appear healthy like she did now.

*A clone designed to live a short life... Why? Because it's cheaper? Easier to control? To reduce future problems?*

Eun-Ha's mind was unusually active. Thanks to the medicine Dolly had been taking to stay alive, she appeared healthy, but she wasn't actually better inside. The medicine was merely a temporary measure, keeping her alive while rotting her from within.

In other words, Dolly was essentially a walking corpse, slowly waiting for death.

"Is it that bad?" Kim Woo-Jin's voice came from beside her. His formal speech sounded awkward. His fist was trembling along with his voice, though Eun-Ha wasn't sure when he had clenched it.

She nodded.

"It's okay... Yes. It's okay."

This was nothing to her. Dolly's condition was certainly serious, but compared to Kim Se-Won's mother, Kim Ha-Yoon, she was much healthier.

Eun-Ha had treated her, so there was no reason she couldn't treat Dolly.

***

After healing Dolly with her magic, Eun-Ha followed a relieved Kim Woo-Jin into a room next to the shoe rack.

"Whose room is this?"
"My... I mean, my room."

Kim Woo-Jin looked at Eun-Ha with a relieved smile. His speech had already reverted to informal.

*So he can smile like this too.*

It was an unfamiliar smile to Eun-Ha. She'd only seen malicious or mocking smiles from him before, so seeing this kind of smile made him seem like a different person.

"And it's also Nabi's room."
"...Huh?"
"Heh, hehe..."

But then, Eun-Ha was hit with an unexpected revelation. She felt like someone had struck her head with a hammer.

Her head creaked as she turned to see Foriner standing there with a shy, awkward expression.

*Kim Woo-Jin and Nabi share a room...?*

To put it bluntly, they were living together.
And it was a room ready for animals to mate at any time.

Eun-Ha detected a subtle, suggestive scent in the air. Though they had sprayed air freshener because she was coming, they couldn't completely eliminate the smell that had permeated the room.

"I... I see..."

Eun-Ha looked at Foriner with a trembling voice.

*There's a used condom wrapper under the bed...*

The wrapper caught her eye. The room was unusually clean, yet there was a used condom wrapper lying under the bed, suggesting how intensely they went at it.

No, she couldn't help but imagine it.
Eun-Ha's face flushed bright red.

"So... that's how it is. Yes. You two... get along well. Really..."

Enough to do it every day.
Eun-Ha trailed off, hanging her head low.

"So. What do you want?" Kim Woo-Jin asked bluntly, oblivious to Eun-Ha's state.

If you give something, you should get something in return. Kim Woo-Jin had learned growing up in the Villain Association that nothing in the world comes free.

"Uh... um..."

Eun-Ha was not in her right mind, overwhelmed by pink fantasies.

*Come to think of it, that smell from Nabi earlier...*

Foriner had seemed much calmer and happier than when they'd met earlier in the day. Eun-Ha suspected this might be because she had gained confidence before meeting her.

While Eun-Ha hadn't even reached the starting line, Foriner was already far ahead. At this rate, she might even get pregnant if circumstances allowed.

*Right. This is Kim Woo-Jin and Nabi's room. A villain and a magical girl's room.*

She swallowed hard a couple of times and closed her eyes. Eun-Ha reminded herself where she was and regained her composure.

There was no benefit in showing embarrassment. She might be looked down upon if she wasn't careful.

Feeling her flushed face gradually subside, Eun-Ha met Kim Woo-Jin's eyes.

"What I want is..."

And finally managed to speak.

***

Dawn broke.

"Oh my..."

Eun-Ha had spent a passionate dawn immediately after returning from Kim Woo-Jin and Foriner's apartment.
Though she felt no physical fatigue, the heat she'd felt under the blanket was still vivid.

"I'm sorry, Se-Won."

Once again, Eun-Ha had used Kim Se-Won as her fantasy material. She covered her face with both hands, feeling embarrassed and sorry toward him.

"I think I'm going crazy."

She had reached a point where she could no longer make excuses to herself.

She had been deceiving herself, thinking he was just a close male friend, but now she was certain.

"But it's not like I can just blurt it out. Se-Won might just think of me as a good friend."

It was difficult.
But she was content with how things were now.
Eun-Ha enjoyed hanging out with Kim Se-Won, In Ha-Ram, and Han Chae-Eun as a group.
If she confessed and ruined this relationship, it might be unbearable.

*I want to walk alongside you.*

As a friend.
She wanted to walk the same path.
She had once talked about becoming a knight and such.

"I wish Se-Won meant it that way."

She wished Kim Se-Won liked her as a woman.

Kim Se-Won had expressed his feelings several times already. Eun-Ha was somewhat aware of this.
But "like" and "love" are different, aren't they?

*Maybe I just misunderstood and interpreted it that way.*

Eun-Ha knew that Kim Se-Won liked her, yet she kept avoiding it. Even though she had feelings for him too.

The fact that she "was originally a man" was holding her back.
That's why, despite his clear confessions of affection, Eun-Ha remained indecisive.

She needed a catalyst to move forward.

***

She had been in a daze.
For how many hours? Probably about an hour, just lying in bed absentmindedly.

"Ah. Right."

Finally coming to my senses, I remembered my appointment with Ha-Ram and hurriedly prepared to go out.

Honestly, when girls talk about "dating," it's just hanging out. Chae-Eun often said this, so it's probably not wrong.

Just a few months ago, the thought of a date with a woman would have made my heart race. Strangely, now I'm focusing on the fact that "I'm going out with a friend."

I'm looking forward to it, but my heart isn't exactly pounding.

"Let's just dress casually and go."

Casual. It's best to wear whatever I grab that doesn't look too shabby.

Just as I was about to reach for the closet—

*Still, since it's a date, dress up as much as you can. I do have an eye for these things.*

My hand stopped.

Suddenly, I remembered what Ha-Ram had whispered to me yesterday. Her eyes had been full of expectation when she said it.

"...I should put in a little effort."

A date with a woman where I dress up nicely. How novel.

***

I met Ha-Ram in the dormitory lobby.

"You came earlier than I expected."

Ha-Ram looked more mature than usual. Her white blouse and light brown long skirt that fell from her waist weren't particularly revealing, yet somehow looked sensual.

*Is this what they call mature charm?*

She had the vitality typical of a high school student, yet she looked mature. It was quite different from a child trying to look grown-up.

In contrast, I... well, I just threw on whatever suited my body. Rather than mature, my outfit would be better described as girlish.
Honestly, my fashion sense is still so lacking that it's almost embarrassing to call it coordination.

"Wait a moment."

Ha-Ram, who had been staring at me, moved. As she slowly approached and the distance between us narrowed, I could smell the faint perfume she had applied. The subtle scent was pleasant.

*Does Se-Won wear perfume regularly?*

I do have perfume that I was given to use, but I rarely use it, so it's always tucked away in a corner of my vanity.

*What about Se-Won then?*

Why did my thoughts naturally shift to Se-Won?
I wondered if Se-Won wore perfume regularly. If that scent that clung to him was perfume, I'd want to find out where to get it.

"There. Let's do it like this today."
"...Ah, yes."

When I came to my senses, Ha-Ram had moved away again. Wondering what had changed, I shook my head and looked around.

"Your hairstyle changed a bit?"

I saw myself reflected in the large mirror in the lobby. A thin beige sweater with a gray checkered A-line skirt. And now a half-up hairstyle.
Just changing my hairstyle had significantly altered my impression. Curious, I stood in front of the mirror and turned my body this way and that.

It was a different feeling from completely transforming into Optima.

I didn't ask why Ha-Ram had done this. She probably wanted to go out together with a more suitable look since it was a special date.
Let's just accept it.

I nodded vaguely and looked at Ha-Ram. She seemed proud of what she'd done, looking at me with crescent-shaped eyes.

"It suits you. As expected of Eun-Ha."
"R-really? Heh, hehe..."

Receiving compliments is still embarrassing. I unconsciously let out an awkward laugh.

"Come to think of it, this is the first time we've gone on a date, just the two of us, isn't it?"
"Well, we're both busy, so it can't be helped."

Ha-Ram smiled softly and took my hand. Her hand was soft yet cold.

*Is this what a date is?*

My heart suddenly started pounding.
If I ever gather my courage, there might be a man by my side. And we would go on a date together.

*Se-Won...*

And the first man who came to mind was none other than Se-Won.
I haven't heard him mention liking anyone, so he's probably focused on his studies and training rather than romance right now.

*I want to be your knight.*

Then, out of nowhere, I remembered what Se-Won had said, and my face turned red.

*Did she notice?*

I fanned myself with my free left hand and glanced at Ha-Ram.

"Hehe...!"

She noticed.

***

In any case, our date had just begun.
When we went out to the street, it was crowded with people. As expected on a weekend, there were students and adults everywhere.

"Where should we go first?"
"First... let's go to a suit shop."
"Huh? A suit shop?"
"...It's my father's birthday soon. Despite appearances, he's quite frugal and has been wearing the same suit for years, so I want to buy him a new one."
"Isn't that expensive? You're not using company money, are you?"
"Of course not. I'm not that corrupt to use it for personal matters. I've been investing with money I saved up."

I was speechless.
Investment. That's a word far removed from me.
She probably meant she made money through stocks or something similar. Someone like Ha-Ram would have a different amount of money on hand, so she might have made a fortune if she did well.

She truly deserves to be called Cheonil's jewel.

"...Huh?"

As we were heading to the suit shop, we suddenly spotted a very familiar pair.

My body froze as I stared at the two people. I couldn't take my eyes off them.

A woman with large breasts, pressing herself against a man without hesitation.
No, that's not the important part.

The woman's face and the man's face.
They were very familiar faces.

"What's wrong?"
"Ah, nothing. It's nothing."

By the time Ha-Ram spoke to me, I had finally come to my senses. I hurriedly waved my hands, pretending nothing was wrong.

I knew the identity of the face I had glimpsed.
It was Chae-Eun. And Se-Won was there too.

My chest ached. I didn't know why. It just ached.
I didn't want to see that sight.

"...Really, it's nothing."
"Is that so? Then let's go. I already have a suit in mind."

Fortunately, Ha-Ram didn't seem to notice and smiled at me.

Ch.253 - Date With Haram - Or Not - (2)
Eun-Ha was not in a good mood.
Despite trying not to show her discomfort on this rare date with In-Ha-Ram, her demeanor was completely transparent to In-Ha-Ram.

*I never dreamed Chae-Eun had those kinds of feelings for Se-Won.*

While she had been hesitating, Han Chae-Eun had made her move first. Eun-Ha felt ashamed of herself for being so indecisive and evasive. She regretted not being more direct when she first developed feelings for Kim Se-Won and confirmed his feelings.

*Come to think of it...*

Eun-Ha suddenly recalled that recently while working as Optima—specifically this week—In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun had subtly brought up topics related to Kim Se-Won.

When they asked about Kim Se-Won, she had pretended Optima didn't know anything, but now she realized she should have approached it differently. Looking back, they weren't asking Optima—they were signaling their own interest in Kim Se-Won. They were trying to confirm their own feelings by asking someone else.

*So, they're both interested in him too?*

Her chest ached.

"Is something wrong? Did you suddenly remember something you forgot?"

Just then, In-Ha-Ram's face suddenly appeared in Eun-Ha's field of vision.

"...Wha!? Ah, no. It's nothing. Really, nothing at all."

Eun-Ha waved her hands dismissively, pretending everything was fine. The beauty of In-Ha-Ram, the young lady of Cheonil Group, was enough to pull Eun-Ha out of her gloomy thoughts.

"Really? That's good then."

In-Ha-Ram smiled with her eyes, looking relieved. In her hand was a card she had just retrieved after paying at the tailor shop. They didn't actually need to choose a suit at the shop—they had already selected one and were just visiting to confirm some minor alterations.

*She doesn't seem to have noticed yet.*

It was also to observe Eun-Ha's reaction. As planned with Han Chae-Eun, Eun-Ha had successfully spotted the two of them pretending to be on a date.

The timing had been precise, following the exact schedule and route.

"By the way."

Since Eun-Ha had been like this ever since spotting them, In-Ha-Ram decided to push a little further.

"Don't you think Se-Won looks good these days? Not like his former clumsy, ordinary self, but like he's really become a man."

"W-what?! No, absolutely not! Se-Won still... that's right! He lacks muscles, muscles!"

Another overly sensitive reaction. In-Ha-Ram laughed inwardly while putting on a surprised expression, saying, "Is that so?"

"A-anyway, why are you suddenly interested in another man, Ha-Ram? Has your taste changed?"

Eun-Ha was trying desperately to change the subject.

"My goodness, how rude. My taste hasn't changed since I was nine years old. I like the person for who they are. Liking specific parts or aspects are just secondary emotions. As I've said many times, my love is different from what other children experience. I'm already moving with marriage as a premise."

In-Ha-Ram's words came out like machine gun fire. This was the only area where she was disorganized—her peculiar taste, her father complex. She would often defend herself by claiming this love wasn't affection toward a "father," but rather that the man she liked happened to be a father.

*I'm surrounded by so many unusual people.*

Two people immediately came to mind: In-Ha-Ram and Go Su-Ah.

Eun-Ha felt her jealousy melting away like snow. In-Ha-Ram's speech was shocking every time she heard it. A love that wasn't socially or morally acceptable—Eun-Ha doubted whether she could maintain it until the end.

It was a child's misunderstanding, confusing respect for affection. Someday she would understand true love. That's what Eun-Ha thought.

*Come to think of it, does that mean Ha-Ram is also a candidate...?*

Her heart sank. Though she had denied it earlier, doubt sprouted in her heart again.

Eun-Ha thought of all the girls around her.

Han Chae-Eun, In-Ha-Ram, Yang Se-Hee, Go Su-Ah, Chae Ji-Won, and others.
Every one of them was beautiful and charming in their own way. And even excluding Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram, they all had some connection to Kim Se-Won.

Eun-Ha felt a sense of crisis.
She couldn't just stay like this.
She became convinced that she needed to claim him before someone else did.

*No, I'm just being hasty. It's not yet time to be certain... Wait, didn't Ha-Ram just say Se-Won has become more manly? Other girls must have noticed that too...*

But she quickly shook her head. Having just escaped her worries, Eun-Ha had thrown herself back into them, bowing her head in contemplation.

"Come on, let's go. We were going to see a movie, remember?"

But there was no time for that.
Whoosh! In-Ha-Ram's face entered her field of vision again. Unlike before, In-Ha-Ram physically turned Eun-Ha's head.

Forcibly pulled from the swamp of her thoughts, Eun-Ha looked dazed.

"Huh? Oh... yeah. Right."

The two headed toward the movie theater they had reserved through their communication terminals.

As soon as they arrived at the theater, Eun-Ha wore a sullen expression.

*...They're here again.*

It was their second encounter.
Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won were selecting popcorn and drinks at the food court. Mainly, Han Chae-Eun was drooling and ordering everything in sight, while Kim Se-Won was shaking his head at the sight.

Throb!

Pain surged in Eun-Ha's chest again. Just watching them made her throat tighten.

Eun-Ha wished she could be by Kim Se-Won's side. She wanted to rush between them and shout that this was her place.

*No! Don't look! I'll just get strange thoughts! They might just be hanging out as friends! Right! Chae-Eun has always been physically affectionate! She even pushes her chest against me right away...!*

Eun-Ha shook her head vigorously and forcibly shifted her gaze. Her eyes landed on In-Ha-Ram, who was giving instructions through her communication terminal.

"I see. Understood. As I've said repeatedly, please tell the on-site staff that a thorough handover is essential. Yes. Good work."

Having finally torn her gaze away, the ache in her chest subsided slightly. But even with her eyes averted, the image of Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won remained in her mind.

*Will I even be able to focus on the movie...*

Eun-Ha prayed that the two wouldn't be watching the same movie as her.


* * *


*Of all the places...!!*

Eun-Ha thought her luck couldn't be worse. Unfortunately, Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won were sitting right in front of her.
Though she hadn't made eye contact with them, seeing Han Chae-Eun's physical affection toward Kim Se-Won right in front of her made her blood boil. She couldn't concentrate on the movie at all.

*And they had to choose a romance movie!!*

Eun-Ha trembled all over. It was her first date with Ha-Ram, but her mind was filled with thoughts of Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun.
Even as she reproached herself for this, her jealousy wouldn't subside.

Eun-Ha feared the atmosphere unique to romance movies—the kind that loosens the strings of reason in people's minds.

Just then, a scene entered Eun-Ha's field of vision.

"Mmph...!"

She widened her eyes and covered her mouth with both hands, barely suppressing the sound she was about to make.
Subtly, Han Chae-Eun's hand had come to rest on Kim Se-Won's hand, which was on the armrest.

Such a small thing, yet she reacted so sensitively.

*It's working well.*

A satisfied smile spread across In-Ha-Ram's face as she quietly observed.
The plan was succeeding.

Not too excessive.
Yet enough to keep scratching at Eun-Ha's insides.
To make Eun-Ha aware of her jealousy.
To feel possessiveness.
And eventually to reveal her feelings first.

She herself wasn't suited for the role Han Chae-Eun was playing. She had an image to maintain, and it wouldn't be good for the young lady of Cheonil to become the subject of gossip.
Above all, it didn't match her personality.

In that respect, Han Chae-Eun was perfect for this role.
She was naturally cheerful and uninhibited.
Her somewhat rough speech might be a flaw, but depending on the viewer, it could be seen as a charm.

Confirming that the operation was proceeding according to plan, In-Ha-Ram secretly operated her communication terminal while Eun-Ha wasn't looking.


* * *


Eun-Ha's next destination was a department store filled with clothing shops.

"Our store's 7777th customer of the weekend! Welcome!"

The words came from an employee at a newly opened Cheonil Enterprise clothing store, who greeted with a bright smile. Coincidentally, the words were spoken right in front of Eun-Ha.

Of course, she wasn't the one being addressed.

"To commemorate being our 7777th visitor, we present you with a gift certificate to a high-end restaurant! We hope you have a pleasant shopping experience!"

"Eek...!"

An extremely unnatural event. People passing by were whispering about the sudden implementation of such an event.
It was even more suspicious because the clothing section was handling a lingerie shop.

But these voices didn't reach Eun-Ha's ears. She was trembling and using all her strength to suppress her indignation.

*A high-end restaurant? For a date? Of all things?*

Everything felt unfair.
She wished she were the one standing there beside him.

*Why is Se-Won...!*

Moreover, Kim Se-Won didn't seem to mind the suddenness of it all and was smiling slightly. Eun-Ha found his behavior extremely disappointing.

Unable to completely hide her feelings, Eun-Ha hung her head and tapped the floor with her foot, expressing her discomfort.

"Wow! A high-end restaurant! Look what's written here! It's that place that sometimes appears on the internet! Really, really..."

To make matters worse, Han Chae-Eun deliberately raised her voice so those around could hear. Her voice was full of expectation.

*A date followed by a high-end restaurant... and then...*

Han Chae-Eun's voice served as a perfect trigger. Eun-Ha's mind raced.

A date between a man and woman. After a romantic restaurant, where would they go? Would they just part ways?

Eun-Ha's mind was spinning unusually fast.
The clothing store in front of her was a lingerie shop. A lewd, shameless, sensual place.

Kim Se-Won, intoxicated by the atmosphere of the romance movie, would be led there to see Han Chae-Eun's sexy appearance, then go to the high-end restaurant where the mood would intensify even further, and finally, where would they end up?

*Absolutely not!*

The image of a hotel flashed in Eun-Ha's mind. She desperately denied it. Yet even as she denied it, her mind vividly portrayed her fantasy.

Han Chae-Eun, fresh from a shower, approaching shyly with flushed skin.
Her violent bosom bouncing as she moved. And him falling head over heels for it...

"Huff... huff..."

Eun-Ha's patience was wearing increasingly thin.


* * *


Midway through the date.
Fortunately, Eun-Ha and In-Ha-Ram hadn't encountered the other two during lunch and had now arrived at a café.
It was a café highly recommended by In-Ha-Ram.

The inside of the café was extremely quiet. One would expect a café to have people chattering and making noise, but it was strangely silent.
To be precise, it wasn't noisy. The voices of people inside the partitioned areas could only be heard as murmurs.

"This is such an interesting place... it doesn't feel like a café."
"Places like this exist too."

Just because it's a café doesn't mean it has to be noisy. Still, Eun-Ha found it quite fascinating as she had never seen a café operating private rooms like this before.

"Well, there's an empty spot, so let's go over there."

In-Ha-Ram led Eun-Ha into a partitioned area.
As soon as they entered, they quickly decided on the menu and placed their order.

And then.

"Eun-Ha, what do you think of Se-Won?"

The sudden question was fired at Eun-Ha.

Ch.254 - Date With Haram - Or So It Was - (3)
"Eun-Ha, what do you think of Se-Won?"
"...Huh?"

In-Ha-Ram asked Eun-Ha with a smile in her eyes.
It was sudden. Yet it hit the mark, making Eun-Ha feel her heart sink once again.
Eun-Ha opened her eyes wide and thought about the meaning of In-Ha-Ram's words.

The meaning became clear quickly.
In-Ha-Ram's words seemed like she was directly saying, "You like Kim Se-Won, don't you?"

*What's going on? Ha-Ram likes Mr. Incheon-Yong. No, she loves him... So why does she keep asking? As if she's concerned about it.*

"Why, why so suddenly?"

Honestly, it didn't make sense.
She already had a man she loved, beyond just liking him, so why was In-Ha-Ram asking about Kim Se-Won? Eun-Ha deflected the question with another question.

"I just want an honest answer. Among the four of us who hang out together, Se-Won is the only guy, right? Well, I'm using Se-Won as an example, but wouldn't most girls be interested in romance talk? Who might be interested in whom."

She was gentle and kind. Yet there was subtle pressure. Eun-Ha felt that In-Ha-Ram's softly curved eyes were like those of a snake.
When she came to her senses, she'd be wrapped in a long body with no escape. The snake had already opened its mouth, approaching to devour its prey.

That's exactly how she felt right now.
In-Ha-Ram was the snake.
Eun-Ha was the prey about to be eaten.

"What does it matter? There's nobody else here anyway. Sound doesn't leak out well, and even if it does, it's just muffled voices. You heard it when we came in, right?"
"Ah..."

Eun-Ha quietly recalled the sounds she'd heard earlier. When they first arrived at the café, the murmuring voices.
She could hear people talking, but couldn't make out exactly what they were saying.

"Just because I only think about Papa... Dad, doesn't mean I'm not interested in these topics. Of course, no man I've seen so far has caught my eye."
"Really?"

Eun-Ha's face brightened.
If In-Ha-Ram's words were true, it meant one less potential rival.

"Hehe! You look visibly relieved. Are you that concerned about Se-Won?"
"Huh? No, no. When did I say I was concerned...!"

This was a lie.
Eun-Ha pressed her back firmly against the chair's backrest and waved her hands in denial.

Though she instinctively denied it, Eun-Ha acknowledged that she was concerned about Kim Se-Won, or rather, harbored feelings beyond mere concern.

"It's okay. I won't tell anyone. Not even Chae-Eun. You know I don't joke about these things, right?"

Her eyes had been smiling, but now the corners of her mouth turned up slightly too. Though the distance between them hadn't changed, Eun-Ha felt as if In-Ha-Ram had brought her face right up to hers.

*That's true. Yes. Ha-Ram isn't careless enough to casually reveal this kind of conversation.*

The trust she had in her friend somewhat lightened Eun-Ha's heart.
She could trust In-Ha-Ram. If it was her, and no one else, she wouldn't carelessly reveal anything.

"Well..."

And so, Eun-Ha opened her mouth.



* * *



Contrary to what Eun-Ha saw, Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won were not getting along well at all. They didn't show it openly in crowded places, but when alone, they had no reservations.

The next stop was a café. Han Chae-Eun had suggested they rest a bit since they'd been moving around a lot.
Upon arriving at the café, Kim Se-Won followed Han Chae-Eun into a room and sat down casually at the prepared four-person table.

"You're being really clingy today. Suddenly asking to go out, sticking close to me."
"Hmm? Ah~ Well, there's a reason. Just to be clear, it's not because I've fallen for you or anything."
"Ugh."

Kim Se-Won pretended to vomit while criticizing Han Chae-Eun. Han Chae-Eun was so pretty that one would never dare say she was unattractive.
The problem was that her companion was Kim Se-Won. They'd spent quite a long time together, and since he had another girl he liked, he couldn't be interested in her. If anything, her excessive skinship made him uncomfortable.

"No! A pretty girl like me is hanging out with you and giving you skinship, and that's your reaction? Other guys would go crazy for these two mounds! Didn't you see on our way here? All the guys checking me out? I'm Han Chae-Eun, the couple-breaker who destroys relationships just by walking by!"

Upset by his reaction, which went beyond indifference to disgust, Han Chae-Eun angrily lifted her chest that had been slightly hidden under the table, exposing it to Kim Se-Won.
The massive mounds moved up and down as her hands touched and shook them.

"Sigh. Fine, fine. Let's say that's true. By the way, what kind of café is this?"

Ignoring Han Chae-Eun who was passionately defending herself, Kim Se-Won looked around. A café made entirely of partitions—he'd never been to such a place before.
He didn't even know places like this existed.

"...It's a secret☆"

To Kim Se-Won's curious question, Han Chae-Eun averted her gaze slightly and answered in a somewhat cute tone. In fact, it was her first time here too.
This café was information that came entirely from In-Ha-Ram.

"Ugh, you trying to act cute makes you even more unpleasant."
"No! What's wrong with my face! I'm cute enough! And pretty too! It's just because Eun-Ha is around, but I can hold my own anywhere!"

She was right. The problem was just who she was talking to.
Kim Se-Won responded with a dismissive "yeah, yeah" while looking at the menu. Thanks to the concept of private spaces, each room had its own menu.

"..."

Glancing slightly, Han Chae-Eun confirmed that Kim Se-Won was looking at the menu. After her brief outburst, she had quieted down and was checking her communication device.

"You've been checking that a lot today. Waiting for someone? Maybe waiting for a message from your boyfriend?"

Kim Se-Won's gaze fell directly on Han Chae-Eun.
He looked at her wrist with a blank expression. He wondered if he was being used as a device to make her boyfriend jealous.

"No. It's not that... Got it!"

Han Chae-Eun answered while anxiously looking at her communication device. Soon, her expression brightened. She lifted her head and smiled mischievously.

Beep-

Suddenly, a beep sound echoed through the room.
Kim Se-Won quickly scanned the surroundings but couldn't see anything notable.

*What was that?*

Where did this beep sound come from?
The answer soon revealed itself.

"Come on. Move over. To the side. I'm going to sit there."
"What?"
"Just do it quickly."

Han Chae-Eun, still smiling mischievously, moved her seat and pushed Kim Se-Won to the inside.
Then she sat in the spot where Kim Se-Won had been sitting, her expression changing from playful to intrigued.

There was a small speaker attached to the place where Han Chae-Eun had been sitting until just now.

"That's..."
"Shh."

When Kim Se-Won discovered the speaker and tried to say something, Han Chae-Eun's hand firmly covered his mouth. She raised her index finger to her lips, signaling him to just listen.

After a few seconds had passed...

-Eun-Ha, what do you think of Se-Won?

At the voice from the speaker, Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.



* * *



"I, I like Se-Won too..."

Eun-Ha lowered her head and barely opened her mouth.
In-Ha-Ram was safe to tell. There was nowhere for it to leak. Yet Eun-Ha had to use all her strength to say these words.

"...Really? What do you like about him?"

It was a gentle voice.
A tone trying to extract information from Eun-Ha slowly, without rushing. In-Ha-Ram moved her seat with a gentle smile and sat down next to Eun-Ha.

"...First, he works hard. At everything. He's someone with clear goals."

In truth, she was long past the stage of being able to pinpoint exactly what she liked. Nevertheless, trying to answer the question, Eun-Ha recalled what she liked about Kim Se-Won.

"And?"
"He, he's really close with me. And... he accepted me too. And..."

Eun-Ha's words grew longer.
And. And. And.
Repeating "and" more times than she could count, she shared as much information as possible with In-Ha-Ram, and unknowingly, with Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won beyond the partition.
Of course, Eun-Ha had no idea that Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won were listening to her words.

After about 20 minutes—what felt like well over three hours to Eun-Ha—had passed.

"I see."

In-Ha-Ram smiled unusually broadly and happily. Her face showed satisfaction.

"Well... shall we go get dinner?"
"Already?"
"I'm getting hungry."

In-Ha-Ram glanced at her communication device and stood up.



* * *



"Ah."

A regretful exclamation escaped from Eun-Ha as she left the café. At the edge of her vision were Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won.
Unlike before, Kim Se-Won's face was flushed. And Han Chae-Eun was clinging tightly to him.

It looked like Kim Se-Won had fallen for Han Chae-Eun in that short time.
At least, that's how it appeared to Eun-Ha.

Jealousy boiled up in Eun-Ha's heart once again.

*No.*

Perhaps because she had just confessed her feelings for Kim Se-Won to In-Ha-Ram, she couldn't control her emotions.

A tear rolled down Eun-Ha's cheek.

*I liked him first.*

Her clenched fists trembled.

"You know what? They say in love, there's no such thing as friendship."

At that moment, In-Ha-Ram whispered in a voice full of joy. She was encouraging Eun-Ha. It didn't seem like something In-Ha-Ram, who was very close to Han Chae-Eun, would say.

Normally, Eun-Ha might have been suspicious, but right now she had no time for that.

*That's right. I liked him first. He's mine.*

Desire filled Eun-Ha's eyes. Unconsciously, she drew magic from her core, strengthening her entire body.

Tang-!

When she came to her senses, Eun-Ha was running. She was dashing like an arrow, quickly closing the distance between herself and Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won.

"I!"
"E-Eun-Ha...?"
"..."

In the blink of an eye, Eun-Ha stood before the two. Surprised by Eun-Ha's sudden appearance, Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won froze, staring at her. Han Chae-Eun had already moved away from Kim Se-Won.

Kim Se-Won was startled by Eun-Ha's sudden appearance.
Unlike him, Han Chae-Eun wore an expression suggesting everything was going according to plan, then smiled victoriously to further provoke Eun-Ha.

Eun-Ha clearly registered Han Chae-Eun's expression.

"...I like him more. I liked him first. I, I like Se-Won! ...So."

Eun-Ha bent her knees slightly.
Her bent knees gained momentum and shot forward.

"Ugh?!"

Whoosh-! Eun-Ha's figure brushed past Han Chae-Eun and disappeared. Hearing a short groan from beside her, Han Chae-Eun looked to her side.

Kim Se-Won, who had been next to her until just now, was being carried by Eun-Ha in a princess hold.

"I'm taking Se-Won with me."

After saying this, Eun-Ha jumped up from her spot and began moving in a certain direction.



* * *



"...Phew. Success."
"Good job, Chae-Eun. That direction... looks like the motel district."

Only after Eun-Ha was out of sight did Han Chae-Eun breathe a sigh of relief. In-Ha-Ram, who had followed behind, patted her shoulder in appreciation of her hard work.

"Ha-Ram, welcome. That was really nerve-wracking. It feels different from sparring. Ah! By the way! Let's go have dinner with what we received! This is real, right?"
"No. That's fake. I wouldn't waste Cheonil's assets frivolously."
"Huh?? Then? Then what about my luxurious dinner...?"

Han Chae-Eun visibly deflated when In-Ha-Ram boldly declared it was fake.
It seems Han Chae-Eun's excitement when receiving the high-end restaurant voucher wasn't entirely an act.

"Hehe! I'll treat you as a reward for your hard work. Let's go. I've made a reservation, and there's no dress code. Not when I'm with you."
"Wow! That's my Ha-Ram!"
"But will it be okay? With your appetite, it might be better to rent out an all-you-can-eat place."
"I, I sometimes want to taste fancy food too, you know."

Han Chae-Eun pouted. Seeing this, In-Ha-Ram chuckled and nodded.
Having successfully completed their roles, the two girls happily headed toward the reserved restaurant.

Ch.255 - Sewon And The Motel
"What should I do?"

I came to my senses faster than I expected.
Or maybe not so fast. When I regained consciousness, Se-Won and I were already inside a motel.
We even had a room booked.

"I can't believe Foriner helped us this much."

It was an unmanned motel, too.
A motel that Foriner had prepared for us on our way here.

The room was enormous. It seemed excessive for an unmanned hotel, but since Foriner was involved, his influence was probably at work.
I scanned the surroundings just by moving my eyes. The large bed where Se-Won was lying. And next to it...

"W-what is that...!"

My eyes fixed on one spot.
On the small nightstand beside the bed sat a box.

It was a box of commercial condoms. A bulk package of condoms. As if saying we could use as many as we wanted.

I turned my head with a creak.
Se-Won still looked dumbfounded. He was lying spread-eagle on the bed where I'd thrown him when we entered the room, staring at the ceiling.

I guess neither of us understood the current situation.

"F-first. We need to talk."

Right. I should confess first.
I climbed onto the bed and straddled Se-Won. My sudden action brought him back to his senses.

"I..."

Our eyes met as Se-Won looked up at me with a surprised expression. Because of that, I couldn't finish my sentence and closed my mouth.

No. This won't do.
It's now or never. I took a deep breath and squeezed my eyes shut.

"I l-like you...!"

I could feel my face turning red instantly. I wasn't a child, but just saying I liked him made my heart race uncontrollably.
And that wasn't all—after blurting out the first word, my voice dropped dramatically.

"Ugh."

I felt like I was going crazy from embarrassment. I quickly covered my face with both hands. My hands felt burning hot against my face.

"I-I'll shower first! Just so you know!"

Tactical retreat. I needed to use showering as an excuse to retreat temporarily. I needed to regroup.

Tap!

Just then, Se-Won grabbed my wrist. He was still looking at me with a dazed expression.

"I'm sorry."
"W-what are you sorry for...?"

This was sudden. What was he sorry for? Could it be that after today's date with Chae-Eun, he had completely fallen for her?
I looked at Se-Won with anxiety.

Then suddenly, my body lurched forward.

"Whoa?!"

Whoosh!

An invisible force pushed me. It was Se-Won's telekinesis. My body fell forward and landed right in his arms.

Thump! Thump!

I could hear a frantically beating heart through my ear pressed against his chest.

"Se-Won's heart is beating so fast..."

I recalled Se-Won's face that I glimpsed in that split second before falling. His face was flushed just like mine.

"I see."

Me. And Se-Won. We feel the same way. He definitely hadn't fallen for Chae-Eun.

"Hehe."

Relieved by this realization, I couldn't help but smile.

"I don't think I can hold back."

Se-Won's apology was for being excited by me, by this situation. Though he tried to speak calmly, his voice was filled with heat.
A sticky, hot passion entered my ears.

I was happy.
Se-Won was excited looking at me, not anyone else. I was so happy I couldn't express it in words—my body felt like it was melting.

Se-Won's hand slowly traced my back. My body trembled at the sensation felt through my clothes.

"He's trying to undress me."

I was happy but embarrassed. I buried my face in his chest from embarrassment.

"...No."

But that didn't last long. After collecting myself, I mischievously rejected his advances.

"You're mine, Se-Won. And today, I'm taking the lead."

I'm taking the lead.
Because I confessed first. Because Se-Won is mine.
I could feel the possessiveness overflowing in my chest, warming my entire body.

This would be my first time having sex.
But somehow, I felt confident it would be fine.
I used to be a man, after all.
I knew well how men experienced pleasure.

My thoughts drifted to the pile of condoms Foriner had prepared. I would put one on Se-Won's cock and take the lead to tease him.

"Hehe."

Giggling, I focused on the hard thing I felt against my lower abdomen.
It was Se-Won's cock. Growing bigger as he touched and caressed my body. It was twitching, as if begging to be released right now.
I deliberately pressed against it with my body, rubbing up and down.

"Ugh."

Se-Won's face twitched. He was responding.
The pressure from my weight plus my deliberate movements were stimulating him.

"I've got three more years of masturbation experience than you, you know."

I found his reaction cute. After giggling and stimulating his cock for a while, I sat up.
Still straddling Se-Won, I reached for my clothes. My face probably had a triumphant smile.

"Wait. Taking off my clothes here means..."

That smile didn't last long. My face burned hot. I realized that if I undressed here, Se-Won would see my entire body.

"I-I'm not mentally prepared for that yet."

I gently reached to the side. I gathered magic at my fingertips to give them physical force.

Click.

Then the extended threads of magic touched the switch and turned off the lights. The room was instantly plunged into darkness. Fortunately, it was already evening outside.

"T-today I'm taking the lead! Y-you just enjoy the sensations!"

With the darkness, my shame disappeared and my pride resurfaced. With my enhanced vision, I could clearly see Se-Won.

Rustle, rustle. My clothes fell away from my body. I could feel the room's air touching my skin.
I must be sensitive from excitement.

I removed my clothes, then my bra, and finally my panties. My completely naked body began to catch the faint moonlight.

Undressing wasn't over yet.

"Hehe...!"

A confident smile escaped me. Now it was Se-Won's turn to be undressed.
I undid his belt and unbuttoned his pants.

Ziiip-

Then as I lowered the zipper, I could see Se-Won's cock bulging prominently against his underwear.

"I wonder if I'll be good at sucking cock...?"

I felt slightly anxious, never having imagined I'd one day be sucking a man's cock. Still, my hands kept moving.

I crouched down like an animal and pulled down his underwear—

Thwack!

"Ugh?!"

Something heavy hit my face.

"...Huh?"

What just happened?
I couldn't tell.

The moonlight that had faintly illuminated my vision disappeared. Something massive was twitching and covering half my face. No, maybe more than half.

"Is this Se-Won's arm...?"

Did he cover himself in the meantime? No, that's impossible. This is his cock.
Se-Won's cock.
And it's incredibly thick and hard.

"I said I couldn't hold back."
"Mmph?!"

While I was dazed, Se-Won moved. His thick hands pulled me close. In an instant, my body shifted, and he kissed me.

"Mmm... mh!"

His tongue parted my lips and entered. A sound escaped me without my realizing. Se-Won's tongue was greedily exploring my mouth.

After our tongues intertwined briefly, he caressed my entire mouth as if savoring it.

"I... I said I'd take the l-lead...! Mmm...!"

Se-Won's eyes, glimpsed briefly, were gleaming. His thick fingers traced down my waist to caress my buttocks.
Like a snake, his fingers slithered and teased my buttocks. Sometimes gently cupping them, sometimes sliding down to my thighs.

Each time, my body twitched. It was different from when I touched myself. At least three times—no, five times more sensitive.

It felt like my entire body had become an erogenous zone.
The difference was dimensional.
Surrendering to that pleasure, I embraced Se-Won.
His other hand, which had been around my waist, also moved down to caress my buttocks.

Slurp. Slurp, sluuurp.

The wet sounds struck directly into my head. Not through my ears but directly into my brain. It was just Se-Won's tongue moving in my mouth, but I felt like I was floating. Like I might melt away.

"Mmmm?! Mh...!"

Just when I thought I wanted to stay like this forever, Se-Won's hand, which had been caressing my buttocks, suddenly slipped into my pussy.
I could feel Se-Won's lips curling upward.

His lips moved away from mine. A long thread of saliva stretched between his tongue—which had been intertwined with mine and exploring my mouth—and my lips.

Se-Won lowered his head and took my nipple in his mouth.

Slurp- suck.

"Hnn, mh, ah...!"

With a wet sound, my nipple quickly hardened. Each time Se-Won moved his tongue and sucked my nipple, pleasure-soaked sounds escaped me.

Squelch-

"Aah?!"

Suddenly, my body shook violently.
Se-Won's fingers, which had been exploring my pussy, randomly hit my weak spot.

"How much have you been masturbating?"

With a sly smile, Se-Won withdrew his hand from my pussy.
His fingers, pulled from my pussy, were coated with my juices—my love fluids formed long threads before my eyes.

"N-no...! No, really. Really..."

My face grew so hot that I hung my head. Two glistening threads in the moonlight.
I resented my pussy for so easily allowing entry after just a little caressing from Se-Won. My pussy was slowly dripping love fluids onto Se-Won's lower body, showing how much it had been anticipating this.

"I... I just used you for... um, three times..."

I could feel my voice getting smaller and smaller. Three times. I had used Se-Won, who was just a friend and not even my boyfriend, as masturbation material three times.
I was embarrassed about that.

"..."

Se-Won silently watched me. Was he really watching? It was dark, so he probably couldn't see me clearly.

"Ah..."

Se-Won slowly embraced me. Like something precious, gently, warmly.

"I'm going to put it in."
"...Huh?"

My eyes widened. Se-Won's arms withdrew and firmly gripped my thighs. My body was lifted.

"Wait, S-Se-Won's cock is...!"

The enormous shadow I had seen earlier flashed in my mind. It was monstrous. In contrast, my pussy was so inadequate. My weak pussy couldn't possibly win against his cock.

His fearsome cock touched my pussy. A fierce heat transmitted from his cock to my pussy and through my body. Se-Won's cock was twitching, searching for its entry point.

"Th-that's... that's not it...!"

Se-Won's cock stimulated me as it moved back and forth between my vaginal entrance, urethra, and around my clitoris. Just grazing my clit sent sensations that made my body tremble.

Once, twice, three times.
With each repetition, my body trembled more. I hugged Se-Won tighter, clinging to him.

"Now I'm really putting it in."
"W-wait—mmph!"

Shlooop!

"Ah, ah♡"

My body shook violently as I felt my insides being filled. My hymen tore in an instant, allowing his cock to invade my pussy.

An unknown pleasure rose from below, striking my head. Just one penetration brought the pleasure that would have taken dozens of minutes or hours of masturbation.

"Ngh...!"

Se-Won was trembling too. I could see him frowning, resisting the pleasure.

"Not yet, I can still move, still take the lead...!"

I tried to pull his cock out of my pussy. With a squelching sound, the sensation of being filled disappeared, followed by lingering pleasure.

"Ah, no♡"

When I had pulled it out about halfway, my body trembled on its own. Just as I felt pleasure when it entered, similar pleasure washed over me as it withdrew.

"Hiyuk?!"

Shloop!

My legs gave out completely, and Se-Won's cock thrust into my pussy in one go.

"This isn't what I meant♡ to do♡"

Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!

Perhaps angry at my attempt to move on my own, Se-Won grabbed my buttocks and bucked his hips. My mind was becoming a mess from his relentless cock.

Click.

"Ah, mmm...! Aah♡"

Suddenly, my vision brightened. I squeezed my eyes shut against the blinding light, but excited moans still escaped me from the rushing pleasure.

"S-suddenly...! Mmm♡ What...!"

When I finally opened my eyes, Se-Won was wearing a mischievous smile. He had used his telekinesis to flip the switch.

"W-wait...! Hah, mh, mmm♡"

The pistoning became more intense. My body had no chance to adapt to the pleasure. I could only collapse under the mounting ecstasy.

"Condom! I forgot the condom...!"

"S-Se-Won♡ This, this isn't right...!"

A surprisingly lewd voice escaped me. Drooling saliva made my voice sticky.

All strength left my body. My body shook violently.
I could feel a massive tidal wave of pleasure I had never experienced before about to crash over me.

"Mh, ah♡"

I could still turn back now. But if I experienced this, I would never be able to return to the mindset I had as a man.
My instincts warned me.

"Se-Won♡ I, mh, love youuuu...!!"

But I had no time to respond to such instinctual warnings.

I felt pleasure surging like a tidal wave. My inadequate pussy made no attempt to hide its weakness and was completely at the mercy of Se-Won's cock.

"W-wait... wait...! No, don't...!"

The afterglow of pleasure was long. No, there wasn't even time for that. Se-Won wasn't satisfied yet. His cock, now even harder, mercilessly pounded my pussy.

"Hnnaaah♡♡"

Splurt-!

Se-Won's semen gushed out and hit my womb. An even greater pleasure than before washed over me, scrambling my mind.

"Con... condom... we should have used one..."

I barely managed to speak between gasps.
But it was too late.

"Haa...! Haa...! Haa...!"

I panted as I felt Se-Won's semen filling my womb.

Thankfully, I was far from my period.

"...Huh?"

Just then, I felt Se-Won's cock swelling thickly again. The cock inside my pussy showed no signs of tiring.

"L-let's... let's rest a bit...! I just came not long ago♡"

Se-Won truly was a beast.
A tireless beast.
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When I came to my senses, I found myself on a bed. I tried to clear my foggy mind and recall what had happened.

Chae-Eun had suddenly suggested we go out. Today, she had been unusually clingy toward me. Her tone was the same as always, but her behavior was different.

*To think it was because of this.*

As time passed, around when I vaguely realized something was off, Eun-Ha appeared before me. Eun-Ha, with tears streaming down her face, burning with jealousy and possessiveness. My heart raced at the sight.

*"I like you more. I liked you first. I, I liked Se-Won first!"*

Her words that followed sounded like a desperate cry. It was almost like a child throwing a tantrum. Nevertheless, I found that side of Eun-Ha endearing.
Was it because I loved Eun-Ha? I wasn't sure.

One thing was certain—right now, Eun-Ha and I were alone in some nameless motel.

Eun-Ha looked around with a dazed expression. Upon spotting me, she shifted her gaze slightly and jumped in surprise.

*"...Ha."*

Following her gaze, I was equally shocked. There was a box filled with countless condoms.

"F-first. I have something to say."

After staring at the condoms for a while with her mouth open, Eun-Ha finally seemed to regain her senses and approached me. As she climbed onto the bed, her scent grew stronger.

I wanted to push her down right then. I wanted to show Eun-Ha, who had revealed her possessiveness toward me, that I felt the same way.

"I..."

Our eyes met. She seemed to be trying to say something while fidgeting, but when our eyes locked, she lowered her head deeply.

"Y-you! I like..."

Within ten seconds, Eun-Ha raised her head again. Her face instantly turned red. Her voice started strong but quickly dropped to a whisper. She was so adorable I wanted to embrace her right away.

"Ugh..."

Truly, truly.
The desire to take Eun-Ha according to my desires—the slimy, boiling desire in my chest—was going wild.
I had to hold back. I had to.

Repeating "hold back" countless times in my head, I gazed at Eun-Ha, who was covering her face with both hands.
Unable to control my own face, a pleased smile formed naturally.

"...I-I. I-I-I-I'm going to shower first! Just so you know!"

Thud!

Red-faced Eun-Ha sprayed her scent like pheromones as she expressed her feelings.

Perhaps because of that, I unconsciously grabbed her wrist as she tried to get off the bed.
It was hard to hold back.
To be honest, I felt like I might barge into the shower and pounce on her once she started.

She probably wanted to shower to prepare herself mentally, but that made it even more dangerous.

"Sorry."
"W-what are you sorry for...?"

So I apologized. It was my selfish desire, but I couldn't let Eun-Ha shower. She looked uneasy at my words.
Fair enough, it was sudden. There was room for misunderstanding.
According to In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun's plan, Eun-Ha must have seen Chae-Eun and me together several times.

So, I decided to show her directly. I pulled Eun-Ha's wrist forward. Afraid of hurting her by just pulling her wrist, I also gently pushed her back with telekinesis.

"Waah?!"

Whoosh!

Her small frame fell right into my arms. She was truly tiny. So delicate that it felt like she might break if I applied any pressure.
At the same time, I felt an indescribable adorableness. This must be what they call being love-struck. That must be it.

Eun-Ha placed her ear against my chest and listened to my wildly beating heart.

Her startled expression gradually softened. The corners of her eyes and lips turned up slightly.

"Hehe."

It was a loose smile. A relieved smile. A smile that knew the truth after hearing my heartbeat.
And it was also a smile that threatened to steal my reason.

"I don't think I can hold back."

I had been restraining my words until now. I had been careful not to reveal my dirty desires, but this was something I felt I had to say.

Eun-Ha seemed to welcome my words, still smiling broadly. She even relaxed her body, entrusting herself to me.

Eun-Ha.
The strong Eun-Ha, beloved by many.
She entrusted herself to me.
The girl I had cherished in my heart for so long loved me and was physically expressing her desire to have sex with me.

I felt blood rushing to my lower body at that realization. It was an excitement I had never felt before. Eun-Ha's scent, filling the room, seeped into my body.

Thump! Thump!

Eun-Ha must be hearing this heartbeat too.
While suppressing my desire that was about to burst, I moved my arm to undress her.

"Mmm..."

Eun-Ha's faint moan seeped into my ears. It was an erotic sensation that could melt my brain. As if unaware she had made such a sound, Eun-Ha buried her face in my chest. I noticed her ears had turned red too.

"...No."

Suddenly, Eun-Ha gently pushed me away. Her still-red face wore a mischievous smile.

*How cute.*

I watched Eun-Ha's actions quietly, finding her deliberately triumphant act adorable.

"Se-Won, you're mine. Today, I'll take the lead."

Then she clung to me again.

"Hehe."

No, she deliberately pressed her lower abdomen against my lower body. And moved her body up and down. My erection, filled with blood, twitched against Eun-Ha's body.

"Ugh."

It was a different kind of stimulation. Perhaps because it was Eun-Ha doing it, even this simple stimulation felt intense.

I could see confidence building in Eun-Ha's face.
She raised herself up, straddled me, and made a motion to remove her clothes.

Then suddenly her face reddened again, and she looked around frantically, not knowing what to do.

Click. Suddenly, the room's light went out. Eun-Ha's figure was hidden in darkness.
She had turned off the light. With an amazingly high level of mana control, she had turned off the room light.

*If I slowly draw up the mana in my core with my eyes...*

I want to see Eun-Ha's body.
This desire burned in my chest. Physical enhancement, especially enhancing senses like hearing or vision, is an extremely difficult technique unless you're a physical enhancement ability user.

Nevertheless, I succeeded.
My enhanced eyes captured Eun-Ha, faintly illuminated by moonlight.

"T-today I'll take the lead. Y-you just feel it!"

Whether she knew I could see her or not, Eun-Ha pointed her finger at me as she spoke. She had turned off the light because of the shame of showing her naked body.

*So cute...!*

So I decided to pretend I couldn't see.
Just like I pretended not to know that Eun-Ha and Optima were the same person.

*Wait, that means...!*

Yes. Optima. It's Optima. Optima is Eun-Ha and Eun-Ha is Optima.
Though they look different, the current situation is no different from Optima undressing herself...!

In the past, I might have felt a slight guilt about thinking of another woman in front of Eun-Ha, but now it was different. It was actually exciting.

Optima's true identity, known only to me.
The person having sex with that Optima is me. The person Optima loves is me.
A fire was lit in the furnace of my chest. The blazing furnace sent blood throughout my body. My body instantly heated up.

Rustle, rustle.

Eun-Ha's undressing, live before my eyes.
It was on a completely different level from the glimpses I'd caught of her underwear or bra before.
Eun-Ha's skin, faintly glowing in the moonlight, was so tempting. I wanted to lick it right away.
Eun-Ha mumbled as she slowly undressed. Though hesitant, her hands didn't stop removing her clothes.
She seemed excited by the fact that I was right in front of her, even with the lights off.

Black bra! Black string panties...!
As I poured more mana into my eyes, my surroundings became even clearer. It was the triumph of desire.

"Huhu...!"

Unaware that I could see her, Eun-Ha wore a confident expression again.

Eun-Ha took a cat-like posture. Kneeling, she lowered her body. Then she reached out to me.
Eun-Ha's hands undid my belt and unbuttoned my pants.

Ziiip-

She then pulled down the zipper and completely removed my pants.
Now only my underwear remained.

My erection swelled even more at the fact that Eun-Ha was undressing me with her small hands.

After only my underwear remained, Eun-Ha hesitated briefly. Then, squeezing her eyes shut, she reached out and—

Thwack!

"Ugh?!"

She was hit by my penis as it sprang from my underwear.

"...Huh?"

I could tell from her voice what expression Eun-Ha was making. My exposed penis was proudly more ferocious than anyone else's. Just slightly smaller than the black penises in AV.

In other words, it was a weapon to Eun-Ha.
It was also what would enter Eun-Ha's pussy. For that, I needed to caress her sufficiently first.

"I said I couldn't hold back."
"Mmph?!"

I reached out and embraced Eun-Ha. Her skin felt soft and warm under my palms. It was also smooth.

"Mm... ah!"

Not satisfied with that, I kissed Eun-Ha. Having practiced many times, there were no mistakes.

I licked Eun-Ha's soft lips with my tongue before extending it inside. Eun-Ha's saliva was sweet. Sweeter than any drink I had ever tasted, it excited me.

Slurp. Slurp.

Wet sounds filled the room. Not content with exploring Eun-Ha's tongue, I coated her entire mouth with my saliva.
Eun-Ha is mine.
Expressing my greed, I marked even the inside of Eun-Ha as mine.

"Ah, mm, mmm...!"

Eun-Ha's body twitched every time I explored her. Sweet moans escaped from her mouth. Even though we were just kissing, I could feel Eun-Ha's body heating up.

She's feeling it.

That thought loosened the strings of my reason. Instinct urged me to move more, to break Eun-Ha down.

"I... I said I'd take the lead...! Mmm..."

Tears flowed from Eun-Ha's eyes. She seemed quite frustrated. Finding that adorable, I explored her mouth more thoroughly.
I took all of Eun-Ha's saliva and filled her with mine.

"Ah...!"

Eun-Ha's body twitched again. Because I was stroking her buttocks with my other hand. The buttocks I had only seen before were beyond imagination.
Her large buttocks, disproportionate to her frame, twitched every time I touched them. The skin was chewy, asking for more touch.

Here, I also felt mischievous. I didn't want to do as Eun-Ha wanted.
To make Eun-Ha yearn, to make her want me more, I moved my fingertips to just brush against her buttocks.

"Slurp, mmm..., slurp."

Eun-Ha's body was too honest.
Every time I touched her, every time I teased her, she moaned and trembled. My tongue prevented her from saying what she wanted to say.

I could see Eun-Ha's eyes gradually melting. They had completely fallen.
The part of her that had weakly remained "male" completely melted away, and Eun-Ha became a woman.

My woman!

Eun-Ha surrendered her body. With her delicate arms, she embraced me, demanding more kisses.

Slurp. Slurp, slurrrp.

Wet sounds endlessly echoed in the room. Thanks to Eun-Ha embracing me, my freed arms also caressed her buttocks.

"Hick...! Haah...!"

The melted Eun-Ha let out suppressed moans every time I caressed her buttocks. No, she couldn't make proper sounds because my mouth was blocking hers.

Eun-Ha (Optima), who could never win against me physically, was surrendering to me in bed.
I was winning.
My penis throbbed.

Then it was time to taste her pussy too. To insert my penis, I needed to loosen her up a bit.

For her first experience to end well, so I could explore Eun-Ha more in the future.

"Mmmm?! Mm...!"

Eun-Ha's body trembled greatly, as if surprised. While trembling, she embraced me more tightly.

*Is this... a pussy...?*

I was equally surprised. As soon as I inserted my finger into Eun-Ha's pussy, I was shocked.
And delighted.
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Eun-Ha's womanhood accepted my fingers too easily. Her wetness drew them in, almost sucking them inside.

But once they were in, that's when the problem started.

*I can't pull them out...!*

Part of me didn't want to withdraw, but more importantly, Eun-Ha's body wouldn't allow it. While her exterior was so soft, inside she was incredibly tight. My fingers, which had entered so easily, were now gripped firmly by her walls.

And all the while, she kept squirming. Her body was telling me to replace my fingers with something else, making me feel just how pleasurable she could be.

I understood what Eun-Ha was feeling, how much she wanted me. Without realizing it, the corners of my mouth curled upward.

"Hah...!"

Our long kiss finally ended, and I pulled away from Eun-Ha. A thin strand of saliva connected our tongues.

Eun-Ha looked incredibly erotic with that slight distance between us. Her face, illuminated by moonlight, had a faint blush. I wanted to take her right now. I wanted to make her moan even more.

Desire fueled me.

But I had to hold back.
Eun-Ha was small. And she had a womanhood that was trying to squeeze me. For her to accept me, she needed more preparation.

Slurp- suck.

I lowered my gaze and took her breast into my mouth. I rolled her pink nipple with my tongue and sucked on it.

"Mmm, ah, ah...!"

With each movement of my tongue, her nipple grew larger and harder.

"Hik...!"

When I gently bit it with my teeth, a sweet moan escaped her lips. As I continued nibbling, my free hand stroked her womanhood.

Squelch-
Squelch squelch squelch squelch!

No, just stroking wasn't enough. I curled my fingers and pushed them back inside her, repeating the motion over and over.

Each time, something resilient inside Eun-Ha touched the tips of my fingers.
Her hymen.

It was proof that no one had ever entered her before.

"Ah?! Hik, mmm...!"

Every time I teased her, Eun-Ha's body trembled more intensely. She was feeling it. Eun-Ha was feeling it. My desire swelled to the point where I could no longer hold back.

*Is it here?*

At one particular spot, when I touched a certain part of her inner walls, Eun-Ha's body quivered subtly.
I realized immediately.

This was her weak spot.
If I focused here, Eun-Ha would be completely defenseless.

*That's strange...*

But what was strange was that there wasn't just one or two such spots.
Everywhere I touched seemed to be sensitive.

The idea that women have difficulty feeling pleasure was complete nonsense.
...Perhaps Eun-Ha was just built this way.

I could have continued teasing her, but I withdrew my hand. My fingers emerged from Eun-Ha's soaking womanhood.

As they came out, they created a long strand similar to before.

Slurp, I licked my wet fingers, and my body grew hotter. It wasn't just that I was excited; there was something in her wetness itself that aroused me.
I was certain of it.

She was a bold woman.
Her entire body was designed to seduce men.
Someone might say her appearance wasn't their type, but after tasting her, they'd surely change their mind.

But Eun-Ha is mine. I won't give her to anyone.
And for that, I'll push myself harder.

"How much have you been touching yourself?"

As I vowed not to share Eun-Ha with anyone, I smiled slyly.
The fact that my fingers entered her so easily was evidence that Eun-Ha had pleasured herself quite a bit.
She must have released so much wetness because she knew what pleasure felt like.

"N-no...! No. Really. Really..."

Eun-Ha waved her hands dismissively and hung her head low.
Her body trembled, unable to overcome her embarrassment.

"I, I just... with Se-Won, just tw... no, three times..."

Eun-Ha's voice grew quieter as she spoke.

What?

My eyes widened. I stared at Eun-Ha blankly with my mouth open.

*I, I just... with Se-Won, just tw... no, three times...*

I repeated what Eun-Ha had just said in my mind.
With Se-Won.
Three times.

These words stood out clearly in my mind.

The fact that Eun-Ha had pleasured herself thinking of me.
Of me, not anyone else.

My rationality crumbled.

"..."

I couldn't hold back anymore.
This was Eun-Ha's fault.
She was begging me to take her with her entire body, and I'd be a fool to just stand there.

"Ah..."

Nevertheless, I embraced Eun-Ha slowly. Her body, damp with sweat from who knows how many times she'd felt pleasure, radiated warm body heat.

And I prepared myself mentally.

"I'm going to put it in."
"...Huh?"

Ignoring Eun-Ha's surprise, I grabbed her thighs.

Lift her up! And thrust!

I no longer rejected my desire. My erect manhood rejoiced.

My body, enhanced with magical power, lifted Eun-Ha easily. She was flustered and didn't know what to do.

Yet she was also expectant.
She brought her hands to her chest and looked down to where my manhood was.

I wanted to shatter her expectations.
I lowered my arms as if I was about to thrust into her, then stopped. My manhood touched her womanhood.

Slide- slide-

I massaged her entrance with my tip. I stimulated her by moving back and forth between her opening, her urethra, and her clitoris.

It felt maddening. I remembered how her inner walls had felt around my fingers, and I wanted to thrust into her immediately.

"Mmph...!"

Every time my tip touched her clitoris, Eun-Ha let out a soft moan. If she had so many sensitive spots inside, how much more sensitive would her most exposed weak point be?

"Th-there... not there...!"

Eun-Ha's patience seemed to have reached its limit. So had mine.

"St-stop teasing...! P-put it... in..."

My tip was already wet with the fluids flowing from Eun-Ha's womanhood. This made the back-and-forth motion even smoother.
After doing this several times, Eun-Ha pleaded in a small voice.
My heart pounded heavily.

Perfect.
Now Eun-Ha was completely conquered.
I had defeated Eun-Ha (Optima)!

It was a joy that made my soul tremble. Eun-Ha, speaking with a wet voice on the verge of tears, looked incredibly lovable.

"Now I'm really going to put it in."
"W-wait—mmph!"

Thrust!

I knew where the entrance was. Abandoning all gentleness, I pushed my manhood in.
The hymen I had felt earlier gave way and I slid deep inside.

"Mmm, ah♡"

Even Eun-Ha's voice changed.
It resembled the moans of Don-Hil that Foriner had shown me, which I had only glimpsed briefly.

Eun-Ha trembled, drooling slightly. She was immersed in the afterglow of pleasure.

"Ngh...!"

And I felt a pressure far greater than what I had felt with my fingers.
It was as if her walls were alive. Countless folds wrapped around my manhood, trying to squeeze out my seed.

Squeeze-

Sensing an opportunity, Eun-Ha tried to lift her hips. I, who had been resisting the initial sensation, grimaced again as my manhood caught on her inner folds.

"Haaah♡ Ah, it didn't work♡"

Slide!

"Hik?!"

But Eun-Ha couldn't completely remove me from her. Her legs gave out, and my manhood slid back in.
Eun-Ha's body trembled again.

I gritted my teeth and looked at Eun-Ha. Unable to swallow her saliva, it dripped from the corner of her mouth.
I moved my hands from her thighs to her buttocks and gripped them tightly.
Then I thrust my hips forcefully.

"Th-this wasn't what I♡ intendeeeed♡"

Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!

Pleasure surged. I could see Eun-Ha's stomach bulging slightly from my size.
It felt like I was doing something forbidden, and that sense of taboo made me thrust my hips even harder.

Squelch squelch squelch squelch!

"N-no♡ Se-Won, ah♡ nooo♡"

Every time I thrust, Eun-Ha opened her mouth plaintively. While saying no, her inner walls squeezed me tightly, trying to extract my seed. Her words and actions were completely contradictory.
Now Eun-Ha's words sounded like she was begging for more.

"Se-Won♡ Yes♡ Ah♡"

The more I thrust, the louder Eun-Ha's voice became. She arched her back like a bow multiple times, tightening her womanhood.

Now she no longer resisted. Rather, as if she had realized something, she began to move her hips in rhythm with my movements.

*She's a natural at this.*

Eun-Ha had a talent not just with her body but with her instincts for squeezing men dry.

*I want to see Eun-Ha in the light.*

Click.

So I turned on the light with telekinesis. Then, using not just my hands but also my telekinetic power as another arm, I thrust into Eun-Ha even more vigorously.

"Ah, mmm...! Aah♡"

I saw Eun-Ha squeezing her eyes shut at the sudden light. Yet she continued to moan uncontrollably.
In the artificial light, Eun-Ha's sweat glistened. Her disheveled blonde hair was visible.

"Sud-suddenly...! Mmm♡ What...!"

I wanted to torment her more.
My desire to see Eun-Ha suffering, to see her immersed in pleasure, grew stronger.

Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!

"W-wait...! Hah, mmph, mmm♡"

I thrust even more violently with my enhanced strength. I wanted to rob Eun-Ha of any composure, to make her surrender her body completely to me, so I thrust relentlessly.

"Se-Won♡ N-no, this isn't...!"

"No" meant "more" in this context.
Every time Eun-Ha's small body moved up and down, her breasts moved in the same way.

"Hyah♡"

I gently caressed her nipples with telekinesis. All my training was paying off.

"Mmm♡ Ah♡ Aah♡ More♡ Moooore♡"

Eun-Ha's voice grew even more lewd. Earlier she had said no, but now she was being completely honest. She didn't even realize she was moving her hips.

"Hah♡ Hah♡"

Slurp-

She seemed to have completely forgotten her earlier protests. Eun-Ha approached me and kissed me of her own accord. This time, Eun-Ha's tongue entered my mouth. She mimicked exactly what I had done.

Eun-Ha's saliva entered me.

"Mmm♡ Mmm...♡"

Squelch squelch squelch squelch

All the while, she didn't stop moving her hips. The sound of wet flesh continued endlessly. Eun-Ha, tightly embracing me, was lost in pleasure as she moved on her own.

"Mmph, ah♡"

Eun-Ha's kiss was brief. As soon as she pulled away, she let out a heated moan.

"This isn't right...♡ Hik♡"

Once again, Eun-Ha said it wasn't right.
Of course it was right. I thrust my manhood into Eun-Ha's womanhood even more roughly.

Squelch squelch squelch squelch!

I thrust more fiercely, more intensely.
Soon after, Eun-Ha's body began to tremble.

"Mmph, ah♡ Aaaah♡"

I felt something massive approaching. Eun-Ha was about to climax.
It was her peak. Eun-Ha's inner walls squeezed my manhood even more tightly.

"Se-Won♡ Mmph, I, I love youuuu...!!"

Eun-Ha shook her body and shook my heart.
Love.
Yes. I felt the same.

To the point where I wanted to pour out all my seed.

"W-wait... wait...! N-no...!"

Squelch squelch squelch squelch!

And now it was time to release my seed.
Eun-Ha, having regained her senses, tried to stop me, but I continued thrusting. I would pour it into her womb. With the sole intention of making her carry my child.

Then the feeling of climax rose.

Throb, throoob-!!

"Hnnngaaaah♡♡"

Seed erupted from my manhood. It gushed out so much that I wondered if it was really mine.
Eun-Ha's womb was filled with my seed. Even then, Eun-Ha seemed to be feeling pleasure, as she let out another heated voice.

"Hik, mmph♡ No♡ Waaay♡"

The seed I released while thrusting filled Eun-Ha's womb to capacity and beyond. Eun-Ha's stomach swelled slightly, and seed flowed out from her womanhood.

"Con... condom... should have used one..."

Eun-Ha leaned against me and spoke. Panting, her body twitching, she spoke softly.

*Ah...!*

Only then did I remember. The numerous condoms placed beside me.

But it was too late.
Since it was already too late, I felt like doing more.

"Hah...! Hah...! Hah...!"

Eun-Ha, who had been leaning against me and panting, raised her body. With unfocused eyes and a dreamy expression, she gazed at me intently.

Squeeze

With trembling hips, she barely managed to pull out my manhood. My seed flowed from Eun-Ha's womanhood.
And then, like before, Eun-Ha faced my manhood in a cat-like posture.

"Hehe... Mmm-"

And Eun-Ha's mouth took in my manhood, which was mixed with seed, her fluids, and blood, in one go.
Slurp, I trembled at a different pleasure than before.

*Cleanup fellatio...!*

Despite this being her first time, Eun-Ha was incredibly lewd. Without hesitation, she sucked my manhood, swallowing the remaining seed in my urethra and the fluids on my manhood.

"How ish it?"

Then she pulled her mouth away and stuck out her tongue with a "heh."
My seed swirled on Eun-Ha's tongue.

I can't take it anymore.
I absolutely won't let her sleep tonight.
I'll make her recover even after being filled with all my seed, and I'll continue to explore her.

It was a moment when the thread of reason was completely lost.

My manhood expanded again. Was it my imagination, or did it seem even bigger than before?

"...Huh?"

Eun-Ha looked at my manhood and my face alternately with a blank expression.

I guided Eun-Ha with telekinesis. I pulled her so that her buttocks faced me.

"L-let's... let's rest a bit...! I just climaxed not long ago...!"

This was Eun-Ha's fault.
This time, I would ensure that Eun-Ha couldn't move her hips. I alone would move and take her.

"You♡ beast♡"

I looked at Eun-Ha's buttocks and her womanhood, from which seed was flowing, and thrust my manhood in.
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In Eun-Ha's private room at The Front Line.

"Ugh."

Having come to The Front Line on Sunday and finished all her duties, Eun-Ha sat on the bed hugging her knees.

*I've gone crazy. Really, really...!*

It was because of what happened with Kim Se-Won last night—or more precisely, what continued until this morning. Eun-Ha buried her face in her knees, overwhelmed by what might be self-loathing or some other indescribable emotion.

*It was my first time and I did all that.*

First time.
They say your first experience is usually just painful and then it's over, but for Eun-Ha, it was the opposite. It felt too good. So good that she nearly lost her mind. Even now, she still felt something lingering in her lower abdomen.

*Was I always such a lustful woman...?*

That's why she felt ashamed. Even while being played with by Kim Se-Won, she had done everything she could. Everything she had ever fantasized about, seen in adult videos, or that suddenly popped into her head!

For those hours their bodies were joined, she had been like an unleashed beast. Because of that, Eun-Ha couldn't properly look at Kim Se-Won's face all day today.

"Oh my god!!"

Eun-Ha flipped over and started pounding her innocent pillow.

With her face bright red, Eun-Ha didn't know what to do as memories of last night kept flooding back.

"Haa... haa..."

After thrashing the pillow for a while, Eun-Ha closed her eyes tightly.

"Right. I'm dating Se-Won now. We're going to keep doing this anyway. What's the point of worrying about it now?"

Her heart was racing.
The pounding in her chest at the fact that she was dating Kim Se-Won. For Eun-Ha, the phrase "dating Kim Se-Won" had a wonderfully pleasant ring to it.

What would happen from now on?
How would they date?
Should they tell their class they were dating?

Many thoughts crossed Eun-Ha's mind.

"..."

Having finally calmed down, Eun-Ha quietly turned on her communication terminal and opened the contacts app.

[Kim Se-Won]

Just his name written in her contacts. Eun-Ha wasn't particularly planning to call him.

Just.

[Se-Won♡]

She changed the name in her contacts and

[Nickname: Mine]

Added a nickname.

"So... how should I react to Han Jae-Yu now?"

Taking her eyes off the terminal, Eun-Ha stared at the ceiling and imagined.

Kim Se-Won had also shown interest in Han Jae-Yu. Since Eun-Ha knew that Han Jae-Yu and herself were the same person, it didn't really matter, but there was still the issue of social perception. No matter how much they tried to hide the fact that she and Kim Se-Won were dating, it would eventually come to light.

"Alright."

Eun-Ha suddenly wanted to ask Kim Se-Won if he would firmly love only her.



* * *



Evening, after sunset.
While changing clothes in his room, Kim Se-Won suddenly began to pay close attention to the magical power contained in the core in his chest.

"I never expected this..."

After completely changing his clothes, he placed his hand on his chest. Inside the core, the magical powers of Don-Hil, Seo Hye-Ji, Hong Yu-Jin, and Eun-Ha were coiled together.

Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his surprise at this phenomenon. He was well aware that Eun-Ha and Optima were the same person. But he never imagined that by having a relationship with Eun-Ha—such an intense one at that—the magical powers of Eun-Ha and Optima would merge.

"Should I say we have good compatibility? Or good chemistry?"

Kim Se-Won recalled their relationship from last night until morning. It was like animal mating. That was the only way to describe how excited Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha had been. Was it because Eun-Ha had healed him? He could confidently say that wasn't the case. Kim Se-Won had seen Eun-Ha use healing magic many times before. The pure white magical power that dwelled in Eun-Ha's hands when healing people—it hadn't appeared last night.

It wasn't because Eun-Ha had healed him; there was another reason.
Moreover, another thing that surprised Kim Se-Won was the fusion of Optima and Eun-Ha's magical powers.

"Increasingly... it felt like Eun-Ha and I were becoming one."

He closed his eyes and recalled the sensation. Their bodies joined from dawn until morning. And during that time, something had "connected" between Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won. It wasn't an illusion—the feeling of connection was unmistakable.

"So this is proof that Eun-Ha and Optima are indeed the same person."

And through that connection, Eun-Ha's magical power had flowed into Kim Se-Won's core. The incoming magical power mixed with Optima's power that had been sleeping in Kim Se-Won's core, as if they had always been one.

But they weren't completely mixed.
If Optima's magic was black, Eun-Ha (Virginia)'s magic was pure white. These two colors weren't fully fused but were flowing together, trying to mix.

Kim Se-Won's eyes briefly glanced toward the wall. The magical power of Eun-Ha inside his core was indicating the direction where Eun-Ha was.



* * *



On the rooftop of a building at The Front Line. As darkness had completely fallen, the lights illuminating the fortress dimly lit Optima's figure. A faint and delicate appearance that seemed like it might disappear if you closed your eyes. Optima was fidgeting in this light, looking at Kim Se-Won.

Kim Se-Won, who had taken the alias Astra Alpha, thought:

*She's really nervous.*

Optima kept glancing at Kim Se-Won, showing signs that she had something to say. Her small mouth opened and closed three times already.

"Alpha. You know."

Only on her fourth attempt did Optima finally speak, her face showing a slight blush as she narrowed the distance with Kim Se-Won, her eyes filled with curiosity.

"I heard you're dating Eun-Ha now?"

She took a step forward with her hands behind her back. Optima's face came right up to Kim Se-Won's.

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu were sisters—Optima was still maintaining this setup. To maximize this, she revealed an expression tinged with jealousy. Her face seemed to ask, 'If you were going to date Eun-Ha, what was with your attitude toward me?'

"...Did Eun-Ha tell you everything about yesterday?"

Kim Se-Won paused to choose his words before speaking.

*It seems she doesn't know that I've figured out her identity. She also doesn't seem to know that Eun-Ha and Optima's magical powers have merged.*

Until now, Eun-Ha had been troubling him through her Optima persona. Kim Se-Won thought it was now his turn to tease her, so pretending not to know, he suddenly moved his face close to Optima's.

"?! D-don't suddenly come so close!"

She hastily backed away. Optima's heart was already racing just from being alone with Kim Se-Won, whom she liked.

*I-if he gets that close again, it won't be good.*

Her heart was pounding. It felt like it might burst. She quickly touched her face with both hands and found it completely red, as expected.

"A-anyway...! J-just. That's it. Eun-Ha was in such a good mood for some reason. When I asked, she said she was d-dating y-you..."

Her voice grew progressively quieter. Embarrassment washed over Optima like a wave.

Kim Se-Won took a step forward, and Optima took a step back in response. The closer the distance, the clearer last night's memories became.

"S-so that's why I asked!! I don't know anything about last night!"

Optima shouted. No matter how you looked at it, she clearly knew what had happened last night.

*Of course you would. You experienced it firsthand.*

Kim Se-Won tightly held back the muscles of his face that were trying to break into a grin. Optima's actions were too cute. So cute that he wanted to tease her more.

"Yes. It's as Eun-Ha said. If you don't know, there's nothing I can do, but since last night, Eun-Ha and I have been dating."

Hmph, Kim Se-Won raised the corner of his mouth and spoke with a somewhat confident tone.

"I've liked her for a while. And I'll continue to like her."

Yet he was serious.
At Kim Se-Won's words, Optima felt like steam might come out of her face.

"Anyway...! Let's end this conversation here! T-today we're going to be doing something really dangerous."

This was disadvantageous.
For some reason, she felt demoted to a subordinate position in her conversation with Kim Se-Won.

*If I were Eun-Ha instead of Optima... this wouldn't have happened. ...Still. I'm glad.*

Optima felt her heart racing as she hurriedly turned her back.
Despite her face burning with embarrassment, she also felt relieved. Her chest felt warm.

With her back turned, grinning broadly, Optima waited for the portal to Mt. Tae-San to open.



* * *



Today too, Deltar, the monster blended with the strange rocks, sensed that the promised time was approaching.

Smoothly, the magnificent muscles twitched, and the muscular figure emerged from the rock.

The week Optima had promised. Long if you think it's long, short if you think it's short. Thinking about how many of his brethren had suffered during this week, he couldn't help but lament. However, looking at it differently, even with a month of effort, he might not have found the villain's laboratory on his own.

"The time has come, my brethren."

He can't "take" his brethren with him. That was part of the agreement with Optima. On the other hand, "salvation" is possible.

Salvation from pain. Taking their last breath.
Since the goal was to give them peace by taking their lives if they couldn't be saved, Deltar had no particular complaints.

"Hmm...?"

Suddenly, Deltar looked to one side.
Two beings were approaching him. From what he could sense through the earth, it was Optima and her companion, Kim Se-Won.

"Hoho... I see."

After a few minutes, when the two revealed themselves, Deltar nodded with a broad smile.

*They've mated!*

The faint scent of magical power emanating from Optima and Kim Se-Won. Although there was no particular smell from their bodies, the scent of magical power couldn't be hidden.

Optima's scent was exactly mixed with Kim Se-Won's. Evidence that two compatible people had mated for a long time. And evidence that the two could give their hearts to each other, with the female offering herself to the male.

*The male seems to be stronger in bed.*

Even among monsters who believe in instinct, fate, and destiny, this phenomenon was not common, so the fact that it appeared in these two humans meant they had exceptionally good compatibility.

Although it was irritating that the male who should lead the female was much weaker than her, this male was still young. If he doesn't die at the hands of monsters or villains in the future, he might achieve remarkable growth.

*Then he needs more muscle growth!*

Deltar thought about telling Optima that "he needs to be trained more."



* * *



After joining up with Deltar, Optima headed straight for the waterfall at the foot of the mountain.

"Is there something inside this waterfall?"
"That's right."

Inside the waterfall, which was making a loud noise as it fell, there was a small cave. It was a small cave that would be cramped if two or three people entered.

A place with no special features except for being inside a waterfall. Secret, but with nothing there—Deltar, who had searched the mountain several times, couldn't understand why Optima had brought him here.

There wasn't even an entrance to a secret place, after all. The investigation was already complete.

"Just watch."

Snap!

Looking at Deltar's puzzled expression, Optima lightly flicked her finger.

Black magical power flowed from the tip of Optima's finger. The magic, in the form of a thin thread, began to trace along the wall.

"To enter this place, a special procedure is needed."

After saying this, Optima glanced at Kim Se-Won.

The gimmick of this secret passage was similar to one that "Eun-Ha" and Kim Se-Won had experienced before. Mt. Tae-San, Park Sang-Heon. It was the gimmick used to enter the secret place he used as a laboratory inside the academy.

*Perhaps Park Sang-Heon was involved here at some point.*

Turning her gaze away from Kim Se-Won, Optima began looking for the five markings that would serve as reference points.
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The threads that Optima extended from her hands swept through the entire cave before coming to a stop one by one.

"Found it."

After the last thread stopped, Optima calmly announced the end and lightly scanned the surroundings.

*It's really similar.*

It closely resembled the method Park Sang-Heon had used to open secret passages. There were slight differences, but not many.

Optima moved the five markings scattered throughout the cave into the grooves she had just found while scanning the area, connecting them with magical energy.

Boom—

A sound came from far away. The sound of something opening from the depths of another space. Though the ground didn't shake, the sound of something large moving reached them as a massive portal began forming in front of the three people, including Optima.

"Hmm..."

Deltar narrowed his eyes as he examined the portal.

*They've taken our technology. Who could it be? The one Melissa made contact with?*

The Gresorian technology, the Gate System.
A spatial transportation method used to open portals to human territories to reduce the overpopulated numbers of their kind. The portal that appeared before them closely resembled the Gate System.

The opening of a gate meant disaster for humanity, but for Gresorians, it wasn't particularly impressive.
It was little different from illegal dumping of trash.

*It's not particularly important technology, but... I didn't expect it to be used like this.*

Deltar was genuinely impressed.

He was only concerned that the Villain Association was using this technology rather than humans.

*It must be Melissa. Despite declaring war on us, he still hasn't made a direct move.*

While Deltar was lost in thought looking at the portal, it fully activated.

"Let's go."
"...Huh?"

Optima and Kim Se-Won hesitated despite the portal opening. When Deltar, who had been deep in thought, extended his foot first, they were startled.

*Just like what happened to Se-Won last time...!!*

If you're not the one who opened the door, the portal rejects you. Previously, Kim Se-Won had been rejected by a portal and suffered badly.
If it had been Optima instead of Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won would have struggled considerably until Eun-Ha arrived.

They were worried about this, but Deltar was casually extending his foot.

"What are you doing?"

Deltar, who had confidently stepped forward with half his body already inside the portal, gestured for the two to follow.

"L-let's go."
"Okay."

It seemed there wouldn't be a rejection reaction like last time.

Optima took Kim Se-Won's hand with a dazed expression and moved toward the portal.

*Eun-Ha, you're planning to hide it, right?*

It was such an unconscious action that Kim Se-Won was worried about how well Optima would be able to hide it in the future.

"Hmm."

After stepping into the portal, they found a path that split in two. Deltar, who had entered the portal ahead of them, was scratching his head in contemplation.

"What if we just break through the middle to make it one path?"
"...That's a good idea?"

At Deltar's casual remark, Optima's eyes sparkled. It was a suggestion she hadn't imagined.
If the path was divided in two, why not just destroy the wall between them!

"As expected of Deltar."
"Heh, this is nothing."

Deltar shrugged at Optima's praise. Even he thought it was a genius idea.

"No. We can just split up."

Kim Se-Won, the only one capable of normal thinking, barely suppressed a sigh as he voiced a rather sensible opinion.

"That's also an option."
"As expected of Se-Won."
"Then, I'll take the left."
"Then we'll take the right."

Looking at the two who got along so well, Kim Se-Won realized anew that when fools gather, only foolish ideas emerge.

"Hup...!"

Flex!

Having decided on his direction, Deltar lowered his body and tensed his legs. His thick thigh muscles expanded dramatically.

Boom!

"Woooooah! My comrades!! Deltar is coming!!"

Crash! Bang!

Despite his posture suggesting he might launch himself forward in one go, Deltar charged ahead rapidly, stomping the ground with both feet.

"..."

At the noisy advance, Optima and Kim Se-Won watched the space Deltar had passed through with deflated expressions.

"...He's really a monster, right? Not some washed-up comedian in costume."
"He's definitely a monster."

Having seen Deltar several times, Kim Se-Won still found it hard to believe that guy was a monster.

Boom! Crash! Boom!

Deltar continued forward with a tremendous racket.

"I think that side was the trap."
"Yeah."

Optima raised the corner of her mouth at the loud noise that reached where she stood. She thought there was no way the path with so many obstacles could be the right one.

"Phew."

As the thunderous noise gradually faded away, she let out a short sigh. Optima gently closed her eyes, opened them, and looked at Kim Se-Won.

"Do you remember when we raided the villain hideout before?"

Optima carefully opened her mouth. Concern was evident in her voice.

"...When I was overwhelmed by emotions?"
"Yes. Today, you might see something equally unpleasant. So be careful. No matter what happens, you can't get excited. No matter what terrible and despicable things you see, you need to calmly assess the situation and respond."
"I understand."
"A-and...! Especially, there will be many monsters here, so... be careful. You never know. I don't want to see you get hurt."

They're researching monsters here.
There will be various kinds of monsters.
They must never let their guard down.
Optima spoke with a serious look, then slightly blushed and averted her gaze.

"...That's what E-Eun-Ha asked me to tell you. I-I... her boyfriend is worried..."

Then she continued in a small voice, as if making an excuse. The way she fidgeted with her fingers while speaking made it obvious these weren't someone else's words, but her own.

"I think it's fine if you just say it yourself."
"Y-you...! That's cheating! I'm telling Eun-Ha!"
"Is it~?"

Finding her quite adorable, Kim Se-Won chuckled as he stepped forward.

Click!

""Huh?""

It was a strange sound.
Like pressing a switch on some mechanical device.
Optima and Kim Se-Won simultaneously looked down. Part of the stone floor was unnaturally depressed.

Rumble-!

The floor rumbled.
Something was collapsing.

Optima and Kim Se-Won looked at each other at the same time.

"Aaaaaaaaaah?!"

With a swoosh! sound, both of them suddenly sank downward.


* * *


"Ugh!"

Kim Se-Won groaned as he barely opened his eyes. It seemed they had fallen from quite a height, as he felt a throbbing pain in his back.

Conversely, he felt a warm and familiar sensation on his chest and stomach.

"Mmm..."

It was Optima.

*That's right.*

Kim Se-Won recalled what happened when they fell.
When the floor suddenly collapsed and they fell, he had embraced Optima, who was flailing in mid-air, as they went down.

*No major injuries.*

As Kim Se-Won gazed down at the unconscious Optima, he checked his own body.
He felt a throbbing pain in his back, but it wasn't serious. It would heal with a little rest.

*The feeling of holding her is similar, but she's bigger than Eun-Ha.*

Realizing the situation wasn't serious, Kim Se-Won leisurely savored the sensation of embracing Optima.

Eun-Ha and Optima.
Kim Se-Won realized that although they were the same person, their bodies were different. Optima had larger breasts than Eun-Ha.

"Ugh, mmm..."

As he lightly explored her body, he found that the shape and size of her pelvis were generally the same. Only her facial features were slightly different from Eun-Ha's, along with differences in her eyes and hair color.

*Despite differences in appearance, the content is the same, so people who know would notice.*

Kim Se-Won smiled contentedly as he enjoyed the feel of Optima. This was making the pain in his back feel better.

"...W-what?!"

Just then, Optima regained consciousness and opened her eyes wide. Coming to her senses, she realized she was pressed up against Kim Se-Won, with almost no distance between them.

"G-get away! You have Eun-Ha!"

Optima struggled with a flushed face. She still didn't know that Kim Se-Won had figured out her identity.

"Ah~ Sorry. I can't move. Haha. My back hurts. I think I fell badly earlier."

Kim Se-Won answered with a casual laugh. He had already anticipated Optima's reaction.

"Fell badly...?"

Optima felt a chill run through her body. The blood drained from her face, making her dizzy.

Spinal injuries can cause paralysis of the limbs, and back injuries are surprisingly common in the hero industry.

Nowadays, facilities are equipped to perfectly treat spinal injury-related disabilities, so it's not a big problem, but this place was a villain's laboratory.
Even with a back injury, it would be difficult to escape, and there was no way to treat it.

*Should I try using healing magic...?*

Optima felt her heart sink as she considered it. She could now use healing magic even as Optima.

However, the problem was that Kim Se-Won would likely notice. Healing magic was practically exclusive to Eun-Ha (Virginia).
If Optima used healing magic, it would immediately reveal that Eun-Ha and Optima were the same person.

*W-well, Se-Won is a trustworthy person, and I haven't played any major pranks so far...*

Optima's mind raced. The karma she had accumulated wasn't that great. Kim Se-Won was her boyfriend and a trustworthy colleague.
She wondered if it would be okay to tell Kim Se-Won directly.

*Besides, if Se-Won can't move, I'll have to fight while protecting him. It might be dangerous in a place like this!*

Optima quickly listed all the reasons to reveal her identity to Kim Se-Won.

Squeeze!

"Ah?!"

At that moment, Kim Se-Won's hand grabbed Optima's buttocks. Reflexively, a suggestive sound escaped from Optima's lips.
Memories of last night flashed back immediately. The intense, animalistic night.

"Ah, sorry. My back is injured, so I moved without thinking."
"R-really...?"

Kim Se-Won casually made an excuse while savoring the feeling of his fingers digging in. It was definitely the same as Eun-Ha's buttocks.

*Well, even I think I'm a pervert.*

He found it strange that he was thinking about touching Optima in this situation. Thanks to last night's experience, he felt like he had become a man.

His self-esteem had grown, and his inhibitions had disappeared.
Even though they were alone, his inhibitions had disappeared too much, but he figured he could adjust that gradually.

*My woman. The woman I want to approach. The woman I want to protect.*

Kim Se-Won looked down at Optima, who was contemplating with a serious expression, and smiled contentedly.

"I think it's starting to feel better now..."
"Really?!"

When he spoke softly, she jerked her head up and asked several times if he was really okay. Optima even reached out to stroke Kim Se-Won's back.

*She's cute.*

Kim Se-Won was so proud of himself for having such a girlfriend.

Just then.

"Who are you big brother and sister?"
"?!"

A cheerful voice called out to the two of them. The owner of the voice was quite young. It sounded like an elementary or middle school student.

Optima, who had been stroking Kim Se-Won's back, was startled. Kim Se-Won, who had been embracing Optima, hurriedly got up.

Light seeped into the dark room. The silhouette of a girl in a pure white dress was clearly visible as she stood with her back to the light coming from outside.

"You two look really close."

Regardless of their surprise, the suddenly appeared girl spoke casually with a bright smile.

Ch.260 - Laboratory Infiltration (3)
Optima carefully observed the girl who appeared before her.

*Dolly?*

She immediately shook her head.
No. It wasn't Dolly.
Though she looked identical and was at the same stage of development as Dolly, this wasn't her.

There was something suspicious about her aura. It was terrible.
And eerie.
Something that shouldn't be approached, something that evoked revulsion.

It was a strange sensation to feel such horror from a brightly smiling girl. Even so, Optima remained vigilant.

*Where on earth am I?*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won scanned their surroundings. He'd been so distracted by Optima that he was only now taking in their location.

"!!!!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.
The area was filled with piles of corpses.
Former villains. Dead monsters, clone girl corpses, remains of something between human and monster.
Some were just fragments, others cut in half. Very few remained intact.

Even the spot where he had been resting his back was merely a relatively clean corpse.
He and Optima had been together on top of a dead body.

Kim Se-Won felt his hair stand on end.

The disorderly, scattered corpses reminded him of a disposal site. Perhaps this truly was a place for discarding useless corpses.

"Who... who are you?" Optima asked cautiously, gulping.

"Me? Poppy!"

The girl, Poppy, answered with a bright smile. With her hands behind her back and her beaming expression, she looked every bit like an ordinary young girl.

*Poppy??*

But to Optima, that appearance felt distinctly different. Like watching a manipulated video.
It wasn't realistic.

*People don't usually name their children Poppy... Even as a nickname, it's strange.*

It was a name for something other than a human. Yes, a pet. Poppy wasn't a name one would give to a young girl.

*I see.*

Kim Se-Won looked at the brightly smiling Poppy and understood roughly what was happening.

Of the two paths they'd seen when first entering the portal, Deltar had taken the correct one.
They, who had drawn the losing lot, had fallen into this disposal site.

*That girl came to dispose of us.*

This girl, Poppy, was tasked with handling Optima and Kim Se-Won, who should have become waste but had survived by chance after falling onto the pile of corpses.

The villains didn't bother with losers who drew the short straw. They just left it to that girl.

*What on earth is she? A monster? A monster wearing the disguise of a girl? What exactly...*

The aura emanating from the girl was unmistakably that of a powerful being. Kim Se-Won felt his chest tighten from the powerful energy the girl unconsciously emitted.

Optima was also a girl and a strong being. But the energy Poppy emitted was extremely alien. That's why it felt so repulsive.

"By the way, big sis and big bro came from outside, right? I see~"

Regardless, Poppy made a somewhat mischievous expression while smiling with her eyes. She rested her chin on her index finger, appearing to be in thought for a moment.

"Hmm~ Then, wanna play with me? I've been super bored. If big sis and big bro tell me about the outside, I'll pretend I didn't see you! I'll even show you around!"

Though her aura was unlike that of a young girl, her words matched perfectly with one.

She appeared innocent and compliant while subtly asserting her superiority.

*Will this be okay?*
*...Probably.*

Optima and Kim Se-Won exchanged glances.
Though they felt uneasy, there was no immediate hostility. There was also no sign of anyone else behind Poppy.

And Poppy was being capricious.

"Alright. ...Big sis will tell you."
"I have quite a lot to talk about too."

Fighting would be justified. The girl before them was undoubtedly an enemy.
But they didn't know the internal situation of the laboratory well. In that sense, her capricious offer to guide them wasn't a bad proposal.

"Really? Really really? Huh? You have to keep that promise, okay? Promise? Pinky swear."

Poppy was overjoyed, almost jumping. No, she actually did jump up and down with sparkling eyes. There was no deception in this action.
Even if her essence was extremely alien, Poppy genuinely had curiosity about the "outside world."
This was also one of the reasons why Poppy frequently visited this disposal area.

The expectation that there might be survivors among the intruders.

After always encountering dull and boring humans, Poppy was in quite a good mood with the appearance of Optima and Kim Se-Won.
It wasn't strange for her to be capricious.

"Yes. Let's pinky swear."

Pretending to lower her guard, Optima approached the joy-filled Poppy.

*She's definitely dangerous.*

As she got closer, a strange smell stung her nose.
She approached knowing that even if her finger got cut off, it would grow back, but she felt an instinctive revulsion.

It felt like the faint smell of decaying corpses.
Though it wasn't actually present, Optima sensed it.

"Then let's go outside since it's dirty here! It's a perfect opportunity since the other men seem busy right now!"

Excitedly hooking her pinky finger and shaking it vigorously, Poppy hummed a tune as she led the way.

"...How does she seem to you?"
"Dangerous. But I don't think she'll harm us right now."

Kim Se-Won nodded at Optima's words. Though there were many suspicious aspects, Optima's opinion was quite reliable.

Whirr- Whirr-

"This sound..."
"Oh, this? Probably because of big sis's companion? That's why the men are busy."

Poppy casually opened a large iron door after passing through the disposal area door. Immediately, a loud alarm pierced their ears.

[Intruder alert! A monster, an A-class monster at that! All combat-capable personnel assemble at Area A-2 immediately!]

An urgent middle-aged man's voice followed.
Intruder, A-class monster. It meant Deltar had successfully infiltrated.

The building shook, and the sound of something breaking could be heard from afar. He was clearly causing havoc right after infiltrating.

"Hum, hum, hum~"

Regardless, Poppy was in a good mood, skipping ahead. She didn't particularly care if villains died.

"You know, I've always dreamed of having a job as a guide?"

Every time Poppy moved, there was a faint sound of chains. This sound was drowned out by the surrounding noise.

"Ah! Here! Want to come over here?"

She suddenly stopped and turned around. Poppy waved her hands, urging the two to hurry over.

The place Poppy pointed to was an isolated room. A place separated from others. There was also a faint scent of night flowers.

*This is...*

Optima frowned, guessing what this place was. It resembled a place she'd seen in monster nests or bases.

"This is the breeding ground! Want to go in and take a look? Ah, but no experiencing it. Your head will get messed up from the pleasure and you won't be able to escape. You'll become stupid."

As the two approached, Poppy flung the door wide open.
Inside was a kind of laboratory. It was designed for research and monitoring the inside situation, with a one-way mirror installed.

Someone who managed this place must have been here, but they had long fled due to the alarm.

Poppy, taking their place, operated the terminal with familiar hand movements. The reinforced glass became transparent, revealing the situation inside.

"There are quite a few kids who look like me. Look! There! Her stomach is bulging as she gives birth to a monster."

Poppy pointed at a clone girl, laughing as if it wasn't her business. The girl had lifeless fish eyes and wore a weak, "hehe" smile.
The monster that emerged from her belly immediately pounced on her and mated with her.

"........"

Optima and Kim Se-Won were speechless.
The inside that Poppy showed wasn't just one clone girl. There were numerous beds. Bulging bellies could be glimpsed.

And that wasn't all. Nearby, regardless of gender, people were panting and moving their bodies.
The two saw wombs giving birth to monsters after receiving seeds from male monsters, and seed pouches injecting seeds into female monsters.

"This, this is..."
"A monster breeding ground."

Unlike Kim Se-Won who couldn't continue speaking, Optima tried to maintain her composure. Through the speakers, the sound of obscene squelching and faint moans continuously flowed.

Though it would be horrifying for a young girl to see, Poppy nonchalantly shared her thoughts and turned her back.

"They say they adopted the monster's method. The downside is that only monsters are born. But they use this to combine monsters with clones. Or people! Though there are tons of failures!"

Clap!

She clapped her hands together and explained enthusiastically.

"Look! There are so many failures here too."
"A-Amazing..."
"Yes. Amazing."

Forcing themselves to respond, they scanned the surroundings. All sorts of grotesque things floated in glass tanks.
Something that had almost become human, eyeballs protruding because eyelids couldn't cover them, shark teeth jutting out from torn facial skin around the mouth, something covered all over with carapaces.

Evidence of attempts to fuse humans and monsters was visible everywhere.

*This is insane.*

Kim Se-Won barely managed to suppress his nausea.
The Villain Association was a group where many madmen gathered. Even knowing this, actually witnessing the atrocities made him want to vomit.

Evil people who shouldn't exist in the world. Devils who shouldn't be shown any mercy. The Villain Association was humanity's pus, humanity's enemy.



* * *



"This is where I was born!"

Poppy's tour continued after leaving the breeding ground.

*Is he okay...?*

Optima glanced at Kim Se-Won. He clearly didn't look well. They had visited three places so far, and each one was a site of inhumane atrocities, so it was understandable that he was distressed.

For Kim Se-Won, who was still just a student, these places must be mentally excruciating.

"Here, I was mixed with the original! Ah, the original is still inside me... but I ate her! Now she's tucked away in a corner of my consciousness and doesn't come out! Her spirit broke! So this body is completely mine now! I was generous enough to leave all traces of the original, though!"

"Her spirit broke...?"

"This, and this, and this are all the original's parts!"

Poppy pulled up her thin dress and pointed at various parts of her head and body. Essentially, it was every part except her arms and legs.
Every time she moved, there was a clank, clank sound of chains.
These were traces of training embedded in parts of her body.

*Original... could it be?*

Optima's eyes widened.
Poppy, who resembled Dolly.
The "original" Poppy mentioned.

This meant that the "original" of the clone girls now constituted Poppy.

"It's understandable! After all, the men thoroughly crushed the original. Body and mind, they stuffed her with every experience one wouldn't normally have at this age."

Poppy's expression changed. Her mouth corners pulled up as if sneering at the original.

*Different from the expression she's shown so far.*

That must be the "real" Poppy. The persona she'd been acting as until now was the original's true personality. Suddenly, the fusion of monster and human they had seen earlier flashed in Optima's mind.

"That means, could it be... you too?"

"Yes! I'm Poppy, the laboratory director's pet!"

Poppy introduced herself again with a bright smile.

Beep- Beep-

Just then, the choker around Poppy's neck began to flash.

"Ah, my master is calling. Was the monster too difficult for the men to handle alone? Really, I was in the middle of giving a tour."

Poppy puffed her cheeks, not hiding her disappointment. Then she put her index finger to her cheek and tilted her head.
It was exactly the kind of action a child would make.

"Wait here. Got it? I'll be back soon after taking care of this, and then we'll continue what we promised earlier, okay?"

Poppy turned her back as if nothing had happened.

"Haa... Haa...!"

Only after Poppy disappeared could Kim Se-Won finally breathe properly.
He collapsed onto the floor, gasping for breath to supply his oxygen-deprived body.

Cold sweat poured down in a short time.

*I need to get up...!*

He could only hear his heart pounding. His body wouldn't move properly.
Everything he had been suppressing burst out.

"It's okay. I'm here with you."

Optima embraced him from the front. She felt Kim Se-Won's rapid breaths as she gently patted his back.

This could happen.
She was only accustomed to it because she had seen so much during her five years at The Front Line and her activities as a magical girl.

"Think of me as Eun-Ha, and just relax."

*You are Eun-Ha...*

He felt Optima's gentle hand stroking his back. He wanted to object right away, but he didn't have the strength.
He had tried too hard to suppress his rising nausea.

*How pathetic.*

He felt pathetic. The fragile girl, Optima, seemed unfazed, while he was making a fuss, which hurt his pride.

"Hmmph-"

As Optima approached, Kim Se-Won unconsciously took a deep breath.
The scent he inhaled lingered inside his body. Strangely, smelling Optima's scent immediately calmed him down.

"Should I offer my lap as a pillow...? If it's just for a moment, you can rest."

Optima's tone conveyed genuine concern. But Kim Se-Won silently shook his head.

"I'm fine now."

In less than a minute, Kim Se-Won rose while still embracing Optima. He wasn't completely recovered yet. But his body was manageable.
Driven by his pride and not wanting to be a hindrance to Optima any longer, he forced his body to move.

Ch.261 - Laboratory Infiltration (4)
Suddenly, eyes that had been closed for a long time opened.
Hong Yoo-Jin stared quietly at the dark ceiling with open eyes, then blinked a couple of times.

"Hehe..."

She savored the memory engraved in her mind with a satisfied smile. It was a vision of watching Eun-Ha that had suddenly appeared while she was unconscious.

*You've changed a lot, Eun-Ha.*

This vision was, of course, Foriner's doing.
It had provided great pleasure during a time when she was unconscious, endlessly adjusting and observing her body.
It seemed somewhat shameless and frivolous. She worried about them getting together so directly after becoming aware of each other, but interfering that much would be overprotective.

Unless they completely crossed the line, Hong Yoo-Jin had no intention of interfering. She only wished for Eun-Ha to safely overcome the coming trials and find her own happiness.

"How does it feel to open your eyes after so long, contractor? It was somewhat faster than I expected."
"Well, it's thanks to you. I saw something really nice. Thanks to you, I feel like I could fly. A great burden has been lifted."

Hong Yoo-Jin opened her eyes slightly and spoke in a pleased tone.
Foriner had somehow appeared by her side, but this had been commonplace until a few years ago. She was so accustomed to it that it no longer bothered her.

"Thanks to me? Hmm... It seems providing a sort of entertainment to prevent boredom was quite helpful. I can only feel proud."
"This auntie put in some effort because she wanted to see her daughter's face quickly."
"Isn't 'auntie' a bit premature for someone still young?"
"My body is still young, that's true. I'm talking about my age."

Hong Yoo-Jin, who rose from the bed, appeared to be in her early to mid-twenties. Her actual age was XX years old. It was an age shrouded in mystery, but Foriner treated it like a taboo subject.
He deliberately avoided thinking about it.

"Nnngh! Indeed, there's nothing wrong."

She checks her body condition while stretching in various directions. Given her unique body, there was nothing wrong with it.
If she had been left bedridden for a long time, her muscles should have atrophied or her skin should have festered, but she showed no abnormalities.

This was the body of a magical girl.
A body that could always maintain optimal condition as long as she had her core and magical power.

"Well then, shall I get back to work after so long? Our daughter keeps going to such dangerous places without hesitation."
"Will you be alright? Your existence might be discovered."

Hong Yoo-Jin recalled the last scene she had witnessed in her consciousness. A laboratory she didn't recognize. But it was a place she had suspected existed somewhere.

And a place that exuded an ominous atmosphere at a glance. She didn't know how that troublemaker monster had ended up there, but if things went wrong, not only that monster but also Eun-Ha (Optima) and Kim Se-Won could lose their lives in an instant.

"It's fine. During my sleep, I completed all the adjustments. I may have completely lost my qualification to become a Transcendent, but my power hasn't completely disappeared.
Rather, it feels like I'm entering a second prime."

Hong Yoo-Jin looked down at her chest. Her core was beating healthily, perfectly controlled without any signs of going berserk.
The robust core, tempered countless times over the years, was in the same state as when she used to fight on the front lines.

"And I'm certain that where I'm going now won't tell Muk-Si-Ja about my existence. Even if the Villain Association temporarily joins hands with Muk-Si-Ja, they're not the type to fully ally with him."

Hong Yoo-Jin had completely lost her qualification as a Transcendent. Her vessel had reached its limit and could no longer expand.

But that was fine.
Her vessel, having shed unnecessary burdens, had plenty of room. If she didn't fight with the intention of shouldering everything like before, she could certainly return to active duty.
She had no intention of immediately becoming active, but she could appear like a joker card when necessary.

"Hehe. I see. I'm glad to see you healthy after so long."
"Be honest. You're happy because you have another piece to move."
"My, aren't you viewing me too coldly and heartlessly? Even a transcended body like mine has emotions."

Hong Yoo-Jin looked at Foriner with a grin. Talking like this reminded her of old times. The old days when she would leave young Eun-Ha at home and engage in bloody battles almost daily.
Whenever she had a moment to rest, this Transcendent would persistently strike up conversations, almost annoyingly so.

"Anyway, it remains true that my body can't move properly."

Old memories. She smiled bitterly at the nostalgia that briefly surfaced in her heart. Hong Yoo-Jin clearly knew her limits.
She just needed to avoid fighting like she used to.

"I think my current limit is probably suppressing a few strong ones. It's also too early for noticeable activities, and if I sweep away thousands or tens of thousands of small fry, I'll absorb that much magical power."

It was immense. The body of a magical girl who had accumulated magical power by sweeping away hundreds of thousands of monsters boasted vast magical power.
However, there was definitely a limit, so she couldn't shoulder everything like before.

"But there's a way, isn't there?"
"Ah, that? ...Well. Maybe I'll keep it as a last resort. It's very inefficient, but it would give me some leeway."

Hong Yoo-Jin's eyes flashed at Foriner's suggestion.

She had regained her strength, but she needed to be prudent.
Muk-Si-Ja was cunning; he wasn't the type to face her in a fair one-on-one battle.

Time was needed.
Time for Eun-Ha, her next-generation magical girl, to grow.

So it wouldn't be bad to create a card to pass down, just in case.
Hong Yoo-Jin smiled contentedly.



* * *



After Poppy left the laboratory at the director's call, Optima prepared to move. Poppy had told her to wait here and play with her, but Optima never intended to wait in the first place.

*Will he really be okay?*

But Kim Se-Won kept worrying her. The image of him gasping for breath and sweating profusely kept flashing in her mind.
Though he was pretending to be fine now, she doubted if he truly was.

Glancing over, Optima looked at Kim Se-Won, who nodded as if to say he was really okay.

"Thanks to Poppy, I've found a clue."

He said this and moved toward a terminal placed in a corner of the laboratory.

"From the monster breeding ground we first saw to here... Poppy repeatedly operated terminals, entering specific keywords. It's what you'd call a commonly used password."

Kim Se-Won's hands moved busily, manipulating the terminal as he said, "It seems like she deliberately showed it to us."

"This is it."

[ Talkers peek Thug D-30 ]

English appeared on the screen. For Optima, who was terrible at English, she couldn't understand what this meant.
She had studied it for exams, but seeing unfamiliar words made her breath catch.

"Roughly, it means 'speakers peek at Thug'... As far as I know, 'Thug' is one of the old Western slang terms. It refers to gangster-like ruffians, people who don't care about others."

Kim Se-Won, looking at Optima's expression, smiled bitterly and naturally took on the role of explaining.

"But... I don't think this has any particular meaning. Rather than being a password, I think it's intended to convey something to the villains."

The common password that Poppy had been using was 'Talkers peek Thug D-30', and Kim Se-Won immediately looked suspicious.

"What is it...?"

Optima couldn't understand at all. It would have been better if it was Korean written in English letters, but it wasn't even that.

"Maybe... it's just my speculation, but I think it might be this."

Kim Se-Won then showed another sentence to Optima.

"It's an anagram."

[ The great Kepluks D-30 ]

"Uh, um... the great Ke...pluks?"

Still looking confused, Optima spoke, and Kim Se-Won finally nodded.

"So, what is it...?"
"I don't know. But this name, Kepluks, sounds familiar. I told you before, right? That my hobby is fixing things. I think I saw it on a website I accidentally entered while looking for materials."
"Ah, yes."

Optima quickly nodded. Honestly, with the sudden attack of English words and Kim Se-Won's explanations, she didn't have time to think in detail.

Nevertheless, she remembered clearly. When they first made the secret base. The memory of Kim Se-Won fixing various pieces of furniture overnight and bringing them in.
The memory of the secret base they discovered and created together.

"...Well, honestly, it's just speculation, so don't completely trust it. That's just how it is. And if a villain used 'Thug,' it's not entirely strange."
"No! That's amazing! Really! I wouldn't have even thought to notice a common password in the first place!"

Optima, who had been looking puzzled all along, clapped her hands and praised Kim Se-Won. It was praise mixed with a bit of exaggeration.

*Praise anyway! Just praise! Being praised makes anyone feel good, including Se-Won.*

Indeed, praise tends to lift one's spirits.
To boost the morale of Kim Se-Won, who hadn't been in good condition until just now and still wasn't great, Optima would do anything without hesitation.

"Ah, um... thanks."

Overwhelmed with shyness, Kim Se-Won scratched his cheek. It was rare to see Optima's clear purple eyes shining like this.
And thinking that he was the one monopolizing such a gaze made his heart race.

*It's hard to hide.*

He desperately wanted to call her "Eun-Ha" and pretend to know her.

"A-ahem! Let's keep both in mind for now. The D-30 after the password might be evidence that something will happen in about a month."

Kim Se-Won cleared his throat and barely composed himself. It was dangerous how innocent Optima looked today as she praised him, unlike her usual calm or cool demeanor.

*That was really dangerous... I almost hugged her.*

Mainly the dark part residing in Kim Se-Won's heart.

"Anyway, as expected, if this D-30 changes to D-29 when the date changes, the rule is simple."

Kim Se-Won, having completely composed himself, operated the terminal.

"Huh? What's this?"
"It's a map of this laboratory."

Something appeared on the screen. Optima carefully observed the map that Kim Se-Won displayed.

On the blue holographic screen was a large map.
Two distorted squares connected to each other. They were labeled Research Facility 1 and Research Facility 2.

Click!
Optima quickly took a picture of the map with her communication device. For use if needed.

"The deepest part of Mount Geumgang. No wonder it couldn't be found. If it weren't for the passage you discovered, we would have had to dig a tunnel and go down for quite a while."
"R-really? Hahaha..."

She laughed awkwardly while carefully examining the captured map. It was an expression identical to when she was Eun-Ha.
Then she subtly averted her gaze from Kim Se-Won.

*I only heard it from Kim Woo-Jin though.*

After treating Dolly, the condition Eun-Ha had presented:
It was to be told about several important locations of the Villain Association.

Kim Woo-Jin had surprisingly readily told her. Eun-Ha's role had been significant, and he no longer had any attachment to the Villain Association.

Initially, she had asked to compare with the information Foriner had, but there was an unexpected gain.
One of them was the entrance they had used today.

"How could they create a secret laboratory in a place like this..."

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was muttering while blankly scanning the internal structure of the laboratory.
It was strange technology. The technology to build and maintain an underground laboratory in Mount Geumgang without leaving any traces.
This was why the Villain Association could persistently survive and expand its influence by laying foundations.

"It's probably based on Gresorion. It's strange to attribute this to human technology. It's just my guess though."

Kim Se-Won formulated hypotheses based on the information he had discovered and fell into deep thought.

Kim Se-Won was fully aware of his weakness. He had prepared tools to compensate, but they weren't of much significance.
Therefore, this was what Kim Se-Won could do right now. Since he couldn't be of much help with force.

"Good. Let's gather all the information we can take."

Kim Se-Won's hands and eyes moved quickly, gathering information. The focus was on how this laboratory was structured.
Really important information wouldn't be exposed through such terminals, so he gathered all the information that could be viewed through relatively unimportant, ordinary terminals.

*He's serious.*

Optima observed Kim Se-Won's profile as he operated the terminal and gathered information. She didn't know why his serious downcast eyes, sharp jawline, and tightly closed lips were catching her attention today.

*Is this what they call love-blindness? Or falling in love again? Anyway, I can't let him find out!*

Her face flushed hot. Optima carefully turned her body, trying not to show her reddened face to Kim Se-Won.

Ch.262 - Laboratory Infiltration (5)
Kim Se-Won's work didn't take long.
After letting out a short sigh and moving away from the terminal, Kim Se-Won turned his attention to Optima.

"As you saw earlier, this is Research Wing 2. Or rather, it's also the edge of Research Wing 1. It's basically the boundary between research wings. If we go out from here and move a little further, we'll reach Research Wing 2."
"Uh, umm... the edge."

Optima, who had been staring blankly at Kim Se-Won, was startled and hurriedly pretended to act normal.

*She's cute.*

Her entire reaction played out right in front of Kim Se-Won. Still, since she was cute, he decided to let it slide and pretend not to notice as he continued his explanation.

"Research Wing 1 is where they study Poppy... and other chimeras, which are hybrids of humans and monsters. Deltar is probably rampaging there right now. Remember the announcement earlier about gathering in Zone A-2? That's where Research Wing 1 is located."
"Ah~"

Optima nodded once and then belatedly narrowed her eyes sharply.

*Then I don't need to go there.*

If Deltar was rampaging, everything would be destroyed. In that case, there was no need to worry about it.
Though it was awkward for her to say as someone on humanity's side, Deltar was an extremely powerful monster. Any average A-class hero would clearly become a bloody mess in an instant against such a formidable opponent.

She could trust Deltar to handle it.
To be coldly honest, it wouldn't matter much if Deltar sustained fatal injuries in battle with villains. No matter how well Optima got along with Deltar, at its core, Deltar was a monster and an enemy of humanity.

"So what do they do in Research Wing 2?"

Naturally, Optima's interest shifted to Research Wing 2.

If Research Wing 1 was for monster hybridization, then what was Research Wing 2 for? Clone research was clearly being conducted elsewhere.
The research facility that Yu Ji-Yeon had visited just before nearly falling for the Villain Association's tricks was probably where clone research was being conducted.

"Gate research."
"Gate research... Could it be the entrance we came through?"
"That's right. When you opened the portal earlier, Deltar was watching closely. It's probably monster technology. They're literally researching gates. It would be correct to see it as a byproduct of that."
"Gates..."

Optima lowered her head and organized her thoughts.
So far, from her skirmishes with the Villain Association, she had learned about four main research areas they were pursuing:

Enhanced Activator, which gives great power at the cost of damaging the person.
Clone technology that mass-produces clones based on originals.
Technology to synthesize humans with monsters captured by clone girls.
And gate technology that connects spatial coordinates to allow travel between different spaces.

"Are they trying to seize hegemony...?"

As she unconsciously voiced her thoughts, Optima worked her insufficient brain hard to determine if this was really the case.

Connecting the four technologies together, it seemed like they were trying to create an army of human-monster hybrids to launch a major invasion similar to Gresorion's.
Even if they lacked power, they could cover it with drugs. The production capacity of chimeras would be quite superior.

"Let's get out of here first. We don't have time to just stand around."

It might have been a hasty and far-fetched idea. Optima didn't fully trust her own intellect.
But if someone heard about these four key technologies, there might be people who could provide some clues.



* * *



"So. What's the price for helping Deltar?"
"Price?"

Optima and Kim Se-Won made their way toward Research Wing 2. While jogging at a pace that was neither too fast nor too slow, Kim Se-Won voiced the question that had been on his mind.

"Yes. You're not the type to grant favors out of pure goodwill. You're not even human to begin with."
"...This might be somewhat of a personal matter, but I heard Gresorion's ultimate goal. To be precise, the goal of the faction within Gresorion that Deltar belongs to."

Optima carefully opened her mouth.
Gresorion's ultimate goal wasn't the conquest of humanity.

"As expected, is it to reign as the master of this planet?"
"No. That's... not it. At least not for Deltar's faction. Honestly, I wonder if this can ever be realized, but after hearing Foriner's additional explanation, I found some points that made sense to me."

Optima didn't bother explaining Deltar's stated goal. It was better to explain it gradually rather than immediately.
Right now, the goal of bringing down the Villain Association took precedence over that.

Kim Se-Won's gaze shifted. Optima was quietly pointing her index finger straight ahead.

"I'll explain later. And there's one more thing. A price, as you..."

Optima's body shot forward rapidly.

*Swoosh!*

Kim Se-Won, who noticed her movement, also pulled out numerous tools from the pouches attached to both his thighs.
It was a subspace pocket, supported by Foriner.

*An ambush?*

They were still just before entering Research Wing 2. There was no sign that anyone had noticed them. Yet the villain seemed to be lying in wait, as if knowing Optima and Kim Se-Won would come here.

"Three beyond. You handle one."
"Got it!"

It was a familiar way of explaining things.

"Tch!"

The villain clicked his tongue and drew up his magical power. It was to respond to Optima's movement. However, Optima's form shot past the villain.

"You bastards...!"

*Swish!*

While the villain's attention was focused on Optima passing by, Kim Se-Won's numerous tools rushed toward the villain.

Thin metal pieces flew toward the villain and assembled together. Eventually forming something like a dagger without a handle, they targeted the villain's forehead and both legs.

"Argh!"

For a moment, the villain's attention was divided.
The screams of fellow villains from behind, the barrage of throwing weapons in front, and Optima who had passed by and would soon return.
Many thoughts flashed through the villain's mind.

*I'll deal with the kid in front of me first!*

But the priority was Kim Se-Won in front of him. He took a light step to the side to avoid the dagger.

*Thwack!*

Then came Kim Se-Won's fist. It was a strike that took advantage of the brief moment when the villain's attention was on the dagger. But this attack was also easily blocked by the villain's hand.

"You little brat. Did you think such petty tricks would work?"

Despite being a telekinetic, his punch was heavy. A promising young man. There must be a reason he travels with the magical girl.
The villain sneered, trying not to show his concern.

"They will work?"
"Ugh?!"

His body bent from the impact felt on his side. Turning his gaze, there was a large iron hammer. The dagger had somehow transformed into a hammer.

"See? I told you it would wo—?!"

Just as he was about to express his satisfaction, Kim Se-Won urgently bent his waist. Something invisible narrowly grazed Kim Se-Won's chest.

After regaining his posture and quickly retreating with a backstep, dozens of slashes rained down on the spot where Kim Se-Won had been. It was a close call.

The villain clutched his side, which was turning blue, with murderous intent in his eyes.

*I won't let you live.*

He had underestimated the young man too much. The villain sent magical power to his injured side to accelerate healing. Judging by the cold sweat already pouring out, the impact seemed quite severe.

*Aerokinesis?*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, who had regained his composure, carefully observed the villain's stance.
Invisible slashes. It wasn't telekinesis. What came to mind immediately was the power to manipulate wind, aerokinesis.

*Swoosh*

When facing a similar formless power, one must move more cautiously. Kim Se-Won recalled several patterns he had trained for.

A moment of silence enveloped the surroundings. They watched each other carefully.

*To think I can't approach such a young brat carelessly.*

Those tools floating around him were concerning.

It was a common combat method for psychokinesis. Simply shooting them was powerful enough, but what was most concerning was the control to freely combine them during battle. He was no ordinary person. In just a few months, he would clearly become much stronger than himself.

That thought fueled the villain's jealousy.

"Hm."
"...What?"

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won relaxed his stance. The villain tried to discern Kim Se-Won's intentions without lowering his guard.

*Is he trying to make me drop my guard?*

But even his face had become calm.
There's something.
...Something.

"Die kick!"

*Thud!*

At that moment. Something flew into the back of his head.

"Ugh...!"

*Thump!*

It was Optima's small fist.
The villain, who had been watching Kim Se-Won without lowering his guard, had his head shaken by Optima's strike to the back of his head.

*How, despic, able...!*

The villain lost consciousness and collapsed.

"That wasn't a kick."
"...It's magic. Ma-Magical Kick is the original name."

Optima turned her back, making excuses for the words she had unconsciously uttered.

"A-Anyway. Even in this situation, it seems troops remain inside the research facility. They're just small fry now, but they'll get stronger as we go deeper."
"So they're not even a taste of what's to come... Alright. I'll be careful."

Kim Se-Won readily accepted Optima's words, which were filled with concern. Since they started dating, this was their first meeting, and though Optima might think she was hiding it, Eun-Ha's behavior was showing through too much.
Honestly, he was worried if she could hide it from the others.

"If things get tough, you'll protect me, but I promise I won't push myself too hard."
"Th-That's right! I'll protect you, Se-Won. You do what you can. But! I won't just protect you all the time, okay? Got it?"
"Yes. I got it."

Small fry among small fry.
A bitter taste filled his mouth. When Kim Se-Won approached the fallen villain and searched his pockets, he found an Enhanced Activator, as expected.

*If he had taken this, I wouldn't have stood a chance.*

A drug that draws power at the cost of the future. A magical drug that allows even retired heroes with regressed and greatly reduced core activity to regain their strength.

*Someday, I might need to use it.*

While Optima crossed her arms and turned her head away, Kim Se-Won secretly pocketed it.

"So what about Deltar?"
"Huh? Deltar? Oh, ah~"

Optima couldn't hide her awkwardness as she racked her brain. What were they talking about again?

*Ah!*

Soon remembering the conversation about the price for helping Deltar, Optima smiled brightly.

"Hehe...! To be honest, it's not for me."

It's for you all. Optima barely swallowed the last words that had risen to the tip of her tongue.

It was a method that could risk her life. However, as great as the risk was, there was also a great return.

"Later. I'll tell you after this is over."

*I'll be your knight.*
*I want to stand by your side.*
*I want to protect you.*

Optima recalled the words Kim Se-Won had said to her and smiled broadly.
She couldn't hide her joy.



* * *



"Hmm..."

Tap tap, someone drummed their fingers on the desk. Displeasure was evident on the face of the person tapping the desk.

[ Later. I'll tell you after this is over. ]
[ UOOOOOOOOOOOH!! ]

Two different videos were playing on the monitor they were watching.
A young man and woman showing off their youth. And a monster screaming and carrying out a massacre.

A total of four people were in the space with the monitor.
All of them were executives of the Villain Association, each in charge of one research area.

"Quite interesting, isn't it? Comrade Jin Yong-Han."
"Shut up."

Red hair and red eyes. A fiery impression, but his expression never showed any emotion. Jin Yong-Han frowned at Iris O'Brien's question.

"You're not annoyed by the noise, you just don't like Iris. Kekeke...!"
"..."

The other executives seemed used to this, not paying much attention. Only one of them joined the conversation, finding it amusing.

"By the way, is the progress going well? Comrade Jin."
"It still sounds awkward every time I hear it. Anyway, it was stagnant after Park Sang-Heon disappeared, but recently we've been gaining momentum again."
"And how about you? Comrade Fillan."

After listening to Akasaka Jin, a man with mischievous narrow eyes and short green hair swept back, Iris turned to the last remaining person with the same impassive tone.

"..."

Where Iris's gaze was directed, there was an innocent-looking girl. A girl with black hair reaching down to her shoulder blades, Fillan Arkwright, nodded shyly.

"Still silent, I see."
"...Today, is, three."
"You mean successful specimens?"

Fillan Arkwright nodded again. It meant there were only three successful specimens.
Iris heard Fillan Arkwright's answer and turned her gaze back to the monitor.

*Then roughly hundreds must have died.*

Despite her innocent appearance, she was known for her merciless methods and was also the mentor of Cho Tae-Hyun, the director of this research facility.

"By the way, how did such kids get in here? Come on, this isn't a playground."
"Why should I care? Just kill them."
"What, with those clones you love so~ much? How? You threw away the first successful specimen. That white-haired guy."

Akasaka Jin continuously provoked Jin Yong-Han. Among the four executives currently present, Jin Yong-Han was clearly the one with the most failures.

Though they were all executives of the Villain Association, these people had never united in purpose. Their relationship was far from good.
They were simply here, looking up to the same idol, drawn by that ideal.

"...Tch. I'll handle it myself."

Jin Yong-Han, who frowned deeply, rose from his seat.

"No. Wait. I'll take care of it."

Iris stopped Jin Yong-Han and pulled out a small disc-shaped object from her pocket.

"...Is it complete?"
"As of yesterday. I thought I should test how much error there is."

Iris O'Brien answered calmly as usual, infused the disc-shaped object with magical power, and threw it toward the ceiling.

*Whirr*

Then the ceiling opened, and the disc-shaped object was sucked in somewhere.

"...Tch."
"Kekeke...!"

Jin Yong-Han, who had half-risen from his seat, witnessed the disc-shaped object disappear and sat back down.
Then a small laugh echoed around.

It wasn't Akasaka Jin, who had been mocking Jin Yong-Han earlier. Rather, he was looking to his side with a disgusted expression.

"...Punishment...? Reward? Which, is it? Cho Tae-Hyun?"

It was Fillan Arkwright, who was watching the monitor with crescent-shaped eyes.
On the monitor was Cho Tae-Hyun, berating Deltar face to face.

Ch.263 - Laboratory Infiltration (6)
Deltar's advance was like an unstoppable force. He slaughtered every living being in sight.

"Grrrrrr!"

Could this even be called an attack? The chimeras produced in Research Building 1 died simply from Deltar passing through them.

The chimeras that had been waiting for Deltar died without even realizing he had passed by.

It wasn't just chimeras. Monsters and villains born in the research building were all shattered without Deltar even needing to swing his fist. He was truly a living disaster. No living creature remained where he had passed.

"Hahahahaha!!"

In truth, Deltar had merely been running forward. He simply charged bodily through anything that got in his way while searching for his target.

He had long since achieved his first objective of rescuing his comrades. Though some scents still remained, he could deal with those after achieving his final goal.

"Behold, my comrades! These powerful muscles! This overwhelming strength! Train and train again! Reach the pinnacle, my comrades!"

Deltar's voice shattered the glass windows in the laboratory. His volume was beyond what could be described as booming. The villains who had been lying in ambush near him had their eardrums burst long ago.

"So you've arrived!"

And thus, Deltar arrived.
At his final destination, before Research Director Jo Tae-Hyun.
Not in the research lab where he often stayed, but in a combat testing space surrounded by walls of light blue.

Deltar looked down at Jo Tae-Hyun before him, breathing calmly in a way that made it hard to believe he had moved so violently.

"You are the root of this evil. Wicked human."
"How dare a filthy monster speak human language? If you're a monster, make monster sounds."

Jo Tae-Hyun's face was drenched in cold sweat despite his mockery.

Muscles, and more muscles. This monster clearly had muscles even filling his brain. An indescribable pressure from Deltar overwhelmed Jo Tae-Hyun.

This was the majesty of an A-class monster. Those deployed to buy time hadn't even managed that. This was strength that could dismiss A-class heroes as mere "nobodies."

That's why he coveted it. His heart raced.

*If I could use this creature as material to create a chimera...!*

Jo Tae-Hyun's eyes gleamed. Eyes soaked in desire calculated his options. Though he himself had skills comparable to an A-class hero, he knew he was obviously outmatched alone.

"Master~"
"You're here, Poppy!"

That's why he had called for Poppy.
His greatest masterpiece. Though he had borrowed his damned mentor's power, it was mostly created by his own strength—an unprecedented masterpiece.

The growing chimera, Poppy.
A monster that could fully control the power of monsters using the power contained in the "Original"!
Someday, the clone girls based on the Original would also become strong specimens like Poppy.

"Oho."

Poppy's appearance contributed to changing Deltar's demeanor.
Deltar narrowed his eyes as he examined Poppy.

*How strange.*

That thing was strange.
Unlike the numerous chimeras he had passed by, this was different.
Human and monster. If asked which it was closer to, one could say monster. It was truly a monster wearing a human shell.

"What a strange girl. Quite strong. But, is this all?"

Deltar's interest didn't last long. With a bored expression, he looked at Jo Tae-Hyun.

"Of course not."

Naturally, Jo Tae-Hyun's hand wasn't empty. Hiding his remaining cards would be foolish in this situation.

Beep-

When he pressed a button on the remote he was holding, the walls opened upward, revealing the few remaining high-level chimeras.

Excluding Poppy, these were the strongest specimens. Ten of each had been deployed in Research Buildings 1 and 2.

Long tubes were inserted into the backs of the high-level chimeras that appeared from the wall.

Whoosh-

Something was injected through the tubes. Enhanced Activator. The bodies of the high-level chimeras swelled up.

"Kraaaaaaah!"

The chimeras roared, unable to contain the overflowing power gained at the cost of their lives.

"...Hmph, for a mere A-class monster to make it this far, I'll admit that's impressive."

Jo Tae-Hyun spoke with confidence. He believed he could sufficiently subdue Deltar with this.

Around him were his masterpiece Poppy and ten high-level chimeras. Moreover, the Enhanced Activator had made the high-level chimeras even stronger, so defeat was impossible.

"A-class?"

But Deltar showed neither surprise nor fear. Instead, he wore an expression of contempt. Then he pressed his lips together and frowned.

"That's right. Humans classify us by rank. They try to measure us with their foolish standards by establishing hierarchies."

Contempt welled up on Deltar's face. It was contempt for those who were foolish and unwilling to train themselves.
He was one who worshipped strength, not satisfied with the power he was born with, but one who had honed his strength through blood and sweat.
To Deltar, being compared to such beings was too great an insult.

"What you call an A-class monster refers to a specimen that has just achieved evolution."

Though evolution itself could be seen as the fruit of effort, Deltar considered such evolution a matter of course.

"But I am different. Do not compare me to such novices."

Sinister magical power welled up from Deltar's body. Poppy, who had been grinning in front of Deltar, changed her expression.

*I should look for a chance to run.*

Deltar was dangerous.

"My name is Deltar! Loyal servant of the glorious Bloody White."

With his words, his body began to shrink.
His muscles compressed, becoming tougher and stronger.
The large single eye embedded in his face split into two.

His head grew. The long hair that grew back was like a lion's mane. A sharp, heavy masculine image. His appearance was no different from a human's.

"And I am the messenger who has come to announce that the time of rest has come for you."

Thump! Deltar's heart beat as his muscles flexed.

* * *

Optima and Kim Se-Won, who had already defeated dozens of villains besides those lying in ambush earlier, were running toward the inner area.

"An executive..."

Optima's expression wasn't very good.

*Hehehe... All the executives are gathered here. You won't even be able to collect your bones. After the executives turn you into a rag, I'll violate you...*

It was because of the last words of the villain they had just defeated. With a twisted smirk and an expression full of vileness.

Optima didn't care much about his tone. After all, she had grabbed the back of his head and spun him around the corridor, permanently balding him.

But in the midst of this, there was one concerning statement.
"All the executives are gathered here."
This meant that not only Jin Yong-Han, whom she often tangled with, but the other three were also here.

*If those monster-like guys are gathered... Se-Won won't be safe.*

Optima glanced at Kim Se-Won. In a one-on-one situation with an executive, she might be fine on her own. She had a trump card called Heaven's Scale.
But Kim Se-Won was by her side.

She wanted to show him her good side, but on the other hand, she was worried about his safety.

"I'll be fine."

Before Optima could say a word of concern, Kim Se-Won read her emotions and beat her to it.

Kim Se-Won keenly felt that he would only be a hindrance in the upcoming battle.
He hadn't defeated a single villain with his own hands. Despite his growth, villains were still villains. They were generally stronger than ordinary heroes.

"Just let me watch."

So he swallowed his rising frustration and spoke.
He knew that impatience could sometimes be poison. But he couldn't stop growing. If he couldn't pull his weight, he at least needed to increase his observational skills.

He would grow. He would see, learn, feel, experience, and train to get one step closer to her. Even if he showed an ugly side to Optima, he would survive like a cockroach and grow.
The intense desire swirling in Kim Se-Won's heart moved him.

"Grrrr"

Boom!

Suddenly, the floor shook.
A huge monster appeared in front of Optima as she ran forward. No, it wasn't a monster.

"This is... a chimera..."

Optima stopped and looked up. A life form mixed between human and monster. A grotesquely twisted human face floated on the head portion.
The chimera, covered in thick fur except for its face, drooled and flared its nostrils.

"Grrrk, grrrr!!"

"..."

Kim Se-Won stared at it intently.
He was angry.
He knew that Optima's or Eun-Ha's body scent could be poison to men. But now that scent was also his.
The fact that this beast without reason had smelled Optima and become aroused made him angry and jealous.

"Ah?!"

Before either Optima or the chimera could act, Kim Se-Won made the first move. Something shot out from him. It was a sharply honed dagger.
Optima, who realized Kim Se-Won's action a beat late, looked at him in surprise.
His face had settled into a cold expression.

Slash!

The chimera, whose attention was focused on the powerful Optima before it, trembled at the sudden intense pain.

"Kireeeeeeeeek!!!"

And it howled.
Blood spurted from the area where blood had been heavily concentrated.
More than the fact that it had been suddenly attacked, the despair of completely losing the opportunity to breed overwhelmed the chimera.

Bright red blood soaked the floor. The surrounding walls were stained red with splattered blood.

Kim Se-Won blocked all the blood flying toward him with a telekinetic barrier.

He shifted his gaze to look at Optima.
Her fair skin showed through the thin black full-body stockings. A girl with physical charm, though not a mature woman. Moreover, a girl who constantly emitted a scent that attracted males.

*I don't want other men to see her.*

"Wear this."

Kim Se-Won took off his coat and put it on Optima.

"Huh? Huh?? Um, okay...?"

Optima was bewildered, not understanding what was happening. Suddenly cutting off the monster's reproductive organ, then putting his coat on her.

"This... kind of thing... do it to Eun-Ha..."

Though she didn't understand what was happening, it felt good. Optima bowed her head deeply in embarrassment.
Barely realizing that she was "Optima," she spoke as if Eun-Ha and herself were not the same person.

"Hehe."

*Good.*

While keeping her head down, she secretly sniffed the inside of the coat permeated with Kim Se-Won's scent. A loose smile formed unconsciously.

Worried that Kim Se-Won might have seen her loose behavior, Optima glanced at him furtively. Fortunately, he was busy watching the chimera that had collapsed while violently spurting blood.

*I couldn't tell how strong it was after all. No, if it was ambushed head-on by Se-Won, was it actually weak...?*

Optima's gaze slid to look at the chimera still bleeding. It had looked strong, but in reality it was nothing special, which was somewhat disappointing.

That wasn't it.
In terms of pure strength, Kim Se-Won wouldn't be a match even with a truckload of reinforcements. It was just that its sensitive nose had caught Optima's scent.

Unaware that the reason for the fatal blow was due to herself, Optima was busy smelling Kim Se-Won's scent that reached her nose.

* * *

Optima and Kim Se-Won had to advance more slowly than when they first started running.
It seemed the first chimera they met was just a taste, as increasingly formidable enemies began to appear.

Optima's fist extended. As her fist, surrounded by transformation magic, dug into the chimera's belly, it rapidly turned to stone.

"Grrrk..."

Boom!

With this single blow, the massive body collapsed. Around it lay numerous long, thick thorns. They had removed all the thorns surrounding the chimera using Kim Se-Won's telekinesis and Optima's violence.

"This is... getting quite tough."

Optima sighed and said.
If they had come one by one, it wouldn't have been too burdensome. But the chimeras kept appearing.

Moreover, she could feel the quality of the chimeras improving as they progressed.

Their appearance was becoming more stable, and they possessed strong power.
Unlike the first chimera they met, which was very incomplete, it was difficult to find vulnerabilities. Because of this, it took 2 minutes just to defeat this chimera.

Optima, releasing her combat stance, observed her core to roughly gauge her remaining magical power.

*Magic power... still quite a bit left. This should be enough.*

The fortunate thing was that she had been able to conserve magical power as much as possible thanks to Kim Se-Won's occasional combat support.
Kim Se-Won's telekinesis, which had pulled out all the numerous thorns from the chimera before them, was surprisingly helpful.

In addition, thanks to the magical power absorbed from defeating the chimeras, the magical power in her core was filled to just over half.

"Is this the only place left now?"

Optima raised her head to look at the door in front of her.

[Research Building 2 - Director's Office]

Judging by the text written right above the door, this was the destination.

If Jo Tae-Hyun was in Research Building 1, who could be here?

And where were the executives they had heard about earlier, not showing themselves despite this commotion?

*Did they escape in the meantime?*

Questions arose.
The tightly closed door of the director's office showed no signs of opening.

"Then, let's open it."

In place of Optima who remained still, Kim Se-Won stepped forward.

Whirr-

At that moment. The ceiling above the two opened.
The sound made by the opening ceiling was so faint that the two couldn't quite hear it.

"?!"

Suddenly, time distorted.
Kim Se-Won, who was about to twist the doorknob, felt his vision blur and hastily stepped back.

"What, what is this?!"

It wasn't just Kim Se-Won. Optima also saw her vision distorting and quickly scanned the surroundings.

*It's not us that's strange.*

Turning her head, she saw that other places were fine. Only the space around Optima and Kim Se-Won was distorting.

"Hurry and get aw—"

As Optima was about to say something.
The two were transported somewhere by a disc-shaped object that came from the ceiling.

Ch.264 - Battle With The Executive (1)
The disc-shaped object from the ceiling led them to an enormous space.
Thrown unceremoniously from mid-air, Optima and Kim Se-Won quickly adjusted their posture and landed safely on the floor.

"This place..."

Optima immediately surveyed her surroundings after landing. It was a space enclosed by some unknown blue-tinted metal.

"Welcome, Magic Girl. And... who might you be? No, it doesn't matter. I don't have the habit of remembering the names of those who are about to die."

A flat voice echoed through the space. It was like a doll's voice, completely devoid of emotion.
Looking toward the source of the sound, they saw a beautiful woman with long red hair wearing a cape.

"Iris O'Brien...!"
"You know me? How interesting. Unlike my comrade, Jin Yong-Han, I've never stepped into the spotlight."

Iris's eyes showed a slight flicker of interest at Optima's words.

If information had leaked, it must have been from within the Villain Association itself. Iris O'Brien had never shown herself in public.

'The most likely possibility is... that man, one of comrade Jin Yong-Han's creations. He recently escaped from the Villain Association, so it's entirely possible. They said he had contact with the Magic Girl too.'

Iris's interest went only that far. She didn't blame Jin Yong-Han or show any irritation.

"It doesn't matter anyway. The time is approaching."

It wasn't something worth worrying about in the first place.
It was almost her turn to step onto the stage. Appearing a month earlier than planned wouldn't make much difference.

"And I believe you know why I've invited you here."

Iris's gaze shifted slightly to the side. Optima and Kim Se-Won followed her line of sight.

"...!!!"

Their eyes widened.
In a corner of this vast space stood three people.

Jin Yong-Han.
Akasaka Jin.
Filan Arkwright.

Including Iris, all four executives of the Villain Association were present.

'This place is way too dangerous.'

Optima broke into a cold sweat. According to the information Kim Woo-Jin had provided, each one was a monster comparable to S-rank. They might not be quite S-rank, but they could easily defeat A-rank opponents.

"I see."

Optima nodded, pretending to be calm.
As Iris said, these were formidable opponents.

But Optima had no other options. This space seemed designed with her shadow magic in mind—there were no visible gaps to escape through.

'If there had been even a small opening... No. This isn't the time for weakness.'

Optima was conscious of Kim Se-Won behind her. Meeting executive-level villains rather than ordinary villains or chimeras was far from welcome.

"Well then, let's begin the puppet show."

'Puppet show?'

Optima questioned the somewhat ridiculous choice of words.

Click.

The sound of footsteps approached.

"Don't be so frightened. Today, I alone will be enough. This is a kind of demonstration."

Iris spoke. Her words guaranteed her own victory.

Even the Magic Girl who had been making a name for herself these past few months was just a talented young girl. There was a difference in experience and accumulated power.

Besides, today was also the day her new device was completed. Optima was quite an appropriate opponent for this celebratory occasion.

"Just one of you."

Optima smiled.
If it was just one, she had a chance.

She took her stance.
A fight against a powerful opponent was inevitable anyway.

"I was hoping for at least two of you."

Optima's figure shot forward with her boastful words. Her innate ability of physical enhancement was complemented by Virginia's enhancement magic.

'Was she hiding her strength?'

Iris remained calm even as Optima suddenly appeared right in front of her. Even when Optima twisted her waist and swung her fist, Iris's mind remained perfectly serene.

Bang!

Optima's eyes widened. Her punch had been blocked by an invisible force.

'Psychokinesis!'

Kim Se-Won, watching from behind, was the first to realize. Another telekinetic like himself. Though it was a relatively common superpower, he hadn't expected a Villain Association executive to use telekinesis.

As Optima withdrew her fist and prepared for another attack, Kim Se-Won also moved. He spread metal fragments from his pocket around him.

'I shouldn't move carelessly.'

However, the number of metal fragments Kim Se-Won pulled out was noticeably fewer than before. In a battle between telekinetics, tools were a double-edged sword.

The control of one's tools could be seized by the opponent. He increased the control power focused on each tool.

Cautiously taking out only enough to form a single weapon, Kim Se-Won shaped them into a small dagger and aimed for Iris's blind spot.

"I see you know the basics, boy."

Iris O'Brien sensed the approaching dagger and pushed Optima away with her telekinesis.

Swoosh! Optima dodged the invisible force at the last moment. She slipped into a shadow and reappeared at Iris's side.

"But you haven't fully grasped the difference in our levels."

Numerous disc-shaped objects appeared between Iris's back and cape. Thirty-five in total.
Clatter!
That wasn't all. Hidden weapons attached to her cape scattered in all directions.

"Ugh!"

Kim Se-Won groaned. In the brief moment his attention was diverted to Iris, an invisible force began to constrict him. It felt like a giant fist had grabbed him.

"The audience should watch from a distance."

Kim Se-Won's body, caught by Iris, flew backward.

"Gah!"

It felt like the air was being squeezed from his lungs, causing intense pain. Kim Se-Won, who had crashed into the wall, felt his body instantly break and fell silent.

"Se-Won!"
"No time for distractions. This is a puppet show. You need to move as I want."
"Ugh...!"

Optima was the next target. Crack! Iris's telekinesis moved. She precisely caught and shattered Kim Se-Won's dagger that had been aiming for her blind spot.
Simultaneously, she moved her arm. Following her movement, the disc-shaped objects rushed at Optima.

The disc-shaped objects—portable gate generators—entangled Optima's swinging arm.

"?!"

Her arm made a grotesque sound as it began to twist. The disc-shaped objects were distorting the spatial coordinates.

Crack! Optima quickly pulled her arm free and created distance. Cold sweat ran down her face again.

'I can't move carelessly. I need to buy time for my arm to heal.'

Though it hadn't completely twisted, the pain was intense. Her arm was clearly damaged from the recent attack.

Optima clicked her tongue.
She knew Iris was strong. Now she was experiencing it physically. Iris's telekinesis could strike anywhere, anytime, as long as she could perceive her target.
Moreover, with those disc-shaped objects, reckless attacks would result in shattered limbs.

'Even with enhancement magic, she matched my speed. If Senior Ji-Yeon had joined the Villain Association, she would have been terrifying.'

This was an executive. Nearly S-rank. Optima gained a new appreciation for how powerful Yoo Ji-Yeon truly was.

"Ugh...!"

Optima stomped the ground. Even in the brief moment she was thinking, Iris's telekinesis had attacked her.

'So this is what she meant by puppet show.'

There wasn't a moment's respite. Attacks came from all directions. As Iris intended, Optima had to move and keep moving.

"I don't like this."

Optima frowned.
Foriner was enough to make her move as intended. At least Foriner helped her in the right direction despite teasing her, but Iris was different.

'There's no point in dragging this out. I need speed that she can't perceive.'

Optima squeezed every bit of magical power from her core. Crack, crack! Her body made creaking sounds as it enhanced further.
Enhancement beyond what her body could normally handle. Then enhancement magic wrapped around Optima's body once more, stabilizing her creaking form.

Bang!

Optima's figure vanished. The sound of air exploding followed belatedly.

'I'll concentrate magical power at my feet.'

She moved without pause. Creating platforms not just on the ground but in mid-air, she traversed the space in all directions. She needed to confuse Iris even slightly to find an opening.

'Now!'

Optima's eyes gleamed. It wasn't deliberately created, but a gap had formed because Iris couldn't keep up with her movements. With sufficient acceleration, Optima's leg flew toward Iris.

"Good thinking."

Crash!

With Iris's words, the disc-shaped objects quickly gathered. Magical power coated the gathered objects, forming a massive wall that blocked Optima's kick.

'Even this isn't enough...?'

The wall that collided with Optima's leg shattered. But that was all. Iris herself took no damage.

Due to her perfect poker face, it was impossible to read Iris's thoughts. Attacks weren't working.
These two factors made Optima anxious.

Was she just pretending to be fine? Or was she truly unaffected? It was impossible to gauge the gap between them.

"Tch!"

She quickly moved away. The wall Optima had destroyed was made of disc-shaped objects.
Iris's hidden weapons, which had disappeared earlier, were now shooting like spikes.

'It's a superior version of Se-Won's technique.'

She controlled objects with telekinesis. Distracting the opponent, attacking, and always making them conscious of blind spots.

Boom! Crack!

Optima didn't stop. She launched more than ten attacks, trying to push Iris back.

Each time, Iris created walls to block Optima's strikes, and spikes grazed Optima's skin.

"But if increased speed is all you have, I must say I'm somewhat disappointed."

Optima grew even more anxious. It seemed she was just wasting her magical power.

'Damn it!'

Optima quickly lowered her posture. Whoosh! Something cut through the air. It was Iris's telekinesis.

It was incomprehensible. Judging by Iris's reaction, she shouldn't be able to perceive Optima's movements, yet she blocked perfectly.

How could she read all of Optima's attacks?
She hadn't just attacked straightforwardly. She mixed feints to create openings.

'It's like she's watching all my movements from above. And she only attacks at speeds I can react to.'

It felt like watching a clown performing from a high audience seat. Optima felt she was being played with, just as Iris had called it a puppet show.

'That's it...!'

Then, at the edge of Optima's vision, she spotted disc-shaped objects. The ones that had been circling around even when defending against her attacks.
About ten disc-shaped objects were likely reading all her movements.

"In the end, just a novice. Is this really all? Magic Girl. Strange. That can't be right."

Iris's mechanical gaze pierced Optima. Her words conveyed deep disappointment.

The 25 disc-shaped objects, excluding the 10 monitoring the surroundings, circled around Iris. The gathered objects formed a circle.

Crackle!

And created a gate. A dark blue gate summoned a large spike from somewhere.

"Or perhaps... you need to see that man as an example to move properly?"

Iris's finger rose from below. Optima's eyes widened as she turned around to see Kim Se-Won's unconscious body slowly rising.

Crack!

Optima bit her lip.

'The output is different. Not casual attacks, but a type that needs to be crushed with one decisive blow.'

Offense and defense combined. Iris possessed excellent defensive capabilities and offensive power even with just her body. Add tools that enhanced her power, and she became even more formidable.
Optima flexed her recently healed arm. It had recovered properly.

"Well, giving you a reason to move seems right. After all, Magic Girl, you seem quite fond of that man. Playing the woman, are we?"

Swish! A large spike shot from the cluster of disc-shaped objects. It flew rapidly toward Kim Se-Won's chest as he floated in mid-air.

Simultaneously, intense magical power swirled around her.

"...If you want to see it that badly, I'll show you."

Tasting the metallic blood in her mouth, Optima released both her physical enhancement and enhancement magic. The remaining magical power returned to her core.

"You'll pay for trying to kill my man."

Optima pounded her chest.
Whoosh! A large wave spread around, slowing the huge spike.
Her outfit rapidly transformed. A delicate girl wrapped in a black veil appeared.

Optima - Vicious Form.

That wasn't all.
Long wings extended from Optima's back. Crack! Wings made of dark red light ensnared the spike and crushed it.

"Let me give you a demonstration of my own."

Optima violently released magical power around her and pointed at Iris.

Ch.265 - Battle With The Executive (2)
The boundary between Virginia and Optima creaks. The border between the two powers is loosening.

Long wings ripple behind her back.
I want to become stronger.
I want revenge.
Overdrive—a technique honed with only these thoughts.

Unlike before, this wasn't just a reckless outpouring of magical power, but a release infused with skill. The high-density magic, visible to the naked eye, was proof of that.

"Overdrive. Fanaticism."

Pure magic, dark red magic, dyed Optima.
It was both a foundation and an enhancement for Optima's finishing move.

The wings on her back served as both propulsion and a means of attack. Dark red particles continuously emitted from the wings. Not just magical power in particle form—each one took the form of what could be called magic.
Corruption magic. Magic that corrupted its surroundings.

"Hmm?"

The doll-like, expressionless face showed a change. Iris twitched her eyebrows as she noticed the change in her surroundings.

*My control is being interfered with.*

The ability to dominate space. To be precise, her control over the disc-shaped objects she manipulated was being disrupted.

*Is it because of those?*

The dark red particles scattered around. Those were definitely interfering with her supernatural ability.

"I'm very greedy. I'm a covetous woman."

Optima took one step forward.

"?!"

She was suddenly right in front of her.
A blow too fast to see. Optima's fist extended before Iris could react. Iris's body was instantly pushed back. No, she flew back.

*I should have done this from the start.*

She was greedy.
And arrogant.
She should have gone all out from the beginning. If she had, Kim Se-Won wouldn't have gotten hurt.

Optima etched this fact into her heart as she followed the flying Iris. Countless dark red afterimages appeared, chasing after her.

"Ugh...!"

A groan escaped Iris's lips. She was gradually losing her control. She couldn't keep up with Optima's movements at all. Couldn't anticipate them.
Something black was approaching, coloring her surroundings.

"Black... nightmare...!"

Suddenly, Optima's nickname flashed through Iris's mind. The name given to the black girl who mercilessly beat down villain underlings.

"Just as they say!"

Iris cried out. This was a nightmare. With only a month left until the operation, what a disaster this was.
Letting such a monster grow was a huge mistake. A mistake of the entire Villain Association.

"If I can't control it...! I just need to make it so I don't need to control it!"

She cried out once more.

*Crash!*

While flying backward, Iris pulled out countless disc-shaped objects from inside her cloak. The number she pulled out was about 35 times more than before, filling the surrounding space.

She didn't control each one individually. She firmly held onto just five important devices.
Only after the disc-shaped devices filled the surroundings could she vaguely sense Optima's movements.

"It's useless."

Optima approached right in front of her. Iris smelled a sweet scent that made her feel dizzy.

She clenched her fist.
And extended it.

*Boom!*

The disc-shaped objects quickly gathered, barely succeeding in defense.

"No...!"

However, the result was different from before. Iris's eyes widened. The disc-shaped objects disappeared without a trace. When they came into contact with the black energy swirling around Optima's fist, they melted away and scattered.

She looked up at Optima. Cold eyes boiling with hatred. The sticky, slimy emotion of hatred was clearly visible.

"You... monster...!"

Iris felt an inexplicable fear from those eyes. She was startled by the fact that her emotions were shaken by this youngster.

If that was the case, she couldn't hold back anymore. There was no room for leisure. Iris drew magical power from her core and pushed Optima away.

The disc-shaped objects that had been dominating the surrounding space gathered around Iris.

"I can't forgive those who touch my man and those who join hands with The Mute One."

Optima's wings flapped widely, scattering particles containing corruption magic. This was again to eliminate the control over those disc-shaped objects.

"Hehe...!"

But the gathered disc-shaped objects gained a sticky cohesion. As the distance to Iris decreased and the control method changed, each object became Iris's limbs.

Iris staggered and raised the corners of her mouth.
This feeling. It had been a long time since she felt it. How many years had it been? The last time was probably about 10 years ago.

*She won't be able to maintain this state for long.*

Her heart pounded. The knowledge accumulated over years of scanning data from many supernatural ability users spoke up.
Optima had grown stronger. But it was a temporary strength, not one that would last long.

*Then I just need to buy time.*

The gap between before and after she took that form was incomparable. That meant her core was under considerable strain.

"Hehehe...! Hoo..."

After laughing with a shudder, Iris soon returned to her expressionless face. It meant her mind had stabilized.

"That was unlike me."

She spoke in a monotone voice. Iris quietly looked at Optima.

She would thoroughly toy with her. If she couldn't dominate the space, she could redirect that power elsewhere.

"Come, magical girl."

Iris flicked her finger. *Boom!* With the sound of kicking the ground, Optima's form disappeared.


* * *


"I'll make you pay for trying to kill my man."

He woke up to these words. When Kim Se-Won regained consciousness, he was floating in the air. He looked at the girl in front of him with blurry vision.
Optima was angry.

*She's not trying to hide it.*

That was amusing. She tried to hide it but didn't really try. It was so like Eun-Ha (Optima). He couldn't help but smile bitterly.

*Then I can't just sit still either.*

He forcefully held his eyelids open as they tried to close again, maintaining consciousness by force.

*I need to land a hit on that woman who's trying to harm my girl...!*

Kim Se-Won knew.
That he was the weakest one here.
The woman who appeared the weakest. According to Optima, even Philan Arclight was a skilled fighter who could toy with him.

Moreover, the supernatural ability of the woman Optima was facing, Iris O'Brien, was psychokinesis. The same supernatural ability as his.

And she was incomparably stronger than him. Mature. Superior to him in every aspect. Naturally, even his father, Cha Jin-Ho, wouldn't be able to defeat this woman.

A woman who could dominate this entire vast space.
A powerful person who would be helpless against her unless they could sensitively feel the movement of magical power.

The gap between Iris and Kim Se-Won was enough to make one feel intimidated.

*I'll definitely break that proud nose of hers...!!*

Yet Kim Se-Won himself burned with determination.
His body wouldn't listen due to the impact of hitting the wall. Small wounds from the battles on the way here, and blood flowing from the impact of hitting the wall.

But his core was intact.
He could still use his supernatural ability.
It was just a situation where he couldn't move his body.

He burned the will in his heart, fueled by this frustration and anger.

*I can't be a hindrance.*
*I'm alive to move forward.*
*For Optima (Eun-Ha).*

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won's body dropped downward. The supernatural ability of Iris that had been holding him was released.

No one was paying attention to someone as insignificant as him. Optima didn't have the leisure to do so.
Kim Se-Won carefully slowed his falling speed and landed on the floor.


* * *


The battle situation between Optima and Iris had changed significantly.
Optima, endlessly pressing forward.
Iris, focusing on defense while looking for an opening.

It was a battle between a spear that could pierce anything and a shield that could block everything.

Optima's wings sharpened to points and flew forward. Hundreds of disc-shaped objects circled around, distorting and disrupting the space.

A small, heavy fist extended. A vicious fist that would lead to death if it touched.
This too was blocked by a thick telekinetic barrier.

*I need to break through.*

Optima wasn't impatient. It was completely different from before.
Because there was someone to protect behind her. Despite not having much time left, Optima wasn't hasty.

That didn't mean she moved steadily.
She moved to end everything with one blow.

*Whoosh!*

Optima's form flew forward. She simply shot toward the front where the barrier awaited.
Iris O'Brien had no openings. With the assistance of the disc-shaped objects, she could perfectly block attacks from all directions.
If she focused on defense, there was no way to pierce through.

That's why, even if it was a bit reckless, she needed to create an opening.

*What is she thinking?*

Iris wondered as she created a barrier in front. She saw a future where Optima, accelerating at maximum speed, would collide with the barrier and fall by her own force.

*Whoosh!*

"?!"

Then, without warning, Optima's form bent sideways. She forcibly bent sideways, ignoring inertia. Naturally, there should have been an impact, but there wasn't.
Iris's eyebrows twitched.

She bent sideways, then straight again. And then changed direction again. In an instant, she moved in a ㄷ shape.
It was a forced maneuver possible only because of the wings—the propulsion—on Optima's back.

"Finally broke through."

Optima's target was Iris's back. Optima's slender palm touched Iris's back.

"Hup!"

An intense shock was released from her palm. Iris's body shook. Her head shook with it, momentarily weakening her control over the disc-shaped objects.

Optima lifted Iris up.
Higher.
Even higher.

Iris, who had risen until she touched the ceiling, still didn't understand what had been done to her.

Optima, who had landed on the floor, stretched her hand upward. Optima's wings bound Iris, fixing her in midair.

*Pouring out the little magical power I have left...!!*

*Whirr-*

A large magic circle appeared in the direction Optima stretched her hand. The magic circle was much larger than Optima.

This was her finishing move.
But in a different form than before.

Not just the operation of a technique, but a technique sublimated into a single spell. The magic circle Optima unfolded was imbued with the determination to kill a single being.

The Mute One.

The one who had deceived her, the one who had driven Hong Yu-Jin to the brink of death.

And probably the one who had left yellow semen all over Hong Yu-Jin's figurine in the secret shrine accessible from the First Field.

Enormous magical power condensed.
Optima's remaining wings spewed fire, drawing in surrounding magical power and flowing it behind the magic circle.

A wide-ranging strike that used not only Optima's own magical power but all the residual magical power in the surroundings.

"Apocalypse...!!"

The magical power contained in the magic circle condensed into a sphere. It trembled as if it would shoot toward Iris floating in the air at any moment.

"Breaker!!!"

She released the magical power while reciting the name of her finishing move.
Not a name she had casually given, but a definite name containing her goal.

The intense mass of magical power, enough to fill the ceiling, shot toward Iris. It was a strike that would make one tremble just by looking at it.

"...Hehe."

But.
Iris laughed.
While floating in the air.
With her back to the approaching Apocalypse Breaker, Iris laughed.

"Gate. Activate."

At her whispered words, the disc-shaped objects quickly scattered. They scattered and then formed circles.
And two gates were created.
A gate emitting deep blue light and a gate with an ominous purple hue.

*Oh no...!*

Optima was filled with an inexplicable anxiety. Something had gone wrong.

Somehow, this scene seemed familiar.

*Ah...!*

She remembered.
The memory of Kim Se-Won being hit by Don-Hil at The Front Line.
The memory of Kim Se-Won taking her attack instead due to a power connecting spatial coordinates.

*Boom!*

The Apocalypse Breaker, shot straight ahead, was sucked into the blue gate.

*Boom!*

And the purple gate that approached Optima's front spewed out the Apocalypse Breaker it had absorbed.

The scene appeared in slow motion.

"A- Aaaaaaah!!"

Screaming, Optima pulled down the Apocalypse Breaker. Slowly, she forcibly bent her unmoving arm to adjust the trajectory.

"No. Stay as you are."

Then. A familiar scent embraced Optima.

"Se, Won...?"

Kim Se-Won, staggering, grabbed Optima's hand. The smell of blood flowing from Kim Se-Won's body approached.

Kim Se-Won emitted telekinesis while frowning in pain.

"Are you trying to be a water ghost?"

Iris mocked at the sight. She wondered what he was doing now, only to find him trying to kill Optima—what a farce.

"Maybe?"
"?!"

The change came suddenly.

"Wh-what...!"

The disc-shaped objects she had been controlling disintegrated. They scattered from the circle forming the gate and flipped over.

*I lost control? How?*

She had lost control of the disc-shaped objects that were like her limbs. Iris could only be shocked.

"Now these are mine. I can use them now."

The disc-shaped objects had completely become Kim Se-Won's limbs.
It was impossible. There was no way such a small fry, even hundreds of them together, could steal her control...!

*I didn't know I could do it either.*

Of course, Kim Se-Won himself didn't know if it would really work.
But it was possible when he tried. It was possible when he squeezed out all his remaining strength.

Kim Se-Won was someone who could do the crazy thing of trapping magical power that wasn't his own inside his core. He was a psychopath who had been maintaining a method that would burst out with the core if the control went slightly awry for months.

This is also evidence that he had exceptional talent in control.
And now part of that talent had awakened.

In Iris's eyes, the disc-shaped objects that had been responsible for the exit of the gate quickly moved to form a circle again.

"That's what happens when you get distracted."

The Apocalypse Breaker heading toward Optima was absorbed.

"N-no way...!"

And. From the purple gate that appeared next to Iris, the Apocalypse Breaker emerged.

*Boom!*

The massive torrent of magical power, approaching from both front and side simultaneously, engulfed Iris's body.

Ch.266 - Battle With The Executive (3)
The laboratory shook. A massive surge of magical power swept through the entire area, leaving everything in chaos.

"Did we defeat it...?"

Kim Se-Won, his strength drained, leaned against Optima as he spoke. Even in his weakened state, he didn't forget to retrieve the disc-shaped object that had become his. The object, now completely under his control, slid smoothly into his pocket.

"...I don't know."

Optima shook her head.

The surrounding area was filled with dust from the partially destroyed laboratory, obscuring their vision. They had no way of knowing whether Iris had been completely defeated or if she had another trick up her sleeve.

"Tsk!"

Just then, someone clicked their tongue. The sound came from Iris's direction.

"To hell with the demonstration."

The thick dust suddenly cleared, pushed away by a gust of wind.

"That makes two failures now. Isn't that right, Iris?"

Optima and Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.

Iris had survived. A man with long ash-gray hair was holding her up with one hand. Iris's body was in terrible shape, but she wasn't dead.

"Enough of that. Let's move her quickly. Failure doesn't matter at this point. What's most important is that all four of us remain intact for what's coming."
"He... wants... all four of us... to be there..."

Following the gray-haired man who had landed on the floor, Akasaka Jin and Filan Arkwright approached. Despite their poor relationship, they were looking out for each other. They were clearly displeased about what had happened to Iris, their sharp gazes piercing Optima and Kim Se-Won.

"Com...rade... Jin Yong-han..."
"Don't speak. Your wounds are critical. I'll carry you. Jin, Filan. Handle this."

Jin Yong-han cut off Iris as she barely regained consciousness and muttered. He took something out of his pocket and fed it to Iris to prevent her from speaking further, then walked steadily toward the exit.

"Aye aye."
"Y-yes."

Akasaka Jin, a narrow-eyed man with light green hair, and Filan Arkwright, a woman with black hair reaching her shoulder blades, nodded briefly before facing Optima.

"So Iris wasn't the end...!"

Optima gritted her teeth and shouted at the two villains before her. She had exhausted herself, while the two nearly S-rank villains were completely fresh. Their chances of winning were practically zero.

"Well, we're villains, aren't we? Promises are meant to be broken. Welcome to stage two."

Akasaka Jin looked at Optima with a shrug and snickered.

"Hehe...! I'll make you... happy. As an... experimental subject."

Following Jin's snicker, Filan Arkwright gave a chilling smile.

*Should I use "Heaven's Scale" again...?*

Optima frowned, considering her options. Heaven's Scale was still dormant within her seal. It was extremely unstable.

*If I use it again and survive, it will overwhelm Se-Won.*

Hesitation followed. She shook her head. The side effects of Heaven's Scale weren't permanent, but they were quite unpleasant.

*If I hadn't transformed, it might be different, but in this state where I'm hiding that Eun-Ha and Optima are the same person... No, this isn't the time to worry about that. Right now, survival takes priority.*

Optima made her decision quickly. Whatever side effects might follow, they would be better than losing her life. She clutched her chest again, swallowing hard as she tried to awaken Heaven's Scale within her seal.

BOOM--!

"?!"
"What the...?"

Just then, the entire research facility shook. The sudden massive vibration caught not only Optima but also Jin and Filan by surprise.

"We should have dealt with that damn monster."
"Ah, a mistake."

Everyone present thought of the same monster. Only one being came to mind that could cause an earthquake in this vast research facility.

The monster that had faced Cho Tae-Hyun in Research Wing 1, Deltar. It must be his doing.

[Hey!]

At that moment, a hologram appeared before Akasaka Jin's eyes. It was Jin Yong-han, who had just left the laboratory.

[Something's coming! It's not that monster! It wasn't even a monster to begin with! A human is approaching!]
"A human is approaching...? What human could cause an earthquake like this...?"

A powerful force created by a human was carving through the mountain, approaching this place in a straight line. The vibrations were a result of this.

Akasaka Jin couldn't understand Jin Yong-han's sudden message. Was there such a person? No, there wasn't. The only one capable of this had died earlier in the evening.

"Filan. Let's finish this quickly. Don't dawdle."
"O-okay."

Filan smiled brightly. Jin, with an annoyed expression, drew magical power from his core.

The vibrations continued. The laboratory shook violently. The research wing was being destroyed as someone approached this deep underground facility.

Everyone in the laboratory could feel it.

"Here's a parting gift for you two!"

Jin drew magical power from his core to deal with Optima and Kim Se-Won before the place completely collapsed. Just as his supernatural power was about to activate—

CRASH-!!

Lightning struck the underground laboratory.
The lightning bolt, which struck precisely between Optima and Jin, split in two, becoming a shield around Optima and Kim Se-Won while attacking Jin and Filan.

"Ugh...!!"

Jin's body slid backward. Grinding his teeth, he looked up at the ceiling where the lightning had come through.

"Who is it?!"

Someone was approaching.
Someone who had pierced through the mountain in one go and accurately struck lightning here was rapidly approaching.

Tap!

The intruder, a black figure, landed gracefully in front of Optima.

"What are you adults doing to these kids?"

The voice that followed was relaxed. Neither angry nor excited.
It simply casually criticized Jin and Filan's actions, as if dealing with children.

"You...!!"
"...!"

Jin shouted. Filan's eyes widened.

"Black Swan! You weren't dead?!"

There stood a magical girl.

"My, my, someone remembers an old relic. Well, if Bloody White could come back, why couldn't I?"

Jin couldn't hide his shock. Hong Yu-Jin—Black Swan—smiled.

The origin of urban legends. The magical girl Black Swan.
The great hero who once led the great war between monsters and humanity to a ceasefire. The superhuman who turned a certain defeat into something close to victory.
A living legend.

Those who fought alongside her called her one who approached the path of transcendence.

An EX-rank hero had appeared.

"This can't be...! If you're alive, then what is she? What is Optima?!"

The magical girl before them was the great hero who had disappeared after the ceasefire.

That's why the executives thought an inexperienced girl had taken her place.
But now, the great hero who was believed to be dead or spending her life in recovery had appeared perfectly fine before him.
Jin couldn't comprehend this fact.

"What is she? My daughter, of course. Isn't she pretty, just like me? As you said, she's also my successor."

Black Swan casually pulled Optima into an embrace and nuzzled her face. Optima's cheeks were soft and squishy.

"Daughter, you say?"

Jin carefully looked back and forth between the two.
Indeed, as she said, Optima did resemble "Black Swan" in some ways.
Not Hong Yu-Jin, but Black Swan.

"Black Swan... Bloody White."

Meanwhile, Optima was muttering these names, shocked by the revelation.

Optima instantly recognized the person before her as Hong Yu-Jin. It was instinctive, or perhaps unconscious—her core told her this person was Hong Yu-Jin.

However, she had never heard the name Black Swan before. In all the time she had lived with Hong Yu-Jin, she had never heard it once.

But she knew very well that this was what Hong Yu-Jin was called. And Bloody White must be what they called Seo Hye-Ji.

Optima glanced at Hong Yu-Jin in her black magical girl outfit.

*I wonder why she never transformed until now... though I don't really need to ask. She looks quite different transformed...*

The overall atmosphere was completely different.
This must be why Hong Yu-Jin was able to become an Academy teacher.

Because very few people knew her true appearance.

*And Foriner must have concealed all the information. Any recorded images of her true form would have been deleted or blurred... only those who met her face-to-face would know Black Swan.*

A person called a great hero can never be completely hidden. The only one she could think of who could manipulate things to prevent even psychometry from working was the Transcendent herself.

"What will you do?"

Hong Yu-Jin, still enjoying the soft feel of Optima's cheeks, addressed Jin and Filan.
Despite having enemies before her, she was completely relaxed. It was the confidence of someone who knew the overwhelming difference in power.

"...We're withdrawing."

Jin clicked his tongue loudly. Filan nodded without complaint.
The power to pierce straight through from Mt. Geumgang to here in one go. And Black Swan showed no signs of fatigue.

Even if she wasn't in her prime, she could easily overpower them.

Jin and Filan quickly fled.

* * *

At the peak of Mt. Geumgang, Black Swan, who had escaped through the passage she had created, faced Optima with a pleased smile.

"Oh my, my daughter is a complete mess~."
"Get off me. How embarrassing...!"

She pulled Optima into another embrace and nuzzled her cheeks. She was so happy to see her that she rubbed their cheeks together until they might wear out.
Finally coming to her senses, Optima felt Kim Se-Won's gaze and tried to push Black Swan away.

*Oh ho.*

Black Swan knew exactly why Optima was reacting this way. She kept glancing nervously at Kim Se-Won.
And for good reason—while Optima had been unconscious, Black Swan had seen everything.

*It seems she's trying to hide her identity.*

Black Swan looked between Optima and Kim Se-Won with a sly expression, moving only her eyes.

"What's the big deal about wanting to see my daughter's face after so long? Se-Won? Come here, teacher will give you a hug too!"

Despite her realization, her behavior didn't change.
Black Swan spread one arm wide and beckoned to Kim Se-Won.

"Ah, no thanks."

Kim Se-Won read the atmosphere and waved his hands in refusal.

*I shouldn't make Eun-Ha jealous. Though I would like to see her jealous face again.*

He was conflicted.

"Congratulations on your mother-daughter reunion. Please, enjoy it more."
"Really? That's too bad."

His decision came quickly. Kim Se-Won took a step back and firmly declined. It wasn't because Optima was shaking her head with fire in her eyes.

*I thought she had used up all her magical power, but it seems she has some left.*

In any case, that wasn't it.
Kim Se-Won saw the corrupted magic flickering in Optima's hands and pretended not to notice, closing his eyes.

Ch.267 - My Boyfriend Is Incredibly Mischievous
It took less than 10 minutes to reach the academy from Mt. Geumgang.
This was thanks to Optima's usual transportation portal—Foriner's spatial magic.

"Here. Take these."

Under the quiet night sky, Black Swan extended her hand on the empty academy building rooftop. In her palm were three bright yellow crystals.

"What are these...?"

Optima stared blankly at the yellow crystals with a bewildered expression.

"Crystals containing my magical power. You can think of them as extracted cores."
"What...?"

She picked up one crystal with wide eyes. The words "extracted cores" rather than just drawn magical power swirled in Optima's mind.

*Does this mean... these are literally her magical power itself?*

Non-recoverable magical power. It must have been extremely dangerous, yet Black Swan had casually handed them over to Optima.

"So why are you giving me these?"
"For you to use. When you're in danger. They're not as pure as ones made by someone with natural talent for this work, but they should be quite high quality."

Magical crystals given to her at great risk, to be used in emergencies when she lacked magical power like earlier. Optima looked at Black Swan with a touched expression.

Black Swan grinned and waved her hand slightly up and down, urging her to take them. After hesitating, Optima clutched all three yellow crystals to her chest.

*Extracting magical power and crystallizing it...*

Watching this scene, Kim Se-Won recalled a woman. A woman who specialized in this kind of work at Magica Essential—Jung Hee-Won.

*Professional... professional...*

Kim Se-Won narrowed his eyes in contemplation. Right now, he needed professional help. The disc-shaped object in his pocket—capable of forming gates and attacking by bending space, with power that varied tremendously depending on how it was used.

*Right. I should ask Han Chae-Eun.*

Suddenly, another woman came to mind. What was her name again? Right. Choi Ju-Min. Han Chae-Eun had mentioned this name before.
She was also the woman who had been the reason they went to the technology expo during Gresorion and the Villain Association's diversionary operation.

*I don't know if it's possible, but it's worth a try.*

This disc-shaped object was tuned exclusively for Iris.
He needed to make it his own.
Better yet, if he could prevent anyone from stealing control of it, as he had taken it from Iris.

*I'm getting closer, bit by bit. Eun-Ha.*

Kim Se-Won felt he had taken a step forward. His heart raced. The road ahead was still long, but he was making progress.

"What are you thinking about?"
"?!"

Suddenly, Optima's face appeared right in front of him. She was smiling brightly, but her expression seemed somewhat stiff and cold.

"Huh? Oh~."
"You were thinking about another woman, weren't you?"

Her smile wasn't really a smile. Her lowered voice expressed cold anger.

Somehow, just by looking at Kim Se-Won, she sensed he was thinking about another woman.

*Why isn't he even trying to hide it?*

Kim Se-Won was in a difficult position. He wanted to laugh it off, but judging by Optima's demeanor, she would keep pressing until he gave a proper answer.

"...Yes, I was."

So he decided to be straightforward.
Another woman? What's wrong with thinking about another woman?

Kim Se-Won gently curved his lips.

"Who were you thinking about?"

Optima leaned in closer with a sullen expression. Her scent wafted over him. They were close enough that he could kiss her if he just tilted his head slightly.

*How could you think of someone else when I'm right here!*

Optima was suppressing her anger. Even so, her jealousy-induced feelings of love were overflowing.

"My girlfriend. Eun-Ha."
"...Huh?"

His mischievous expression accompanied those words. Optima was dumbfounded.

"Me... uh, Eun-Ha...? Ah, um... yeah. That's, right. Yes! Of course! You can think about your girlfriend. Yes! That's right! Haha, hahaha..."

She finally came to her senses.
Quickly backing away, Optima stammered as she remembered that she was currently "Optima," not Eun-Ha.

*I, I made a mistake...!*

What she had just done resembled a girlfriend scolding her boyfriend. A huge mistake. If she wasn't careful, Kim Se-Won might suspect her true identity.

"No, just. That... you know? I was just curious why you'd think about other women when you have such a cu-cute! and pre-pretty! girlfriend like Eun-Ha, yes. That's all! No other meaning! Just that! It's just sisterly concern! You understand, right, Kim Se-Won...?"

Excuses poured out. "Optima" is not "Eun-Ha"! They're just sisters! She did this out of concern for Eun-Ha because she cares for her deeply!

"So. Okay? Do you understand what I'm saying? Should I explain again?"

Optima's passionate excuses continued until Kim Se-Won responded with a satisfied smile.



* * *



He walked down the long corridor. With each step, Kim Se-Won endured his creaking body.

Eventually, he saw light leaking in from the distance.

"She went ahead."

Having just parted ways with Optima, she must be waiting for him at the secret base.
Sometimes trying to hide her identity, sometimes not. Whenever Kim Se-Won saw Eun-Ha's clumsy behavior, he couldn't help but smile contentedly.

"Welcome back!"
"I'm back."

Eun-Ha greeted Kim Se-Won with a bright smile. She was wearing only a thin t-shirt and dolphin pants, deliberately showing she had prepared well.
The place where Eun-Ha had been waiting was their secret base.

"Oh, your wounds...! Wait a moment! I'll heal you right away!"

Pretending not to know anything, Eun-Ha made a fuss and cast a healing spell. Kim Se-Won's battered body instantly returned to normal.

"Was today difficult...?"

Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won with a face full of concern. Seeing such expressions made him wonder how she had managed to keep her secret for so long.

*She's both good and bad at acting.*

Even that seemed lovely to Kim Se-Won. He liked her somewhat scatterbrained behavior.

"Yes. It was. ...But."

A mischievous idea suddenly came to mind. Kim Se-Won considered whether to act on the thought that had popped into his head, then curled up one corner of his mouth.

"But what?"
"Optima fights well."
"R-really? Well, Jae-Yu is pretty good at fighting. Hehehe..."

Eun-Ha grinned as if she herself had been complimented. But this wasn't Kim Se-Won's real aim.

"And she's pretty."
"R-really? Is that so? Hehe."

Eun-Ha happily accepted that comment too.

"...Huh? Wait. Why are you saying Jae-Yu is pretty?"

Soon, Eun-Ha's expression changed. She frowned and made a sullen face.
She even lightly pounded Kim Se-Won's chest with her delicate fists.

*Se-Won doesn't know I'm Optima, right?*

Talking about another woman when his girlfriend was right in front of him. This was definitely something to be upset about. Eun-Ha moved closer to Kim Se-Won, half-joking and half-serious.

"Tell me. Why are you talking about another woman in front of me? After taking the Saint's virginity. After ravaging me like a beast until morning despite my pleas to stop."

Why. Why.
Eun-Ha pressed against him completely as she questioned him.

*Yes. This is it!*

Kim Se-Won loved how Eun-Ha acted exactly as he expected. Pretending to be jealous of herself, gradually becoming immersed in her own act—it was all so endearing.

"Because."
"Eek?!"

Kim Se-Won's arm suddenly wrapped around Eun-Ha's waist. Right behind Eun-Ha was the bed.
Kim Se-Won spun around, switching their positions, and leaned forward. He felt the soft mattress bounce beneath them.

"I wanted to see this reaction."
"Mmph, mmm...!"

Then he thrust his tongue into the mouth of the surprised and flustered Eun-Ha.



* * *



About 30 minutes later.

"Is everyone here?"

Optima—Han Jae-Yu—looked around the secret base after arriving. In the room filled with the scent of air freshener sat Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram.

"So this is how you look in casual clothes."
"Cute."

Upon seeing Han Jae-Yu, In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun were busy evaluating her appearance. A magical girl in casual clothes was quite novel and refreshing.

"But when is Eun-Ha coming?"
"Right. Where's Eun-Ha?"

Both of them looked at Jae-Yu. If she had called them, she should have called Eun-Ha too, but there was no sign of her.

"...Eun-Ha said her stomach suddenly hurt, so she's resting."

Jae-Yu avoided their gaze as she made the excuse.

"Anyway, I'll relay everything to Eun-Ha, so it's fine. The reason I called you here is to tell you about the deal I made with the monster, Deltar."

To prevent them from questioning further, Optima immediately stated the reason she had called them and sat down on a cushion that had been prepared in advance.

*Suspicious.*
*Very suspicious.*

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun exchanged glances as they watched her.
Optima and Eun-Ha never overlapped in their movements. They had never once been seen together.

*Kim Se-Won seems to know something.*
*It looks that way.*

They decided it would be best to question them when the opportunity arose. The two had set their goal.
Han Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won. There was some kind of relationship between them.
It was suspicious how Kim Se-Won seemed pleased watching Han Jae-Yu get flustered by their questions.
It was concerning that he would make such an expression despite dating Eun-Ha.

"Ahem!"

Jae-Yu cleared her throat to gather their attention. Now was not the time to act as she did among friends.

*Cool image! Impressive appearance!*

She couldn't be flustered like earlier. She just needed to say what she came to say and leave—that was her mindset.
Feeling all eyes on her, Jae-Yu closed her eyes and then opened them.

"Have you heard of the House of Evolution?"

And then, she began to speak words that would greatly motivate them.

Ch.268 - Theft Incident (1)
Eun-Ha was feeling miserable.

"I seriously feel like I'm going to die."

She was sprawled across her desk, letting out every complaint she could think of.

"What's wrong?"
"Nothing... I just feel like I never get a break."

Tap tap. When her desk partner Han Chae-Eun patted her shoulder, Eun-Ha slowly raised herself up and leaned against the other girl's shoulder.

*A break, huh.*

"Aww, is our Eun-Ha feeling exhausted~?"

Hanging on Eun-Ha's every word, Han Chae-Eun wrapped her arms tightly around Eun-Ha's small frame. It made sense that she would be struggling during exam period, especially since studying was her weakness. Seeing her like this made Chae-Eun instinctively want to hug her.

*If Eun-Ha and Optima are the same person, it would make sense.*

Combined with what she and In Ha-Ram had been suspecting lately, it seemed increasingly plausible.

Every day, they took turns fighting villains or monsters, preventing crimes on a rotation basis. On top of that, they never neglected their training, and occasionally made time to hang out with friends.

Adding anything else to that schedule naturally meant cutting into sleep time. In other words, pulling all-nighters to study for exams wasn't a one-time thing.

Han Chae-Eun suppressed her urge to directly ask, "Are you Optima?" There wasn't any concrete evidence yet—just suspicion. Even though it was tempting to ask, now wasn't the time. Besides, everything had its proper moment. If Eun-Ha wasn't revealing it herself, there was no need to force it out.

*This is my way of being considerate too.*

Even if she did find evidence, it would be better to pretend not to know and watch over her friend for now.

"By the way, how was it last time?"
"Huh...? Last time?"

Buried in Han Chae-Eun's chest, Eun-Ha squirmed and looked up. Her hazy emerald eyes filled with confusion.

"The motel."
"?!"

When Chae-Eun whispered in her ear, Eun-Ha jumped in surprise. Her face turned bright red as if she might start steaming. Han Chae-Eun held back her laughter and just curled up the corners of her mouth.

"Oh my, I'd like to hear about that too."

In Ha-Ram, who had roughly grasped the flow of the conversation, joined in. Since Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram had worked together to set this up, it was only natural that they should get a report on the results.

"No, um... that's..."

Eun-Ha's gaze darted around wildly, never staying still for a moment.

The two girls' eyes sparkled.
There was definitely something.
Something worth talking about, something gossip-worthy.

"Why don't we talk about it at that place we went before?"
"Oh, that cafe with the soundproof barriers?"
"That's right."
"No, I..."
"You should spare some time for your friends occasionally."
"That's right! No matter how good things are going, you can't just abandon us like this!"

In Ha-Ram made the suggestion, and Han Chae-Eun nodded emphatically. They had no intention of respecting Eun-Ha's wishes right now.



* * *



The cafe they used to visit—Han Chae-Eun with Kim Se-Won, and In Ha-Ram with Eun-Ha, in pairs.
Once again, the place was completely quiet. Only the faintest hint of someone speaking could be heard.

"So. How was it?"

In Ha-Ram, who had been itching to ask, broke the ice.

"How many times did you do it?"

Of course, Han Chae-Eun joined in.
It was fascinating.
Plus, none of them had any experience.

Surprisingly,
Against all expectations,
Eun-Ha had gotten ahead of these two beauties.

That's why both girls were bursting with curiosity. They wanted to experience, even if indirectly through Eun-Ha, the unknown sensations they hadn't felt yet.

"Well..."

Eun-Ha hung her head low and fidgeted with her fingers under the table.

*Should I tell them? Should I not?*

She had only just realized it.
These two had encouraged her jealousy and guided her to make a move on Kim Se-Won.

In other words, if it weren't for them, she would have kept maintaining that awkward distance with Kim Se-Won indefinitely.

*I'm grateful, but...*

However, when it came to having the courage to share her experience openly, Eun-Ha could safely say she didn't have it.

"What's the big deal? You know from last time, right? Nothing said here leaks outside."
"And we don't talk about these things anywhere else."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun, sitting across from her, gave her sly looks. Even watching Eun-Ha hesitate was exciting for them right now.
They couldn't help but smile at the scene.

"W-well..."

The two girls' determination to hear everything no matter what pierced Eun-Ha's heart.
Reluctantly, Eun-Ha finally placed her hands on the table and began folding her fingers one by one.

*What is she doing?*
*No way...!*

One, two, three... past ten, and then she started unfolding her fingers again.

*Is he an animal?*
*Is that normal for men?*

The excitement was building. They wondered when Eun-Ha would stop counting with her fingers. All their attention was focused on her hands.

*You learned bad things from Don-Hil!*

At this point, Han Chae-Eun recalled the video of Don-Hil she had briefly seen before.

"...Oh. But. Are we counting just that day...? Um, and. The times I felt it...? Or the times Se-Won finished...?"
"Huh?"
"...What?"

Suddenly, Eun-Ha put her hands down again. Her careful question left them dumbfounded.

*What should we do?*
*I don't know!*

Their gazes crossed.
They hadn't thought of this.
Who would have guessed Kim Se-Won was such a sexually vigorous man? Eun-Ha was trying to count the number of times she climaxed rather than the number of times they did it. That meant the beast-like Kim Se-Won must have ravaged poor Eun-Ha without giving her a moment's rest.

"A-ahem! Then. Let's talk about that later. H-how about the size?"
"Yes, yes. I heard the average for Korean men is about 11 or 12 centimeters."

The two quickly changed the subject. Though inexperienced, they had at least learned that Kim Se-Won was a beast. It was best to leave the rest as unknown territory for now.
Now it was time to ask about something else.

"Um..."

Eun-Ha raised her eyes and fell into deep thought.
Once again, her small hands came up onto the table.

*Scrape*

No, she actually stood up from her seat.

"Umm...! A-about this much...?"

Then her face turned bright red.
She placed one hand just below her lower abdomen.

*She's measuring the size.*
*Is it small? Or average??*

Both girls focused their gaze on Eun-Ha's lower abdomen. Feeling their stares, Eun-Ha hesitated before placing her other hand near her navel.

"Uh..."

Looking confused, she tilted her head and moved her hand even higher.

"...!!!"

The two girls' eyes widened in shock. In Ha-Ram instinctively covered her mouth to prevent herself from crying out in surprise.
What Eun-Ha's hands indicated was the size she had personally experienced. And that length was enough to say she had been completely impaled.

"That's insane."
"No. No..."

The two girls lost their words and gaped. Roughly estimating, it was about 20cm? No, even longer.

"And about this thick..."

The shock for the two girls didn't end there.
Eun-Ha overlapped her hands and formed them into a circle.

*How is she still alive?*
*No. She did it more than ten times with that...? In one night? Without stopping??*

A crazy sex monster.
Kim Se-Won was being reevaluated in the two girls' minds.
During the day, he couldn't stand up to Eun-Ha, but at night, he turned into a beast.

"S-so... how many times have you done it in total? Not the number of times in one session..."

In Ha-Ram asked with a shaky voice.
She was someone who always maintained her composure, but what Eun-Ha had revealed today was shocking enough to break even her calm demeanor.

"T-twice."

Eun-Ha hung her head low. With trembling hands, she held up her index and middle fingers.

*Twice!*

The number 2 was etched into the two girls' minds.
They had been dating for just over a week. The timing hadn't been great—it was exam period, and the exams had just ended today. Everyone had been busy.

Yet they had done it twice.
They had done it again after the first night!
In other words, whenever they could, they definitely did it!

*Come to think of it, when Han Jae-Yu showed up last time...*
*Right. There was a smell of Febreze in the air. Kim Se-Won said he sprayed it because a guest was coming.*

Click! It felt like a puzzle piece had fallen into place in their minds. The well-organized secret base now seemed rather unnatural.

*From now on, we should probably give them a heads-up before visiting.*
*Exactly.*

Even while thinking this, they didn't forget to be considerate.
They hadn't imagined that the couple would be doing it right up until Han Jae-Yu arrived.

"...Ahem! That's enough then. I think we need to talk about something more important."
"Even though we helped set you up... well, you need to be mindful of public perception, right?"

After exchanging glances non-stop, In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun finally regained their composure and straightened their backs.
Then they changed their expressions.
Strict. Solemn. Serious.
They looked like they were acting as Eun-Ha's parents.

"Important talk?"

Eun-Ha, her face still flushed red, tilted her head at the mention of an important talk.

Wasn't this just about asking about her sex life with Kim Se-Won? About how it felt, what positions they used, and so on?

In truth, the two girls wanted to ask all those things Eun-Ha was thinking about, but the shock they had just received left them too dizzy to ask more questions.

"First of all. Publicly, you're revered as a saint, right?"
"Even if you're not a religious saint, you're like a fantasy saint who heals people and leads heroes."
"Y-yes, that's right?"
"So."

In Ha-Ram gulped and nodded her head.

"It's better to keep your relationship with Kim Se-Won secret."
"We're not saying break up. But for the sake of your goals, you need to hide your relationship in public."
"Ah."

Eun-Ha's eyes widened slightly.
It was certainly true.

Saints typically evoke a pure image.
There were also those with impure thoughts who wanted to taint that purity with their own colors but still revered saints.

While she could reject all such people, looking toward the future, it was right to hide her relationship with Kim Se-Won for now.
It was better to have as many allies as possible.

For the battle with The Mute One and Gresorion that would come someday, their strength would be needed.

"Mmm."

Eun-Ha nodded.

"I'll tell Se-Won too. Honestly, I've thought about that myself."
"No."

Han Chae-Eun shook her head and held out her hand. Confusion settled on Eun-Ha's face.

"I'll tell him. Somehow, I feel like if you go, you'll just get devoured again."
"Even though I've already been devoured."

In Ha-Ram chuckled and looked at Eun-Ha with a satisfied expression.

Somehow, she felt proud.
Even though they were friends, Eun-Ha felt like her own child. After all, their relationship had only succeeded because In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun had pushed them together.

"By the way, have you told Se-Won's mother yet?"
"I remember when we went there last time~ Se-Won's mother was pretty."
"I'm planning to tell her this Saturday. But Se-Won says he's been busy lately, so I'm not sure if it'll work out."
"Ah..."

At Eun-Ha's words, Han Chae-Eun recalled something.

"That's right. He's been meeting with Jumin's sister lately. You know, that scientist friend of mine. Actually, we went to that tech expo to meet her in the first place."
"...What?"

Meeting another woman?
An alarm went off in Eun-Ha's head.
She believed Kim Se-Won wasn't the type to cheat casually. Still, it didn't make her feel good.

Beep, beep beep-

As Eun-Ha waited with a cold voice for Han Chae-Eun to continue, In Ha-Ram's bracelet made a sound.
A bracelet given only to those recognized by the Incheon Dragon. It could also access Cheonil's secret communication network.

"...Sorry, just a moment."

In Ha-Ram twisted her bracelet open to check the sudden message. Soon, a blue hologram appeared showing the message content.

"Oh no."

Tsk, In Ha-Ram displayed her displeasure openly, which was unlike her.

Ch.269 - Theft Incident (2)
Foriner was in his personal space, scanning through the information Optima had brought.

"Hmm... I see."

Foriner's eyes curved into an arc. This was quite interesting information.

Human clones.
Chimeras, hybrid creatures of humans and monsters.
Enhanced Activator that amplifies power but leaves users crippled.
And gate technology.

"Indeed, it's just as my contractor thought."

The Villain Association seeks chaos. Not simply conflict between humanity and Gresorion, but they want the entire world thrown into disorder.
War could break out before long.

And the key players in that war would be the chimera wolves.
An army of disposable soldiers that doesn't require living humans.
An army that could be produced anytime, given the materials, money, and facilities.

The reproductive capacity of monsters is unmatched. It's no wonder Gresorion uses gates or pushes excess population toward The Front Line to reduce their overwhelming numbers.

Clones are the answer to match that reproductive capacity. No need to kidnap or raise humans.

"Who wanted this technology?"

This raised a question.
According to Optima, the four executives of the Villain Association seemed to be following someone.

Since the place Optima visited was somewhere he shouldn't look into, he could only speculate based on her testimony.

"Hehe...!"

The corners of Foriner's mouth curled upward.
It was frustrating yet entertaining.
Limited information leads to various speculations.

Foriner waved his finger, and four chess pieces appeared before his eyes.
Different colored chess pieces shaped like horses. Beneath them were small papers with the technologies mentioned earlier.

Tap.

A king chess piece with a crown was placed on top.

A being at the pinnacle of the Villain Association.
A being shrouded in mystery.

"Kepluks. A name I don't recognize. Either an alias... or not human."

Talkers peek Thug D-30
The great Kepluks D-30

Foriner closed his eyes and savored the information Optima had provided again. The Villain Association's common password. He recalled the string of words that seemed inappropriate for a password.
A pleasant taste.

While there might be humans with the name Kepluks, that's not what this referred to.
There are plenty of people with the same name anyway.

There's something else.

But one thing bothered him.
The Villain Association deliberately chose locations outside his field of vision as their main bases.

In other words, someone might have spoken about the covenant of Transcendents.
It wasn't him.
Nor was it the other side.

"Based on experience... I see. It might be an old veteran."

Perhaps an old veteran who has been alive since the Great Invasion recognized the covenant of Transcendents through experience.

"If not that, then..."

The corners of Foriner's mouth stretched upward almost to the point of tearing.
This is why this work is fun.
There is no perfection. Variables always exist.
In his personal space, Foriner chuckled to himself for a long time.



* * *



Twilight had fallen.

"Phew."

Kim Se-Won returned to his room with a sigh drenched in fatigue. In his hands were various books borrowed from somewhere.

"They probably won't help... but holding onto these might be useful later."

Heavy. Books that showed clear signs of being flipped through many times.

Kim Se-Won sat at his desk and opened a book.
These weren't high school materials but college-level texts that were hard to come by.

Books he had borrowed from Choi Ju-Min, whom he met today through Han Chae-Eun's arrangement. They only contained basic theories, so they weren't immediately helpful.
Nevertheless, Kim Se-Won wanted to know.

Because pure strength alone wasn't enough.
If so, he needed to borrow power from elsewhere.

"A machine that creates small gates... not just that, but computer languages and algorithms... so much to learn."

He could see that time was woefully insufficient. He needed to train and study simultaneously. Fortunately, he was quite intelligent.
He could pride himself on having above-average learning ability.

Sitting at his desk and looking at the table of contents, Kim Se-Won telekinetically summoned a disc-shaped object.

"This Choi Ju-Min person seemed to understand the structure. I hope it works out... and I can't just rely on Choi Ju-Min. Eventually, I need to understand the structure too. That's how I'll be able to utilize it better."

The disc-shaped object had a smooth surface. Something like a lens was at its center. Quite a simple appearance.
But what about the inside?
Even Choi Ju-Min, who seemed knowledgeable, complained after dissecting it, so it would probably take a long time.

"Really?"
"Wah?!"

Just then, a sullen voice came from below. Startled, Kim Se-Won pulled his chair back and looked toward the source of the sound.

"E-Eun-Ha...?"

Under the desk was Eun-Ha.
With slightly puffed cheeks and a sulky expression, she was looking up at him.

Thanks to her small frame that fit perfectly under the desk, he hadn't even noticed she was there until now.

*How did she even get in??*

This was the second time he'd wondered this.
Last time, she had broken into his room when it was definitely locked and woken him up.
And this time too, she had ignored the lock and invaded his room.

Kim Se-Won looked down at Eun-Ha, feeling his heart flutter.

"Is it okay to neglect your girlfriend like this? Am I like a rabbit to you? I might die of loneliness."

Grumbling, Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won, making it clear she was upset.
Sitting under the desk with her knees pulled to her chest, she vented all her resentment toward Kim Se-Won.

"I don't like you meeting other girls. ...I'm tolerating it because I know you're doing it because you think it's necessary."
"No, that's..."

How did she know he had met a woman?

*It must be Han Chae-Eun!*

The question was quickly resolved. Come to think of it, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram had dragged Eun-Ha somewhere as soon as school ended.
They must have told her then.

Kim Se-Won stared at Eun-Ha, who was looking up at him, their eyes locked as if he might be drawn in.

She's cute. This girl is his girlfriend.
He tried to suppress the fond smile that was about to form.

"But I'll let it slide. I don't like it, but I'll let it go. I like seeing you work hard."

Eun-Ha, who had been wearing a sullen expression, smiled broadly.

"But, you have to make it up to me with a proper date. Got it?"
"Ah, yeah."
"And... next time, you have to use a condom, okay?"
"Yeah..."

Eun-Ha had said everything she wanted to say.
Then, plop, she disappeared downward as if sinking.

"Haah..."

Only then did Kim Se-Won let out a deep sigh. He leaned back against the chair and covered his face with his hands.

"Try to hide it a little. Please."

It was obvious at a glance.
The method Eun-Ha used to disappear. How she could enter his room without needing to break through security.
It was the shadow magic that Optima often used.

She probably thought she was hiding it well. But every action revealed evidence that they were the same person, making Kim Se-Won feel nothing but love for Eun-Ha.

His girlfriend meddling.
It wasn't bad. It felt good to know she cared about him.

Plus, Eun-Ha was trying to maintain boundaries in her own way. She wasn't completely throwing a tantrum or just getting angry.
She was trying to understand his actions.

So he needed to reciprocate.
He wanted to reciprocate.
He wanted to do something for Eun-Ha, who was thinking of him.
Because he was her boyfriend.

"...Wait."

At that moment, with his hand on his eyes, leaning back against the chair, Kim Se-Won suddenly recalled a scene.
A scene he had seen in adult videos before. The word "condom" that Eun-Ha had mentioned must have triggered it.

-Condom! Please put on a condom!
...that was a line from the video.

"Under the desk..."

A service method performed by a female office worker in what looked like a company office.

Thump!

Blood rushed to Kim Se-Won's lower body. As soon as the female office worker from the adult video was replaced by Eun-Ha in his mind, his body reacted on its own.

"Oh no."

It seemed studying was out of the question tonight.

"Are other guys this bad too?"

Kim Se-Won frowned.
His desires were too strong, especially his sexual desire.
What made it worse was that he could hold back if he tried. But the more he held back, the more it returned when he let go. He became like a beast.

"That can't be right."

If other men had desires as strong as his, whether sexual or otherwise, there would be countless criminals.
While there were already examples like villains, how would one explain those who weren't villains?



* * *



The night air was gradually getting colder.
Eun-Ha, who had left Kim Se-Won's room, was walking outside.

"What's my daughter doing here alone?"
"How did you know I was here?"
"What else? A mother's intuition."

Hong Yu-Jin appeared beside Eun-Ha. As if she knew Eun-Ha would come this way, she spoke naturally.

There was no one else around.
It was quiet, making it a good time to think alone.

"How are you feeling?"
"You know you ask me that every time you see me?"
"Of course I'm worried, you were bedridden for so long."

Hehe. Hong Yu-Jin was happy to hear Eun-Ha's words dripping with concern.

"Let's sit over there and talk a bit."

Not hiding her joy, she took Eun-Ha's hand and sat on a nearby bench.
Then she began stroking Eun-Ha's smooth hair.

"Why do you have so many worries and concerns?"
"What else... there's just too much to do."

School, training, villains. And with monsters on top of that, there's too much to worry about.

Eun-Ha whined in a small voice. Hong Yu-Jin was the only person Eun-Ha could whine to like this.

How long had it been since she whined so openly? Hong Yu-Jin missed even this whining and was happy to wait for Eun-Ha to finish speaking.

"The hardest part is not being able to be with your boyfriend, right?"
"...Huh?"

This was unexpected.
Eun-Ha looked at Hong Yu-Jin with wide, rabbit-like eyes.

"I never told you about that, Mom... Did Foriner tell you?"
"...No."

Hong Yu-Jin shook her head while smiling.

"I can tell just by looking."

Then she spoke softly.
Her curved eyes looked at Eun-Ha.

"That's why I came to give my daughter a gift."
"A gift?"

Hong Yu-Jin nodded and handed Eun-Ha a small bag she was carrying.

"What is this?"

Inside was a book.

"Your mom has some connections, you know?"
"T-this...! What is this?!"

When Eun-Ha took out the book and opened it, her face turned bright red.

"So, I got some help from someone knowledgeable in that area. It's the only copy in the world, so use it well, okay?"

Hong Yu-Jin smiled contentedly.
The book Eun-Ha opened was filled with all sorts of illustrations and text.
For example, from common positions like missionary and doggy style to more difficult or minor positions that might be hit-or-miss.

"I heard it's good to try different things if you don't want to fall into a rut."

Eun-Ha felt like steam might come out of her head.

*Does she know I h-h-h-had s-s-sex with Se-Won?!*

In other words, it was a book of secret knowledge that contained various positions and even how to handle a man's genitals.
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Ch.270 - Theft Incident (3)
When Eun-Ha received the Book of Vision from Hong Yu-Jin, several hours had passed.

"I have a favor to ask."

In-Ha-Ram spoke during the time when pitch-black darkness had fallen across the sky.
Before her stood the magical girl.

A woman who resembled her friend in so many ways. No, a girl who might as well be the same person, just with a different appearance.

If her suspicions were correct, this request would be burdening her friend.
Though guilt came first, her sense of duty quickly overtook it.
The duty to protect Cheonil. Cheonil, and furthermore, In Cheon-Yong, were more precious to her than anything else.

"Today, Cheonil's confidential information was stolen by the Villain Association."
"By the Villain Association...?"

Optima widened her eyes slightly as she recalled what had happened earlier that day.
It was when In-Ha-Ram had suddenly received a call and frowned. She had said it was nothing at the time, but apparently it had been something after all.

"That confidential information... is practically Cheonil's core. To be precise, it's the key to accessing the core."

In-Ha-Ram spoke with difficulty.
The fact that Cheonil's confidential information had been stolen was a shameful secret that shouldn't be revealed. Yet she disclosed it to Optima because Optima was on the side of justice. Because she was trying to bring down the Villain Association.

In-Ha-Ram told Optima everything she could.

Cheonil's important confidential information.
That is, the manufacturing method for the bracelets worn by Eun-Ha and In-Ha-Ram. Furthermore, it was access to Cheonil's security system.

Of course, this was only possible with a higher-tier silver bracelet. And just making a bracelet wouldn't be enough to breach the security system, but the danger remained unchanged.

There's no such thing as a perfect security system.
With the Villain Association's technology, they might be able to open the black box and create something that could break through all security.
If the security system was breached, Cheonil would be completely exposed before the villains.

Additionally, the stolen confidential information contained other important Cheonil systems as components.

*I heard it had various functions, but I never knew it had that kind of function too...*

Optima was inwardly surprised after hearing In-Ha-Ram's explanation.
Honestly, she had only used it once or twice. And even then, one of those times was to help Kim Se-Won.
In other words, it had been nothing more than a decorative item to her.

She had never dreamed that such a bracelet had such important and dangerous functions.

*They say ignorance is bliss... No, in other words, this also reveals how much In Cheon-Yong had been expecting of me.*

The highest tier, the silver bracelet with variable gimmicks, belonged to In-Ha-Ram.
And next was herself. Optima stared intently at In-Ha-Ram's bracelet, which had a gimmick that could be twisted open.

"I understand."

And she nodded.

This confidential information theft didn't happen because Cheonil's security system was lax or sloppy.

It happened because the villain had prepared thoroughly and for a long time to be able to access such a security system.
The villain's great escape that occurred previously was an example of this.

*If they can access it like that, they wouldn't need to take just that one thing... There might be something else important. Something that Ha-Ram doesn't want to talk about.*

Optima, who had readily accepted In-Ha-Ram's request, thought while resting her chin on her hand.

*But what are they aiming for? Money? ...Yes, it could be money. They'd need enormous funds to control the four technologies of the villains as they wish. They might demand money using Cheonil's confidential information as bait.*
*Plus, I'm also concerned about Keplux.*

Five days had passed since she saw the number D-30 at the Villain Association's laboratory.
By now, the common password would have completely changed, or they might be using D-25 at the end.

Helping a friend. Not just for this personal reason, but also to uncover the true intentions of the massive organization known as the Villain Association.
Optima had plenty of reasons to move.

"I'm sorry for taking your time."
"No."

Optima shook her head as In-Ha-Ram bowed.

"Maybe in the past, but now even if I don't operate for a day... no, even a few days, the heroes will take care of things on their own."

In fact, there was no need for Optima to move every day anymore. This also allowed her to focus more on the Villain Association.

Almost a year of magical girl activities.
This had given the resident heroes protecting each city sufficient awareness.

Optima's existence itself had the peculiarity of being able to appear anytime, anywhere. Nevertheless, since the heroes kept seeing her solve cases ahead of them, they couldn't just sit still.

Thanks to this, now whenever an incident occurred, heroes would appear at the scene just slightly slower than or at about the same time as Optima.

They were trying to step up before Optima could take all the credit.

*It was worth moving intensely for a year.*

It took quite a long time to provoke the heroes' pride and make them move on their own.
Especially the resident heroes of this Academy District, a mixed-gender hero group called Centaurus, showed a tendency to move even more busily.

This was the intention of Optima and Foriner.

To mock the heroes with actions and provoke their pride for having all their achievements stolen by a mere small girl.
To awaken their awareness and make them move on their own.

This had to be done.
Only then could they quickly respond to the crisis that would come someday.
Only then could they tighten the hearts of heroes that had become lax due to long-lasting peace.

There would be no need for a magical girl who appears anytime, anywhere.

"So, I'll help you."

Optima looked at In-Ha-Ram with a gentle smile.

"Thank you. Really."

In-Ha-Ram bowed deeply as she spoke. Her voice was filled with sincerity.

"Well then, where do I need to go?"
"...That, I need to find out now. But I have a clue."

In-Ha-Ram twisted open the silver bracelet on her right arm. With a click sound, it opened and a large hologram appeared before Optima's eyes.

"The culprit is currently fleeing in the direction of The Front Line. There's a tracking device on the storage medium containing the confidential information that the culprit stole."
"Hmm. So the confidential information was in the storage medium from the beginning?"
"That's right. So even if they knew about it, they couldn't destroy the tracking device. Judging by the speed at which the culprit is moving, it seems they're traveling by vehicle, not on foot."

Optima carefully observed the hologram. A red dot on the map was moving slowly.

"This place is..."

The map didn't just show the red dot. The route taken so far was also marked in black.

*It's the border region between Gresorion and human territory.*

Optima carefully observed this route and recalled a specific location in her mind.
It was one of the pieces of information she had received from Kim Woo-Jin in exchange for treating Dolly.

"Foriner."
"I was listening. It seems the confidential information stolen from Cheonil is one of the technologies I provided earlier. It contains information that is premature for humanity."

When Optima casually mentioned Foriner, he revealed himself. In-Ha-Ram flinched at the sudden appearance of the Transcendent without any warning.

*Information premature for humanity...? I heard that Cheonil grew rapidly after receiving technology from Foriner, but to think it's premature for humanity. Is that why they tried to steal it...?*

In-Ha-Ram was greatly surprised by this information that even she didn't know.

"I think it's probably here. What do you think?"

Regardless, Optima, who had already become accustomed to Foriner's sudden appearances, naturally addressed him.

"Hmm? Oh. I see. Indeed, is it the information obtained at that time? How admirable. As expected of my contractor. Certainly, if it's that place, it's beyond even my sight."

Foriner wore an expression like a grandfather looking at his praiseworthy granddaughter. It wouldn't have been strange if he had patted Optima's head right then.

"I still can't believe there's information you don't know. You're a Transcendent, after all."
"On the contrary. I am indeed a Transcendent. However, I am not an omnipotent being. That belongs to the realm of the being at the end of the unreachable world. So naturally, there can be things I don't know."

After saying this, Foriner chuckled and then disappeared.

"Well then, let's go."

No, he hadn't disappeared.

Meow~

He had transformed into a black cat. He scratches his head with his front paws while looking up at Optima with golden eyes.

"It's been a while since I've seen this form."
"Sometimes I want to see things directly with my own eyes."

As Optima lowered herself and reached out to him, Foriner jumped onto her shoulder.

"Then, let's get ahead of them."

As Foriner swished his tail, a black portal opened before them.



* * *



The place they emerged from the portal was the entrance to a cave.

"I believe we should go straight from here."

It wasn't a confident tone.
Hearing Foriner's words, Optima hid herself in the shadow at her feet. From here on, she would move with utmost caution, not knowing what might appear.

Watching this, In-Ha-Ram also jumped into the shadow.

"Is that location from earlier the limit?"
"No, it's even before that. I just looked as far as I could see and made a guess."
"Most people couldn't make such a guess."
"Well, when experience accumulates, things become visible without even having to think."

In-Ha-Ram silently listened to the conversation between the two as they headed deeper into the cave from within the shadow.

*How many times have they done this sort of thing?*

The girl before her showed no signs of intimidation or fear despite heading to an unknown location where anyone might be waiting.

*As soon as I heard about the confidential information being stolen, I informed the heroes affiliated with the association and Cheonil, but they were just barely chasing after the spy who took the confidential information. But Optima...*

They were on different levels.
Fundamentally, heroes and magical girls could move different distances.

In-Ha-Ram knew that this was all thanks to Foriner on Optima's shoulder.
Nevertheless, In-Ha-Ram couldn't help but feel reverence for Optima.

No matter how strong a hero is, they can't immediately go to solve an incident that occurs far away. In fact, the higher-ranked a hero is, the more procedures are needed for them to move.
That's why S-class heroes can't respond to every small incident, and they mainly operate on The Front Line.

*The information power of Foriner, who possesses absolute strength. And his teleportation ability... A magical girl who receives all of that support. Equal to or greater than an A-class hero in strength and talent, but above all, the drive that has resolved most incidents occurring nationwide for nearly a year.*

Here, In-Ha-Ram felt something akin to a sense of kinship.
With just what was mentioned earlier, each day would be steeped in fatigue.

If, as she suspected, Optima was indeed her friend, then with studies added on top, she would have virtually no time to rest.
How many hours could she sleep in a day? Perhaps 4 hours at most, she cautiously guessed.
There are many people who sleep 4 hours a day if you look for them.
But how many people frequently risk their lives fighting others?
Probably few enough to count on one hand.

That's why she felt a sense of kinship.
In the sense of pouring everything into something.

In-Ha-Ram had grown up seeing only Cheonil. She had seen the broad back and heavy shoulders of In Cheon-Yong, who silently carried Cheonil forward.

In-Ha-Ram had struggled to follow him. She had made countless efforts to succeed him and shoulder Cheonil, and she still does.

That seemed similar to the current Optima.

In-Ha-Ram closed her eyes gently and overlapped Optima with Eun-Ha.

They didn't look alike.
But they were alike.

Not on the outside, but on the inside, they were uncannily similar.
The insight she had cultivated by observing many people told her that the two girls were the same person.
If there was just decisive evidence, the question would be resolved.

But In-Ha-Ram, In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun, decided not to probe or ask. Though she desperately wanted to, and actually considered asking, she ultimately didn't act on it.

*The day will come when she tells me.*

Just as she had revealed that she was once a man, albeit under the influence of alcohol.

*But someday, I won't be able to stay by your side.*

She only hoped that day would come as soon as possible.

In-Ha-Ram was fundamentally destined to walk a different path from her friends. Though she was currently helping Optima for the sake of gaining experience and building strength, her future of shouldering Cheonil was already determined.

*Still, the fact that we were friends won't change.*

The Cheonil name had always attracted flies around In-Ha-Ram. Even until the beginning of the semester, there were quite a few people who clung to her because of the Cheonil name.

But after getting entangled with Eun-Ha due to a misunderstanding, after becoming friends with her, things changed.

Not a relationship of giving and receiving special things.
Just a relationship where they could share trivial, small things, laugh and chat.
A relationship where they could open their hearts.
Such a relationship called "friendship" was formed.
As a result, she came to share even her somewhat clumsy aspects, like her love for snacks or her love for her father.

It was a first in her life.
That's why it's special. Precious. Trustworthy.

Eun-Ha and her friends were the highest priority in her heart, ranked 1.
Of course, there was In Cheon-Yong at rank 0, but if anything were to happen to her friends, she would do anything she could.

"I think we're almost there. ...Look, over there."

In-Ha-Ram snapped out of her thoughts at Optima's voice. As Optima had said, a large door was visible above.
A large door of a dull color that didn't shine.

"It's clearly not a place of good quality."

There stood a bunny girl with a smile.

"I'm glad I didn't bring Se-Won."

And Optima's very small voice pierced In-Ha-Ram's ears.

Ch.271 - Secret Casino (1)
The large door was a murky color. Optima stared at it intently before moving her shadow. She slipped through a tiny gap in the door—bypassing all the security measures and authentication procedures that would normally be required.

*Impressive. Truly.*

Optima surveyed her surroundings while suppressing her disgust. Beyond the spacious lobby was a scene of entertainment. Slot machines, poker, roulette, blackjack, baccarat—the games and interior were identical to a casino. Of course, it wasn't just a casino.

Bunny girls and bunny boys with zippers on their chests and groins wandered around, looking ready for anything at any moment.

Ugh!

Suddenly, Optima felt a chilling anger creeping up behind her.

"Jung Chan-Yeol...!!"

She didn't bother turning around. In Ha-Ram was seething with rage in a low, boiling voice. Optima didn't know exactly who Ha-Ram was referring to.

*If Ha-Ram knows him and is in a position to come to a place like this... he must be someone like a CEO or vice president? An executive would make sense.*

The fact that Ha-Ram was openly displaying emotion—something she rarely did—led Optima to suspect that this Chan-Yeol person was connected to Cheonil Group.

"It's like a masquerade ball with everyone wearing half-masks. Though it doesn't seem to serve much purpose."

Unlike the bunny girls and bunny boys who showed their faces, everyone else wore half-masks, apparently trying to conceal their identities.

"Right. And this doesn't seem like a good place. Though that might be expected for a location hidden in such a remote area."

Optima agreed with Foriner's assessment.
She flinched as she sensed something sweet lingering in the air. It hadn't penetrated the shadow, so In Ha-Ram and Foriner couldn't feel it, but Optima could.

*Is it some kind of aphrodisiac...? My body feels strangely achy.*

This wasn't a place to linger. Optima frowned as she felt her body gradually heating up.

This was no ordinary casino.

The evidence was in the lustful gazes of those staring at the bunny girls and bunny boys swarming around—not just because of the aphrodisiac.
Eyes drenched in desire.

"Hahaha!! Look at that, I've won big! Now... I'll buy that woman with these chips."

The bunny girls and bunny boys appeared to be sold as merchandise in this manner.

Even if she wanted to help, Optima couldn't rashly leave the shadow. They had come here for a different purpose. Feeling frustrated by the situation, Optima and In Ha-Ram slowly surveyed the casino.

They looked for any suspicious areas and checked if the spy—who was supposedly caught on CCTV—had arrived much earlier than expected.

"Nothing."
"...Yeah."

After about twenty minutes of searching, they came up empty-handed. It was just a place where influential men and women indulged in pleasure.

There were guards who appeared to be villains stationed throughout, but that was it. Nothing else caught their attention.

"That's the only place left."

Just one location remained—a large door in the corner of the casino.
Optima and In Ha-Ram's gazes fixed on the door marked "VIP Room." A place where even the elite couldn't enter freely.
They had a feeling something might be happening in there.

"Angelica, you're called."
"...!! Y-Yes♡"

Just then, a girl's voice came from near the shadow where Optima was hiding.
Angelica seemed to be an alias. The girl, who appeared to be Korean, trembled violently when her name was called, then forced a smile.

"What's going on?"

Optima's voice was filled with doubt.
The girl's body was shaking subtly. She was pretending to be fine, acting cute, but it looked more like a cry for help. This wasn't an act—her face turned pale in an instant.

"Follow me."

The villain guard who had called for Angelica led her in a specific direction.
It was the same place Optima and In Ha-Ram had been looking at moments ago.

"It seems that place is a graveyard for bunny girls and bunny boys."
"A graveyard...?"
"The VIP room is a graveyard... I see."

Optima didn't understand, while In Ha-Ram seemed to grasp the meaning.

*Doesn't seem like a good place.*

Optima hid her embarrassment at being the only one who didn't understand and observed the reactions of those around her.

The other bunny girls and bunny boys glanced furtively at Angelica's unnatural movements and reactions. They couldn't stare openly, but their expressions revealed deep relief.

Their faces clearly said, "Thank goodness it's not me."

"Let's go."

It bothered Optima immensely.
The "graveyard" Foriner mentioned. The expressions of the bunny girls and bunny boys.

Perhaps something even more horrific than what they had seen at The Front Line awaited them.

Optima silently moved her shadow and followed Angelica into the VIP room.


* * *


The VIP room—a place for those who pursued only pleasure. Of course, it wasn't just about pleasure; special qualifications were required.
Namely, high social status.

"Those bastards...!!"

As soon as they entered the VIP room, In Ha-Ram raged again, similar to before.
Several people connected to Cheonil were in the VIP room. Among them was Kim Yang-Ho, known as the right-hand man of Incheon Yong.

"Ugh."

Optima frowned immediately upon arriving in the VIP room. It was worse than outside. The pink aphrodisiac mist was so thick it was visible floating in the air.

Those intoxicated by the strong aphrodisiac had hazy eyes. They pursued only their desires and pleasures, without discrimination as to what those desires might be.

"I initially thought we'd just scout the situation and attempt an infiltration mission. Good thing I didn't even bring it up."

Foriner spoke calmly.
He had wanted to see Eun-Ha, or rather Optima, in a bunny girl outfit, but after seeing the state of the VIP room, that desire completely vanished.

"Would infiltration have even been possible?"
"Quite possible. The bunny girls here have no identity or are people no one would miss if they disappeared. They're all either deleted from databases or listed as missing persons."

Foriner's gaze swept over the bunny girls and bunny boys. All were attractive. There was no age restriction—some were nearly in their thirties, while others had barely reached their teens.

This place was a pit of beasts who had discarded social norms and moral principles.

"Most of them probably had their identities erased by the Villain Association."
"So... anyone can enter as long as they look good?"
"Something like that. In other words, they're in an extremely precarious position—they could be killed anytime, anywhere, or abused and discarded when they're no longer useful."

Foriner tapped Optima with his tail and pointed to one side.

There was Angelica, who had just been called in.
Unable to even manage her expression anymore, Angelica was crying as her limbs were restrained by a muscular giant. In front of her stood a skinny man clutching what appeared to be a scalpel.

"Kyaaaaa! It hurts! It hurts! Please stop! Ah, aaaagh!"

Soon, her screams as she was cut alive with the sharp knife filled the VIP room.
No one paid attention. No one offered help.

Neither the bunny girls and bunny boys nor the VIPs seemed to care.

The former had no opportunity to care.
The latter regarded it merely as background music.

"You betray Father? You bastards. I'll tear you limb from limb myself...!!"

In Ha-Ram couldn't pay attention to these screams either.

This was the overall atmosphere of the place.
Some enjoyed the pleasure that followed violence. Others simply indulged in lust. Some were voyeurs. And so on.

It was both stimulating and obscene.

"Come here!!"

Suddenly, a young bunny boy was grabbed by a fat man.

"Urgh?!"

The man, who had been fondling a bunny girl's buttocks with one hand, grabbed the bunny boy by the back of his head and shoved it into his crotch.

"They're completely insane."

Optima's voice trembled as she watched this scene.

It wasn't just the fat man—everyone was like that.
Among the VIPs were women, and they too harassed both men and women indiscriminately.
This was the overall atmosphere.
Gender didn't matter. Only their own pleasure was important. The fact that they were all soaked in aphrodisiacs and couldn't think clearly played a role too.

"Heh, hehehehe..."
"Did you enjoy yourself?"

Pshhh—

It wasn't just about being soaked in aphrodisiacs.
A villain wearing a gas mask escorted a VIP out, injecting something into his forearm.

"Whew. That was good. Very good. Kuhahaha!"

His eyes, which had been hazy, regained their clarity as he came to his senses. The man, still basking in the afterglow of pleasure, laughed loudly as he left through the door.

"Foriner."

Optima couldn't stand by and watch this behavior.
Her voice, now rigid, called out to Foriner.

"I want to incinerate all this trash. What do you think?"
"I agree. This is a common yet necessary-to-eliminate place. Such pleasures are not easily escaped. No, once you've entered this place, you can never escape. This is the only place that can satisfy their desires."

Unusually, Foriner's voice was also rigid.
He knew well, having experienced such pleasure himself.
This place itself was like poison—an extreme toxin that could never be detoxified once it entered the body.

"Ha-Ram... no, Astra Gamma. Calm down. Control your emotions. You know well that getting swept up in emotions can ruin the mission."
"Huff... Huff..."

In Ha-Ram, who had been grinding her teeth, nodded and took deep breaths. She slowly breathed in and out, controlling her emotions.
Optima inwardly sighed with relief as she watched Ha-Ram's face gradually return from that of a demon to her normal self.

*What if Mr. Incheon Yong had been here?*

As she watched this, Optima suddenly wondered:
Would In Ha-Ram have felt betrayed?
Or would she have been angry that he wasn't releasing his desires on her?

Both seemed plausible.

*If Se-Won had been here...*

At least ten bunny girls might have been discarded. Realizing this thought, Optima noticed a strange emotion coiling in her chest.
A peculiar sense of superiority and jealousy.

She could endure it. Beyond enduring, she could enjoy it with him—this thought gave her a sense of superiority. On the other hand, she felt jealous, wanting to prevent him from touching any other woman no matter what he did.

"Hmm. Look over there, my contractor."

Just then, Foriner's tail tapped Optima's cheek again. His tail pointed to a small side door. It was a door hidden by a red curtain, visible only from under the shadow.

Optima, snapped out of her thoughts, looked where the tail was pointing.
The door was opening. Perfect timing as Optima looked.

"Akasaka Jin...!"

Optima's eyes widened.
A narrow-eyed man with hair somewhere between green and light green appeared in the VIP room.
Ignoring the aphrodisiac floating in the air, he plopped down in an empty seat.

At the same time, the door swung open. A new person entered the VIP room.

An elderly man wearing a fedora pulled low walked in with heavy steps. A black mask completely covering his nose and mouth stood out.

"That's him!"

And In Ha-Ram shouted.

Ch.272 - Secret Casino (2)
The masked elderly man approached Akasaka Jin, revealing only his wrinkled eyes that resembled dead fish eyes.

The elderly man quietly bowed his head, and Akasaka Jin nodded back with a smirk. Their interaction clearly showed a hierarchical relationship.

The two men seemed completely out of place compared to their surroundings. Unlike the chaos around them, the space they occupied was so calm it could have been mistaken for a café. They were among the few who maintained their sanity in this space.

"This is Cheonil Group's black box."
"Hmm~ Is that so? Took quite a while, didn't it? About eight years? Hmm... is that right."

The storage device handed over by the elderly man was only the size of a finger joint.

Jin stared intently at Cheonil's black box while raising the corner of his mouth.

The elderly man sent a hopeful gaze, his dead fish eyes becoming more human. He had sacrificed everything to save his family captured by the Villain Association. His family meant more to him than anything else.

And now. Having kept his promise, he would finally be able to meet his family. At last, this unworthy father would save everyone. His throat trembled and ached with overwhelming emotion.

"I brought it within the deadline as promised. Now, my family—"
"But you know what's funny?"

A scheming gaze turned toward the elderly man, cutting off his words with a giggle.

"This is no longer needed."

Jin flicked his finger.

*Swoosh!*

"Ugh?!"
"And neither are you."

*Bang!*

A small pin pierced the man's neck, and his head exploded. It was a death so sudden he couldn't even register that he had died.

Standing straight with his head blown off, blood fountained from where his head had been.

"Your family's been dead for a long time. Ah, they left a final video message—should I have shown it to you? The blood tears they shed were quite moving."

Had the man been able to hear Jin's words to the end, his face would surely have been filled with despair.
Jin mocked the man's demise as he rose from his seat.

"The plan is reaching its final stage. He is coming. We no longer need to worry about heroes or monsters. Not even the arrogant Transcendents!"
"In the purified world, we will be the ones to usher in the new era...!"

Jin cackled as he carelessly tossed away Cheonil's black box and left the VIP room through the door he had entered.

A person had died.
Not a bunny girl or bunny boy, but a person.
Yet no one around seemed to care.

Because it happened often.
Because it didn't happen to them.

So they deliberately ignored it or paid no attention.

The Cheonil black box that had fallen helplessly to the floor was suddenly swallowed by a black shadow that emerged from the ground.

"...Here you go."

Optima handed the black box to In Ha-Ram with a stiff voice.

It was an oddly shaped storage device that didn't match the still commonly used USB port, requiring a special connection device.

"Thank you."

In Ha-Ram hugged the black box to her chest and carefully placed it in a box filled with shock-absorbing material she had prepared in advance.

"Now then..."
"No. Wait a moment."
"Mmph?!"

Foriner's tail was shoved into Optima's mouth as she tried to emerge from the shadow.
His sharp eyes turned toward the corpse still spewing a fountain of blood.

"I see. He didn't fully trust Akasaka Jin either."

The tattered suit, worn for who knows how many years, was becoming soaked with blood. A black object was slightly protruding from the pocket on the chest of the suit.

"Gamma. Quickly remove the contents you just put in."
"What?"
"It's a bomb."

At Foriner's words, In Ha-Ram hurriedly took the black box out of the container. The LED attached to the black box was blinking red.
Originally, the black box didn't have such an LED.

"The real one must be over there."

Foriner's tail suddenly extended, snatched the bomb from In Ha-Ram's hand, and tossed it away. A portal formed in the direction the bomb was flying, and it disappeared somewhere.

Then, a black arm extending from his tail rummaged through the man's suit.

"This is the real one. I can feel my energy from it, so there's no mistake."

From the inside pocket of the suit, where crude stitching was noticeable, the black box emerged.

When Foriner handed over the black box, In Ha-Ram carefully packaged it following the same procedure as before.

"Now. Can I really go?"

Optima, who had had a tail shoved into her mouth, glared at Foriner with a sullen expression. She could still feel the sensation of fur in her mouth.

"Of course."
"Then—"
"Wait."

In Ha-Ram held back Optima, who was about to move as soon as Foriner gave permission. Embracing her from behind, Optima found herself tightly pressed against In Ha-Ram's somewhat voluptuous chest, wearing a displeased expression.

"Let me finish this. When you went ahead of us, I wasn't just sitting idle."
"R-Really...?"

Optima was bewildered.

*It's like she's talking to Eun-Ha, not me... No, that can't be. I haven't said anything that would reveal my identity.*

In Ha-Ram's words were peculiar.

Of course, her words made sense even when directed at Optima. Optima's growth rate was that fast.
Optima forcibly suppressed her rising suspicion, completely unaware that she had been leaving obvious clues all along.

"And I'm not rushing in blindly. The fighting power here is pathetic. I could subdue them all in an instant."

In Ha-Ram finished speaking and emerged from the shadow.
Not trying to hide herself, she boldly stepped in front of the VIPs.
She created one of her specialties, an ice spear, and held it in her hand.

"Hmm?"
"What? Where did she come from?"

One by one, attention turned to her. Those who had shown no interest in anything that happened now focused on her.

"What shameless and foolish pigs."

In Ha-Ram's gaze, cold enough to make one shiver, swept over the VIPs. Even though she wore a half-mask to hide her identity, all the VIPs looking at her were people she had seen before.

"Security! What are you doing! Throw that girl out!"
"Hurry! Hurry up! Throw her out!!"
"Insolent woman!"

The VIPs made a fuss at the appearance of an uninvited guest. Some spoke slurringly, intoxicated by drugs.

The villain security guards moved swiftly.
Each drew their weapons and rushed toward In Ha-Ram.

*Thud!*

The ice spear struck the floor.

"It's time for divine punishment. You are society's pus, unworthy of living."

*Crack-crack-crack!*

In Ha-Ram's core pulsated, and the surroundings began to freeze rapidly. The entire vast VIP room was instantly filled with a chilling cold.

The floor quickly froze, binding the feet of the villain security guards.

"W-What the?!"
"Damn...!"

It wasn't just freezing. The ice climbed up the legs of those standing on the ground.
The ice, which had risen from ankles to thighs, completely immobilized their movements.

"Optima. Please take care of them."
"Already done."

Not everyone was bound by ice.
The bunny girls and bunny boys, who were victims in all this, had already disappeared. They hadn't been affected by the ice covering the floor in the first place.

"I've already evacuated everyone who could be rescued, both inside and outside."

While In Ha-Ram was drawing attention in the VIP room, Optima had completely sealed off the outside and evacuated the bunny girls and bunny boys.

"The magical girl...!"
"You bitch! Do you know who we are?!"
"Aren't you afraid of Cheonil's name! I am...!!!"

*Boom!*

As soon as the word "Cheonil" was mentioned, In Ha-Ram's spear struck the floor again.
In Ha-Ram's terrifying killing intent shot toward the man who had mentioned Cheonil.

"W-What, what is this...?!"

The man's body began to move on its own. With his feet still bound in ice, he slid across the floor toward In Ha-Ram.

"Cheonil?"

In Ha-Ram's face, covered with a half-mask, pressed close to the man's. A voice as cold as frost flowed into the man's ears from right in front of him.
The anger in her voice was enough to make one shudder.

The CCTV that would have been monitoring this place had long since been rendered useless by her cold. Not just frozen, but completely destroyed by ice penetrating inside.

"You dare mention Cheonil in front of me?"

The person responsible for this, In Ha-Ram, removed her half-mask and put it back on. As the spell engraved on the half-mask was released, everyone could recognize her as "In Ha-Ram."

"Huh!"

The man gasped.
A girl who shouldn't be here was present.
The uninvited guest was actually Cheonil's jewel.

His legs trembled. No, his entire body trembled.
It was as if a bell signaling the end of his life was ringing in his head.

*Grab!*

"Ugh!"

In Ha-Ram's hand shot out quickly and grabbed the man's jaw.

"Nam Gil-Yong. Say it again. A pig like you in a place like this claims to be affiliated with Cheonil?"

*Crack! Crunch!*

"Ah, aah, aaaah...!"

The grip strength, unbelievable for a slender girl, squeezed his jaw. Vice President Nam Gil-Yong felt cold sweat running down his face at In Ha-Ram's expression, which was like that of an asura.

"In Ha-Ram...?"
"Why is Cheonil's jewel here...!"
"Run, run...! We need to run! Someone, do something about my legs! Hurry!"

The VIPs couldn't hide their bewilderment at In Ha-Ram's appearance.
Cheonil's shining jewel, In Ha-Ram. The representative lady of Cheonil and an object of reverence.
Conversely, a demon who mercilessly punished those who opposed Cheonil.

Those who had looked down on her as "just a little girl" had seen their lives ruined by her hands many times, as the people in the VIP room knew well.

Not just backed by Cheonil.
The girl who had run countless times with overflowing talent to become Cheonil itself was not someone to be taken lightly, even by those who had long reigned at the top.

"Eek...! How dare a mere girl...!"

The villain security guards, with their feet bound, tried to throw the weapons they were holding.

"Stay still."

No. They tried to throw them.
In Ha-Ram spoke without even giving the security guards a glance.

*Stab!*

"Aaaaargh!"

Ice spikes suddenly emerged from the floor and pierced the security guards' arms. Only then did her gaze, filled with hatred, turn toward the villain security guard who had spoken.

"Being young doesn't mean I'm weaker than you. While you were comfortably sprawled out sleeping, I was running desperately."

*Crack-crack-crack!*

"Aaaaargh!!"

From the ice spikes In Ha-Ram had created, more ice spikes branched out like twigs. Countless ice spikes tore the villains' arms to shreds.

"That's the difference between you and me."

Blood flowed from the torn arms.
The flowing blood froze shortly after and fell to the floor with a thud.

*Wow.*

Optima grimaced at In Ha-Ram's ghastly actions. She knew something like this would happen, but it was more brutal than she had expected.

*I wonder what would have happened if she had mentioned Mr. In Cheon-Yong.*

The girl who, as a side effect of her overflowing talent, had come to love her own father, was incredibly strong.

"Indeed. Among the three, her growth is the most impressive."
"There are certainly differences in growth... But it's not just Ha-Ram; everyone has grown in their own way. With a little more time, Se-Won and Chae-Eun will reach Ha-Ram's level too."

Foriner, who had returned from treating the injured bunny girls and bunny boys, looked at In Ha-Ram with a somewhat interested expression.

Even with the same time and training process, there were differences in growth rates.
Among them, In Ha-Ram showed the most outstanding growth. It wasn't that Han Chae-Eun or Kim Se-Won had been lazy in their training. In fact, Kim Se-Won was so zealous it seemed like he might be suicidal.

It was simply that In Ha-Ram's innate talent was exceptionally outstanding.

"Sigh. I think I've given you enough time. What do you think, Nam Gil-Yong? Say it again. A pig in a place like this claims to be affiliated with Cheonil?"

*Crunch!*

"Ah, aah, aaaah...!"

With In Ha-Ram's grip completely crushing his jaw, Nam Gil-Yong couldn't answer her question. He could only make sounds of pain.

"Oh well. Enough."

It was a pathetic sight.
His ability was good, but... In Ha-Ram swallowed her belated regret and released Nam Gil-Yong's jaw.

Finally freed, Nam Gil-Yong grabbed his crushed jaw while crying. His mouth wouldn't close, causing saliva to drip continuously.
The dripping saliva froze shortly after.

"Anyway. Whether you mentioned Cheonil or not, you would have died here."

*Boom!*

Once again, In Ha-Ram struck the ground with her spear.
The room shook.
This space, completely dominated by In Ha-Ram, was fully freezing and about to collapse.

"Don't you think being buried alive is quite a generous end? For people like you, it's truly a merciful fate."

After saying this, In Ha-Ram put on her half-mask and turned around.
Behind her, Optima had moved and spread out her shadow.

*Rumble, rumble rumble rumble!*

"Uh, uhhh..."
"No! Save me! Save me!"
"Please! At least save me! Money! I can give you as much money as you want! You there! Magical girl! I'm talking to you!"

The desperate VIPs mentioned everything they could offer.
Money, honor, position. Every possible word tumbled out.

Optima's body suddenly stopped.
The VIPs' faces brightened. They had gotten a bite.
Optima turned her head to look at them. Her expression was extremely indifferent.

"I'm not really interested."

After saying this, Optima turned her back and slipped into the shadow.

"Ah, aaah...!"
"No! No! My honor! My wealth! My position! It can't end like this!!"

*Crash!*

The VIP room completely collapsed. The VIPs' words of despair were buried and disappeared under the sound of the collapse.

Ch.273 - Secret Casino (3)
After leaving the VIP room, In Ha-Ram closed his eyes and blamed himself for his actions.

*I was too complacent.*

He was furious to the point of boiling over that the vice president, of all people, had insulted Cheonil. It was unbearable.

*I noticed some executives from competing companies among the VIPs.*

If only he could have controlled his emotions, he might have achieved better results. He could have used their casino visits as leverage to extract benefits.

*But instead...*

Ha-Ram couldn't shake off the regret that came too late. The opportunity that vanished before his eyes was such a waste. Though these people deserved punishment, keeping them alive could have been profitable.

"Now it's time to deal with this side."
"So many taken care of already..."

Just then, Optima's voice reached him. Snapping out of his thoughts, Ha-Ram looked around and noticed people divided into two groups.
He unconsciously let out a dazed sound.

The two groups were bound by black string-like magical energy.

One group was villains.
The other was casino guests.
It seemed that while Ha-Ram was subduing the VIP room, Optima had cleaned up this area.

*Indeed. She's strong. Strong enough to make me marvel anew.*

Not a single person had escaped. Unlike Ha-Ram, she hadn't taken any lives.

"Ugh..."

Though among the villains, there were some with one or both limbs mangled.

"Now it's your turn. Right?"
"Absolutely."

Foriner, who had been silently observing, hopped down from Optima's shoulder.
It wasn't Optima who would deliver the final judgment to these people, but Foriner.

"A... a talking cat?"

Everyone's attention turned to Foriner as he landed on the floor.

"You are those who received a reprieve from the threat of monsters under my protection."

Foriner's voice echoed through the space.
Slap! His tail struck the floor as he stood on two legs.

"For humanity's peace, for its advancement, and further, for victory in this war, I handed over my technology. And I selected you to utilize that technology."

Black mist erupted from the black cat's body, making it swell.

"Ugh?!"

An invisible force pressed down on everyone in the space. Just by existing, they could feel the overwhelming difference in status.
The difference in status as living beings.
They felt the presence of something that could never be approached, something that brought endless fear just by looking at it.

"Tran-Transcendent...!"

This difference, obvious without explanation, forced one of the bound guests to speak.
The guest who spoke buried his head down, dripping with cold sweat.

The black mist that had swelled quickly dissipated.
There stood a boy.
No, perhaps a girl. Yet also like an adult. And like an elderly person.
Many impressions mixed together.

"However, things didn't go as I hoped. I expected this, of course. At the same time, I desperately wished this expectation would be wrong."

Foriner, transformed into his original form, took a step forward.

"Ugh... urgh...!!"

Just one step closer, and they felt their hearts being squeezed. It wasn't physical pain but a sensation of their souls being torn apart.

Villains, guests.
Everyone subdued by Optima groaned in agony.

"You chose the wrong path. And you've gone too far."

Foriner's hand slowly rose. Simultaneously, holograms containing the personal information of everyone gathered filled the surroundings.

Beep-! Beep-! Beep-!

One by one, red lines crossed through the holograms. Evidence of their existence was being erased from the world.

"Of course, I knew such expectations were futile. The brilliant light of technology always creates murky shadows."

Eyes filled with pain and fear watched Foriner's actions. The holograms containing their personal information were crossed out with red lines and disappeared.

What did this mean?
Was he truly planning to erase them?
Or was he merely erasing all their achievements as if they never existed?

Either way, decades of accomplishments were disappearing.

"W-wait...! Please wait, Transcendent! This is my first time here! I refused again and again, but an acquaintance insisted so strongly that I reluctantly..."
"Do you think I don't know your every move?"

When a mustached man spoke urgently, Foriner looked at him. The rapid crossing out of red lines suddenly stopped.

Flash-!

A hologram appeared before the man's eyes.

[How is it, boss? The water is excellent here. You can choose any girl or boy you want. Hahaha!! Just need to prepare some funds and play games there. Just to be clear, I'm not forcing you, right? I just suddenly thought you might want to reconsider what you mentioned earlier.]

The hologram showed the mustached man actually pressuring someone else.

"After seeing this, can you repeat what you just said? Surely you wouldn't dare call this a fabrication before me?"

The video continued.
The mustached man was despicable. He had pressured many people besides the "boss" to visit this place.
He spoke as if he knew this place better than anyone.

As the video played on, the mustached man's complexion worsened. The blood drained from his once oily face.
Drip, drip. Cold sweat poured down like a waterfall onto the floor.

"Well... yes. The men around you seem to be the protagonists of this video. What do you think? Of course, they seem to have used similar methods to increase the 'guests' too."

The evidence was overwhelming.
Too much to refute.
It wasn't even a situation where one could argue it was fabricated.

Besides, arguing would be meaningless.
Mortals cannot escape the grasp of a Transcendent.

"I am disappointed in you all."

Flash!

The paused hologram moved again. Simultaneously, red lines crossed through all holograms, making them disappear.

"What can I do? I brought this upon myself. I should take responsibility."

Tap, he lightly tapped the floor with his foot. Foriner's shadow split into countless pieces and began to emerge from the floor.

"...!!!"

The guests' eyes widened.

"N-no...!!"

Behind Foriner stood themselves.
These blackened "guests" quickly moved forward and were sucked into the mouths of their identical counterparts.

"Kuhak...! Ugh! Aak! Aaaak!!"
"I will take your place. I will confess all the corruption you've committed and bear all the atonement you should make."

The guests felt something taking control of their bodies from within. An alien sensation invaded their heads, taking away all control.
Yet their senses remained. Their minds were intact.

"Understood."

They had simply lost all control over their bodies.
They had instantly become Foriner's puppets.

"You will slowly fall into ruin. Without even the freedom to die. Slowly. You will become worthless criminals, silently accepting the criticism piercing your ears, and watch the process of atonement until your life ends."
"Of course, I won't just sit idle. If you suddenly disappeared, society would fall into chaos. I'll find replacements and slowly bring you down."
"Aren't you contributors to humanity's development? I'll take special care of you. You'll have a very long retirement."

Snap!

Foriner snapped his fingers.
At once, all the guests rose from their seats. Those who had been beaten by Optima and were bruised had somehow been healed.

*No...! This can't be! No! Nooooo!!*

The guests wailed as they foresaw their future. Screams that would never escape their lips.

"Now it's time to move. Savor the rest of your life slowly. Even if it's short, it will be at least 20 years."

Foriner issued an order to leave.
But this place was now physically sealed off. Foriner had sealed it himself.

Yet there were countless ways to get out.
Black portals opened before the guests. Having completely lost control of their bodies, each guest moved toward their assigned portal.


* * *


A girl appeared in the lobby of Cheonil's headquarters.
The magical girl Optima, now famous enough that everyone knew her.

She boldly appeared early in the morning and walked toward the information desk in the lobby.

"Uh, um..."

The receptionist, who always maintained composure when dealing with guests, couldn't hide her surprise.
Until now, magical girls had only appeared at crime scenes where villains or monsters showed up. No one had expected a magical girl to appear at Cheonil.

"..."

Facing the flustered receptionist, Optima remained silent.

*Would Se-Won like this outfit?*

The book Hong Yu-Jin had given her didn't just record positions. It also contained ways to provide various stimuli to avoid falling into a rut.

One of those was changing outfits.
The book suggested trying outfits that excite men, like lingerie or cosplay.

What caught Optima's eye was the bunny girl outfit and the formal suit the receptionist was wearing.

*Worth trying.*

Optima pictured both outfits in her mind. As she carefully examined the mature-figured receptionist, she nodded.
A much more mature figure than her own. This was something she couldn't imitate.

*Sigh.*

Putting aside her disappointment, Optima turned around.

"You're here."

There stood In Cheon-Yong, who had just arrived for work. He looked haggard, as if he hadn't slept all night.
That was understandable—the black box he had received from none other than Foriner had been stolen. Even someone like In Cheon-Yong couldn't help but worry.

In this context, Optima's appearance at the Cheonil building meant one thing:

The case was solved.
Optima had come personally to deliver the black box.

"I express my gratitude for your efforts."

In Cheon-Yong, finally able to set down his heavy burden, smiled warmly and offered a handshake.

"Come out."

However, Optima didn't accept the handshake. Nor did she offer the black box.

Instead, she spoke to her shadow behind her, cast against the light.

In Cheon-Yong's gaze followed Optima's shadow. At that moment, her shadow writhed, and a person emerged from within.

"..."

In Ha-Ram, who appeared from the shadow, lowered her gaze and stood before In Cheon-Yong.

*That, that that that.*

Optima had to keep her mouth shut, knowing why Ha-Ram was acting this way.

Astra Gamma, or In Ha-Ram.
As long as she wore the mask, no one recognized her as In Ha-Ram.
Not only did it change her voice and appearance, but it also had a perception-hindering spell.

That's why she revealed herself so openly.
Herself as a girl in love!
It was hard to believe this was the same person who had shown such wrathful fury in the VIP room.

Ha-Ram fidgeted as she pulled out a small box from her cleavage.

"P-please... take this. I've brought your precious item, safely, without a scratch."

She held out the box filled with her warmth to In Cheon-Yong. It looked like a confession scene.

*What if she gets caught doing this?*

Optima glanced at the people around them. Fortunately, no one seemed to realize she was In Ha-Ram.

"...I've received it well. Thank you. Unknown girl. Later, Cheonil... no, I promise that if there's anything I can do to help, I will."

After a moment's hesitation, In Cheon-Yong accepted the box Ha-Ram offered. Inside the warm box was the black box.

*What am I to do with this?*

In Cheon-Yong knew who the girl before him was.
After all, he was the one who had persuaded his daughter to help Optima.
He never expected she would use the fact that others didn't know Ha-Ram's identity to pull something like this.

*Are there really no good men at the academy?*

In Cheon-Yong felt his heart grow heavy for a different reason.
The fatherly love he had for his daughter and the love his daughter had for him were very, very different in meaning.

Ch.274 - Side Kick (1)
After school.
Han Chae-Eun was heading to the dormitory when she noticed a piece of paper on the bulletin board. A teacher had just posted it.

"Huh?"

[Recruitment Notice]

"Recruitment notice? What's this?"

With summer vacation approaching, this sudden recruitment notice caught her attention. Chae-Eun, recalling her Front Line experience during summer break, began reading the notice carefully.

"A sidekick?"

Chae-Eun's eyes widened as she read.
Sidekick. Simply put, a hero's assistant.
Only proven, renowned heroes get sidekicks. Naturally, becoming a sidekick to such heroes requires beating fierce competition and demonstrating considerable ability.

This opportunity would surely have high competition.

"And it even adds bonus points to grades...!"

But that didn't matter. Chae-Eun believed she could pass the competition. Plus, there were bonus points.
This was a perfect opportunity to get good grades.

Chae-Eun's eyes sparkled as she read through the notice again.

"The period is one week. Huh? Applications are due tomorrow? That means some students might miss it if they don't see this. Hmm..."

Like most students, people rarely pay attention to bulletin boards. Especially with vacation approaching, they'd be more focused on having fun.

*Maybe I should tell the others? Going alone is fine, but I feel like the competition might be lower than expected.*

Chae-Eun glanced around subtly. While people paid attention to her, no one cared about what she was reading.

*Well then, it'll be easier for me and my friends to get accepted!*

With a smirk, Chae-Eun ran toward the dormitory.

After Chae-Eun had dashed off to the dormitory...

"...Yap!"

Swoosh!

Someone quickly snatched the recruitment notice from the bulletin board. She already had several copies of the same notice in her arms.
The recruitment notice, posted less than 10 minutes ago by the teacher, had been completely collected by her hands.

"Now I'll be the only one applying!"

She felt a sense of achievement while catching her breath.
The person who had snatched all the recruitment notices from around the academy smirked, lifting the corners of her mouth.



* * *



Knock knock.

Someone knocked on Eun-Ha's door just as she returned from school.

[Eun-Ha!!]

Without needing to ask who it was, Han Chae-Eun called out to Eun-Ha in a bright voice.

"I'm free today, actually?"

As soon as she opened the door, Eun-Ha roughly stated her schedule.

Going out to play or having dinner together.
Since Chae-Eun typically came looking for her suddenly with similar requests, this came out naturally.

"Huh? Ah~ No. Do you think I'm someone who only asks to hang out all the time~?"

Chae-Eun stammered and waved her hands dismissively.
She was obviously feeling guilty.

She was well aware that most of her sudden visits to Eun-Ha and other friends were indeed to ask them to hang out.

"Then what is it? I thought you were going to ask me to go somewhere again."

Eun-Ha asked out of genuine curiosity. Faced with Eun-Ha's curious gaze, beads of sweat poured down Chae-Eun's face like a waterfall.

*No way. Do I really come across as someone who only asks to go eat? Well, that's true!*

Her body trembled.
She wanted to object, but couldn't because it was true. In fact, she had been thinking about going to dinner with Eun-Ha after this request.

"W-well. It's a favor... I guess? There's something I want to ask you."

Hahahahaha. Chae-Eun let out an awkward laugh as she gently pulled Eun-Ha out of her room.
Eun-Ha's small frame was easily lifted when Chae-Eun put her hands under her armpits and hoisted her up.
This strength had been developed through rolling and training under Eun-Ha's guidance.

"A favor? Something you want to ask? Oh, wait. Let me go back in. I'll change my clothes first."
"Huh? No. No, no, no. Not at all! You don't need to! It'll be quick! I mean, that came out wrong, I'm not trying to do anything weird or waste your time, so just hear me out, okay?"

Chae-Eun didn't understand why she was panicking and speaking so urgently.
She was just asking a friend for a favor. She'd been caught off guard, but did she really need to overreact like this?

*Right. Calm down. Calm down. It's really nothing, why am I suddenly so flustered?*

Chae-Eun took a deep breath, scolding herself. This favor wouldn't burden Eun-Ha at all. In fact, if things went well, Eun-Ha would benefit.
Yes! It's like spreading good news.

Eun-Ha could get bonus points to ease her anxiety about grades, and Chae-Eun would have a friend to join her.

"So, on my way to the dormitory today, I saw a new notice on the bulletin board?"

Having completely regained her composure, Chae-Eun began explaining. Her brilliant mind had already memorized the entire recruitment notice.

"A notice? What kind of notice?"
"Don't be surprised when you hear this?"

Chae-Eun made a mysterious expression and paused for effect. She was already excited imagining how surprised Eun-Ha would be.
While she wouldn't have been interested without the bonus points, this would be intriguing for anyone aspiring to be a hero.

"What could it possibly be...?"

As Chae-Eun built suspense, Eun-Ha was getting curious too. If Chae-Eun was making such a big deal, it must be something amazing.

*Like maybe an all-you-can-eat beef restaurant opening downtown.*

Given that it was Chae-Eun speaking, she imagined something fitting her personality. Kim Se-Won would probably have thought the same.

"Well, you see...? It's about being a sidekick! A hero's sidekick! You know what that means, right? Just like our Front Line experience during summer vacation, we can now experience being sidekicks! And participating gives you bonus points for grades!"
"...Huh?"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
She was surprised by the unexpected news, and even more surprised that it came from Chae-Eun.

Disappointment quickly followed.

*A sidekick?*

Honestly, she wasn't excited at all. For all of Chae-Eun's buildup, this was underwhelming.
Being a sidekick was certainly something other heroes or hero aspirants would want to try.

But wasn't Chae-Eun already doing something similar?
Astra Beta.
She was already helping Optima solve cases, which was essentially being a sidekick.

"Woooow, that's sooo amazing."

Eun-Ha clapped her hands, forcing a smile.

"But, um, did it say whose sidekick we'd be?"

Eun-Ha's forced smile shifted to genuine curiosity.
While she wasn't interested in being a sidekick itself, she was curious about who they'd be assigned to.

*Surely not Jiyeon unnie...*

Yoo Ji-Yeon.
They kept in regular contact.
Eun-Ha was practically her life's energy, and she was a very famous S-class hero.
It would be impossible with other S-class heroes, but with Yoo Ji-Yeon, there was a possibility.

"Who? Hmm... wait. Let me recall."
"Surely not an S-class, right?"

She was genuinely worried, not because she disliked or felt uncomfortable with Yoo Ji-Yeon.

If Eun-Ha applied for the sidekick experience, got accepted, and was assigned to Yoo Ji-Yeon...
The sidekick experience itself might become meaningless.

The problem was that Yoo Ji-Yeon changed completely when it came to Eun-Ha. She'd probably just dote on Eun-Ha and not let her do any real work.

"...Ah. I remember now. It's not an S-class. Honestly, they're not even proper heroes, and we're students—would such big shots offer sidekick experiences?"

Having recalled the notice's contents, Chae-Eun shook her head firmly.

"Well, they are big shots... but at least not S-class. It says we'll be assigned to one of the heroes operating in the Academy District. You know Centaurus is one of the representative heroes operating in the Academy District, right? People like them."
"Ah, I see~"

Eun-Ha nodded, visibly relieved.
A-class heroes wouldn't be problematic. They might have personality issues, but not as severe as S-class heroes.

Like Pungsin, whose personality changes with each person they meet.
Or Silver Flash, who doesn't hesitate to use any means, including kidnapping.
At least it wouldn't be people like them.

Moreover, Eun-Ha had occasionally seen heroes operating in the Academy District.

And Centaurus—she had almost encountered them when the Villain Association attacked Magica Essential.

Centaurus.
A mixed-gender hero group of five.
Led by A-class hero Kang Myung-Ha, they patrol and protect various locations in the Academy District.

"Well, that's just an example, and I can't say for sure we'll be assigned to Centaurus. But if it's Centaurus, maybe we could get some preferential treatment through connections."
"Connections? Chae-Eun, do you know someone in Centaurus?"

This was unexpected.
Eun-Ha's eyes widened again, surprised by the mention of an unexpected acquaintance.

"Huh? No. I don't know Centaurus directly. You know, Jumin unnie. The scientist. She's in charge of managing and developing equipment for Centaurus. Because of that, she's cooped up in her lab every day and can't remember the last time she went home."
"Ah~."

Eun-Ha nodded.
Hearing Choi Ju-Min's name wasn't particularly pleasant. She was the woman Kim Se-Won had been meeting frequently lately.

But it wasn't too bad. It was just a slight discomfort.
She would never tell Kim Se-Won not to meet Choi Ju-Min. That level of obsession didn't suit her temperament.

*Besides, Se-Won is trying hard to get stronger in his own way.*

His increasing frequency of meetings with Choi Ju-Min meant he was working hard. Eun-Ha was secretly looking forward to his growth.

That's why she visits his room every morning.
She stares at the sleeping Kim Se-Won's face, quietly casts healing magic, and slips away.
She had noticed how hard he was working for a while now.

It's Eun-Ha's secret that no one else knows.

"I'm... okay with it. I'm curious about how other heroes usually operate."
"Really?"

Eun-Ha nodded. She was curious, and with bonus points for grades, it was a welcome opportunity for her.
Hearing Eun-Ha's words, Chae-Eun beamed with delight.

Whoosh!

Not stopping at just showing her happiness, she hugged Eun-Ha.

"Why, why are you doing this...?"
"It's nothing~ Listen. Haram and Se-Won both said they were too busy and couldn't do it. I was worried that if even you, my last hope, refused, I'd have to go alone~"

Chae-Eun stretched her voice, emphasizing how disappointed she had been.

"You'd be fine going alone anyway, Chae-Eun. You don't lose to anyone anywhere."
"Still, it's better to go with friends, isn't it?"

Going with friends. This convinced Eun-Ha. Any activity becomes much more enjoyable when done with friends.

"But does just applying guarantee we'll get in?"
"From what I saw, the deadline is tomorrow. Kids don't usually check bulletin boards, right? So there probably won't be many applicants. Which means! Getting selected is practically guaranteed! Plus, our Haram and Se-Won are quite capable. And you're even famous."
"Hmm... is that so...?"

Indeed, Eun-Ha's friends were all remarkable individuals.
Especially Han Chae-Eun.

"It's annoying how you're staring at my chest while saying that."

Feeling Eun-Ha's gaze on her chest, Chae-Eun increased the strength of her hug.
Eun-Ha, feeling like she was about to be completely buried in Chae-Eun's chest, squirmed and made "eeeek" sounds.

"H-hey, I'm just joking. It's not like you have bad grades or strength, Chae-Eun, and you have a good personality too. Among us, you're the one who takes care of your academic record the most after Haram."
"Hehe. That's true. Actually, I wasn't interested in being a sidekick either, but I was tempted by the bonus points they're offering."
"I wonder if we'll be the only ones doing this?"
"Maybe! Anyway, strike while the iron is hot. Let's go apply right now! That's why I told you not to change clothes!"

Chae-Eun released her tight grip and took Eun-Ha's hand.

Ch.275 - Side Kick (2)
Eun-Ha, who was in Chae-Eun's grasp, found herself walking from the dormitory to the academy and eventually to the faculty office.

"By the way, why did Se-Won and Haram refuse?"
"Ah, you know how Haram is, right? Always busy during breaks. She said she couldn't join us because of company work. Unlike the summer break, this one was announced suddenly, so she couldn't prepare time for it."
"Ah, that makes sense."

Eun-Ha nodded quickly.
She could understand In Haram's reasoning. Not only was she an incredibly busy person, but her concept of time was fundamentally different from ordinary people.
For someone like her who allocated appropriate time in advance for specific purposes, it was difficult to meet her without prior notice, even as friends.

Besides, no matter how close they were, they couldn't burden In Haram too much, considering she would shoulder the responsibility of Cheonil Group in the future.

"Then what about Se-Won?"

That left one person. The focus shifted to Kim Se-Won. Eun-Ha wondered why, no matter how busy he might be, Se-Won wouldn't seize this valuable opportunity to be a sidekick.

*Maybe he doesn't care since he has Optima...?*

Strictly speaking, Astra Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and sidekicks were completely different.
The former only worked together during specific time periods to solve cases, while the latter assisted heroes—there was a difference in the responsibilities they carried.

"Se-Won also has things to do during the break. You know his mother hasn't been well, right? He said he's still worried about her even though she's better now. So he plans to stay with her during the break. Plus, he mentioned something about training too."
"Hmm...."

Eun-Ha wore a somewhat blank expression.

*Why would he tell Chae-Eun about that first?*

His girlfriend was right here, yet he told Han Chae-Eun about his schedule first. It felt quite disappointing.

"Aww, is our Eun-Ha feeling upset?"

Han Chae-Eun, observing Eun-Ha's reaction, hugged her.

"What will you do without seeing your boyfriend during the break? Hey, why don't you visit Se-Won during the break? You could meet his mother too, like a pre-meeting with the in-laws."
"M-meeting the in-laws...!!"

Eun-Ha jumped in surprise, her face burning hot. Chae-Eun's whispers as she hugged her were extremely provocative.

"N-no. No... isn't that going too far...? No matter what, we're still minors, so talking about meeting in-laws..."
"Oh, I'm just joking~ But if you and Se-Won stay together for a long time, you might actually get married. Then you'll have to meet the in-laws, right?"
"Uh, uhhh...."

Marriage!
Eun-Ha felt like her head would explode from the heat.
The word "marriage" hit her hard.

A promise of a future together, a contract to share life with someone.
Eun-Ha didn't dislike the idea.

She walked with her face completely red, head bowed low. Fortunately, by the time they reached the faculty office, her blush had subsided somewhat.

"Alright, let's go in."
"Y-yeah."

*Slide*

Seeing that Eun-Ha's face had calmed down, Han Chae-Eun opened the faculty office door with a grin.
Teachers who hadn't left yet were working at their respective desks. Just because students were on break didn't mean teachers could rest completely.

"Hello!"
"Oh, h-hello."

Still feeling flustered, Eun-Ha stammered her greeting to Choi Cheol-Jin.

"Oh, it's Chae-Eun and Eun-Ha! What brings you here?"

Choi Cheol-Jin greeted them warmly after noticing the two.
He was currently serving as the homeroom teacher for Class 1-A, substituting for Hong Yu-Jin who had not yet returned to teaching—or more precisely, was living in seclusion.

"Ah, don't tell me you're also here to apply?"
"Also...? Us too?"

Han Chae-Eun asked with wide eyes.
She thought no one would come, or if they did, they would arrive later or tomorrow. It seemed there were already other applicants.

*Who could it be? Was there someone that proactive in our class?*

The faces of her classmates flashed through Han Chae-Eun's mind. There didn't seem to be anyone suitable.
Everyone was planning to just have fun during the break.

"By any chance, did someone from our class come to apply?"
"Yes. They just left. Seems like you just missed each other."
"Hmm."

They had missed each other. That meant if they had come a little earlier, they could have met.
Han Chae-Eun wondered who had applied for the sidekick experience before them.

"Don't worry about it too much. You'll meet them eventually. The application period is short, and since other students don't seem interested, I think both you and that student will be accepted."

Choi Cheol-Jin laughed confidently after seeing Han Chae-Eun's expression.

"Oh, yes. Yes."

Han Chae-Eun, finally snapping out of her thoughts, nodded with a dazed expression.

"By the way, Eun-Ha, I didn't expect you to apply too. I'm glad I pushed for this."
"You initiated this, teacher?"
"That's right. A friend of mine mentioned they had a vacant sidekick position. The timing seemed right, so I suggested it. I asked if they could provide an experience for a few students. If Eun-Ha is going, that person will be quite pleased. They're actually a fan of yours."
"A fan...?"

Eun-Ha felt a strong sense of unease at Choi Cheol-Jin's words.

*No way. Could it really be Ji-Yeon unnie? What if she was actually S-rank all along, not A-rank, and she's going to surprise me! Oh no...*

They say assumptions can kill. Somehow, Eun-Ha felt this hunch might be right.

"A friend? And they're Eun-Ha's fan?"
"Yes. They said they'd ask someone else they know if there were too many applicants, but looking at the numbers, I think one person will be enough."
"Who is it?"

Han Chae-Eun's curiosity shifted in a different direction.
Who could be Choi Cheol-Jin's acquaintance? As a B-rank hero, he was quite well-connected. It wouldn't be strange if he knew A-rank heroes.

"Kang Myung-Ha. You've probably seen him a few times. He's the leader of Centaurus."

Choi Cheol-Jin pulled out some documents from his desk and handed them to the two.

"Anyway, if you want to apply, fill in your personal information here. See, I've drawn a line here? Yes, there. Just fill in that part."

Kang Myung-Ha.
Kang Myung-Ha, of all people.

Han Chae-Eun followed Choi Cheol-Jin's instructions and filled in her information, but the name Kang Myung-Ha wouldn't leave her mind.
Among A-rank heroes, who were said to be as rare as S-rank, Kang Myung-Ha was one of the most visible figures.

*I never expected this.*

She felt dazed.

The most heroic of heroes.
The one closest to citizens.

Realizing she would meet such a person in person, Han Chae-Eun was glad she had applied for this sidekick recruitment notice.



* * *



*Knock knock*

Around the time Eun-Ha returned to her room after filling out her personal information, someone knocked on her door as if they had been waiting.

"Hmm?"

Eun-Ha, who was changing from her school uniform to casual clothes, approached the door thinking there were a lot of visitors today.

"Who is it?"

Since this floor was exclusively for female students, Eun-Ha opened the door without hesitation, thinking it wouldn't matter if someone saw her.

"...First, cover yourself."

As soon as the door opened revealing Eun-Ha's fair shoulders, Kim Se-Won tightly shut his eyes. Though she was his girlfriend, he still felt the need to close his eyes as he pushed Eun-Ha back into her room.

Incidentally, he also entered her room.

"What's up?"

Eun-Ha greeted Kim Se-Won with sparkling eyes.
It had been a long time since she felt embarrassed about showing her skin to Kim Se-Won.

Still, she followed his words and covered her body with clothes.

"Well."

Kim Se-Won, who had been openly watching her actions, opened his mouth with difficulty.

*Just the two of us.*

It seemed he lacked self-control. Well, that's why he could set a goal to win over both girls.

"The break is coming soon. I'm planning to visit my mother then, so I won't be at the academy for a while."

*Ah, this.*

Eun-Ha stared blankly at Kim Se-Won as he explained with a regretful tone. He was now telling her what Han Chae-Eun had already relayed.

"I see... that's too bad."

For now, she pretended not to know and lowered her head with disappointment. She wanted to scold him for not telling her first.

*No.*

But Eun-Ha decided not to. She chose to think positively.

*Right. Se-Won probably intended to tell me first, but Chae-Eun barged in and messed up the order.*

This made more sense.
It would be normal for Kim Se-Won to tell his girlfriend first.
Han Chae-Eun was just an unexpected variable.

"So... what I really wanted to say starts now."
"...Huh?"

Eun-Ha, who had been hanging her head, suddenly looked up. Starting now? Did that mean there was more that he hadn't told Han Chae-Eun?

*What could it be?*

Eun-Ha took a step closer to Kim Se-Won with an openly expectant expression.

"First year is basically over now."
"Yeah, that's right."

Eun-Ha clung to him completely. She could smell his scent from the tip of her nose. She liked this smell.
A familiar scent.
The first male scent she had experienced since becoming a woman.

*I'm not a baby bird imprinting.*

Eun-Ha chided herself while smiling broadly. Her eyes were still expectantly waiting for what Kim Se-Won had to say.

"So... I was thinking maybe we could go on a trip, just the two of us... What do you think?"
"A trip??"

Eun-Ha didn't hide her surprise.
A trip, he said.

*And just the two of us!*

She was already excited.
What would they do on the trip?
What experiences would they have?

"Yes!"

Regardless, she felt it would be an enjoyable trip with Kim Se-Won. Eun-Ha nodded immediately with a bright smile.

"Then, I'll let you know once I decide where to go. And... when the break starts, would you like to come to my house with me?"
"Your house? I'd... like that."

"Hahaha." Kim Se-Won scratched his cheek, seemingly troubled.

"M-meeting your mother... like, m-meeting the in-laws? And, like, meeting with my mom too."

But Eun-Ha's reaction was a bit strange.
She suddenly stiffened, her gaze darting around wildly. She even started stammering.

"Huh??"

Kim Se-Won's body also stiffened at Eun-Ha's unexpected words.

*Was she already thinking that far ahead???*

Meeting the in-laws.
In other words, marriage!

Kim Se-Won inadvertently imagined a pregnant Eun-Ha.
He pictured Eun-Ha with a warm smile, caressing her swollen belly carrying his seed.

"N-no! That's, uh, we're not going that far yet. We've come a long way, but it's just something that could happen~"
"Hahaha. Oh, right? Of course. Yes. I know. I was just pretending to be surprised."

Hahaha.
The minds of the two, suddenly overloaded, reached the point of stopping thought.
They awkwardly laughed as they glossed over the topic.

"Haha..."
"Ha..."

Then, without any prompting, they both lowered their gazes.

How much time passed like that?

"Hey!"

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won raised their heads and spoke simultaneously.
The two wore blank expressions at the event that occurred without a millisecond's difference. They were looking into each other's eyes.

"Y-you go first, Eun-Ha."
"No, you first, Se-Won..."

Despite having dated for just over a week, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won sometimes showed this kind of behavior.
Not like they were dating.
More like young men and women on the verge of dating, still in the flirting stage.

"Well..."

After hesitating for a while, Kim Se-Won finally opened his mouth.

"About going to my house, actually, I'm going to tell them we're dating."
"You haven't told them yet?"
"My mom tends to make a big fuss, so if I told her right away, she'd demand to meet you immediately, saying she wants to see you. That's why I've been putting it off until the break."

Kim Se-Won gave a bitter smile. He explained how much his mother wanted him to have a girlfriend.

"Ah, hahaha..."

It was a strange feeling.
It felt good, but not entirely. She was a tiny bit disappointed that he hadn't told his mother immediately.

But what did it matter?
It was just delayed; the day would come when she would be reintroduced to Kim Ha-Yoon.

"...Ah!"

Suddenly, Eun-Ha exclaimed with wide eyes.

"That's right. I was talking with Chae-Eun today..."
"With Han Chae-Eun? ...Oh."

Just mentioning Han Chae-Eun's name was enough for Kim Se-Won to realize what Eun-Ha was about to say.

"You're talking about the sidekick recruitment, right?"
"Yeah. So, I'll probably be busy for a week."

Eun-Ha hated herself for remembering this so late. The mood had been so good, and now it was instantly gone.

"If you want, I could go to the teacher now and say I won't go..."
"It's fine."

As Eun-Ha anxiously spoke, worried he might say something like "why didn't you tell me earlier," Kim Se-Won instead cut her off with a bright smile.

"Oh."

And he embraced her with his large arms.

"I'll just adjust my schedule. I'll be here all break anyway, so it's just a delay. Don't worry about it. They're giving extra credit too, right? You should go for that if nothing else, don't you think?"
"No."

Despite his kind and gentle tone, despite Kim Se-Won saying he would change his schedule, Eun-Ha shook her head. Then she met his eyes.

"Let's plan it together. Like, meet at a cafe or something. What do you think? Not just you planning alone, but together."

She liked doing things together.
Since they were going together, she wanted to contribute her ideas too. She wanted them to coordinate with each other.

"Alright."

Eun-Ha's feelings were directly conveyed to Kim Se-Won.

"But you know."

After smiling contentedly for a while, Kim Se-Won changed his expression and spoke in a serious voice.

"From now on... please wear clothes when you open the door."

He recalled what happened when he came to Eun-Ha's room and made his request.

"Huh? But there are only girls here."
"I don't want other men to see your body. There's always a possibility. Even though this is the girls' floor, there might be guys like me who come to see their girlfriends."

Kim Se-Won averted his gaze slightly as he spoke.
Eun-Ha is mine.
No one else's, but mine.
His chest was filled with possessiveness, not wanting any other man to see her skin.

"Oh, y-yeah! Yeah! Hehe."

Eun-Ha loved this behavior from Kim Se-Won.
She was happy.
She was overjoyed by his possessiveness, openly showing that he was looking only at her.

So Eun-Ha decided to say this:

"I'll only do it in front of you!"

Ch.276 - Sidekick (3)
When a busy day passes by, time tends to fly.

After the incident at the casino ended, final exams were already over. At this time, students' main topic of conversation was what they would do during vacation.

"Hmm..."

However, Ko Soo-Ah, who had only started attending school from the second semester, was different.
With an appearance remarkably similar to Optima, she was holding open a notebook, contemplating how to capture Ko Soon-Jo during the vacation.

"These days, since oppa is working so hard, people's perception of him is changing."

She muttered quietly.

Ko Soon-Jo had undergone significant changes since meeting Eun-Ha. He grew out his buzz cut, trained himself, and even gained confidence.
Naturally, other students' views of him had begun to change as well.

This was the problem.
Because she was inadequate, Soo-Ah's brother, Soon-Jo, was left defenseless. Without an "official" girlfriend, flies were starting to buzz around him.

As a virgin who had never dated before, if some random girl asked Soon-Jo out, he would probably nod eagerly with his mouth hanging open.

She knew he liked Eun-Ha.
But what did that matter? After all, ideal types and girlfriends are different things.
Having never had a girlfriend in his entire life, Soon-Jo would surely accept a confession, convincing himself it was just "practice."

*I need to become stronger.*

This wouldn't do.
It was frustrating enough that her brother was distracted by Eun-Ha, but now other flies were buzzing around too.
If they had been in the same class, she could have at least kept an eye on things, but she couldn't even do that.

*That's it! I'll become an amazing woman during this vacation!*

While pondering for a good solution, an idea suddenly struck her. She immediately wrote in large letters in her notebook:

[BECOME AN AMAZING WOMAN!]

She would become a great barrier to prevent other women from getting close to her brother. Just her presence would keep them away!

*I need to change.*

A gleam appeared in Soo-Ah's eyes.

She was lacking.
And quite significantly so.

After being shut in her room for years, her communication skills were poor. She wasn't as timid as Yang Se-Hee, but her lack of confidence meant there wasn't much difference.

What little self-esteem she had gained from her previous encounter with Eun-Ha and the praise she received had long since been depleted.

Despite knowing her abilities were quite good and special, Soo-Ah, having been shut in her room for so long, wasn't able to properly utilize her strengths.

Knowing this, Soo-Ah made a decision. She began to think about how she could transform herself into an amazing woman.

"Ah."

Suddenly, Soo-Ah realized how quiet her surroundings were. The classroom should have been filled with the chatter of her classmates, but it was eerily silent.

"Oh, I'm alone."

Soo-Ah realized she was the only one left in the classroom.

It felt lonely and desolate.
The empty classroom was quiet.

"...I should go home too."

If she had friends, they would have asked why she wasn't leaving yet. Unfortunately, Soo-Ah lacked the communication skills necessary to make friends.

* * *

The day after the closing ceremony marking the end of the second semester.
Ko Soo-Ah, a girl with the extremely rare ability to control language spirits, realized that life doesn't always go as planned.

*How did it end up like this?*

Waiting at the academy's main gate as Choi Chul-Jin had instructed, she found herself in an unexpected situation.

Cold sweat trickled down her back.
According to plan, she should have been the only one to apply for the sidekick recruitment notice.
She had torn down all the notices as soon as she spotted a teacher posting them around the school, so she should have been the only applicant.

"Oh, it's Soo-Ah!"
"Hello."

But what were these girls doing in front of her?
Han Chae-Eun, whose chest caught everyone's attention even other women's, and the lovely Eun-Ha were standing right before her eyes.

"H-hmph. ...Hello."

Soo-Ah barely held back a sigh and spoke with an awkward expression.

It was somewhat fortunate.
These two were at least girls she could say she was "somewhat close" to. Not quite friends, but a little friendly.

*Ugh, this is awkward.*

But it wasn't all good. There was a problem.

That problem was Eun-Ha.
When Soo-Ah had made a bet with Eun-Ha before, her carelessness had led to both of them being kidnapped by a villain. The memory resurfaced, and guilt began to well up from deep within her heart.

Eun-Ha hadn't said anything particular to Soo-Ah since then. She seemed unbothered by the incident.
But Soo-Ah worried that Eun-Ha might just be pretending not to care. After all, one can't look directly into another's heart.

So she thought that Eun-Ha might secretly resent her for putting her through such a difficult experience.
Soo-Ah had these thoughts whenever she saw Eun-Ha.

"Is everyone here?"

Soo-Ah's guilt didn't last long. A refreshing voice, tinged with a hint of annoyance, pierced the ears of the three girls.

"One, two... Oh, what's this? I didn't expect the Saint to be here too."

Looking toward the source of the voice, they saw a man with a beard. A short beard that just covered his nose and chin. A man in his early thirties with brown hair.

"Well... all girls. This gender ratio is going to be completely skewed."

The man's gaze moved from Eun-Ha to Soo-Ah to Han Chae-Eun. When his eyes landed on Eun-Ha, they momentarily lit up despite his pretense of concern.

"Anyway, I assume you already know, but I'll introduce myself. I'm Kang Myung-Ha, leader of the hero group Centaurus. I'll be in your care for this week. I won't be too strict, so just follow along well."

Centaurus's leader, Kang Myung-Ha, introduced himself with a friendly smile.
Then he extended his hand toward Eun-Ha.

"While we're at it, let me shake our Saint's hand. I'm a fan, you know."
"Ah, yes... yes."

Eun-Ha shook his hand with a bewildered expression.

*He's someone who's trained for a long time.*

His hand was covered with calluses. A firm, rough hand. It was a hand that reflected diligence and consistency, never neglecting training over many years.

"I look forward to working with you."

Eun-Ha felt a sense of kinship with him. She smiled naturally.

*Se-Won's hands were changing like this too.*

Regardless of innate talent, hands reveal how much one has honed their skills.

If a person with supernatural abilities only trains those abilities, they naturally fall behind. Those who don't fall behind, or who refuse to fall behind, hone themselves in this way.

*Hmm.*

Kang Myung-Ha's eyes lit up again as he watched Eun-Ha staring at his hand. His handshake with Eun-Ha was brief.
It was simply a handshake as a fan.
But Eun-Ha's expression suggested she had assessed him in that brief moment.

*She's not ordinary. Not a hothouse flower. And definitely not an average student.*

She was different from her appearance.
On the surface, she looked delicate, as if she had never done manual labor, but that wasn't the case.

*I heard rumors that she specializes in close combat... that might be true after all.*

Interest flickered in Kang Myung-Ha's eyes. He became interested in Eun-Ha herself, not just as "Virginia" the Saint and aspiring hero.

* * *

Under Kang Myung-Ha's guidance, Eun-Ha, Han Chae-Eun, and Ko Soo-Ah made their way to the Centaurus hero group's office.

"Wow."

As expected of the most recognized heroes operating in the Academy district, the office was quite spacious.
While the furniture wasn't luxurious, it had everything necessary and created a rather free-spirited atmosphere.

Han Chae-Eun particularly noticed a kitchen area with snacks and ramen on one side. There was even a refrigerator, making it possible to live there if needed.

"Soo-Ah! Look at that! They even have beds! They can sleep here!"
"G-get off me! Why are you trying to take pictures with my communication terminal?"
"Come on, what's the big deal~"
"Stop it...!"

An excited Han Chae-Eun grabbed Soo-Ah and looked around. She even tried to take pictures with Soo-Ah's communication terminal.

"Eek...! *Lie down, you idiot!*"

After being dragged around by Han Chae-Eun for a while, Soo-Ah finally used her language spirit. Regardless of her will, Han Chae-Eun's massive chest separated from Soo-Ah as she prostrated herself.

"I almost suffocated because of your chest!"

Soo-Ah's command quickly lost its effect. She didn't need to use it strongly since it was just to get Han Chae-Eun off her.

"Ah~ S-sorry. Hahaha."

Han Chae-Eun let out an awkward laugh, wondering if she had gone too far. This approach seemed to backfire with Soo-Ah.

*That's right.*

Watching this, Eun-Ha nodded vigorously, sympathizing with Soo-Ah.
Han Chae-Eun's chest was quite threatening. Even if unintentional, being smothered by that massive volume would make breathing difficult.

"You get along well. You're in the same class, right? Anyway, the other members will arrive soon, so I'll introduce them later. For now, have a seat on the sofa."

The three girls moved to where Kang Myung-Ha gestured. A U-shaped sofa arranged for five people, with a long table in the center.

"Here you go."
"Th-thank you..."
"Thank you."
"Hehe, thank you."

After watching the girls sit down, Kang Myung-Ha took some canned drinks from the refrigerator and handed one to each of them.

Ko Soo-Ah, Han Chae-Eun, and Eun-Ha.
The girls before him were so dazzling that one might think they were selected based on appearance.

*There's really someone who looks so similar to Optima. Surely not the actual person though.*

What interesting girls they were.

"Huh?"

As Kang Myung-Ha sat across from them, Eun-Ha's eyes caught the drink in his hand.

"Isn't that the drink that got in trouble for falsely claiming it contained steroids? The one that was criticized for being suicidal behavior and trying to go viral..."

The drink Kang Myung-Ha had chosen for himself was once an internet sensation, rumored to be absolutely forbidden for physical enhancement ability users.

"What? You know this? Interesting. I drink it occasionally because it has a unique taste. It's not particularly bad for you. They're still producing it, so I ordered it by the box."

Kang Myung-Ha's eyes lit up with pleasant surprise, not expecting Eun-Ha to recognize it.

"How about it? Interested in trying one?"
"No thanks. It's not really to my taste..."

Eun-Ha laughed and took a sip of the drink he had given her.

*That stuff tastes awful. How can he drink it?*

A peculiar taste indeed. The drink Kang Myung-Ha was drinking was similar to a once-famous beverage called Ji○ra known for its strange taste. Like sewage water? Like a rag soaked in muddy water?

*He really is eccentric, I guess.*

Eun-Ha continued sipping her drink.
There were rumors that Centaurus's leader was eccentric, and it seemed those rumors were true.

"Now then, I have a question."

Thud.
Kang Myung-Ha emptied his can in an instant and placed it on the table.

"I'd like you to answer honestly. Why did you apply after seeing the sidekick recruitment notice?"

He added that he wouldn't send them away based on their answers, so they shouldn't worry. He was simply curious.

"I was curious about how heroes live their daily lives. As a sidekick, I can observe up close, right?"

Eun-Ha was the first to speak.
Before becoming a woman, she too had been a hero. But she had mostly lived on The Front Line, so she was genuinely curious about the life of heroes like Kang Myung-Ha who lived among citizens.
She wanted to see it firsthand rather than just knowing it intellectually.

In truth, the biggest reason she applied for the sidekick experience was for the extra credit, but she had no intention of mentioning that.

"Hmm. I see. Pure curiosity. Well, not bad."

Kang Myung-Ha crossed his arms and nodded.

"I... honestly, I came for the extra credit."
"I appreciate your honesty. You came for the points. Not bad."

Han Chae-Eun scratched the back of her head, seemingly embarrassed to state it so directly. Kang Myung-Ha actually preferred this kind of straightforward answer.

And finally.
Only Ko Soo-Ah remained.
Not just Kang Myung-Ha, but Eun-Ha and Han Chae-Eun were also curious about why she had applied.

As three pairs of eyes focused on her, Soo-Ah instinctively hunched her shoulders.

"I, I..."

Should she say it?
Should she announce it in front of her rival? Would she be laughed at?
A whirlwind of emotions swirled within her.

*No!*

Soo-Ah squeezed her eyes shut.
Hadn't she resolved to become an amazing woman? To become someone so incredible that no one would dare approach Ko Soon-Jo?

*Why am I cowering here!*

She opened her eyes, clutching her trembling heart. The three were still looking at her.

"I...!!"

She forced out her voice. Her lips quivered.
She had to say it. She had to say it.
This phrase repeated countless times in Soo-Ah's mind.

"I came here to steal oppa away from Eun-Ha!!"

And finally, she mustered the courage to squeeze it out.

*First Ha-Ram, now her... really...*

Eun-Ha gave Soo-Ah an incredulous look.

Ch.277 - Side Kick (4)
I had forgotten to mention it. That I didn't have any feelings for him.

"Ha, hahahaha..."

Eun-Ha erased her dumbfounded expression as she realized her mistake and forced an awkward smile.

"Hooh."

Kang Myung-Ha stroked his beard with his hand and gave an interested look. It was directed at both Eun-Ha and Go Soo-Ah.

"S-So...! I'm going to become an amazing woman! And stop Eun-Ha and other women from approaching oppa!"

Snap! Go Soo-Ah's index finger pointed at Eun-Ha as she declared war. Her heart was pounding.

Even though Kang Myung-Ha had encouraged her, was it okay to say such things? No, now wasn't the time to worry about that. It was too late.

"I understand. 'An amazing woman,' you say. What does that mean? A woman with strong principles and courage? Or just a woman with a flashy appearance?"
"O-Of course the former...! So no one can set their eyes on oppa!"
"I see. Alright. I'll be watching how you change over this week."

Kang Myung-Ha had heard the girls' objectives.
Each had different reasons.
One with surprisingly plausible reasoning. One who applied casually. And lastly, one with an adorable reason.

Either way, these were the kinds of ideas girls this age would have.
Since none seemed below expectations, he thought he'd made the right decision accepting Choi Cheol-Jin's request.

"Well then... Ah. Right. I almost forgot."

Just as he was about to announce what they would do today, Kang Myung-Ha remembered the request from Choi Joo-Min, Centaurus's engineer.

According to Choi Joo-Min, Han Chae-Eun was a girl who stood out wherever she went.

*They're all pretty girls who would stand out anywhere...*

He already knew who was who from the application forms with their photos attached. All three girls were so radiant that it would be believable if he said he'd selected them based on looks.

*Among them...*

Among them, the girl with the most outstanding personality was...

"Han Chae-Eun. You said you know Dr. Choi Joo-Min, right?"
"Huh? Ah, yes."

Han Chae-Eun nodded.
Looking at her, Kang Myung-Ha started chuckling.

"Don't worry. I'll provide enough for food expenses. The doctor told me."
"W-What?!"

Han Chae-Eun's eyes widened. Then her face flushed bright red.

She had told her acquaintance, Choi Joo-Min, that she would be experiencing being a Centaurus sidekick, but she never expected him to mention that she was a big eater.
She could feel her ears burning instantly. The shame was indescribable.

"What? Am I wrong? I heard you enjoy eating a lot. The Academy has provided ample funding, and I have no intention of skimping on the budget for you all. We're not the type to be stingy and take money from kids."
"No. N-No! That's... correct...! But there was no need to mention that...!"

Flap flap, Han Chae-Eun's arms moved wildly. She didn't particularly hide the fact that she was a big eater.

But still.
Still, hearing that she was a big eater in front of people she was meeting for the first time was strangely embarrassing.
Even though Han Chae-Eun was generally easygoing, she was still a girl after all.

Click

"What's this?"
"Aren't these new kids?"

While Han Chae-Eun was still flapping her arms, the office door opened.

Voices came from below and above.

Below was a woman who looked like she had just left girlhood. And above was a deep male voice.
The height difference between the man and woman who entered together seemed considerable.

"Ah~ the squirt and the hulk. You're here?"
"Seriously, how many times do I have to tell you to stop calling me 'squirt,' especially in front of kids we're meeting for the first time?"
"I don't mind. You keep calling me 'hulk' anyway. I do have muscles and bulk, after all."
"Tsk! You should at least try to object here! Don't you know how to raise an objection?! It's because you only make empty-headed muscle comments like that that I keep calling you 'hulk'!"

The squirt burst out angrily. Her teeth were so sharp they could be described as shark-like.

"Ah~ sure, sure."
"Come to think of it, you might be right."

She seemed to be a generally angry person, as both the hulk and Kang Myung-Ha scratched their ears and casually dismissed her words.

"Always just big guys with nothing else..."

Realizing they weren't even pretending to listen, the woman sighed deeply and muttered.

"Anyway, these are Centaurus's mascots, as you probably know. The squirt is Lee Hee-Ya, and the hulk is Jin Tae-Soo."
"Hello."

The three girls greeted them at Kang Myung-Ha's introduction. As they did, Han Chae-Eun secretly glanced at Eun-Ha.

*I wonder?*

Han Chae-Eun was curious. Jin Tae-Soo was visibly all muscle. She expected Eun-Ha, who couldn't resist muscles, to have some reaction.

*Dull-looking muscles. A typical power fighter.*

But Eun-Ha just raised her head and briefly scanned Jin Tae-Soo's body.

Han Chae-Eun's prediction was only half right. As she expected, Eun-Ha showed interest in him. Just much less than anticipated.

*She's not reacting to muscles?!*

This came as quite a shock to Han Chae-Eun.
Is it because she has a boyfriend now?
Or is this not the type of muscle Eun-Ha prefers?

"Eun-Ha. Are you feeling sick?"
"Huh? Why suddenly? I'm not sick anywhere."

When Han Chae-Eun whispered with a serious expression, Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion.

*Suddenly?*

Being asked out of nowhere if she was sick made Eun-Ha wonder if she had done something strange, but looking back at her actions, there was nothing unusual.
Nothing odd at all.
Eun-Ha couldn't understand Han Chae-Eun's behavior at all.

*Did something happen with Se-Won?*

Han Chae-Eun was equally confused.

"Hmm..."

Kang Myung-Ha pondered with his hand on his chin. His initial thought was that he should lead these three girls himself.

*Should I just split them up?*

But thinking about it, his hero group usually operated split into twos or threes. That matched perfectly with the number of girls.

*Our team members might be embarrassing, but they're not inferior to anyone.*

He had his answer. Kang Myung-Ha grinned, turned around, and tore some pages from a notebook. Then he wrote something on the torn edges.

"Here. Each of you draw one."

They had a whole week anyway.
To help the kids learn as much as possible, giving them different experiences would be good.
Even though the Villain Association had become more active recently, all his team members were strong fighters, even those who remained at B-rank.

* * *

The slip Eun-Ha drew had "squirt and hulk" written on it. She didn't need to think about who that referred to.

"So, like I always say, instead of spending time building those muscles, you should put some culture in that head of yours."
"Muscles are culture, health, and life itself. Muscles are like steel. The more you hammer and fold them, the more they shine!"
"Sigh~ Hey, don't you think so too? Having some culture in your head is better than just having it filled with muscles. Like reading books or, I don't know, taking some time away from building muscles to go to a café together."
"Ah, yes? Ah~."

Lee Hee-Ya and Jin Tae-Soo.
Paired with these two, Eun-Ha was watching Jin Tae-Soo exercise in the office.

Lee Hee-Ya, judging by Eun-Ha's appearance, assumed she wouldn't like muscle pigs like Jin Tae-Soo who only built terrifying amounts of muscle.

"Muscles get better the more you work on them!"
"Ack."

If it had been anyone but Eun-Ha, that might have been the right assumption.
Lee Hee-Ya looked at Eun-Ha with an expression that suggested she'd found a strange specimen.
Eun-Ha was nodding in agreement, saying Jin Tae-Soo was absolutely right.

"Balanced muscles. When you carefully control your diet and cut, you can't help but smile at the results. That's the charm."
"Oh!"

At Eun-Ha's words, Jin Tae-Soo, who had been doing dumbbell presses, suddenly sat up.

"I never thought I'd meet someone like you...!!"

He looked extremely moved.
Even among physical enhancement ability users, the recent trend was to build muscles moderately.
They prioritized style and appearance, stopping at the point of having lean muscles.

An example was Ham Ho-Jong, who was in the same class as Eun-Ha.
In truth, Ham Ho-Jong was more pressured by his childhood friend Yoo Jin-Ah than anything else.

Jin Tae-Soo was dissatisfied with this. He found it sad that physical enhancement ability users were regressing just to care about others' opinions.
Of course, he understood. He knew that women tended to avoid men like him who built excessive muscles.
So he had half given up on being understood.

"You are the kindred spirit I've been waiting to meet!"
"Ahahahaha."

Jin Tae-Soo grabbed Eun-Ha's hands with tears of emotion in his eyes. It wouldn't have been strange if chicken-drop tears started falling right then.

"Sigh."

Lee Hee-Ya shook her head at this scene.

Slap!

"That could be reported as sexual harassment if you're not careful! Let go right now!"
"...Ah! I-I'm sorry. I was so moved I acted without thinking. Here, use this towel."

Jin Tae-Soo realized his hands were soaked with sweat and offered a towel. Scolded by Lee Hee-Ya, he looked dejected, which didn't match his large build.

"No, it's fine. I understand."

Eun-Ha nodded with a bitter smile.
People like her and Jin Tae-Soo lived lives of being misunderstood.

When their kind gathered, it was just sweaty muscle masses, and it wasn't often that girls like her acknowledged them.

*What an interesting person.*

More than that, Eun-Ha's attention was drawn to Lee Hee-Ya, who kept scolding Jin Tae-Soo.
In the past, she would never have noticed. But now she could vaguely sense it.

The fact that this person was in love.

Eun-Ha gazed steadily at Lee Hee-Ya.

Jealousy and pride intertwined, preventing her from easily conveying her feelings—that was Lee Hee-Ya's current state.

Lee Hee-Ya glancing at Jin Tae-Soo, who had resumed his dumbbell presses, with downcast eyes.
She was the very image of a girl in love.
She would fidget with her lips as if to say something, but end up making a scolding remark instead.

This had been repeated over and over until now, Eun-Ha could tell.

"W-What. Why...!"

Noticing Eun-Ha staring at her intently, Lee Hee-Ya blushed slightly, unable to hide her embarrassment.

* * *

"Our main job is to patrol the entire Academy district. Did everyone properly install the communication terminal expansion app?"
"Yes!"

The three girls answered Kang Myung-Ha's question.
Except for Eun-Ha, the other two sat up straight, showing their nervousness about working with heroes.

"First, just in case, I should mention that the Villain Association's movements have been concerning lately. It wouldn't be strange if they appeared before us at any moment. But even if villains do appear...! ...don't be discouraged. We are strong."

Thump thump, Kang Myung-Ha pounded his chest with his fist and spoke with confidence. He truly was confident.

"Trust us."

Having protected the Academy district for a long time and never neglecting their training, the hero group Centaurus had remained strong until now.
They had earned the citizens' trust.
That was Kang Myung-Ha's pride.

Beeeeeep---!!

[Villain appearance in the Academy district!! Heroes please assemble at your assigned positions immediately!]

As soon as Kang Myung-Ha finished speaking, the communication terminals blared loudly.
Each of their terminals showed three main points. It seemed Eun-Ha, Han Chae-Eun, and Go Soo-Ah would be split up.

"Your words became reality."

Eun-Ha said this with a bitter smile.
This time she would have to fight villains as Virginia, not Optima.
She worried whether she could do well.

Ch.278 - The Saintess's Punch Is Powerful
In the wake of the sudden attack by the Villain Association, the members of Centaurus were heading to their assigned locations.

"Can I ask you something?"
"Yes?"
"That girl who came with you, the one with black hair. I want to know about her."
"Ah..."

Eun-Ha nodded at Jin Tae-Su's question. She could easily guess why he was asking.

"No, she's not."
"I see."
"I was right, wasn't I? Did you think I wouldn't consider that possibility? How many times do I have to tell you that logically, a magical girl wouldn't attend the academy in her true form and walk around here so openly?"
"Well... that's true."

Jin Tae-Su nodded with disappointment. He had wanted to ask if Go Su-A, who looked remarkably similar to Optima, was actually Optima herself.

"Hahaha... I hear that a lot when I'm with Su-A. But is that what you were curious about?"

Eun-Ha barely managed to suppress her amusement while pretending not to know.

"Tch. If she were real, I was going to ask for her autograph."
"Really? Are you a fan?"
"My niece... No. Yes, I am a fan. Many heroes think highly of her. I'm just one of them."

Jin Tae-Su nodded again at Lee Hee-Ya's surprised reaction. He had tried to use his niece as an excuse but then admitted his true feelings.

"Optima is an extraordinary girl."

Despite being much younger than himself, Optima's achievements were too impressive to be judged by age alone.

"Is that so..."

Eun-Ha, sitting next to Jin Tae-Su's head, barely managed to control her twitching lips as she responded. She glanced across at Lee Hee-Ya.

Eun-Ha and Lee Hee-Ya were sitting on Jin Tae-Su's broad shoulders as they traveled. Lee Hee-Ya was looking at Jin Tae-Su with displeasure after he claimed to be Optima's fan.

*I know that feeling.*

She must be afraid of losing him, feeling insecure. Eun-Ha smiled, empathizing with what Lee Hee-Ya was feeling.

"By the way, this feels strange. Is it really okay to travel like this...?"

Eun-Ha carefully brought up an issue she had been avoiding, trying to change the subject. No matter how convenient it might be, having two women riding on a man's shoulders was something she had never experienced before.

"Huh? What's wrong with it?"

Lee Hee-Ya looked confused, as if she genuinely didn't see any problem.

"It's fine. You're not touching my thighs. You're just holding on tightly."
"...What? Thighs?"

Jin Tae-Su's answer was odd. Why mention thighs? True, he was holding both girls firmly on his shoulders to prevent them from falling, but why bring up thighs specifically?

"Hey, hey...!! That was ages ago...! Seriously, you always remember the most unnecessary things...!!"
"Ah."

Eun-Ha's confusion was quickly resolved. Lee Hee-Ya's face had turned bright red.

She must have said something to Jin Tae-Su that she wasn't honest about. And Jin Tae-Su had kept it in mind all this time, being careful in his own way.

Eun-Ha smiled brightly as she looked back and forth between the two.

"But... your power is dangerous."
"Pardon?"

Jin Tae-Su spoke, ignoring Lee Hee-Ya who was tapping the side of his head. His solemn, heavy gaze turned to Eun-Ha.

"The power to enhance everything. It seems to negate everything I've built up until now."

Jin Tae-Su was someone who had worked as a hero using only his physical abilities. But with Eun-Ha's enhancement magic suddenly increasing his output, he couldn't control the overflowing power.

He felt dejected. It was as if all his training had been rendered meaningless by such an easy and special method.

"No. You're mistaken."

Eun-Ha slowly shook her head at his words.

"My power shines brightest when the recipient is already strong. The reason you feel too powerful is proof of how much you've worked. If an inadequate person receives my power, the result is also inadequate."
"Is that so...!"

Jin Tae-Su's eyes lit up. His lips stretched into a wide smile.

"So that's it!!"

Whoosh-!

The wind cut past the three of them.
Jin Tae-Su, elated by Eun-Ha's words, had put strength into his legs.

"Yikes! W-why are you suddenly running so fast?!"
"Wahahahaha!!"

*I wonder if the others are okay.*

Eun-Ha watched Jin Tae-Su, who had converted his overflowing power into running speed. As she looked at him, she thought of the two girls who had come with her.

*They'll be fine.*

To be honest, she was worried about Go Su-A.
But she wasn't concerned about Han Chae-Eun.
Even though she was the most behind, lacked talent, and carried feelings of inferiority and guilt about these situations.

Eun-Ha knew that Han Chae-Eun would never go astray.


* * *


When Jin Tae-Su arrived at their destination, cutting through the wind, Eun-Ha and Lee Hee-Ya climbed down from his shoulders.

"W-what is that!"
"Monsters?!"
"..."

The state of their destination could be described in one word: chaos. The three of them looked around with wide eyes.

-Kireeeeek!!!
-Grrrrrr

A villain was showing off his superpowers with a vile smile.
Monsters bred by the Villain Association were rampaging out of control.
Finally, chimeras—hybrid creatures of humans and monsters—were destroying the streets.

*They brought out chimeras here? How did they transport them? Did they use gate technology? Or have they been preparing for this for so long that we didn't even notice...?*

Eun-Ha's eyes turned to the chimeras destroying the streets. Imperfect synthetic beings. As if meant to be disposable, the chimeras' forms were extremely unstable.

"We need to prepare for battle."

Eun-Ha spoke calmly.
She closed her eyes, embraced the pure white light appearing before her, and soon that white light enveloped her.

Flash-!

Shortly after, the white light disappeared, revealing a girl.

One of Eun-Ha's two transformed forms, the magical girl Virginia.
A form also known simply as Virginia or sometimes called the Saint.

Virginia gripped the staff that had appeared during her transformation and struck the ground with it.
Whoosh-! Her third magic, Sacred Domain, rapidly expanded with Virginia at its center.

The Sacred Domain infuses allies within its range with strength and heals their wounds. As a side effect, it prevents their stamina from depleting.
It also drains power from enemies within the domain.

-Kiiiiii!!

The monsters and chimeras within the domain's range all turned their attention to Virginia. They instinctively sensed that this girl was draining their power.

"So this is what I've only heard about...!! Battle stations, big guy!"
"Yes! With this power! With the muscles I've cultivated, it's possible!! Huaaaaaaah!!"

Jin Tae-Su roared, facing off against the monsters and chimeras. His muscles bulged as if they might burst at any moment.

Virginia glanced at the two of them and surveyed the surroundings.

*There are still many people who haven't evacuated.*

Lee Hee-Ya and Jin Tae-Su also prioritized civilian evacuation and were about to act.
The evidence was Jin Tae-Su's roar.
The attention that had been focused on Virginia now turned to him.

"Then...!"
"No. Please deal with the monsters. I'll handle the civilian evacuation."

Virginia's staff blocked Lee Hee-Ya just as she was about to move to evacuate the civilians.

"Right now, dealing with those unknown monsters is more urgent."

Chimeras are stronger than ordinary monsters.
Moreover, their appearance alone causes revulsion, which might make some people lose their fighting spirit.
They needed to reduce their numbers as much as possible before other heroes arrived.

In that case, the most suitable person for evacuating civilians was Virginia.

Lee Hee-Ya thought for a moment, then nodded with a dissatisfied expression.

"I'm counting on you. And I'm sorry. This should be our job."

Guiding civilian evacuation was originally her duty as a hero.
Even though the situation was difficult, Lee Hee-Ya felt sorry for entrusting this task to Virginia, who was still a hero-in-training.

"No, it's fine. It's something I'll have to do eventually. Think of it as an early experience."

Virginia shook her head. If she could do it, it was better that she did.
She unfolded a map in her mind, recalling the location of the shelter she had visited during the diversionary tactics of Gresorion and the Villain Association.

*Fortunately, it's nearby.*

At this distance, she could manage somehow.

"Everyone."

When Virginia spoke with magic infused in her voice, it resonated loudly around her.
Virginia's warm and gentle voice penetrated the ears of the confused citizens.

"W-what's that."
"This voice... I feel like I've heard it before."
"Ah!"

The citizens were initially confused by Virginia's words.
But soon, their attention turned one by one to Virginia. Her magic-infused voice had suppressed their confusion.

It would be dangerous to evacuate only the citizens.
Virginia planned to quickly gather the citizens and return. Both the Sacred Domain and enhancement magic had time limits.
If she returned within those time limits, it would be sufficient.

"There is a shelter for evacuation nearby. Please head there. And I—"
"Eun-Ha!"
"S-Se-Won...?"

At that moment, Kim Se-Won appeared, calling out urgently. He descended from the sky and stood beside Virginia.

"Call me Astra Alpha here."

He was wearing the techware—his specialized suit—that he usually wore when helping Optima.

*Why is he here?*

Virginia was glad to see Kim Se-Won, but also wanted to ask if he hadn't gone home to meet Kim Ha-Yoon.
But this wasn't the time to ask him.

"Inhale- Exhale-. Everyone, please follow this person to evacuate."

Evacuating the citizens was the immediate priority.
Virginia once again infused her voice with magic as she addressed the citizens.
The strange phenomenon that Eun-Ha had displayed on the day of the entrance ceremony.
The citizens felt no resistance to her voice.

"I'll be back."
"Come back safely, Se-Won... no, Astra Alpha."

Virginia smiled gently at Kim Se-Won's words. He was always like this. Acknowledging his shortcomings and trying to do what he could.

Perhaps this was one of the reasons why Virginia had fallen for him without even realizing it.

"Do you know him?"
"What is that? It looks better than our specialized suits just by looking at it. Seems like it has functions to assist physical abilities too."

The strange phenomenon caused by Virginia affected not only the citizens but also Jin Tae-Su and Lee Hee-Ya.

"Anyway, it's good that allies are gathering."
"Right. For now, we need to deal with the monsters in front of us."

The two glanced at Kim Se-Won who had descended from the sky, then focused on the villains before them.

"Watch from behind! We'll show you exactly what kind of people have been protecting the citizens!"
"Yeah. Since we've been beaten to the punch, we should at least save face."

Lee Hee-Ya and Jin Tae-Su shot forward. Their bodies, moving like bullets, were so perfectly synchronized that it would not be an exaggeration to say they were completely unified.

"So they usually fight sticking together like that..."

Virginia genuinely admired them.
Two as one.
The combination of Jin Tae-Su, who stood over 2 meters tall, and the relatively small Lee Hee-Ya—a giant and a girl—worked well together, as if they had been coordinating for a long time.

"I'd like to stay back and watch as they said, but..."

Virginia was quietly observing the two when she sensed presences approaching from around her and gently closed her eyes.

"People won't let me do that."

Tang!

Virginia released the staff from her hand.
Like when she first deployed the Sacred Domain, the staff that had struck the ground disappeared into particles of light as if it had never existed.

"Get her!"
"If we take her out, we're done!"

First came five.
Another five followed.

Virginia felt not crisis but puzzlement as she watched the villains surrounding her.

*They knew I would appear from the beginning and prepared for it. How did they know?*

Did information leak from the academy?
Or had they been watching in advance?
The movements of the villains, targeting Virginia who was in the rear from the start, were quite suspicious.

Virginia couldn't understand what was happening.

"Sigh."

She let out a small sigh.
There was no need to know right away. There were plenty of ways to find out.

"I'll have to get the answer directly."

And keeping people alive persistently without killing them was Virginia's specialty.

Tung!

Virginia's form disappeared.

"What?!"

The villains approaching her looked around in confusion.

"I'm here."

Virginia soon reappeared. She appeared near one of the villains who had been approaching her.

Thwack!

"Ugh—?!"

Then she uppercut the villain's jaw.
It was a movement impossible to believe from a delicate girl, a girl who was supposed to be guarding the rear.

"Magical... no. I guess it's a Saint Punch?"

Virginia glanced at the falling villain and kicked the ground.

Physical enhancement, enhancement magic, and the Sacred Domain.

"Argh!"
"Kuhek!"
"Kuk!"

With her triple-buffed state, Virginia began to take down the villains one by one with elusive movements.

In an instant, a total of ten villains were on the ground. Virginia couldn't remember the last time she had thrown punches like this.

*Ah, should I have stalled for time instead...?*

Suddenly, a realization struck Virginia. She wondered if there had been any need to reveal her skills here.
Virginia carefully observed Jin Tae-Su and Lee Hee-Ya.

"Ahem...!"

Fortunately, Jin Tae-Su and Lee Hee-Ya were too busy fighting the chimeras in front of them to notice her actions. Virginia cleared her throat instead of sighing in relief.

*I should have waited for Se-Won to come back and received his help. I could have pretended to be... sick or something. Yes, I could have said I wasn't feeling well because of my period.*

A prince rescuing a delicate maiden.
Virginia couldn't hide her regret at the thought that suddenly came to mind.

While having such comfortable thoughts, Virginia gathered and tied up the villains she had defeated.

Then she approached the villain at the front.
She crouched down demurely and smiled brightly.

"It's still daytime, but you need to wake..."

Virginia's arm was raised high, then swung down.

"Up!"

Slap!

"Kuk!!"

As her palm, filled with healing magic, struck the villain's cheek, he regained consciousness with the feeling that the world was flashing before his eyes.

Feeling the tingling sensation in his cheek, he barely opened his eyes to find a beautiful, angelic girl making eye contact with him.
Her pitiful, curved eyes stared at the villain.

"H-hiek...!"
"You need to tell me."

And a chilling smile spread across Virginia's face.

Ch.279 - When Performing The Saintess Punch, The Two Of Them (1)
The Villain Association's Emergence.
The chaos involving not just villains but monsters and chimeras wasn't limited to Virginia's location.

"W-what is that...?!"

Ko Su-Ah barely managed to calm her startled heart as she stared straight ahead.

-Kirik, kirururu...!!

It was grotesque. Just looking at it made her want to vomit.
How could it even be alive? The first thought that came to mind was why such a thing existed at all.
Bloody tears flowed thickly between its melting face. The constant howling sounded like screaming.

As if begging to be killed.
As if begging to be saved.

"This is insane... It's neither human nor monster..."

Su-Ah's legs trembled violently before she collapsed to the ground. That thing was human. It had been human.
A person degraded into a monster by the Villain Association.

Su-Ah's eyes shook unsteadily. Seeing a chimera for the first time in her life, she felt like she might burst into tears at any moment.

Just looking at it, she knew.
That creature was strong.

-Kiaaaaaaaaaah!!

The chimera's screams mercilessly assaulted Su-Ah's eardrums, as if begging to be saved or killed.

"Haa...! Haa...! Haa...!"

She exhaled violently. Her voice trembled.
Just looking at it made her heart race uncontrollably.

*I want to run away*

The words appeared clearly in her mind.

She shouldn't run away from here.
Wasn't she going to become a hero?
Hadn't she decided to become an amazing woman?

No, this wasn't the time for that.
She should run away from here.
Then everything would be fine.
Running away was something she'd done before, so it would be fine.

"Ah, aah..."

Her reason tried to hold her back, but her instinct, consumed by fear, refused.

"Child. It's okay."

Just then. Someone tapped Su-Ah, who was trembling with fear.
When her shoulder was tapped, she finally realized she hadn't come here alone.

"Ah, um..."
"It's natural to be afraid."

Centaurus's third hero, Jang Su-Jin, spoke calmly. Not many people wouldn't be afraid seeing something like that.

The eyes visible through her swaying bob cut looked warm, contrary to her cold impression.

"That's right! We'll protect you, so just watch! Got it?"

In contrast to Su-Jin, another woman approached Su-Ah with exaggerated enthusiasm.
It was Centaurus's second female hero, Lee Sun-Ah.

Wearing a leather jacket similar to Su-Jin's, she showed her dyed blonde hair pulled back and a face covered in cold sweat.

"Ha, I think you're the one who needs protection."

Seeing this, Su-Jin mocked her.

*She's pretending to be okay.*

Even Su-Ah, whose reason was numbed by fear, could tell. Sun-Ah was forcing herself to appear fine.

*Why...?*

Naturally, a question arose. Fear momentarily gave way to curiosity.

"Anyway, just watch. We're not heroes just in name. We came here to protect you, to protect citizens."
"Yeah! That's exactly right!"

Sun-Ah nodded repeatedly in agreement with Su-Jin's calm words.

"Our Double Inferno will protect you, so don't worry!"
"It's Centaurus, idiot."

Thwack!

"Ugh!"

A flick landed on the back of Sun-Ah's head as she pretended to be excited.

"A-aren't you scared...? That's not a monster. It's not human either."

Neither monster nor human.
Not an unknown entity. Something forcibly combined by some factor. Its appearance was grotesque because that combination was visibly apparent.
Just looking at it made her want to scream.

But why?
Su-Ah still couldn't understand.

"I know. Honestly, I'm scared."

Su-Jin slowly nodded. She agreed with Su-Ah's words.

"But that's our duty! We became heroes to protect citizens!"

Thump!

Lee Sun-Ah, who wanted to appear reliable, pounded her chest. Her chest bounced slightly as she hit it.

"Ugh! Ow...! That hurts!"

And immediately she writhed in pain.

"I don't... understand."

Su-Ah answered with a trembling voice.
She couldn't take their words at face value. How could they tell her to overcome such fear?

This fear was an overwhelming violence impossible to resist. Anyone facing it directly would be justified in wetting themselves.

*Y-yes*

Still, there was something she could understand.
Protecting citizens.
Protecting the weak from evil.
That was a hero's text and duty.

But she couldn't easily nod in agreement.
Because heroes were humans too.
Feeling fear was natural.

"Well, I can't tell you to be completely at ease. This is my first time seeing something like this too. I can't promise we'll win."
"What~ Are you scared? You are, right? Always acting so cool, now you look quite path—Aaack!"

Flick!

"Shut up, idiot."

Su-Jin's flick struck Sun-Ah's crown.

"Sigh. But doing it anyway is what makes a hero."

Su-Jin sighed deeply and turned around. Sun-Ah, who had been trying to tease Su-Jin, turned around with her.
On the backs of the two wearing similar leather jackets were burning flames.

"Enough chat. It's hunting time now."
"Whew! ...Yeah!"

At Su-Jin's words, Sun-Ah's eyes changed. They became like those of a predator, a beast. Eyes sharpened to cut if touched.

Whoosh! Flames simultaneously rose from both their hands.

"As always."
"Just like we've always done!"

The blazing flames disappeared as the two clenched their fists. This was the signal that they were entering combat.

"Let's go."
"Yeah!"

Sun-Ah nodded vigorously at Su-Jin's words.

Leaving behind Su-Ah, paralyzed with fear and unable to do anything, the heroes advanced forward with flames enveloping their bodies.



* * *



"Tch...!"

He clicked his tongue loudly.

Kang Myung-Ha, the leader of the hero group Centaurus, was facing an army of chimeras alone with a frown.

Swaaash-!

The space around Myung-Ha suddenly surged forward. The silver spear in his hand shot forward, piercing a chimera's heart in one go.
It was his ability, instantaneous acceleration.

*He's fast.*

Han Chae-Eun watched from behind in admiration.

The other heroes hadn't arrived yet. No, they couldn't arrive.

Because chimeras from the Villain Association were rampaging, though no one knew how they got here. It would take more time for them to reach the designated location.

And if Myung-Ha fell here, this army of chimeras would push straight inside.
Myung-Ha had become a defense line that absolutely could not fall.

-Kiyaaaaaaak!!

The third chimera collapsed with a terrible scream. Boom! The ground shook as its massive, bleeding body lost strength.

It wasn't just three. It was only three so far.
Myung-Ha's battle was that grueling. It was quite different from Virginia, Lee Hee-Ya, and Jin Tae-Su's team, who easily defeated their enemies.

Overwhelming enemy numbers.
Woefully insufficient allies.
Myung-Ha's body continuously being worn down. Small wounds were accumulating on his body.

"Looks like I need reinforcements...!"

By this point, even Myung-Ha had to groan.

The difference between Virginia's team and Myung-Ha's team was clear.
Besides the presence of enhancement magic and sanctuary, the quality of chimeras at Myung-Ha's location was much better.

Unlike the grotesque ones with melting flesh, these ferocious-looking chimeras were moving with claws extended, eager to tear Myung-Ha apart.

*I need to do something too*

Chae-Eun thought as she watched.

Observation? Experience?
Using these as excuses to stay still was just running away from the situation.
She needed to move too.

*But what? How?*

Suddenly, a thought that crossed her mind stopped Chae-Eun's movement.
What should she do here? She might end up being a burden to Myung-Ha.

*I am...*

Having seen what happened while destroying Villain Association hideouts with Optima, she knew.

Monsters were manageable. Villains might be possible one-on-one.
But chimeras were simply impossible to handle.

*Then...!!*

That's right.
Looking at it differently, if she faced monsters or villains instead of chimeras, she might have a chance.
Chae-Eun clenched her fist and squeezed magic power from her core.

Crack, crackle-!

"I'll help too!"

Strong electric currents surrounded Chae-Eun's body, then struck the ground and spread around. With a crackling sound, the villains' movements momentarily stopped.

"N-nice!"

Myung-Ha didn't miss this opportunity. His movements accelerated instantaneously as he moved to subdue the immobilized villain.

No, he tried to subdue it.

-Kraaaaa!!

The chimera he thought he'd defeated twitched and tried to grab Myung-Ha. Sharp claws rapidly approached him.

"?!"

Myung-Ha's eyes widened.

"Watch out!"

Seeing this, Chae-Eun fired a powerful electric shock. A huge electric axe severed and burned the chimera's arm. The villain who had found Myung-Ha's opening was charred black.

The smell of burnt meat spread around.

"N-nice. You're pretty good."

Myung-Ha, whose movements had become sluggish due to the recoil of instantaneous acceleration, broke out in a cold sweat.
Despite clearly piercing its heart, it still moved—a tenacity beyond that of monsters.

"Really, you saved me. I'm weak against multiple opponents, you know."
"No, how can you say that here!"

Chae-Eun was startled and scolded him for saying he was weak against multiple opponents while charging toward multiple chimeras.

"Haha. My wife sometimes says the same thing."

Scolded by a girl much younger than him, Myung-Ha gave an awkward smile and gripped his spear tightly.

Despite saying he was weak against multiple opponents, he was preparing to charge forward again.

"Why do you push yourself so hard...? You're constantly getting covered in wounds."

Chae-Eun's gaze fell on Myung-Ha's body, marked with countless scars.
It must hurt.
It surely hurts. It must be painful.

Through his torn clothes, countless traces of training were also visible.
Myung-Ha's ability, instantaneous acceleration, is powerful, but without physical ability and technique to support it, the user can be overwhelmed by the power.

Evidence that he had whipped himself countless times to properly utilize this ability was engraved on his body.

"Because I have something to protect. And because I think that's what I want to do."

Myung-Ha said.

"And right now, I'm the only one who can stop these guys."

He roughly stanched his bleeding with a cloth from his pocket. Though he needed immediate treatment, the first aid would suffice for now.

"Then I have to do it."

He grinned. His forcibly raised corner of the mouth twitched.

Indeed, if it weren't for him. If it weren't for the A-class hero Kang Myung-Ha, this defense line would have collapsed instantly.

"That's what being a hero means...!"

Myung-Ha's body moved forward again.
He stomped the ground and instantly appeared in front of a chimera, thrusting his spear.

"A hero..."

Chae-Eun blankly repeated what Myung-Ha had said.
She was different from him.
Though she was a hero candidate, she didn't particularly aspire to be a hero. More precisely, she didn't have a passion for the profession of being a hero.

*Because I have something to protect. And because I think that's what I want to do.*
*And right now, I'm the only one who can stop these guys.*
*Then I have to do it. That's what being a hero means...!*

She looked at the large back fighting desperately. Despite his increasing wounds, his spirit didn't diminish at all.
Rather, as if the growing wounds became fuel, his movements became more precise and intense. He looked like a blazing flame.

Her heart pounded.
Something unknown boiled inside her chest.

Chae-Eun knew what this emotion was.
Admiration.
Admiration for heroes boiled in her heart.

*A hero who protects people.*

It was an emotion and dream she had buried in her heart, forgotten because of the existence of her younger siblings she had to lead.

*So, that's why...?*

It felt like resolving a question that had remained in a corner of her mind even as she laughed and chatted with friends.

Always.
No matter how hard she struggled.
She couldn't catch up to them.

*So, was it because I had no reason to run forward...?*

The aspiration she had half-given up, attributing it merely to talent, was now welling up.

She followed each of Myung-Ha's movements with her eyes.
She was anxious.
Chae-Eun couldn't leave Myung-Ha alone.

Myung-Ha was a reliable hero. At the same time, the inevitable gaps created by his ability made it impossible to leave him alone.

Her heart sank every time she watched.
Barely, with a body sluggish from the side effects of instantaneous acceleration, he avoided and blocked attacks—her gaze followed his every action.

She placed her hand on her chest. She clenched her hand as if grasping her heart.

"It's like watching children."

She couldn't do actions like that.
Watching Myung-Ha face a group of chimeras alone, Chae-Eun felt her heart constrict.

Inferiority.
Defeat.

The feeling of despair that she could never follow resurfaced in her heart.
It was an emotion she had carried since the beginning of the semester.

"No."

She shook her head.
The negative emotions that had emerged in one part of her heart dissolved in the boiling admiration and aspiration.

"I haven't been standing still either. I just didn't have a reason to move forward."

She hadn't been idle.
Eun-Ha, Se-Won, Ha-Ram.
Talented friends. Those who were always ahead.

She had swallowed her frustration watching them, again and again.
Even if her talent was lacking, she had trained and seen results.

And now she had found a reason to move forward.
She erased the goal she had placed in a completely different direction and set a new one.

Chae-Eun closed her eyes and listened to her rapidly beating heart. There, she felt the weight of the name "hero" that she had just experienced firsthand.

"Hehe...!"

She laughed bitterly.
The smile that bloomed on Chae-Eun's lips meant she had shaken off the burden on her shoulders.

"I'm sorry, kids."

She apologized to her siblings who weren't there.
Chae-Eun abandoned her goal of getting a stable job for her family and siblings. An irresistible emotion dominated her.

"I can't hold back anymore."

Her voice, filled with aspiration, trembled slightly.
A forgotten dream from who knows when was revived. Her shining eyes looked at Myung-Ha's back.

Crack!

Electricity surged from her body.

Ch.280 - When Performing The Saintess Punch, Han Chae-eun Was (2)
Eun-Ha once evaluated Han Chae-Eun like this:

She's skilled at concealing her presence.

Though this talent might be meaningless due to her noticeable appearance (specifically her chest), this assessment was made before her abilities fully blossomed.

Considering the enormous difference in capability between Eun-Ha and Han Chae-Eun at that time, Eun-Ha's evaluation was actually quite generous.

One step. Han Chae-Eun moves forward.
Whoosh! Han Chae-Eun's figure vanishes. The intense current flowing through her body accelerated all her movements.

"What...!"

A villain who had been watching for an opportunity to capture Han Chae-Eun—the girl who seemed most vulnerable and suitable as a hostage—widened his eyes in shock.

"W-where is she...!"

He frantically scanned the surroundings. If she moved, there must be an endpoint. He just needed to see where she stopped.

But she was nowhere to be seen.
No sound could be heard.
Not even her presence could be felt.

-Grrrk?
-Keeeeee...

The monsters and chimeras were equally confused.
Those who had been drooling while eyeing Han Chae-Eun's soft flesh couldn't hide their bewilderment at her sudden disappearance.

"Looking for me?"

Just then, a bright girl's voice reached the ear of the villain searching for Han Chae-Eun.

It came from behind him.
Whip! He spun around while backing away.

"What..."

But there was nothing there. Only monsters and chimeras staring at where he had been with gleaming eyes.
In other words, even the monsters and chimeras couldn't track Han Chae-Eun's movements.

"Hyaaah!"

Han Chae-Eun's hand plunged into the head of a dazed monster. She was suddenly holding two daggers.

Crackle-zap!

-Grrrrrrrrrr!

The monster's limbs flailed uncontrollably.

"There she is!"

A villain who spotted Han Chae-Eun rushed forward. If he had truly found her, all that remained was to capture that impudent girl.

"I'm over here? Hehe."

The villain's eyes widened again.
Han Chae-Eun's figure, which had definitely been right in front of him, vanished like a mirage.
And from behind, he heard her mocking voice.

"A-an afterimage...?"

An overwhelming speed impossible to follow with the naked eye.
The villain stood frozen, his mind racing to figure out what to do in this situation.

Squelch!

But there was no time.
The villain felt something pierce his back.

*This... this is.*

Cold sweat ran down his face. Pain spread from his back.
A chilling sensation. The villain recalled the monster's demise moments ago, seared by intense electricity.

"N-no... Grrrrrrrk?!"

Before he could express his horror or resist, powerful electricity coursed through his body. His entire body convulsed with burns.

"I don't have the ability to subdue you completely. But I can kill you like this."

Han Chae-Eun left only these words before disappearing again.

An uncomfortable atmosphere spread around.
In the stifling silence, the villains, monsters, and chimeras carefully scanned their surroundings.

*Where is she?*

They were all looking for the busty girl who had been hesitating behind Kang Myung-Ha just moments ago.

Thud, roll-roll-roll-

"!!!!"

A small stone rolled casually across the ground.
On edge, they all turned their heads toward the source of the sound.

Crackle-zap!

"Aaaaargh!!"

A villain's scream echoed from an unexpected location. The sound of burning flesh and crackling electricity filled the air.

Everyone at the scene flinched at the sound.
Goosebumps covered their bodies.

Gulp!
Someone swallowed audibly.

Who would be next?
Would it be them?
Or the one beside them?
Who?

Slowly, everyone at the scene began backing up and gathering together.
There was no explicit communication.
They just wanted to protect their backs.
If they gathered in one place, they would only need to focus their attention in limited directions.

*Look at that. It's working!*

Kang Myung-Ha, watching this scene, smiled. It was an unexpected power.

He could faintly see Han Chae-Eun's movements. If he weren't engaged in battle with a chimera, he could have caught her movements clearly.

*If only we had that thing the Doctor is developing, this situation would be resolved.*

Kang Myung-Ha swallowed his regret and sliced through the chimera's neck in front of him.
It was an unexpectedly easy kill. The chimera had been distracted by the chaotic situation behind it.

The uncomfortable silence continued.
No matter where they looked, Han Chae-Eun couldn't be found.

"What is this! What's going on!"

Unable to bear it any longer, one villain swallowed an Enhanced Activator from his pocket.

"Just a damn girl!"

His blood boiled as power surged through his body. His heart pounded violently.

"That bitch!"
"I'll definitely kill her!"

As if encouraged by the shouting villain's actions, other villains also began swallowing Enhanced Activators one by one.

The villains traded their lives for power beyond their natural limits.

Whoosh-

"There she is!!"

Just then, a very faint sound was heard. A villain with heightened senses from the Enhanced Activator looked up toward the source of the sound.

"...Huh?"

And let out a stupid sound.
The place he looked up to—the sky.

There was Han Chae-Eun.
Han Chae-Eun holding an enormous spear.


* * *


"Sister! Look at this!"
"What is it? Did you make it at school?"
"Yes!"
"Waaah! Sis! My toy broke!"
"Oh my, let me see. I'll fix it for you."

Han Chae-Eun had no particular desire to make a name for herself. More accurately, she had given up on it.
She had siblings to take care of.
Some were related by blood, others were not.
Her parents alone could never manage so many children.
While her parents were at work, she, as the eldest sister, had to take responsibility.

That's how she became the strong, kind sister everyone relied on.

That was Han Chae-Eun's position within the family structure.

But not anymore.
Things had changed a bit.
An old dream buried in the ground had been revived. Her goal had been renewed.
What she needed to achieve that dream was intense determination.

The newly engraved goal in her heart couldn't be achieved just by diligently attending the academy.

She could care for her siblings and be relied upon because she was the eldest.
Although her efforts went into caring for them, she was able to be relied upon primarily because of her position as the eldest sister.

But her renewed goal of becoming a hero was different.
One who steps forward to help.
One who protects the weak.
One who earns people's trust.

To become such a hero requires endless effort. Only after endless effort is the position granted.
Han Chae-Eun wanted to become that kind of hero.

*When was the last time I felt like this?*

She felt her heart pounding.
Thinking about it, she had lived a life solely focused on her family. That was necessary for her family to live harmoniously and happily.
That was the path she had chosen.

Having lived that way, wouldn't it be okay to be a little selfish now?

Han Chae-Eun had confused the villains, monsters, and chimeras, gathering them in one place.
Concealing her presence and watching them, she drew out her magical power and released it.

Whoosh-

In Han Chae-Eun's hand was a steel rod from a building destroyed by chimeras. The magical power emanating from her turned into electricity, gathering around the rod.
The electricity, containing most of her magical power, crackled.

"Haa...!"

She took a deep breath, closing and opening her eyes.
Han Chae-Eun remembered all the gazes fixed on her.

"I've decided to change."

Lustful, gleaming eyes.
Eyes filled with desires to devour her, violate her. She remembered them clearly.

That was the nature of beasts, of men.
Naturally, such gazes couldn't feel pleasant.

"Not as a sister who's relied upon, but as a hero aspirant. I've decided to become a hero."

The fierce electricity extending from her hand gathered around the steel rod, forming a spear.
The electricity continued to gather, increasing the spear's size.

She gritted her teeth.
Han Chae-Eun's arm moved. The spear she created was raised high.

"So, die! You beasts who try to get in my way!"

And she threw it down with all her might. The giant lightning spear plunged into the gathered fools.

"Huh?!"

At that moment, the villains felt their bodies being pushed somewhere.
The cunning chimeras and other villains were using them as shields.

Crackle-zap!

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

Their bodies instantly caught fire. The lightning spear that mercilessly pierced through them burned them alive.

Ear-splitting screams rang out.
Han Chae-Eun, landing on the ground, covered her ears and grimaced.

-Grrrrrr!

She hadn't eliminated them all.
The power wasn't sufficient.
Some had survived by using other villains as meat shields.

"Tch!"

Han Chae-Eun barely landed on the ground and looked straight ahead. Angry howls were slowly approaching her.

*I still have some strength left...!*

She put strength into her legs.
She could still move. Not as fast as before, but she wasn't completely immobilized.

*If it's just villains and not the others...!!*

So, she needed to reduce their numbers even a little.
She had to contribute.
She couldn't be a burden to Kang Myung-Ha.

Crackle!

Once again, electricity rose from Han Chae-Eun's body.
Soon, her figure disappeared from the villains' sight.

-Grrrr

But her speed had clearly decreased.
The surviving villains and chimeras who had taken Enhanced Activators watched her movements, which were now faintly visible.

Their gazes moved back and forth following her movements.

"Damn...!"

Kang Myung-Ha, who had just taken down his eighth chimera, clicked his tongue and stomped the ground.
One wrong move and Han Chae-Eun could die.

"A mere girl using such crude tricks!"

A villain who had taken an Enhanced Activator lunged at Han Chae-Eun, unable to contain his anger. He had planned to use her as a plaything, but now his mind had changed.
He would make her a breeding vessel for monsters until she died.

"Hehe."

But Han Chae-Eun's reaction was beyond the villain's expectation.
Despite having used most of her magical power, she suddenly smiled.

*Has she gone mad from being cornered?*

It didn't matter. That girl's future wouldn't change.
Now that he had taken the Enhanced Activator, no one could stop him!
The villain's hand, overflowing with confidence, reached out to grab Han Chae-Eun's neck.

Han Chae-Eun's figure, which had been moving around, suddenly stopped. She quietly watched the villain approaching her, then lowered her stance.

"Secret technique!"

Han Chae-Eun's voice was filled with seriousness.
Her eyes captured all of the villain's movements. She pulled her right leg back, taking a stance.

The distance between her and the villain shortened. In one second, he would be upon her.

But that was fine.
That confident face. She had a technique to send that arrogant head straight to the afterlife.

"Egg Breaker!"

Han Chae-Eun forcefully kicked upward between the legs of the villain lunging at her.

Crack!

With the sound of something rupturing, the villain's eyes filled with shock.

"Ugh... ack..."

No scream came out.
Pain beyond the tolerable threshold prevented even his voice from emerging.

"Plus!"

But Han Chae-Eun's attack wasn't over.

"Electric Shock!"

Crackle-zap!

Electricity surged from her leg.
Simultaneously, Han Chae-Eun's figure vanished. Unlike her sluggish movements from before that were clearly visible.

"Ugh."
"Urk."

Following the crackle-zap sound, the villains who had been lunging at her collapsed one after another. Some covered their groins with both hands, while others lost consciousness in the position they were hit.

"Haa...!"

Han Chae-Eun, reappearing, plopped down on the spot.

"Oh no, I'm out of strength."

She smiled awkwardly as she watched the group of chimeras approaching her.
Kang Myung-Ha was throwing himself to block most of them, but about two had slipped past him and were approaching Han Chae-Eun.

Tap.

Just as she was feeling a belated sense of crisis, wondering what to do next, someone landed beside Han Chae-Eun.

"Yes. You did well."

With a familiar voice, long and smooth hair fluttered like a dance.
Beautiful hair she had seen many times at school.
Her reliable friend.

Surprise spread across Han Chae-Eun's face.

"H-how are you here...?"
"I'll answer that later."

Astra Gamma, In Ha-Ram, appeared beside Han Chae-Eun.

"Shouldn't we first think about how to deal with those?"

In Ha-Ram smiled brightly and extended her hand to Han Chae-Eun.

"...Yes!"

Han Chae-Eun nodded.

Ch.281 - Pepero Day Special - Something Tastier Than Pepero -


"Did you know? What day is tomorrow?"
"Huh? What day? Well..."

I took out my communication terminal to check the date.
Today was November 10th. Nothing particularly special. Today's a weekday, tomorrow's a weekday. Beyond that, nothing remarkable.

"It's the 11th, right?"

I looked at Haram who had brought up the topic with a puzzled expression. Hearing my response, she gave a wry smile.

"Is that so? I see... Eun-Ha. Do you have time today?"
"Today? Hmm... well, not a lot, but why?"
"Then give me your time today. As much as possible."

Haram said this and smiled softly. How should I put it?

She looked girlish.
Haram's expression was so much like a young girl of this season that I unconsciously glimpsed Mr. In Cheon-Yong's shadow in her face.

After all, the person Haram loves is none other than her father, In Cheon-Yong.



* * *



Time passed, and school ended.
Haram and I decided to spend time together as planned.
I was curious. What was so special about tomorrow that she asked for my time? Could it be Mr. In Cheon-Yong's birthday?
My head was full of questions.

And I was excited.
What would Haram do?
Was there a reason she specifically asked me for time, not Chae-Eun or Se-Won?

Haram walked silently through the streets.
The place we went wasn't anywhere fancy. It was an ordinary mart crowded with people.

"What are you buying?"
"Hehe...!"

I was curious about what she needed to buy that required coming to a place like this.
Haram smiled with her eyes and pointed to the ceiling with her slender finger.

"...Oh!"

Only when I looked where Haram was pointing did my eyes widen.

[November 11th Pepero Day Sale! 20% Off!]

Right. That day existed.
After the Great Invasion, some holidays disappeared, but simple, easy-to-remember celebrations like this one remained.

One of them was this—Pepero Day.

"It's just a food company's evil marketing scheme."

I pushed out my lips in disappointment.
Why hide it? From birth until now, I've never had any connection to these kinds of holidays.

At most, my mother would give me chocolate on Valentine's Day or Pepero on Pepero Day.

In fact, I only remembered "Oh, it's that day" when my mother gave me something.

"Why, don't you want my Pepero?"
"You're giving me some?! Really?"

Haram's subtle words caught my ear. I immediately let out a high-pitched sound and clung to her.
I could feel people's eyes on us, but that wasn't important right now.

Haram and Chae-Eun are acknowledged beauties.

In other words, if these two girls celebrate Valentine's Day or Pepero Day for someone, it's like a medal of honor for a man.

*Though I've been without my "pepper" for a long time now.*

Anyway.
Haram's words couldn't have been more appealing to me.

"Of course. So be good and stay with me today. And... don't you have something to do too?"
"...Hehe."

I detached myself from Haram and gave an awkward smile.
Having forgotten about Pepero Day all this time, I'd forgotten about this too.

Tomorrow, I needed to prepare Pepero for my boyfriend, Se-Won.
I wondered if I really needed to, but having lived as a man, I could easily imagine how nice it would be to receive such a gift from a girl.

*Not bad.*

I'd be giving Pepero, something I'd never received from any woman except my mother. It felt bittersweet yet exciting. A strange feeling.

Because I could already picture Se-Won's happy face receiving Pepero from me.
I could imagine how that would feel.

"Come to think of it, Se-Won hasn't had much connection with these holidays either, right? Even on Valentine's Day, he only got the friendship chocolates we gave him."
"Ah~ Right. That's true. Yeah."

It passed by in an instant, but Chae-Eun had indeed led the effort to give Se-Won friendship chocolate.
I remember how the corners of his mouth twitched while he pretended not to care.

"Well then. Shall we pick out some for you and Chae-Eun too~ Haram, what are you going to choose?"
"Well, I don't really need to choose."
"...Huh?"

This was unexpected.
I looked at Haram with a surprised expression.

The person Haram wanted to give Pepero to was none other than Mr. In Cheon-Yong.
I thought she would carefully select something, or perhaps make homemade Pepero.

"Just watch."

Haram looked at me, chuckled, and snapped her fingers.

Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh!
Rustle-rustle-rustle!

At the same time, something descended from the ceiling.
It was a mountain of Pepero.

A mountain labeled [Pre-paid by In Haram].

"Whoa..."

I stared blankly at the mountain of Pepero.
The scale was different.
Is this what being a gold spoon is like? No, for Haram, "gold spoon" would be an insult. She'd need at least a diamond spoon.

Thud!

And belatedly, something fell from the ceiling. It was quite large, but the sound it made falling was negligibly small.
Either the contents were light, or there were none. One of the two.

"Here, this is for you."

I was too dumbfounded to do anything but stare at the box that had fallen from the ceiling and slid down the chocolate mountain.
Haram walked forward to retrieve it herself, then handed it to me.

The box was large. Not something you could hold with one hand—you needed both arms. I took it when she handed it to me, but it was quite light.
I didn't even need to use physical enhancement to lift it.

"W-what is this?"

I looked up at Haram, who was smiling kindly, and asked. What could it be that she'd give it to me this way?
It was wrapped in such high-quality packaging material that I couldn't guess what was inside.

"Hehe...! Later. Open it later. I think it will be very helpful. If possible, I'd like you to tell me your thoughts. Later... I don't know if I'll ever need to use it, but I want to know for the future."
"?????"

I had no idea what she was talking about.

"Now, let's pick out some Pepero. That one's exclusively for Dad, so we need to choose friendship Pepero for the kids."
"Ah, y-yeah..."

Until the end, Haram never mentioned what was in the box.

After buying Pepero and returning to my room, I immediately opened the box out of unbearable curiosity.

"?!?!!!?!?!!!!!"

My face instantly burned hot.

A set of lingerie that perfectly fit my size.
A see-through beige lingerie set with extremely thin string panties and a bra.

And... all kinds of condoms—ribbed, spiral, glow-in-the-dark, gel type, and so on.

"W-what...!!"

Flutter-

Startled, I dropped the box, and a piece of paper fluttered down from the box lid onto the floor.

[Have a good night. This is from Foriner. The condoms were prepared by Foriner for you. I chose the lingerie.]
"Ah, ahhh..."

I really felt like I was going to lose my mind.



* * *





"Did you wear it?"

On Pepero Day, Haram chuckled and asked me as soon as she saw me.

"T-there's no way I'd be wearing it now...! I-it's in my bag..."

Haram seemed to find my blushing retort quite amusing, saying "Is that so?" while giggling.

"Y-yeah..."

Right next to Haram, who was taking her seat, was Se-Won, resting his chin on his hand and looking out the window.
Of course, Haram, his desk partner, was watching me closely as I looked at Se-Won.

"Are you giving it to him now?"
"Ah, umm..."

And of course, my desk partner Chae-Eun was doing the same.

Why was my heart pounding over this?
On Valentine's Day, I just casually tossed it to him as a friendship gift, but now, just a few months later, my mindset feels completely different.

I reached into my bag and sorted through my thoughts.
In my bag were textbooks, friendship Pepero, and Pepero filled with sincerity.

Should I give it now?
Or should I give it later?

Come to think of it, Se-Won and I were dating in secret.
Among the academy students, only Haram and Chae-Eun knew about our relationship.

*It would be better to do it later...*

Right. There's no benefit to others knowing about our relationship. After all, I'm someone with the nickname "Saint" who carries a lot of expectations.
For someone like me, "purity" was essential.

If people found out I had been "defiled" by a man, who knows what slander might come my way.

That's when it happened.

"Se-Won, here you go!"
"Huh...?"

A girl from our class handed something to Se-Won with a bright smile.
My hand, which had been rummaging through my bag, froze.

"Th-thanks...?"

Se-Won accepted whatever the girl gave him with a bewildered expression. It was a carefully wrapped Pepero.

"Me too!"
"Me~ too."

The girl who approached Se-Won wasn't the only one. Two, three... For some reason, unlike Valentine's Day, quite a few girls were giving Se-Won Pepero, whether out of friendship or sincerity.

"Wh-what... is this..."

A dazed voice escaped me. I felt like my soul was leaving my body.

The question "Why Se-Won?" floated around in my head.

I wasn't the only one surprised.
Both Haram and Chae-Eun looked at Se-Won with disbelieving expressions.

"Could it be because he looks more solid these days...?"
"His body has become more toned from training, so maybe he's gotten more handsome...?"

Questioning murmurs reached my ears. They were from Haram and Chae-Eun.
Only then did I examine Se-Won's body. No, I compared him to the Se-Won I met at the beginning of the semester.

"Definitely..."

I nodded unconsciously.
Se-Won had definitely changed.
He'd become more manly—his body and facial lines had become more defined, and he'd gained muscle, making him look more reliable.
The unnecessary fat had disappeared, making him more handsome.

It was a positive change.
And for me, an infinitely negative result.

I could feel Haram and Chae-Eun carefully watching my reaction. I could feel it without even looking.

I didn't like it.

"Here!"

Slam!

"Friendship!"

I slammed the Pepero that "had been" sincere onto Se-Won's desk and stormed out of the classroom.



* * *



Why did I do that?

"Haah..."

I didn't hide the sigh that burst out.
Maybe because winter was approaching, every time I sighed, white vapor puffed from my mouth.

Lowering my gaze slightly, I saw the rooftop door I had kicked hard. I'd kicked it a bit too forcefully, and it had flown far.

Me, crouched on the rooftop bench.
And the rooftop door, lying there pathetically.

The door, dented with the shape of my foot, seemed like the hole in my heart, giving me a strange sense of kinship.

"Really, why did I do that?"

I couldn't bear the uncomfortable feeling rising in my chest.
Regret came belatedly, but I couldn't take back my actions now.

"Sigh."

After sitting there for who knows how long, a familiar voice reached my ears.

"...What? Why are you here?"

A sulky voice came out without me realizing it.
Why did I react this way? I didn't know. It just came out like this without me knowing.

A feeling like my chest was blocked.
I was fine until just now, but seeing those girls giving Pepero to Se-Won made emotions surge up.

I actually knew what it was.
Jealousy.
It was also the emotion that led me to confess to Se-Won.

That's why I felt pathetic.
I didn't know why I got angry over something so trivial. I didn't know why I felt jealous.

And the strange thing was:

Seeing Se-Won approach me with a smile, whatever was blocking my chest seemed to melt away.

Se-Won had definitely changed.
From a weak, unreliable man to a reliable one.
And from my friend to my boyfriend.

In this past year, many changes have come to us.
To me. To Se-Won.
And to Haram and Chae-Eun too.

"Silly."

Thump, Se-Won's large hand landed on my head. I thought about shaking it off irritably, but soon I didn't care.
Yeah, whatever.

There were only the two of us here.
No one else was coming.

"Yeah. I am silly."

So I nodded obediently.
Se-Won stroked my head for a moment and then sat down beside me.

"Even if our relationship is a secret to others, it's not a secret between us."

His large hand wrapped around my shoulder. When Se-Won applied a little pressure, my body was pulled toward him.

"I was honestly surprised too, but what I was looking forward to most was yours."

Suddenly, a crumpled Pepero box entered my vision. It was what I had slammed onto the desk.
Se-Won shook the Pepero I had given him up and down for a moment, then used telekinesis to unwrap it.

"Mm. Delicious."

Crunch, crunch—rather than eating the Pepero, it would be more accurate to say he was devouring it. It was completely shattered.
Se-Won quickly finished the Pepero beside me.

"Thank you, Eun-Ha."

And then he smiled brightly.
I couldn't look at Se-Won like that, so I bowed my head deeply and buried my face between my knees.

"So..."

But I still opened my mouth.

"Was the Pepero... delicious...?"
"Yes. I'll give the others away. Sorry, but I only want to accept yours."
"R-really...?"

Hehe. Without realizing it, a silly smile formed on my face.

"Of course."

I gently raised my head and looked up at Se-Won.
Even if Se-Won's words were just flattery, the fact that I was healed and happy because of them was true.

I lowered my legs from the bench and looked at Se-Won.

"Do you want to skip class today...?"
"Huh?!"

Se-Won was startled.

"Well..."

My heart pounded at his reaction.
Because of what I was about to say next.

I unbuttoned my blouse. Slightly, the inside was visible.

I had lied to Haram.
Actually, I was wearing it.
Ready to be devoured at any time.

As I showed what I had kept in my uniform pocket, I smiled shyly.

And I said this:

"I-I have something more delicious here... what do you think?"
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"H-hey, there's something more delicious here... What do you want to do?"

Crack! Kim Se-Won heard something breaking inside himself.
As his body froze stiff, his gaze trembled as he looked at Eun-Ha.

The beige underwear hidden beneath her snow-white blouse. No, was that even underwear?
Kim Se-Won recalled seeing something similar in the erotic photos and videos he'd seen before.

*This, this is...!!*

Blood rushed to his lower body.
Yes. That was it.

Eun-Ha's behavior and the underwear she was wearing meant something like "You can eat me if you want."

*This is the real Pepero!*

The Pepero she gave him earlier out of jealousy was fake. This was the true Pepero Day gift!

Kim Se-Won opened his eyes wide as if he'd reached enlightenment. His mind raced as he searched for a suitable location.

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha waited quietly for his answer, feeling her heart pounding.

"Eek?!"

As Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won's frozen face, she suddenly felt her body being pulled to one side.
Kim Se-Won hadn't moved. He just stared at her chest with wide eyes.

Eun-Ha's body soared through the air.

"S-Se-Won...?"

Before she knew it, Kim Se-Won was embracing her. After pulling her into his arms, he flew through the air using telekinesis.
Not caring about his remaining mana, he flew toward an unused gym storage room.

A secret base known only to friends.
It was on the second floor of the gym storage room.

Slide-!

As they approached the secret base, Kim Se-Won opened the window with telekinesis and entered.
It was a smooth movement without any hesitation or pause.

"Haaah...!"

After landing in the secret base, Kim Se-Won buried his nose against Eun-Ha and took a deep breath.
As he deeply inhaled her scent, his already bulging pants swelled even more.

"I'll eat you up."
"Haaa... huh? U-um...!"

Kim Se-Won's embrace was dizzying. Not because she couldn't breathe, but because his scent filled her head.
A smell she wanted to keep inhaling forever. The scent that had lingered on his scarf when she enrolled. The smell she had sniffed countless times.
Dazed in his arms, Eun-Ha unconsciously nodded at his serious voice.

*He's going to eat me up...!*

She panicked internally.
Not only had he taken her impulsive words literally, but the feeling of his manhood pressing against her stomach made her future flash before her eyes.

*No! This time I'm taking the lead...!*

And she made a decision.
Eun-Ha was extremely vulnerable.
Despite being a strong girl, she could never win against Kim Se-Won in bed.

But what day was today?
Their first Pepero Day since becoming a couple. So just for today, she would take control. Eun-Ha firmly resolved.

"Ugh?!"

Kim Se-Won's body tilted toward the wall near the bed. It happened just as he lowered his arms to remove his pants.
With a small thud, he hit the wall and ended up sitting on the bed.

"T-today!!"

Eun-Ha's face was bright red as she looked up at him blankly. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say steam was coming from her head.

"I'll please you. As... as an apology for earlier."

Though she started confidently, Eun-Ha quickly averted her gaze from him.
She might not feel fear when fighting people or monsters, but in front of her boyfriend, she inevitably became a delicate girl.

"Then...!"

Eun-Ha's eyes, pretending to be fierce, looked at Kim Se-Won's lower body.
It was so ferocious that she wondered if such a thing really existed, if it was really the same thing that had entered her several times.

Eun-Ha's delicate fingers caressed his manhood trapped in his pants. She stroked it, trying to gauge its current shape.

*It's throbbing.*

It felt like a beating heart.
With each stroke from Eun-Ha, his manhood screamed to be released.

"Gulp!"

Watching this, Eun-Ha unconsciously swallowed.
She needed resolve.

*Today, to win, I need enhancement.*

Eun-Ha carefully undid his belt with her hands. She unbuttoned his pants and slowly pulled down the zipper.

She could feel Kim Se-Won's gaze fixed on her fingertips.
She could sense from his gaze that he was desperate to ravish her. His sexual desire was trying to overcome his reason.

*Now's my chance!*

This was the only timing.
Eun-Ha quickly cast an enhancement spell.
Not on Kim Se-Won himself, but only on his manhood.

"?!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.
Something felt different. More blood rushed to his lower body.

"Whoa?!"

It happened when Eun-Ha had pulled the zipper down halfway. Unable to wait any longer, Kim Se-Won's manhood sprang up, revealing its enormous form.

"T-this is...!"

It was a mistake.
Instead of enhancing the sensitivity of his manhood, she had enhanced the entire thing.
Kim Se-Won's manhood, slightly larger than before. And it was twitching unusually.
If she didn't calm it down immediately, something terrible might happen.

"F-first, the condom...!"

If so, putting on a condom before he went berserk was the top priority.

But Eun-Ha's movements were sluggish. She was so shocked that her mind had frozen without her realizing it.

"You...!"

Grrrr- Kim Se-Won growled like a beast, drooling from the corner of his mouth. He was like a wolf.

"N-no, wait. This is, really. Mmph?!"

Just as Eun-Ha opened her mouth to explain, an invisible force subdued her.

"Mmm, ah...!"

With a slurping, wet sound, Kim Se-Won's mouth devoured Eun-Ha. He looked ready to eat her up. Meanwhile, he slowly began removing her clothes.

"Mmm...!"

Eun-Ha couldn't resist at all.
Kim Se-Won's thick arm was firmly holding her waist. Even though only her mouth was being violated, she felt dazed.

Slurp- Sluuurp-

Kim Se-Won moved his tongue to explore everything about Eun-Ha. His tongue entwined with her pink one, teasing it.
Then he licked every corner of Eun-Ha's mouth.

*It tastes like the Pepero I gave him.*

Eun-Ha sensed a faint chocolate aroma as she felt Kim Se-Won's rough kiss.

Despite acting like he had lost his reason, Kim Se-Won was actually barely maintaining his sanity.

*In bed, at least, I'll win...!*

A strong desire was surging in his chest.
He was still weaker than Eun-Ha or Optima.
But the perverse satisfaction, the fulfillment, the contentment of dominating such a strong girl in bed spurred him on even more.

To make her unable to move.
To make her just moan and whimper.

Slurp- Chu-

Eun-Ha, being ravished by Kim Se-Won, was already lightly feeling it, trembling with eyes that seemed about to melt.

Even in the midst of this, Kim Se-Won's movements were swift.
While holding Eun-Ha and kissing her, he used telekinesis to strip her completely.
On Eun-Ha's delicate body, only shameless small pieces of fabric and see-through lingerie remained.

"W-when did you- mmm...!"

She realized all her school uniform had been removed.
Squish, Eun-Ha's body twitched with the sound. Kim Se-Won's thick finger had stroked her panties with their small surface area.

"You're already wet."

Kim Se-Won briefly separated his lips and showed his finger in front of Eun-Ha's eyes. His finger was faintly wet. If it hadn't been through the fabric, it would surely have been wetter.

"T-that's...!"

Eun-Ha's face burned bright red.
It was naturally embarrassing to be told so directly that she was such a lewd woman.

"Ah, mmm...♡"

Not long after, Eun-Ha lowered her head deeply and trembled. Along with wet moans.

This was thanks to him starting to caress her womanhood with squelching sounds.
Kim Se-Won smiled victoriously and put his mouth on her lingerie.

"Ah, ahh...!"

Her body trembled again. Through the fabric, Kim Se-Won's tongue sucked on Eun-Ha's chest.

"I'm going to make you mine from head to toe."

And he declared it.
Kim Se-Won didn't just want to see her moaning from his manhood.
He wanted to leave evidence that she was his woman everywhere. He wanted to develop her entire body.

"W-what are you saying?!"

Whoosh, Eun-Ha's body was flipped over. From facing Kim Se-Won, she changed to leaning her back against him.

As Kim Se-Won lowered his head, he could see Eun-Ha's entire body at once.

"Hik, ah, ahh♡"

Meanwhile, he caressed Eun-Ha's womanhood with one hand and her nipple with the other.

He knew Eun-Ha's womanhood was sensitive from their first experience.
But other parts were less developed.

*A natural onahole... No. What am I thinking?*

To be honest, that magnificent genitalia that squeezed out a man's semen was overwhelming even for him with his overflowing sexual desire.
So if he fought a battle of endurance with just his manhood against her womanhood, defeat was certain.
Because even though Eun-Ha would say she was dying while expressing pleasure, she would never completely collapse.

Squish squish squish!

"Hih, ah♡ Hahk...!!"

So Kim Se-Won changed his approach.
To be the one standing at the end on the bed.
To thoroughly make Eun-Ha feel and feel again, and not let go no matter how much she begged.

"Your chest is sensitive too."
"Mmm♡ T-today♡ I'm going to♡"

He stimulated her nipple along with her womanhood.
Eun-Ha's voice already sounded like it was melting. The strength that could easily subdue Kim Se-Won in a duel had disappeared.

"Why, do you want my Pepero that badly?"

Yet, as if she hadn't completely lost her will, she glared at Kim Se-Won's manhood dripping with pre-cum.

"Eek...!"

Eun-Ha's hand, not wanting to lose, grabbed his manhood. It was wedged between her thighs.
Kim Se-Won's thick hand, which had been teasing Eun-Ha's womanhood, remained still inside as if waiting to see what would happen.

Eun-Ha's hand stroked his manhood. The movement looked quite familiar.

*She was a man... before.*

Kim Se-Won narrowed his eyes as he watched Eun-Ha's movements. She knows how to masturbate. Her movements are smooth and skillful.

*But.*

It was all good, but there was no strength in it, which was tantalizing. It was because she had already felt it several times from his caresses.
As a result, it only further fueled Kim Se-Won's desire.

"No."

Squish!

"Haah♡ Y-you♡"

Unable to stand it anymore, Kim Se-Won's finger moved again.

"I can't take this anymore."
"Hahng...♡"

Kim Se-Won lowered his head and licked Eun-Ha's nape. Eun-Ha's skin, heated from a little caressing, was sweet.

*Why with something like this...!*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand her own body at all.
Just having her nape licked with his tongue made her entire body feel like an erogenous zone.

"One."
"Hih...!"
"Two."
"Hieuh♡"

Kim Se-Won's fingers stirred Eun-Ha's womanhood.
He bent and straightened his fingers, carefully scratching each weakness he had discovered.

"Three."
"Ahhh...♡"

Each time, Eun-Ha's body trembled. She wasn't completely feeling it yet. She hadn't reached climax, but she was just before it.
Eun-Ha's body was completely heated.

"......"

Sensing that the time had come, Kim Se-Won slowly pulled his fingers out of Eun-Ha's womanhood. Eun-Ha's love juices clung to his hand, creating long threads.

"Why, whyyy...."

Eun-Ha made a plaintive sound.
It was embarrassing and unpleasant to be teased by Kim Se-Won without being able to resist at all.
Yet she wanted him to continue.
Eun-Ha's tear-filled eyes looked up at Kim Se-Won.

Kim Se-Won calmly looked at Eun-Ha, then flipped her body again.

"Let's make a bet."
"A b-bet...?"

Kim Se-Won's manhood appeared before Eun-Ha's eyes.
A pillar with its lower part soaked from her womanhood's fluids.
And raising her gaze a little, she could see the glans slowly dripping pre-cum while twitching.
Kim Se-Won's manhood slowly curved, then the glans stopped right in front of Eun-Ha's nose.

"Who can make the other come first."

Squish!

"Huaah...♡"

As soon as Kim Se-Won finished speaking, he began teasing Eun-Ha's womanhood.
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Eun-Ha trembled as she felt her weak spots being mercilessly exploited.

"What's this? Your hands aren't moving at all."
"Hnn... that's♡ not true...♡"

Kim Se-Won snickered.
He could clearly picture Eun-Ha's face as she desperately tried to hold back her moans.

*Her body is telling the whole story.*

Every time his fingers stirred inside Eun-Ha's vagina, it desperately clung to him, as if begging him not to leave. All while frantically revealing where her weak spots were.

*This spot first.*

"Hnnngh...!"

He coated his fingers with her wetness and rubbed her clitoris. He had deliberately avoided stimulating it until now, and the effect was dramatic.
Eun-Ha's body trembled subtly, letting him know just how good it felt.

*And here too.*

This time, he slightly twisted her clitoris while thrusting his fingers deep into her vagina.

"Ah, uh, uuuh...!"

She covered her mouth with one hand, determined not to lose.

"Your body is being honest."

Kim Se-Won teased Eun-Ha while flexing his penis. Each time he tensed, his member twitched right before her eyes.

"Doesn't this mean I've won?"
"T-that's♡ not truuue♡"

Despite her words, Eun-Ha still couldn't bring herself to reach for Kim Se-Won's penis.

*Squelch, squelch, squelch-*

It was because of his fingers, which moved relentlessly as if accustomed to tormenting her pussy.
His fingers would stop just before Eun-Ha reached her climax, wait a moment, then start moving again, over and over.

"Why, whyyy..."

Each time, Eun-Ha would plead with a yearning voice, urging him to continue.

Kim Se-Won felt something stirring in his chest. It was a feeling best described as conquest, elation.

"Aah?!"

He couldn't contain his emotions anymore. He pulled Eun-Ha's body close. In an instant, his penis moved away from her sight.

*Slurp, sluuurp*

"T-that's not fair, not... nngh♡"

Kim Se-Won's tongue greedily explored Eun-Ha's pussy. As he'd noticed before, Eun-Ha was different from other women.
Her skin tasted sweet when licked. The taste of her juices was the same.

*I could lick her forever.*

The ridges inside her vagina that he felt with his tongue were one of Eun-Ha's weak spots. It was different from stimulating them with his fingers.

"Hik, mmph...!"

Eun-Ha covered her mouth with both hands now, not just one. She was desperately pretending not to feel pleasure.
Despite having urged him to continue earlier, she was still insisting she hadn't lost.

*Slurp─*

"Haa♡ Haa♡"

*Sluuurp!!*

*Twitch!*

"?! Haauh! Aaaahn♡"

But unable to withstand Kim Se-Won's continued assault, moans escaped between her fingers.
Eun-Ha's waist arched dramatically, having let her guard down thinking he would stop.

"Good."

Kim Se-Won smiled as he watched her intently.

No matter how much she struggled, she couldn't beat him.
That Eun-Ha.
That Transcendent had been conquered by his actions!

He couldn't contain the joy rising in his chest. This thrilling sensation never got old, no matter how many times he felt it.

Kim Se-Won pulled his face away from Eun-Ha's pussy with a satisfied expression.

Looking at her, he saw her body sprawled out limply. She was still trembling slightly, the afterglow of her climax still visible.

With a lick, Kim Se-Won tasted the faint tears at the corner of Eun-Ha's eyes.

"Eun-Ha."

Then he held her tight.

"Haa... Haa..."

Breathing heavily, Eun-Ha slowly raised her head to look at Kim Se-Won.

*It's like there are hearts drawn in her eyes.*

She was in heat.
She had been in heat for a while, but Kim Se-Won found it unbearably satisfying that he was the one who had made her this way.

*I really can't hold back.*

She was adorable beyond restraint.
My woman.
My Eun-Ha.

Kim Se-Won's penis had already reached its limit.

*Thrust!*

Without any warning, his penis forced its way into her tight vagina.

"Kuh, nngh?!"

Eun-Ha's dreamy, unfocused eyes flew open in surprise.

*Throb, thrrrrob!*

Visitors rushed into Eun-Ha's womb. They filled her uterus, crying out for her eggs.

"I can't hold back...!"

Kim Se-Won felt a sensation in his head like it was about to burst. Having held back for so long, he came as soon as he entered.
But even after coming, he wanted to feel more.

He could feel thick semen dripping from between Eun-Ha's pussy lips as there was no more room in her womb.

*I'm definitely going to get her pregnant!*

Kim Se-Won thrust his hips regardless.

*Squelch! Squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch!*

"Ah, ahn♡ ungh♡ aah...♡"

Eun-Ha embraced Kim Se-Won while making panting sounds. His movements were intense.

"I, I, just♡ hnn♡ came not long agooo♡"

Eun-Ha, who had been savoring the afterglow of her climax, trembled at the renewed sensations. All she could do was surrender her body to Kim Se-Won.

*Squish-squish*, each time Kim Se-Won thrust his hips and stabbed with his penis, Eun-Ha felt like something was flashing in her mind.
As she continued to feel pleasure, she felt a sensation of floating. Yet Kim Se-Won's penis pressing against her womb pulled that sensation back down.

*His heart is beating like crazy.*

Leaning against Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha could hear his heartbeat.
Thump-thump-thump! He teased her pussy in rhythm with his rapidly beating heart.

"Hnn, uh♡ just♡ a little... moree♡"

Her mouth, which had been trying to say "go slower," changed the words on its own.
Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won with a melting expression.

His face was desperate.
Kim Se-Won looked down at her with glistening eyes. His strong hands gripped her small buttocks, moving them up and down without pause.

"Kuh......!!"

When their eyes met, Kim Se-Won squeezed his eyes shut. His penis, enhanced by Eun-Ha's strengthening magic, ejaculated semen faster than expected.

*Throb, thrrrob! Thrrrrrrob!*

It was more intense than when he first entered. A wave of semen crashed against Eun-Ha's womb all at once, forcing its way between the semen already inside.
The new semen pushed out the semen that had entered earlier, taking its place.

*It's completely full.*

Eun-Ha felt her lower abdomen swelling. She had a mild climax.
If it had been a moment ago, she would have moaned, but now she didn't.

She just gazed at Kim Se-Won endlessly.

"Haa. Haa."
"Haa♡ Haa♡"

His actions, gripping her buttocks and shaking them endlessly, seemed almost like he was treating her as an object.
It should have felt unpleasant. Or at least annoying. But Eun-Ha felt nothing of the sort.

She just liked Kim Se-Won this way.
She liked how desperately he wanted her.

After all, she could tell from his expression, his actions.
Eun-Ha knew that Kim Se-Won was intoxicated with her pussy.

And that made her happy—knowing he could never be satisfied with any other woman's pussy.

Now.
And forever.
She would make him want only her.
No matter how many times she lost, the fact that Kim Se-Won was hers would never change.

But this wasn't enough.
Her pussy, though hopelessly inadequate, was simultaneously a greedy thing that knew no satisfaction.

"Is that all you've got?"

So she half-closed her eyes and provoked him with a sly smile.

"No way!"

Kim Se-Won gritted his teeth and glared. Gripping Eun-Ha's buttocks tightly, he began thrusting his hips again.

"Ungh, aaah♡"

*I shouldn't have provoked him!*

Of course, Eun-Ha's composure didn't last long.
She trembled with regret as the rough thrusting penetrated her.

"You cheeky pussy!"

Kim Se-Won's penis, despite having ejaculated twice, was far from wilting—it remained rock hard.
His endless libido played a part, but Eun-Ha's enhancement magic contributed too.

"This time like this...!"
"Aah?!"

As Kim Se-Won spoke through gritted teeth, Eun-Ha's body rotated 180 degrees. The hands that had been gripping her buttocks now held her thighs.

Then he pulled his penis out of Eun-Ha's pussy.
Between her closed pussy lips, Kim Se-Won's ejaculated semen sloshed and dripped out.

"Huff."

Kim Se-Won exhaled briefly, embracing Eun-Ha with her thighs raised.

"Huh...? After all that—"

Eun-Ha's expression changed. Kim Se-Won's expression was provocative.
And just as she was about to speak with momentarily regained composure, wondering if he was already stopping after she'd provoked him...

"Mmph?!"

*Thrust!*

Eun-Ha's body went down as his penis plunged deep inside. Her stomach bulged slightly, briefly showing the shape of his penis.

*Squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch!*

"Ungh, wai♡ aah♡ t, aaah♡ aaaah♡"

It was different from before.
Kim Se-Won's penis, penetrating deeper than before, brought pleasure of a different dimension.
There was no need to poke around searching for Eun-Ha's weak spots.
The massive penis compressed her entire vagina, attacking all her weak spots simultaneously.

But she felt something else too.
Anxiety filled Eun-Ha's chest.

"N-no. Nooo♡"

Eun-Ha shook her head frantically. Her voice changed. A voice of genuine dislike.

At that, Kim Se-Won's thrusting stopped abruptly.

"What's wrong?"
"This, I don't like it. ...I can't see your face."
"!!"

Eun-Ha said this in a dejected voice.
Kim Se-Won felt like lightning had struck his brain.

*What is this adorable creature?*

His heart beat even more fiercely.
Kim Se-Won's actions were swift.

"Then, like this."
"Mmm♡ Mm...!"

He turned Eun-Ha's body while still inside her. Her freed legs tightly wrapped around Kim Se-Won's waist.

"Hehe."

Then she laughed lightly.

"You can come whenever you want."

I'll take it all, she said with a smile in her eyes.
She was acting composed despite having felt pleasure even during that brief moment of turning.

"Ungh!"

Even amid all this, Eun-Ha's vagina tightly squeezed Kim Se-Won's penis. When he slightly pulled back his hips at that pleasure, each fold caught on his glans, bringing even greater pleasure.

"Mmm♡ Ah, ungh♡"

This time he moved slowly. He savored Eun-Ha's pussy as he thrust.
Eun-Ha's lingerie had long been soaked with sweat, clinging tightly to her body.

*So erotic.*

It was provocative. Kim Se-Won's thrusting accelerated again.

*Squish, squish-squish-squish-squish!!*

"Kyaa?! Ungh, aahn♡"

Eun-Ha's voice grew louder at the suddenly increased speed. The pleasure rising from her lower abdomen struck her head.

"Ahn♡ you, really hnngh♡ seem like♡ you're trying to get me pregnant♡"
"That's right!"

He answered sharply to her words spoken between gasps of pleasure.
Eun-Ha's eyes widened.

"...I see."

Then she smiled with her eyes.

"So get pregnant!"

Kim Se-Won fell forward. He was completely covering Eun-Ha.

*Squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch!*

"I'll take responsibility for everything!"
"Mmm♡ ahn♡ ah♡ no♡ wayyy♡"

He frantically moved his hips. Rather than thrusting his penis, it would be more accurate to say he was pressing it down.
*Squish, squish*, each time Kim Se-Won's penis went in and out, semen that had leaked from Eun-Ha's pussy foamed, making obscene sounds.

"I will. I will! I WILL!!"

Each time Kim Se-Won uttered a word, Eun-Ha's vagina tightly squeezed his penis.

"I♡ I aaaaaam♡♡"

Eun-Ha couldn't continue her words.

*Thrrrrrrob!*

Once again, pleasure surging from her womb struck her head. Eun-Ha embraced Kim Se-Won's broad back and arched her waist.
It was a wave of pleasure unlike any before.

Happiness rising in her chest mixed with pleasure that climbed to the tips of her hair.

*I really might get pregnant at this rate.*

*Gulp, gulp*, semen that couldn't fit inside leaked from Eun-Ha's pussy.
Once again, Eun-Ha had failed to use contraception.

Ch.284 - The First Day Comes To An End Without Incident
The Villain Association appeared suddenly. Their attack was finally quelled after a five-hour suppression operation.

"Fast yet slow at the same time," said Kang Myung-Ha, leader of the hero group Centaurus, with a bitter expression as he watched the villains being transported to the Hero Association.

"You think so?" Virginia asked, tilting her head curiously, still maintaining her transformation and sacred territory.

The number of monsters and chimeras brought by the Villain Association was enormous. If the heroes hadn't responded quickly, they might have been fighting these creatures all day and night rather than just five hours.

"Well... I understand why you're asking, but still." Kang Myung-Ha's gaze turned toward Virginia.

She was a girl who inspired protective instincts just by looking at her. And this girl, who had a significant impact on the aftermath of the incident, was standing there without showing any signs of fatigue.

"First of all, those villains, excluding the monsters and beasts, were too weak to even be considered small fry. It's like they were forcibly included just to make up the numbers."

"That's... yes, that's right."

Virginia nodded at Kang Myung-Ha's words. Indeed, even to Virginia, the villains themselves seemed weak. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the chimeras were the only main force.

In other words, the villain Han Chae-eun faced was even weaker than the one Kim Se-Won confronted in the research building.

"That's why. After the mass villain breakout from the Hero Association, those guys have been moving around recklessly, not caring about their lives. It's good that the heroes have come to their senses thanks to that and Optima stirring up the country for the past year, but..."

"But?"

"The initial response was sloppy. More precisely, the Villain Association moved in a way that made a proper initial response impossible. That's what's strange. It's as if they knew from the beginning which routes the heroes would take and where they would gather."

Fast yet slow—this was what he meant.

The heroes' deployment was quick, but the villains interfered during the process. They stole time, making it impossible to respond properly. As a result, many buildings collapsed.

Such behavior from the villains would be impossible without prior information.

*Indeed.*

Virginia nodded silently. She had been thinking something similar. The villains who attacked Virginia when Jin Tae-Su and Lee Hee-Ya went ahead—it was as if they had been aware of Virginia's existence from the beginning.

*They said they didn't know anything, but...*

This behavior stemmed from an information advantage. It felt like the Villain Association had finally revealed a hidden card they'd been concealing.

It was as if they were saying they could extend their reach anywhere, anytime, and access any information.

The Villain Association had essentially issued a warning: even with such insignificant forces, they could throw everyone into confusion.

Considering that chimeras could be manufactured at will, just imagining what might happen when the predicted month arrived made her heart sink.

*I need to move more actively.*

The frame that Virginia and Optima were separate individuals was extremely inconvenient in this situation.

While Virginia exists, Optima cannot. When Optima exists, Virginia's powers cannot be used.

This fact leads to a significant reduction in fighting power.

"Is there no other way...?"

"What do you mean by 'no other way'?"

"Huh? Oh, nothing... just thinking. Hahaha..."

Virginia hurriedly covered up the words she had inadvertently spoken aloud. The way she waved her hands dismissively was quite adorable.

"...Anyway. Why is that kid looking so dejected?"

Kang Myung-Ha, certain that Virginia wouldn't say more, changed the subject.

"Sua is..."

At Kang Myung-Ha's words, Virginia looked at Go Sua, who was slumped in a corner with drooping shoulders. Virginia had heard roughly why Sua was so dejected.

*When Chae-eun and I stepped forward, Sua could only watch from behind, right?*

Unlike the other friends, being helplessly forced to watch would have been demoralizing. Virginia contemplated whether she should offer some words of comfort to Sua as she gazed at her intently.

"Leave her be. Sometimes giving unnecessary attention makes them feel worse."

"I suppose you're right..."

Virginia reluctantly turned her gaze away at Kang Myung-Ha's words. She felt uncomfortable, but there was nothing she could do.

*On the other hand, Chae-eun seems different somehow.*

This was what Astra Gamma, In Ha-Ram, had told her. For some reason, it felt like she had shed a layer. Despite facing weak villains, she had performed admirably, throwing them into confusion.

Perhaps as a result, Han Chae-eun was now chatting comfortably with the Centaurus heroes—a stark contrast to Go Sua, who remained dejected in the corner.

"I'm surprised too. I heard the standards of Academy students had declined recently, but that seems to be just a rumor."

"No, that's not true."

Virginia immediately shook her head at Kang Myung-Ha's undisguised praise.

"Chae-eun is strong. Stronger than the others. Even stronger than second or third-year students."

"Hmm... is that so."

Kang Myung-Ha couldn't hide his bitter feelings at her sharp response.

The confidence that a mere first-year was stronger than second or third-years meant that the rumors about the Academy's declining standards were true.

Among the talented students gathered from across the country, only a few stood out, while the others were unremarkable. Humanity was rotting from within.

"Not exactly good news."

It was news that made him sigh involuntarily.

*If we collapse, there's nothing behind us. I wish the Doctor would finish what he's developing soon.*

Kang Myung-Ha stroked his rough chin, lost in thought.

He had heard glimpses of Virginia's power from Lee Hee-Ya and Jin Tae-Su, who had worked with her. That's why he believed her assessment of the Academy.

*And... this child isn't a hothouse flower as I thought. She's hiding something.*

Virginia, who was in charge of the rear support. He couldn't gauge the extent of the power this fragile-looking girl was hiding.

*Taking down dozens of villains single-handedly, and in an instant at that.*

His team members, Jin Tae-Su and Lee Hee-Ya, had said that while they were engaged in fierce combat with chimeras, Virginia had effortlessly subdued villains while simultaneously healing and supporting them.

If this was true, Virginia was more accustomed to fighting on the front lines than providing rear support.

*If a new S-class hero emerges, it might be her.*

A girl hiding some circumstances. Though he wasn't sure of the extent of her power, Kang Myung-Ha, with his years of hero experience, felt a strange sense about her.

In his more than ten years as a hero, he had never met a girl like Virginia.

A strangely calm power. Clearly restrained, yet powerful.

Moreover, she remained unusually composed even in battle. It wasn't that she was naturally calm; she was composed because she was accustomed to it. Virginia's reactions were like those of someone who had been a hero for a long time.

Additionally, there was blood and flesh scattered right before her eyes. The corpses of villains, beasts, and chimeras with exposed intestines and bones were everywhere, yet this girl didn't even blink at the sight.

Even Han Chae-eun, who was chatting with team members, was deliberately averting her eyes from this horrific scene. Go Sua was doing the same.

But the girl seemed unfazed. For her, this was just an ordinary day.

That's why Kang Myung-Ha felt an inexplicable sense about Virginia. Even when he had seen young Yoo Ji-Yeon, who would swing her sword madly at the sight of monsters a few years ago, he hadn't felt this way.

"Anyway, we'll take care of things here, so you should head back for today. Your evaluation for today is an A."

But that was that, and this was this. Kang Myung-Ha didn't like having students stay in such a place for long. He waved his hand dismissively, trying to send Virginia away.

"What?"

"Leave this to us adults, kiddo. Take your friends and go back to the Academy. You must be tired."

"No, but it's not completely over yet."

"Tsk. A short kid talking back to adults...! Anyway, go take a shower or something. And give my regards to that youngster Choi Cheol-Jin."

"Ah, yes..."

Seeing Kang Myung-Ha trying to forcibly dismiss her, Virginia reluctantly nodded.

*He's quite clumsy.*

He's someone who's weak to children. Virginia glanced at the destroyed surroundings. It was devastating. Buildings collapsed from rampaging chimeras. The sight of villains, beasts, and chimeras that had been brutally dealt with would make an ordinary person vomit involuntarily.

He probably didn't want to keep a child in a place where blood, flesh, and intestines were scattered.

*Well, it is hard to watch unless you have a strong stomach.*

Virginia looked at the heroes who had recovered their wounds and stamina within her sacred territory.

But this was a common sight on the front lines. Recently, casualties and injuries had drastically decreased thanks to Virginia's presence, but before she came, this had been the norm.

However, this was because Virginia was unusual. Others normally found it distressing to witness such scenes.

"Chae-eun, Sua, let's go back."

A sight they would often see someday, but not one they needed to seek out. Virginia nodded and called for Han Chae-eun and Go Sua.

And so, Virginia headed back to the Academy with her two friends.

* * *

She trudged in and collapsed directly onto the bed. Her body fell limply, enveloped by the blanket with a thud!

"Haah..."

What a state to be in on the first day. She could only say she was unlucky. It had been that kind of day.

Go Sua was overwhelmed with self-loathing and couldn't do anything.

"The others did so well..."

Eun-Ha and Chae-eun. Those who belonged to a very famous group in class, though not exactly "popular," stood out at the Academy and had performed brilliantly this time as well, from what she'd heard.

Eun-Ha had made a significant contribution with her famous powers to strengthen and heal people. And Han Chae-eun had showcased powers she had been hiding until now, toying with the villains.

*Whereas I...*

In contrast, Go Sua had just trembled behind the two Centaurus heroes, Jang Su-Jin and Lee Seon-A.

Was it because she was ordinary? No, that wasn't it.

Go Sua was more special than most. She could be said to be similar to Eun-Ha.

"Turn off the light."

As Go Sua spoke, her word command activated. With a click, the light she had turned on when entering switched off by itself.

The power to materialize spoken words—Word Command. An extremely rare and special power, with perhaps only one person per country possessing it.

"A pearl necklace on a pig."

However, contrary to this special power, Go Sua herself was weak. When the two heroes were active, she couldn't even provide support from behind. She couldn't even utter a simple word that would have made dealing with the monsters much easier.

"I can't even do something simple properly."

A heavy sense of self-loathing pressed down on Go Sua's chest. She raised her arm to cover her eyes, the weight of her arm pushing her head deeper into the blanket.

"How can I become an impressive woman like this...? How can I protect oppa from Eun-Ha?"

The difference was extreme. With herself like this, she was no better than someone without any advantages over others.

"No...!"

She gritted her teeth, clenching her fists tightly. Indignation welled up in Go Sua's chest.

"I only have oppa...!"

Even if she was inadequate, even if it was easier to find her flaws than her strengths, she didn't want to lose someone so precious to her to someone else.

"I can do it too...!"

The girl with the strange obsession steeled her resolve once more.

* * *

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, having returned to the Academy, called for Kim Se-Won and In Ha-Ram, who had been hiding their presence.

"So, how did you two end up here...?"

"Yeah, I thought you both said you were busy."

Eun-Ha and Han Chae-eun looked at the two with questioning expressions as they gathered in the secret base.

Kim Se-Won was supposed to meet his mother, Kim Ha-Yoon, and In Ha-Ram was supposed to be handling Cheonil's business away from the Academy.

"Well... I postponed it for a week since Eun-Ha said she was doing this."

Kim Se-Won glanced at Eun-Ha as he spoke.

"I just happened to have some free time, so I came to see. Dad also told me to prioritize this over company work... I'm trying to participate whenever possible."

And In Ha-Ram looked at Kim Se-Won with an interesting gaze as he spoke.

"I see... Thank you, Se-Won. Ha-Ram."

Though their appearance was unexpected, both Eun-Ha and Han Chae-eun were very pleased with their arrival.

*He postponed it for a week because of me...*

Eun-Ha's gaze turned toward Kim Se-Won.

*Come to think of it, we're supposed to meet next week.*

Meeting with Kim Ha-Yoon. A meeting with a woman whom she might someday call "mother" if her relationship with Kim Se-Won continued.

*And just the two of us...*

Eun-Ha's face gradually heated up at the thought.

A trip for just the two of them. Not with friends, but a "trip for just the two of them" with her boyfriend, Kim Se-Won. She was looking forward to it. Following this, the memory of their first night together flashed in her mind—the image of herself whimpering on the bed.

"Augh...!"

Eun-Ha couldn't control her emotions at all. Her ears turned red, and she hurriedly covered her face with both hands.

"Wait, 'since Eun-Ha said she was doing this'???"

"'Postponed it for a week'... is that what you said?"

Meanwhile, the two hyena-like girls pounced on the bait. Sly smiles were directed at Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

"What are you two planning to do next week~?"

"I'm worried you might abandon us. It's good to be lost in your own world, but think about us occasionally too."

"What? So Ha-Ram and I are being abandoned?"

The two girls pretended to sob as they teased Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

* * *

"Sigh."

With a deep exhale, Eun-Ha moved her steps. The place she headed to was a large room. It had luxurious furniture arranged, but strangely, not a single window.

Having finally escaped from In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-eun's teasing, Eun-Ha glanced around.

"What's the matter?"

Actually, she didn't need to look around. The person she was looking for was right in front of her.

"Hmm. There's a need to deal with a Villain Association executive in the near future."

Foriner smiled and spoke. Simultaneously, Eun-Ha's position changed instantly. From standing to sitting. From standing on the floor to sitting on a sofa.

"Isn't that something we were supposed to do anyway?"

Eun-Ha voiced her doubt, unaffected by this sudden change. Before reaching the ultimate goal of defeating Muk-Si-Ja, they first needed to bring down the Villain Association. She wondered why he needed to specifically mention this.

"I have a bad feeling. You mentioned before that a Villain Association executive sacrificed himself to save another executive, right?"

"Yes? Jin Yong-Han saved Iris O'Brien."

"That's why."

Foriner snapped his fingers and served tea to Eun-Ha.

"I don't know the details, but there's clearly a reason why they insist on all four being together."

"All four..."

"It also means that these four are irreplaceable, to the extent that they need to save each other despite not getting along."

Eun-Ha recalled the memory. The executives who had merely observed from beginning to end. They even mocked Iris when she showed signs of struggling.

*Did they? I think they did.*

Though she hadn't heard clearly as she was focused on the battle, she had glimpsed such behavior, so it must be true.

"There's other evidence too."

Foriner spoke up, seeing Eun-Ha's confusion.

"Currently, the Villain Association oversees four major technologies. And these technologies are quite complete."

"...Yes?"

"In other words, just looking at the technology, the executives aren't necessary. Just looking at the technology, that is."

*Just looking at the technology?*

Come to think of it, that was true. They mass-produce clones, create chimeras by fusing beasts, clones, or humans, and have gate technology and pharmaceutical technology led by the Enhanced Activator.

Looking at these nearly complete technologies alone, there was no need for the current four executives.

"There's something there."

"I have a feeling there is. After all, the location of the Villain Association's headquarters is in a boundary I can't see with my eyes."

Foriner touched his eyes with a bitter smile.

"So, we need to eliminate at least one of them first?"

"That's right. My contractor is growing! When I teach one thing, you understand two."

"...Try giving me a real compliment sometime."

"I thought I was complimenting you. It seems the gift I gave you earlier is helping a bit."

Foriner chuckled, insisting he was being sincere.

"Anyway, what I want to say is this."

Foriner, who had silently drained his tea, looked at Eun-Ha with half-lidded eyes.

"As it happens, one of the Villain Association executives has entered my field of vision."

And he presented what Eun-Ha needed to do, projecting a translucent hologram in the air.

Ch.285 - Philan Arkwright Subjugation Battle (1)
*Tap, tap-tap-tap-tap.*
The sound of typing keyboards echoed throughout the office.

Eun-Ha, Han Chae-Eun, Go Su-Ah, and the Centaurus members were all wrestling with various documents.

*At least today seems peaceful...?*

Go Su-Ah briefly looked up from her terminal to survey her surroundings.
Despite the Villain Association's sudden appearance yesterday, the Centaurus members showed no particular change in behavior.
As if yesterday's events were just another day.
As if seeing such horrific scenes wasn't anything new to them.

"Hmmmm..."

Because of this, the Centaurus office seemed perfectly normal, except for Eun-Ha who was visibly struggling with her work.

"Don't worry too much. Yesterday was special. This is how we usually are."
"Huh? Oh, yes."

Jang Su-Jin, who was working at the desk next to her, spoke softly. She had noticed that Su-Ah seemed concerned about another incident like yesterday happening again.

"Feel free to ask anything. Eventually, this will be your job too, so it's better to experience things early and make mistakes now."

As a senior hero, she wanted to help her junior as much as possible. Su-Jin gave Su-Ah a reassuring look.

But that didn't last long.

"Right! Hey, Su-Jin, what was this again? I feel like I've seen it before. This, this one here."
"How would I know if you don't, you idiot!"

*Whack!*

Su-Jin's fist landed on Lee Seon-Ah's head as she innocently asked the question. Su-Jin looked thoroughly annoyed.

"Ow! Ugh... that hurts..."

Seon-Ah was acting completely different from how she had appeared during combat.

*That's fascinating.*

Su-Ah stared curiously at the duo.

Usually, Seon-Ah would do foolish things and irritate Su-Jin, but in battle, she transformed into one of the most reliable heroes.
Su-Jin supporting Seon-Ah as she took the lead. It was like their relationship completely reversed.

This must be the true nature of the pyrokinesis combo she had witnessed yesterday.

*I'm envious. People like that exist.*

Su-Ah's eyes reflected her envy as she watched them.

Having returned to school in the second semester rather than the first, she didn't have such close friends.
Nor did she have the communication skills to insert herself into already-formed groups at this point in the year.

"Ah."

As if sensing her gaze, Seon-Ah, who had been rubbing her head with tears in her eyes, suddenly looked up.

She raised her head and stared at Su-Ah with wide eyes.
It seemed like something had just occurred to her.

"Anyway, the reason she's being so considerate of you is..."
"Hey, don't tell her that!"
"When this one first went out, she got completely destroyed by a monster and clung to me while peeing her pa—mmph!"
"Does this shorty have her ears in her butt instead of her head? I told you not to say that!!"

Su-Jin, her face red with embarrassment, covered Seon-Ah's mouth.
Despite having her mouth covered, Seon-Ah struggled with her limbs while giggling with apparent delight.

"Puha! Anyway, everyone starts somewhere. You get better with experience. More experience."
"If you only compare yourself to others, you'll just stagnate."
"Hahaha! Right? She was the most pathetic one among our peers, hahaha!"
"You! Do you really need to say that in front of a junior?!"
"What's the big deal? She might go through something similar someday, so I'm helping her feel some solidarity... Wait, what does 'solidarity' mean again?"
"You!!"

Just when it seemed she was finally free and about to offer some advice, Seon-Ah was once again caught in Su-Jin's strong grip as they struggled.

"Excuse me..."

*Tap tap*

While Su-Ah was watching the two of them bicker, someone gently tapped her shoulder.

Turning around to see who it was, she found Eun-Ha standing very close, half-hiding her face behind a small terminal.

"Waah?!"

Startled by the sudden appearance, Su-Ah jumped. Eun-Ha fidgeted awkwardly.
Then she closed her eyes tightly before opening them again.

"H-how do I do this?"

Eun-Ha's partially hidden face was slightly flushed. She seemed very embarrassed about not knowing something. She held out the tablet-shaped terminal to Su-Ah as she asked.

"Oh, th-this is."

Su-Ah began explaining, wondering why Eun-Ha had come to her.

Right. What about Chae-Eun?

*She's not here...*

Glancing over to where Chae-Eun should be, she noticed that both Chae-Eun and Kang Myung-Ha were absent, having gone somewhere.

*By the way, Eun-Ha smells nice.*

As the distance between them closed, an unknown fragrance reached Su-Ah's nose. It was a scent that calmed her heart just by smelling it.

It wasn't perfume or shampoo. It was a scent that came from her body itself.

*How fascinating.*

The more she looked at her, the more Su-Ah felt that Eun-Ha had a body that was made to be loved by others. Su-Ah examined Eun-Ha from head to toe, feeling envious.

*If only I could be like that too.*

Her appearance packaged all her actions to seem lovable.
It was as if she had been created from a collection of unfair advantages.

*If, if...*

For a moment, Su-Ah imagined Eun-Ha smiling and waving at Go Sun-Jo.
If, by some remote chance, Eun-Ha came to like Sun-Jo, Su-Ah felt a sense of defeat, knowing she could never stop it.

She absolutely didn't want to lose him, but if she did, she'd never be able to get him back.
Something dark began to stir in Su-Ah's heart.

"Ah! I see. Thank you, Su-Ah."

When she came back to her senses, the explanation was already over.
Eun-Ha smiled brightly in front of Su-Ah.

"Um, you know..."
"Yes?"

Unconsciously, she opened her mouth while looking at Eun-Ha. Su-Ah didn't know why she had spoken.

She just felt that the strange emotion rising hotly in her chest was moving her body on its own.

"Were you—"

*Do you have feelings for my brother?*

"Were you scared yesterday?"

The words she really wanted to say never came out. She was careful, afraid that Eun-Ha might become interested.
Su-Ah hastily changed her question while staring intently at Eun-Ha's face.

"Hm? Scared..."

Eun-Ha put her index finger to her lips, pretending to choose her words carefully.

*I should probably pretend I didn't notice.*

The awkwardness when Su-Ah urgently changed her question.
And among words starting with "were you," the one Su-Ah would most likely ask Eun-Ha was just one: "Were you interested in my brother?"

*I should probably tell her I'm not interested in Sun-Jo, but the timing isn't right.*

Even someone as oblivious as Eun-Ha could pick up on this much.
Also, even though she wanted to say something to reassure her, she didn't know when would be the right time.

"Even if you're scared, if you face it with your back straight, it will eventually subside."

So Eun-Ha deliberately pretended not to notice and told a white lie.
She had no reason to fear those weaker than herself. But offering some advice seemed appropriate.

"And if you want to return proudly to the place where your precious people are, you have to survive, right? If you don't fight your fears, you can't do that. Though you shouldn't push yourself too hard either."
"The place where my precious people are..."

Su-Ah slowly lowered her head.

The words didn't resonate with her.
Still, they gave her a reason to face her fears.

A place to return to.
Someone waiting there for her.
She closed her eyes tightly and thought.
Someone who had always thought of her, no matter when or where.
Someone who had continuously reached out to her and taken care of her even though she had shut herself in for years—her most precious person.

Someone she didn't want to lose to anyone.
Hers alone.
Only her brother.

"So even if you're scared, you endure it. So that when you return, you can be proud."

When Su-Ah opened her eyes, she found Eun-Ha crouching down to meet her gaze.
Eun-Ha smiled, her eyes crinkling.

With her appearance now resembling Optima, she seemed more and more familiar the longer Su-Ah looked at her.

"Yes."

Su-Ah nodded as she looked at Eun-Ha.

*For my brother's sake, I can overcome anything.*

Yes.
Anything.

She would overcome all realistic limitations, including morality and conscience.
Su-Ah made this promise to herself.

And so the second day passed with just paperwork.

* * *

The third day.

"Before we go, I should tell you that you don't need to come along today. In fact, I recommend that you don't."

Kang Myung-Ha, the leader of the hero group Centaurus, said this with a stern face.

"Your lives will be at risk. This isn't something for those who are just here for an experience."

Last night, urgent news had come from the Hero Association. It was related to the sudden attack by the Villain Association on the first day.

"We're going to eradicate a villain who has been parasitizing this Academy district."

*So it's finally happening.*

Hearing this, Eun-Ha recalled the events from two days ago.
The Villain Association executive who had entered the Academy district.
They must be seeking the heroes' cooperation to capture or eliminate her.

"Will you still come?"

Myung-Ha asked, scanning the room.
He could have just left them behind, but there was one reason why he was specifically addressing the three girls, including Eun-Ha.

Experience.

The shocking reality of the Academy that Eun-Ha had told him about was something he, as an active hero, couldn't ignore.

In this situation, what he could do was limited. He was offering these girls who had come for the sidekick experience a chance to gain more experience.

Of course, given the danger, he expected the girls to refuse.
No matter how spirited they might be, they wouldn't recklessly jump into a life-threatening situation.

"Then, wouldn't it be more efficient if I came along?"

But his expectations were completely off the mark.

Eun-Ha had no intention of refusing from the start.
Even without transforming into Optima, she was strong. She had long surpassed the strength she had when she was at The Front Line.

"Me too."

The same was true for Han Chae-Eun.
The new goal engraved in her heart could only be achieved by moving forward herself.

She couldn't move forward if she shrank back in fear.

"...I have no intention of backing down either."

Finally, Go Su-Ah spoke up.
The girl who greatly resembled Optima showed a face full of strong determination.

"Well, well."

Seeing these girls, Myung-Ha chuckled.
Though not entirely pleased, he was happy with their choice.

After all, humanity could only survive with people like them.

"Alright, fine. But know your limits."

Myung-Ha nodded firmly and spoke with a rigid face.

"You need to clearly distinguish between enemies you can handle and those you can't. That's how you extend your lifespan and grow."

Having finished speaking, Myung-Ha crossed his arms and examined the three girls.

Two girls showing faces filled with determination.
And Eun-Ha, displaying composure and confidence.

*Choi Chul-Jin, you said a big shot was coming, but this is no ordinary big shot.*

Hadn't someone mentioned a girl who masterfully manipulated students in the same grade at the Academy?
He thought that if it was that girl (Eun-Ha), it might indeed be possible.

*And perhaps...*

For just a fleeting moment, Myung-Ha's gaze alternated between Eun-Ha and Su-Ah.

*The possibility is certainly there.*

Myung-Ha had guessed that Optima was a student based on the times she usually appeared. And coincidentally, two of the girls who had come for the sidekick experience were suspicious.

A girl who resembled her in appearance and a girl who resembled her in power.
Which one was the real magical girl?

*It might be neither of them.*

Also, Su-Ah, whose eyes had seemed strange since yesterday, concerned him.
The girl who resembled Optima in appearance had strangely glowing purple eyes.

*I'll have to keep an eye on her.*

Myung-Ha thought about giving a hint to Su-Jin and Seon-Ah, the duo who would be working with her, as he turned around.

"Now, let's start a brief briefing."

It was time for a briefing before they entered.

Ch.286 - Philan Arkwright Subjugation Battle (2)
Filan Arkwright.
She was the daughter of Ethan Arkwright, once the president of the massive British corporation Arkwright Company.

Filan was lonely.

She had grown up under strict discipline that bordered on abuse.
When other children were receiving abundant parental love, she was cramming her head with etiquette, culture, and an almost violent amount of knowledge.

If she had been an ordinary child, she could never have endured it.

But she was a born genius.
Because she was a genius, Ethan Arkwright had high expectations for her. Expectations so excessive they could be mistaken for jealousy.

As a result, Filan spent far more time seeing the faces of her teachers than those of her parents.

Filan always carried thick textbooks in her hands. Knowledge that wouldn't have been necessary to learn if she weren't a genius. And the vast knowledge she possessed was destined to become a great asset for Arkwright Company in the future.

On her tenth birthday, having grown up this way, she happened to read a book that came into her hands.

It was a book given to her by some unknown person.

The book emphasized family love.
The story of parents who cherished their children dearly and sacrificed for them, and children who recognized that sacrifice and moved forward.

Young Filan wondered.

*How can I know what parental love is? How can I feel it?*

Young Filan believed without doubt.
That this lifestyle too was because her parents loved her.
That this was why they imposed such a grueling schedule on her.

But Filan didn't even have the energy to ask a simple question like "Do you love me?"

Her parents were busy.
Beyond busy—they didn't even come home.

She was always alone in the massive mansion.
There were cleaners and caretakers employed by Ethan Arkwright, but they too were indifferent to Filan. They had to be indifferent.

After all, Filan was managing a schedule that an ordinary child could never handle.
Because of this, she had no time to meet and play with others or to communicate.

Even amid this busy schedule, Filan wanted to confirm that she was loved.

Parental sacrifice.
Parental love.

The affection of parents depicted in books was so sweet. It was an unknown territory she had never experienced.

One day, Filan discovered a note in the book given to her by the unknown person, a book she had read until it was worn out.

'Children are meant to grow up receiving their parents' love.'
'Parents are those who would do anything for their children and grant even the most unreasonable requests.'

These words were written on the note.

These words made Filan's heart race.
She wanted to know.
She wanted to experience it.

Surely, if her parents loved her,
they would sacrifice for her.
That was natural.
Because the book said so.

And so, in the year Filan turned thirteen,
the nameless someone who occasionally showed their face to her and gave her advice through notes appeared before her.

And suddenly, the president of Arkwright Company and his wife disappeared.



* * *



Eun-Ha and the other two girls, along with Centaurus, were making their way to the designated location.

"You can take those off now."
"This is quite uncomfortable."

After walking for about five more minutes, Kang Myung-Ha spoke up.
At his words, Eun-Ha pouted as she removed the cloak she had been wearing.

It was an item that covered everything including eyes, nose, and mouth, making it difficult to breathe.
In fact, Go Su-Ah, who was unaccustomed to such things, was breathing heavily and quickly threw off her cloak to catch her breath as soon as she heard Kang Myung-Ha's words.

*Is Foriner involved with Magica Essential too?*

As they removed their cloaks, their figures were revealed one by one. It was quite fascinating how these items could conceal their presence without any sense of incongruity.
Did they develop this technology themselves? Or was there help from Foriner?
Eun-Ha thought she should ask him about it later.

"Those are expensive, so it would be troublesome if they got damaged."
"Aren't they Magica Essential prototypes? The ones they distribute to try out during operations. I remember seeing them before."

Eun-Ha recalled the heroes who had fallen victim to Don-Hil when she was filming a commercial.
It was called a tactical concealment screen supported by Magica Essential. Its concealment ability was certainly impressive.

"You've seen them before? You?"
"Well... I happened to see them when filming a commercial..."
"Ah~ That commercial. It was surprising to see you appear with the Cheonil lady."

Kang Myung-Ha chuckled as he recalled the memory. It was amusing that a mere hero aspirant appeared in a commercial.
Of course, it wasn't strange given her striking appearance.

And considering that In Ha-Ram, known as the jewel of Cheonil, was at the filming location, it wasn't odd that heroes were mobilized.

"Anyway, since we've been given these, we should use them when necessary. They said they'll collect them after the operation."
"Ah~"

She nodded. It wasn't about worrying about paying for damages, but about wanting to use them again later.

"What about that? The thing in your hand?"

Eun-Ha pointed to the small terminal device in Kang Myung-Ha's hand.

Kang Myung-Ha and the other Centaurus members were holding unfamiliar terminals. She hadn't seen them yesterday.

A small rectangular shape.
Slightly thick and inflexible, it resembled what used to be called smartphones in the past rather than the modern hologram-capable terminals.

The reason Eun-Ha was interested in this object was simple.
The Centaurus members were looking at these terminals with great expectation.

"Ah. You know how your friend Han Chae-Eun and I suddenly left yesterday."
"Yes. When you disappeared suddenly while doing paperwork."

Eun-Ha nodded at Kang Myung-Ha's words.
Because of that, she had to ask Go Su-Ah instead of Han Chae-Eun.

"That's it. This is what we've been waiting for. The Doctor was supposed to give it to us weeks ago, but he suddenly had an inspiration and didn't give it to us until now."

Kang Myung-Ha spoke while recalling his dark circles that nearly reached his cheeks.
Choi Ju-Min had handed this terminal to Kang Myung-Ha while showing how tired he was but still expressing joy.

"Weeks ago?"
"Yeah. He said he figured out a way to handle spatial coordinates or something."
"Ah~."

Eun-Ha nodded at those words.
The Doctor that Kang Myung-Ha mentioned was the same scientist Kim Se-Won had visited.
Han Chae-Eun had said he had a monstrous intellect capable of doing anything alone.

In other words, he was referring to Choi Ju-Min, who served as Centaurus's engineer and was currently modifying Kim Se-Won's disc-shaped object.

*I see.*

The timing Kang Myung-Ha mentioned roughly matched when Kim Se-Won visited Choi Ju-Min.

*He really must be a monster.*

A way to handle spatial coordinates.
And the disc-shaped object Kim Se-Won had taken from Iris.

In other words, Choi Ju-Min had gained new knowledge by dismantling the disc-shaped object weeks ago.
And he had applied this to a new device in less than a month.

*Chae-Eun really does have wide connections.*

Eun-Ha was newly impressed by Han Chae-Eun's network.
When it was just the four of them—Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram—Han Chae-Eun would often talk about people she knew.

*She might know other... amazing people besides Choi Ju-Min.*

It was a strange feeling to witness a friend's acquaintance making such contributions, though how they met remained a mystery.

"What, were you talking about Ju-Min unnie? Oh, but mister! How did you find out about that place?"
"Hey. At least call me oppa, not mister. I don't know either. He said some anonymous person told him."
"Isn't that a trap then?"

Perhaps because they were talking about someone she knew, Han Chae-Eun approached Kang Myung-Ha with a delighted expression.
They seemed to have become quite friendly despite having met only a few days ago.

"Hmm..."

Kang Myung-Ha paused at Han Chae-Eun's question. Then he glanced briefly at Eun-Ha.

"Well, it's anonymous in name only. I have a pretty good idea who it is. Actually, the fact that it came anonymously makes it more trustworthy."
"It's more trustworthy because it came anonymously...?"

Han Chae-Eun wore a puzzled expression.
It made no sense.
Normally, revealing one's identity when providing information builds trust.

"Something like that. I've been a hero for a long time, and this person has given information this way only a handful of times. Just go with it. Anyway, we're almost there."

Kang Myung-Ha didn't bother to explain further. He brushed it off and looked ahead.

The place they had arrived at and were conversing was on the outskirts, far from the bustling downtown.
And before them was an iron gate locked with a padlock.

When Kang Myung-Ha struck the padlock with the gate, it opened with a loud clang!

"Well, it's time to split up. Other heroes should have entered from their designated locations by now."

Inside the old iron gate was a sewer.
They needed to find the passage leading to the Villain Association's underground base, which would be somewhere among the three branching paths.

"I wish you good luck."

Kang Myung-Ha said this with a forced smile.
This operation was unprecedentedly dangerous.

Villains are not to be taken lightly. They wouldn't easily let anyone into their base.

"And..."

Kang Myung-Ha pressed his lips together and looked at the three girls.
One wrong move could cost them their lives in this operation.
All sorts of dangers lurked in a place where a Villain Association executive was present.

"This is your last chance. I recommend turning back."

It was optimal for gaining experience.
But it was also optimal for losing one's life at a young age.

"No. We're not turning back."

Virginia, who had already transformed, said.
From the moment she had made up her mind, she had no intention of turning back.
And from her assessment after many battles with the Villain Association, she didn't think anything life-threatening would happen here.

*Chimera is a concern... but if necessary, I can reveal my identity to help.*

She had decided not to be obsessed with hiding her identity anymore. While she wouldn't openly reveal it, she no longer felt the need to desperately conceal it.

"I see."

Their firm resolve was evident on their faces. Not just Virginia, but Han Chae-Eun and Go Su-Ah as well.
Kang Myung-Ha nodded after seeing the girls' expressions.

"And."

But Virginia hadn't finished speaking. Curiosity arose in Kang Myung-Ha's eyes at her continued words.

"I've also called people to help."

With Virginia's words, a black portal opened in the sky, and a boy and girl descended.
It was Astra Alpha and Gamma.

"Although they may not be as strong as you all, they're all reliable people."

People to help Go Su-Ah and Han Chae-Eun respectively. They might not be enough on their own, but Virginia was confident they could manage with her enhancement magic added.

"I've also laid down insurance for any contingency."
"Insurance?"
"I've requested help from a very strong person."

Virginia's expression was filled with trust.

"There are some... issues, so I issued a no-approach order, but... hahaha..."
"Issues, you say?"

Kang Myung-Ha raised a mental question mark as he watched Virginia give a bitter laugh.

Who could it be?
Who could earn Virginia's trust?

*At the very least, they must be A-rank? Perhaps an S-rank hero?*

Numerous thoughts crossed Kang Myung-Ha's mind.
Come to think of it, there were rumors that this girl had spoken with two S-rank heroes at the awards ceremony.

*No, even with this issue, all S-rank heroes should be busy right now. Besides, they're all lunatics who probably wouldn't listen... Then who could it be?*

He hadn't heard rumors of any A-rank heroes he knew coming to the area. The rest were all participating in the operation.

"So, we just need to focus on our part."

Virginia looked at the puzzled Kang Myung-Ha and smiled brightly.
Tang! As she struck the ground with her staff, her third magic, Sanctuary, unfolded.

Rather than centering on Virginia, it extended forward from her position.
It was as if she intended to cover all the heroes participating in this operation.

"Let's go."

Only she knew the exact range.
Kang Myung-Ha and the Centaurus members moved toward their assigned paths with bewildered expressions.

Ch.287 - Philan Arkwright Subjugation Battle (3)
The heroes, including Virginia, each entered their assigned paths.

Ko Soo-Ah, Lee Hee-Ya, and Jin Tae-Soo took the left path.
Virginia and Kang Myung-Ha took the center.
Han Chae-Eun, Lee Sun-Ah, and Jang Soo-Jin took the right.
Astra Alpha and Gamma also split between the left and right paths.

They all moved forward with tense expressions, paired with different partners than on the first day.

"It's quiet," Virginia said cautiously after walking for some time, feeling something was off.

"I agree," replied Kang Myung-Ha, who was thinking the same thing.

It was too quiet. Disturbingly quiet.

Virginia and Kang Myung-Ha paused and observed their surroundings. The circular, endless tunnel was pitch black, with nothing visible beyond. Virginia had summoned a healing light that barely provided enough visibility, but they could see nothing ahead and heard nothing except their own footsteps.

"What should we do?" Virginia asked Kang Myung-Ha.

The Villain Association must have noticed the heroes' intrusion. Especially after Virginia had deployed her sanctuary like a flare, they couldn't have missed it.

There might be some ulterior motive at play.

"There are two possibilities," Kang Myung-Ha explained gravely.

The anonymous informant had told them that only a few of the many passages were correct. The rest were either traps or dead ends. Someone inside could manipulate these paths, so there was no definitive answer.

"So either the information was wrong..."

"Or we picked the wrong path. Let's continue for about ten more minutes to be sure."

"Okay."

Virginia nodded with a worried expression. She was concerned about Ko Soo-Ah and Han Chae-Eun, who had gone in different directions.

If Virginia's path was wrong, then the others might have found the correct one.

After walking for a few more minutes...

"Did we pick wrong?"

"It's fifty-fifty."

The two found themselves facing someone who had come to greet them.


* * *


Deep underground in the Academy District, Philan Arclight was in the secret underground laboratory that the Villain Association had built over a long period.

"Pathetic people."

Philan sneered, watching the numerous heroes displayed on the monitors. She didn't know how they had discovered this place, but the heroes were now attempting to enter.

"Soon to be purified, yet they struggle like this, unable to wait for His arrival."

A low chuckle echoed around her. As she tilted her head up slightly, she noticed the words written on the topmost monitor.

[Engia Keplux Will Come]

"My savior."

Fourteen days. In just two weeks, the savior would arrive.

Philan savored the words with an ecstatic expression. How long she had waited. How much she had yearned for this moment.

"Poor people."

Philan genuinely pitied the heroes who wouldn't live to see the purification. They would be buried today, vanishing without experiencing the moment of purification.

Since they brought this upon themselves, she couldn't feel too sorry for them. She only hoped they would realize their foolishness before the end.

"Right, Father?"

Her expression showed she expected agreement from someone beside her.

"Y-yes... that's... right..."

The halting, strange speech pattern sounded like words being forcibly squeezed out.

Next to Philan stood an elderly gentleman.

His appearance could hardly be described as human. The smell of chemicals permeated the air around him. His condition could best be described as ghoulish, his body withered and twisted.

"Hehehe...!"

Despite his grotesque appearance, Philan wore a blissful expression as she gently took his hand.

"Always love me. Together with Mother."

"Of... course..."

The elderly man's mouth opened again. His body creaked, shaking the numerous electrodes and tubes attached to him. All were devices supplying something to his body.

Needles were inserted into his exposed head, chest, and abdomen, forcibly maintaining his vital organs, including his heart.

His name was Ethan Arclight. Philan's father, a soul trapped in a prison called a body, forcibly kept alive.

Philan wasn't afraid when she was with Ethan. The same was true when she was with her mother.

Normally, her self-esteem was so low that she stammered when speaking. She had barely conversed with anyone in her entire life.

She had a communication disorder.

But with parents who gave her unlimited love by her side, she could gain confidence and self-esteem.

"What's Mom doing? I don't see her."

"Pro...tect...ing... our... daugh...ter..."

"Ah."

A trembling hand pointed toward a monitor.
Philan smiled broadly as she looked in the direction indicated by what used to be Ethan Arclight.

On the monitor he pointed to was a female-like entity crawling somewhere, moving its limbs randomly.

Philan's first test subject.
Lena Arclight.
Once an elegant lady, she was now drooling in a hideous state, leading monsters and chimeras forward.

"There's no need for that."

"I'll... go... too..."

"No, you don't need to go."

Philan shook her head.
If the intruders came, her creations would advance toward the heroes.

Each one was a monster comparable to at least a B-rank hero.
With these creatures, there was no need for Ethan and Lena to trouble themselves.

"No matter how many heroes come, they're all destined to fall to my children."

Philan spoke with absolute confidence.
This was the truth.
Who could break through this place crawling with hundreds of chimeras, each at least equivalent to a B-rank hero?

Even if A-rank heroes came in force, they would all lose their lives due to sheer numbers.
Ultimately, there was no threat to Philan's life.

'S-ranks won't come anyway. They move for their own desires, not to protect people.'

Philan's victory seemed assured.
That's why she felt no need to move despite the heroes pinpointing her location.

...Or so she thought.

Whoosh-!!

"!!?!"

Philan's eyes flew open.
Suddenly, a chilling energy that could be described as sacred passed through her body.

Philan instinctively hugged herself.

"Ugh...!"

She gritted her teeth, her face contorting.
Strength drained from her body.
Something unpleasant was weakening her, stealing her magical power.

It was a sanctuary.
The effect was as she had experienced before.
A power that strengthens and heals allies.
Not only that, but an unfair power that steals the enemy's strength and reduces the gap in power.

"Kuh...!!"

Ethan beside her was also groaning in pain.

But it wasn't pain.
It was ecstasy.

He instinctively felt that the liberation he had so desperately wanted was approaching.

Crunch! Philan bit her lip and searched her memory. Only one person could do this.

"The Saint...!! Virginia!"

It was a cry like calling out an enemy's name.
A voice boiling up from the depths of hell rushed toward the girl who was still far away.

"And that...!!"

Her bloodshot eyes looked at the monitor.
On the monitor were a boy she had seen before and the girl who had caused this situation.

Virginia, the golden-haired girl bathed in sunlight.
And Astra Alpha, Kim Se-Won, who had previously been with Optima.

The fact that this man was with her meant that Optima could appear anywhere, anytime.
Philan was confident she could defeat Optima in a one-on-one fight.

But the situation had changed.
Because of the sanctuary Virginia had deployed.

Crunch!

"Monster girl...!"

Philan's eyes scanned the monitors. All the heroes were bewildered, feeling the effects of the sanctuary.

Yes.
All heroes.

No superpower. No force.
Nothing could cover such a range.
Not only was her innate ability exceptional, but the total amount of power and capacity was also extraordinary.

A true monster.
A living mass of magical power.

"I had so many chances to kill her...!"

She had no hero escorts. Nor did she hide herself away.
Even when they raided the academy, they could have ordered her assassination specifically.

This mistake came from considering her just a girl with a slightly special ability.

Philan trembled with rage like crashing waves, glaring at Virginia as if looking at a mortal enemy.

But only for a moment.

"No. Calm down. The situation has changed, but I still have the upper hand."

Huff, huff, Philan leaned back in her chair, breathing heavily.

"The fact that she's deployed this now means... she can maintain it for at least an hour. It doesn't make sense to deploy it over such a wide area just to maintain it for a few minutes."

So, one hour. Adding a margin of error, it would be a short battle lasting about 15 minutes.
Even if it lasted longer, she estimated it wouldn't exceed three hours.

This was her thinking because she didn't know that Virginia maintained her sanctuary for hours every day during the semester. Nor did she know that Virginia showed no signs of fatigue or magical depletion even after maintaining it for hours.

"Father. Call Mother."

"I... I... understand..."

Philan changed her strategy.
She would take a defensive approach.

There was no need for her to send out troops.
When they entered a certain range.
When they couldn't easily escape, she would trap and kill them.

'I will definitely make you my test subject. I'll torment you until you cry out with that pretty voice of yours, and make you a breeding vessel for monsters...!! And I'll display that disgrace before all humans.'

After trembling for a while, Philan took a deep breath and stood up.

"You... get ready... too."

With Ethan gone to call Lena, Philan reverted to her original speech pattern and addressed someone behind her.

"Ah, is it my turn now?"

Hehehe, a youthful voice was heard from behind Philan. The owner of the voice hopped down from a large box they had been sitting on.

"Umm... I just need to bring that child, right?"

"Yes."

"Then can I use her to increase my siblings?"

"As... much as... you want."

"Really? Really? Okay! Got it!"

The voice was struggling to suppress boiling anger. Someone who was delighted like a child at Philan's words.

"I'll be back!"

Soon, light footsteps were heard moving away from behind Philan.

Ch.288 - Philan Arkwright Subjugation Battle (4-1)
Ko Su-Ah glanced back, aware of the man following at the very rear.
He was a man dressed entirely in black, wearing a half-mask. He had introduced himself as Astra Alpha.

*He seems about my age...*

Though she'd never seen him before, he appeared to be around her age. Su-Ah was incredibly conscious of his composure, which seemed far greater than her own.
It was as if he lived in a completely different world from hers.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

"?!"

Just then, she felt something approaching, shaking the ground.
Not just one thing.
Multiple. Large, hulking creatures were approaching in a pack.

"Muscle! Combat ready!"
"Let's go!"

Whoosh! Lee Hee-Ya, who had been perched on Jin Tae-Su's shoulder, threw something from her chest.

"Everyone close your eyes for a moment!"

Flash-

When the object Hee-Ya threw hit the ceiling, it began to emit a bright light. Following her instruction, the three people squeezed their eyes shut, only opening them once the intense light had dimmed slightly.

"This will secure our visibility! Su-Ah, try not to move forward too much. And Al... Alpha, right. You too!"
"It's dangerous!"

Her face quickly hardened as she identified the enemies appearing ahead. Hee-Ya clicked her tongue.

"These are our toughest opponents yet?"
"They're clearly stronger than the ones we saw before."

There had to be dozens of them.
At a glance, at least twenty were visible. Judging by their aura, they seemed to be B-rank monsters.

If they didn't respond quickly and face them carefully, they would be overwhelmed by sheer numbers.

"Can you handle this?"
"Of course!"

Bang! Jin Tae-Su smashed his thick fists together, entering combat stance.
His muscles bulged once before contracting.

"Ready-"

At Hee-Ya's word, Tae-Su lowered his stance.

"Go!"

Crash! Tae-Su's body cut through the air, charging forward. His speed was like an arrow.

*As expected of a combo that's been working together for a long time.*

Kim Se-Won watched the two advancing forward and thought to himself.
Their teamwork was excellent.
They truly deserved to be called heroes who acted as one.

*They're going to face those things head-on?!*

Meanwhile, Ko Su-Ah couldn't hide her shock.
The creatures visible at the edge of their vision, thanks to Hee-Ya, were the monsters named "Chimeras" that she had seen two days ago.

Each one was more refined than those she had seen before.
These Chimeras, with fully developed monster consciousness, didn't make anguished sounds.
Their expressions were the same.

They were killing machines, simply raising their thick arms to crush the enemies before them.

Even just walking toward them, these monsters exuded an overwhelming pressure as they charged.

*I have to overcome creatures like that...!*

Su-Ah desperately tensed her body to avoid being consumed by fear.

"Let's join in."

Kim Se-Won patted Su-Ah's shoulder once.
Then he pulled out a disc-shaped object from his pocket. No, it was now a streamlined, teardrop-shaped object.
It was something Choi Ju-Min had customized for him.

"Me too...! "

Su-Ah's verbal command took effect. The water pooled in what looked like a sewer passage suddenly froze.

Since there wasn't much water, it didn't affect all the Chimeras.

-Kirrrrk?!

But even one was enough.
As one large Chimera slipped on the ice, nearby Chimeras also staggered.

"Huaaaah!!"
"Eat this!"

They didn't miss this opportunity. Jin Tae-Su's thick fist shot forward. Bang! A thunderous sound that was hard to believe came from leather meeting fist echoed through the area.

Tae-Su's attack wasn't the only one.
Following the same trajectory as his attack, a shadow-formed follow-up strike landed.

It was Hee-Ya's ability, Parasitic Shadow—a subspecies of shadow manipulation.

Kim Se-Won's attack followed. The streamlined object attached itself to the monster that had been slashed by the shadow.

-Kieeeeee!!

The Chimera's body immediately contorted. He couldn't control it as well as Iris yet, but he had learned to use some of its functions.

""

Su-Ah wasn't idle either.
If there were many enemies, slowing their advance was the solution.
Her command took effect. The frozen water quickly melted, gathering to form a massive ice wall.

Boom! The sound of something colliding came from beyond the wall.

"Muscle! Above!"
"Got it!"

Of course, not all Chimeras were blocked.
Those that were already in front of the wall when it formed trampled over the fallen Chimeras.
New claws targeted the two heroes.

Clang!

But a shadow emerging from Jin Tae-Su blocked it. It was Hee-Ya's ability.

"Not bad...! Haa!"

Hee-Ya countered with her shadow, sweating nervously. If the creature had been even slightly stronger, the shadow might have shattered.

*The sanctuary, was it? Without it, we'd be dead meat.*

A domain that weakened enemies and strengthened allies.
This battle was only possible thanks to Virginia's power, which could be called a divine ability.

"This is manageable."
"Manageable, but you know one wrong move means instant death, right? They're still strong."
"Minor wounds heal quickly, so it's fine! I'll sacrifice flesh to take the heart!"

With this declaration, Jin Tae-Su let out a mighty roar. His voice echoed through the straight corridor.

Bending his knees, he shot forward. Tae-Su's steel-like muscles bulged.

Kim Se-Won, having retrieved his streamlined object, now pulled throwing weapons from his pocket and hurled them. Thwack! The telekinetically-assisted weapons smoothly penetrated a Chimera's eyes.

*I will survive. I'll get closer to my goal with this experience.*

Su-Ah observed the battle situation with relative calmness.

She could do this. Her power was effective.
This fact, proven in battle, gave her confidence.

""

Her voice, a tone lower, flew toward the Chimeras. Her words became reality as wind blades tore the Chimeras apart.

*I can do this.*

She could do it.
Confidence welled up in her chest once more.

"Good! Well done, Su-Ah!"
"Let's gooooo!"

Not to be outdone, Hee-Ya and Jin Tae-Su also drew power from their cores.
Unlike before, they now had a more capable Su-Ah behind them. Plus Astra Alpha with his strange tools.

The enemies before them were formidable, but they seemed manageable.

Bang! Jin Tae-Su's shoulder pushed back a Chimera. The following shadow pushed it back again, delivering a massive blow.

"Huuuuu..."

He exhaled deeply, preparing for the next attack.
He had to put his all into each strike. There was no room to hold back at this moment.

"Haaaah!"

Just as Jin Tae-Su threw his punch—

Flash-

Suddenly, the sanctuary disappeared.

"......"

Everyone was enveloped in silence.
Both the Chimeras, whose power had been suppressed by the sanctuary,
And the heroes, who had been fighting with its assistance.
Everyone froze, unable to process the sudden change.

An uncomfortable silence spread around them.

"Hey."
"Looks like we're screwed."

Naturally, it was the heroes who were breaking into cold sweats.
The once-valiant Jin Tae-Su was sweating profusely as he stared at the Chimera in front of him.
The monster was just a knuckle's length away from his fist.

*What just happened?*

Kim Se-Won and Ko Su-Ah were equally confused.

She had experienced Virginia's power several times. Even with its wide range, it shouldn't have cut off in less than an hour.

*Something must have happened to Eun-Ha.*

Kim Se-Won's gaze briefly turned to the wall beside them. Something had happened to Virginia on the other side.
He wasn't worried about her specifically—she could handle herself. Instead, he needed to find a way out of this situation.

-Kruaaaaa!!!!

In the midst of the silence, the Chimeras were the first to break it.
They instinctively sensed their power had returned. Now these humans couldn't resist. They would tear these pathetic humans apart.
Killing intent blazed in the Chimeras' eyes.

"Looks like we have no choice?"
"Was saving this for inside the base."

Jin Tae-Su relaxed his frozen posture and stepped back.
After confirming they had created some distance, Hee-Ya hopped down from Tae-Su's shoulder.
Somehow, buckles had appeared at both their waists.

"That's..."

Su-Ah, noticing the change in the two, spoke up. The buckles that had appeared from nowhere.
And the terminals in their hands.
Su-Ah recalled the conversation between Kang Myung-Ha and Eun-Ha before they entered this place.

"Let's go, Muscle."
"Right!"

With grim expressions, the two operated their terminals with one hand. Their gazes remained fixed on the Chimeras.

Click!

They simultaneously inserted their terminals perpendicularly into their buckles.

[Stand by ready]

Choi Ju-Min's voice emanated from the buckles.

"Transform!!"

They shouted the command while tilting the terminals sideways.
Flash! As they shouted, a bright light enveloped the area.

*So this is the auxiliary system Mr. Choi Ju-Min mentioned.*

Kim Se-Won shaded his eyes with his hand while watching ahead. The brilliant white light was a means to protect the users.

And during this brief moment, the users completed their transformation.

"Let's go. Round 2."
"Right."

As the white light faded, there stood heroes wearing suits that emitted green and black light.

Ch.289 - Philan Arkwright Subjugation Battle (4-2)
In front of Virginia stood a small girl.
A girl who seemed to be out for a stroll, smiling brightly as she wandered around.

"Why is she here...?"

Virginia stared at the girl with a surprised expression. She had definitely thought she was dead. Yet here she was, standing casually.

"Hm? Big sister, do you know me?"

The girl responded to Virginia's voice. Her voice was filled with curiosity.
Every time she moved, there was a faint clinking sound of chains.

'Yes, it's her.'

Virginia pressed her lips tightly together.
Memories she'd rather not recall forced their way into her mind.

Poppy, a chimera created using the original that became the base for numerous clone girls.
She was now standing right in front of Virginia.

"Hm? Hm? Do you really know me?"

The innocent face turned toward Virginia.
Poppy was still wearing a pure white dress. Every time she moved, there was that faint clinking sound of chains.

Poppy, with a curious expression, gradually closed the distance between herself and Virginia.

'A child...? Why would a child like that be here...?'

Kang Myung-ha felt something strange as he watched Poppy appear before him with an innocent smile.
It was unsettling.
Alien.

Though she looked like an ordinary child on the surface, he felt he absolutely shouldn't let his guard down.
It was an instinct developed from his many years as a hero.

"Don't come any closer."

Kang Myung-ha unconsciously assumed a defensive stance as Poppy approached.

"Mr. Kang Myung-ha. That child is dangerous."
"Yeah, I figured as much."
"It's not just a feeling. She really is dangerous. That child... is a chimera."

Virginia's words carried sincerity.

"Hmm~ So you know that much? I don't know why you know me though."

Poppy, who had been slowly closing the distance, suddenly stopped. She put her index finger to her lips and tilted her head.

"Hehehe!"

Snap!

Then Poppy giggled and snapped her fingers. Her half-open eyes curved into arcs.
Kang Myung-ha shuddered at the sight of Poppy's face.

Boom!

"?!"

Suddenly, a massive iron door slammed down behind Virginia and Kang Myung-ha.
And that wasn't all.

Boom! Boom! Boom-boom-boom!
Objects identical to the iron door that had appeared behind Virginia continued to slam down around them.
The doors were so heavy that the ground shook each time one fell.

"Hmm~"

Poppy, who had created this situation, smiled brightly as she watched their reactions.

"This is...! How on earth...!"
"Hmm? You didn't know this? Anyone with authority can customize this place as they wish. You know about me but not this? Big sister, are you perhaps a villain?"

Twirl- Poppy spun around in place. The hem of her pure white dress floated up, briefly revealing tiny chains.

"So~ umm. Right. First, I thought I should cut off your support. I've blocked the magical energy spreading outward."

Poppy stopped spinning and looked at Virginia.
Doors that block magical energy.
If Virginia's own magical energy disappeared, the sanctuary spread throughout this area would quickly lose its power.
It was a weakness she had to accept in exchange for extending the sanctuary so widely.

'The children are in danger.'

In other words, it meant that friends who were under the effect of the sanctuary were now in danger.
Virginia realized that her magical energy had been completely blocked, just as Poppy said, and felt anxious.

"At this rate..."

Tap tap, she knocked on the iron door with her bent fingers and found it extremely thick. Even a fairly powerful ability user would take ages to break through.
Even with her own power, which could be reinforced in multiple layers, it would take too long to break through quickly.

'It would take Virginia too long to break through. Then all that's left is Optima.'

She couldn't weigh her identity against her friends' lives. She was also getting tired of hiding her identity.

Time to choose.

'Let's do it.'

Virginia's choice was quick.

"So, big sister. How do you know me?"

Poppy's interest turned back to Virginia.
Very few people knew of her existence. There used to be quite a few, but now there were almost none. It would be fair to say there were none at all.

So it was quite curious that this girl she'd never met before knew of her existence.
Naturally, she was curious.

As Poppy took one step closer to Virginia, Kang Myung-ha stepped in front of her protectively.

"Could it be that muscle-bound monster told you? Hmm~ But you're human, right? I had to break a real sweat escaping from that monster. So you're not a villain, but perhaps you were on the monster's side?~?"

'I see.'

Virginia didn't answer Poppy's question.
But she didn't completely ignore it either. She stopped knocking on the iron door and turned to face Poppy.

'She survived Deltar. She was planning to betray the lab director from the beginning. She assessed Deltar's power and chose to flee.'

"Mr. Kang Myung-ha."
"What?"

Virginia looked at Poppy as she spoke.

"Do you think you can hold out?"
"With your power, I can."
"Then that's good."

Virginia nodded and drew up her magical energy.

"Please hold on."

The magic that had been released once, the sanctuary, was deployed again.
This time with a narrower range, but designed to last a long time without needing to supply magical energy.
Following that, enhancement magic also seeped into Kang Myung-ha's body.

"Good."

After confirming that powerful strength had seeped into his body, Kang Myung-ha took out the terminal he had received from Choi Ju-min.
A buckle had appeared on his waist.
It was identical to the ones on Lee Hee-ya and Jin Tae-su's waists.

[Stand by ready]

"Transform."

With that short command, a dazzling light enveloped his body.
When the light disappeared, a warrior in a dark red suit stood there.

A mask covering his entire face. Armor protecting his chest, abdomen, elbows, and knees.
And tightly clenched fists.

"Finally getting to use this."

As he extended his hand to the side, a gate opened in midair and his favored spear appeared in his hand.

"What? Are you going to ignore me until the end? You made me curious first. Take some responsibility."

Poppy made a sulky expression.
As if extremely dissatisfied, she put both hands on her waist and puffed up her cheeks.

"Foriner. Please tell me the location. And contact that person too."

Virginia didn't answer this time either.
She just muttered something to the air.

"Are you going?"
"Yes. I'll save our friends and come back. —And."

Only after stating her purpose did Virginia make eye contact with Poppy, the girl who resembled Dolly.

"You asked why I know you, right?"
"That's right. Why do you know me, big sister?"

Finally getting an answer! Poppy smiled broadly, looking very pleased.

"There's obviously a reason."

As soon as Virginia finished speaking, the seal sleeping within her core creaked.
And Virginia's body was enveloped in light.

A brilliant light, incomparable to when Kang Myung-ha had transformed earlier, scattered around.

"What, you can transform too..."

As the light faded, Kang Myung-ha looked at Virginia with surprised eyes.
Virginia's clothing had completely changed.
It was as if she had transformed.

Virginia - Vicious Form.
A form with the seal partially released.

"Of course."

Virginia's core pulsated.
Her body was enveloped in pure white light, and massive wings extended from her back.
Not in the form of bird feathers, but as multiple extended streams of light.

Soon, the pure white magical energy turned red.

Overdrive - Fanaticism.

This technique wasn't exclusive to Optima.

Fwash-!

As Virginia changed into her Vicious Form and used Overdrive, the sanctuary began to emit an even stronger light.
The same was true for the enhancement magic cast on Kang Myung-ha.

This enhancement was essential for Kang Myung-ha to face Poppy, even if just for a moment.

"Of course? What is it? Don't keep me in suspense, tell me quickly."

Poppy complained again. But Virginia, who had been looking at her, turned her back.

At that moment, a viscous black object fell from above her head.

The red-glowing magical energy of Virginia was devoured by the darkness.
Completely swallowed by the black object, Virginia's form was obscured.

Eventually, a completely different girl appeared in her place.

"Because I am Optima."

Optima looked down at her body.

'Just as I thought.'

As she had thought, when she changed form from the Vicious Form, she transformed into the same Vicious Form.

Optima extended her hand toward the iron door.
Bang! Corruption magic shot from Optima's hand, creating a huge hole in the iron door.

"So play with this mister."
"Wait, I...!!"

Keeeeng-

The wings extending from Optima's back made a sound like an engine as they compressed magical energy.
Poppy extended her hand and tried to say something, but it was drowned out by the sound from the wings.

Bang-!

As the compressed magical energy was released, Optima disappeared in a flash.

"...She left."

Poppy looked in the direction Optima had disappeared with a somewhat disappointed expression.



* * *



Crack! The sound of something shattering was heard.

"Ugh...!!"

It was the sound of the armor protecting Jin Tae-su's chest being partially destroyed. He groaned and stepped back.

The situation was not good at all.
It seemed like the transformation had compensated for the disappearance of Virginia's sanctuary.
That wasn't it.
One of the main functions of the sanctuary was to weaken enemies. Now that the sanctuary was gone, the chimeras were no longer weakened, so Lee Hee-ya and Jin Tae-su were inevitably being pushed back.

At this rate, it was becoming impossible for just the two of them to hold out.

-Grrrrrr!
"Ko Su-ah! Get back!"
"Kyaa-!"

The sharp claws of a chimera that had broken through the two's defensive line aimed for Ko Su-ah's head.
Kim Se-won pushed her away with telekinesis, but his reaction was too late.

Slash! Blood sprayed from Ko Su-ah.

"Ah, ugh...!!"

Ko Su-ah grimaced and grabbed her neck. Her neck felt burning hot. She couldn't make a sound.
Even when she tried to make a sound, only a wheezing noise came out.

'Did it get my vocal cords...?!'

Ko Su-ah held back the scream she desperately wanted to let out. She felt that screaming would only make her condition worse.

It was an extremely critical wound.

Her superpower, Voice Command, was a power exercised based on the magical energy contained in her voice.
In other words, in her current state where she couldn't make a sound, she couldn't properly use her power.

Holding her bleeding neck, Ko Su-ah quietly retreated behind Kim Se-won.

'Am I really going to be useless like this...?'

That couldn't be.
There were still many chimeras to defeat.
They were strong and tenacious, so they had only managed to take down eight so far.

'I can't let that happen...!'

Ko Su-ah glared at the chimera that had injured her with fierce eyes.
Losing like this didn't make sense.
This was a fight they couldn't afford to lose from the beginning.

'Some method. Another method... Ah!'

Suddenly, Ko Su-ah's eyes lit up. She hurriedly raised her hand with the communication terminal and operated it.

[Su-ah! Look at that! You can even cut it completely! There's a bed!]
[St-stay away! Why are you trying to film with my communication terminal?!]
[Oh, come on, what's the big deal~]
[Stop it...!]
[Eek...! ]

It was a video recorded by Han Chae-eun on their first day as sidekicks.

'This might work...!'

To be honest, she wasn't sure if this would work. She had never tried it before.

-Kraaack!

Once again, a chimera lunged toward Ko Su-ah.

'Voice Command's activation trigger is infusing my voice with magical energy.'

She could see the chimera's claws slowly flying toward her.

'It's now or never!'

Ko Su-ah played the video.

[St-stay away!]

Ko Su-ah's words came from the video.

-Keek?

The chimera that was pouncing stopped abruptly. Ko Su-ah had released magical energy in sync with the timing of the video.

'The power is somewhat reduced. Maybe because it's not coming directly from me.'

Even as blood continued to flow from her neck, Ko Su-ah assessed the situation with strange calmness.

[]

She quickly moved the playback bar and activated Voice Command again.

-Grrrr...!!

The chimera growled with rage but crouched down low. Intense killing intent pierced Ko Su-ah's entire body.

-Grrrrrk...
"Haa...! Haa...!"

Kim Se-won, who had barely subdued one chimera, exhaled roughly and glanced to the side.
He didn't know how she'd done it, but Ko Su-ah was subduing a monster.

"Tch...!"

But there were still many chimeras.
Another chimera pounced on Kim Se-won. He had no capacity to worry about Ko Su-ah.

-Kiraaaaa!!

At that moment, a chimera that had been hiding in the shadows pounced on Ko Su-ah's blind spot.

"!!!!!"

Ko Su-ah's eyes widened.

'React...!'

[Stay away!]

She played the video too late, and in her haste, she couldn't infuse it with magical energy.
The world began to flow like slow motion.
Her body wouldn't move.
The monster's sharp claws approaching slowly.

'Is this... the end?'

Ko Su-ah sensed it.
That she wouldn't be able to dodge.
That she might end her life like this.

'I don't want that...!!'

She didn't want that.
She still had many things to do.
To accomplish them, she absolutely couldn't die.

That's when it happened.

Crash!

The wall collapsed.
Whoosh! Black mist swept in afterward. The mist took the lives of all chimeras in its path.

-Kieeeeee!

This included the chimera targeting Ko Su-ah.
The affected chimera writhed in agony as its flesh rapidly rotted away.

Tap.
A light footstep was heard.
The black mist stood in front of Ko Su-ah as if protecting her.

"You held out well."

It was a small back.
At the same time, it was also a large back.

Ch.290 - Philan Arkwright Subjugation Battle (5)
Ko Soo-Ah stared at the girl who had saved her from danger.
The girl who appeared before her looked quite similar to herself.

No, it was "she" who resembled the girl.
The magical girl Optima.

Suddenly, Ko Soo-Ah recalled what she had done several months ago.

Skin with a bluish tint.
Goat horns protruding from her head.
An elongated tailbone and slit pupils.

She looked less like a human and more like a "demon race" character from a fantasy movie or novel.
It was because of an illness she contracted while deeply immersed in subculture.

A form that greatly deviated from human.
But Ko Soon-Jo still cherished her as family and took care of her every day.

Then appeared her rival, Eun-Ha.

Soo-Ah wanted to defeat Eun-Ha.
Not wanting to lose her brother Soon-Jo, she decided to transform her body.

But who should she transform into?

Soo-Ah quickly thought of one:
The vulnerable yet strong magical girl who was gaining popularity.

She thought Optima's indifferent yet seemingly gentle atmosphere would be perfect for winning over Soon-Jo.
Coincidentally, Optima and Virginia had similar levels of recognition.

She was exactly the kind of girl who would be good against Eun-Ha.

That's why Soo-Ah desperately modified herself every day. It was a use of language commands that no one had thought of before.
She didn't want to lose to anyone.

She gradually changed her magic-infused body with language commands.
As Soo-Ah watched herself slowly transform, she kept reassuring herself.

That if she looked like Optima, he would notice her.

Each small change brought pain that made her cough blood, but she endured it. She could endure it.
She had a reason to endure. She couldn't give up.

Even if her brother had no special qualities, he was everything to her.

And every day, she also watched Optima's exploits.
Before she knew it, her ideal self, the person she wanted to become, was Optima.

An appearance that wouldn't lose to Eun-Ha, whom she considered a rival.
A girl who always showed strength and resolved countless incidents.

"Magic, girl... Optima."

And now that girl was right in front of her.

Soo-Ah dazedly recited the name of the girl before her.

A girl so similar to her ideal self was standing right in front of her.
But Optima looked different from what she knew.
Her outfit, hairstyle, and the red aura surrounding her entire body, even wings.

It was an evolved form.

But what did it matter?
The fact that she was Optima remained unchanged.

Optima gazed steadily at Soo-Ah.
What feelings might she have while looking at her?
One thing was certain: Soo-Ah's eyes were filled with admiration.

Soo-Ah's eyes, as she sat collapsed with no strength in her legs, were softly glowing.

It was quite awkward to be looked at this way by a classmate. Especially by a girl who considered her a rival.

"You must have been in a lot of pain."

What reaction would this Soo-Ah show if she learned the truth?

Suddenly, this thought crossed Optima's mind.
So she placed her hand on Soo-Ah's neck.
There was no need to desperately hide her identity anymore.

"Ugh!"

With her neck suddenly grabbed, Soo-Ah closed her eyes tightly, bracing for the pain to come.

"...Huh?"

But the pain never came.
Instead, it felt warm. The pain washed away, replaced by a pleasant sensation in her neck.
She had unconsciously made a sound, but felt no pain at all.

"This, this is..."

Soo-Ah opened her eyes wide and touched her neck. Though still wet with blood, there was no trace of the wound or pain.

*This is Eun-Ha's (Virginia's)...*

"Why?" was the first question that sprang to mind.
This was Virginia's ability.
The healing power granted only to Virginia. That's why Virginia was revered as a saint.

She moved her creaking neck. Lifting her chin, she raised her head.
There was Optima, looking down at her with gentle eyes.
Those eyes looked very similar to Virginia's.

"W-why."

Why could Optima use this?

"No way!"

Lightning struck in her mind.
Yes.
There was only one answer.
She didn't need to think long.

"Eun... Ha...?"

She opened her mouth cautiously.

"..."

Optima, showing no intention of hiding it, made an arc with her mouth and eyes.
She nodded slightly, confirming Soo-Ah's thought.

Soo-Ah's body trembled.
She was speechless from the shocking revelation.

She moved her lips, wanting to ask again and again if she was really Eun-Ha, if this wasn't a lie.
But the words she wanted to say wouldn't come out. They just lingered around her throat.

*That means...*

The self she wanted to become.
Her ideal self was Eun-Ha.
None other than Eun-Ha, whom she had considered a rival.

She felt dizzy.
To think she had decided to become Eun-Ha (Optima) in order to compete with Eun-Ha.

"I, I..."
"It's okay."

Optima, who had watched Soo-Ah both before and after she transformed to look like her, carefully placed her hand on Soo-Ah's shoulder and patted it.

"But."

Then she removed her hand and continued.

"Wouldn't Soon-Jo prefer you just as you are?"

Optima spoke softly. Her gaze shifted sideways, then moved to Kim Se-Won who was watching her.

"Later. Let's talk."

Then she looked at Kim Se-Won and said this. As if not wanting to explain in detail yet, she placed her index finger against her lips.

"Ah."

Optima, who was about to turn away, stopped moving.
She had been about to leave.

*Rather than just leaving, I should make things clear since I've revealed my identity.*

Since things had come to this, Optima decided to say what she had planned to say later.

"And you know."

She glanced at Soo-Ah and moved her steps.
She was heading not toward Soo-Ah but Kim Se-Won.
With a bright smile, she approached Kim Se-Won completely and then.

*Smooch.*

"!!!!"

She briefly pressed her lips against Kim Se-Won's mouth.
Kim Se-Won's body froze at the unexpected action.
The same was true for Soo-Ah.

Seeing their reactions, Optima smiled broadly and slowly distanced herself from him.
Then she turned her back and said:

"I have a boyfriend, you know."
"I have a boy... friend... No, no..."

Soo-Ah's eyes widened. As if her brain had stopped working, her mouth opened and closed repeatedly.
Her raised hand was pointing at Kim Se-Won with her index finger.

This reaction was so cute that Optima chuckled. It was the expected reaction, but seeing it directly was different from just imagining it.

"Wait, if you reveal that here..."

Just then, Kim Se-Won, who had come to his senses, opened his mouth.
Optima quickly stood on her tiptoes and covered his mouth.

"I'm sorry I didn't tell you first."

Then she wiggled her hand to make Kim Se-Won bend his upper body, and approached him closely, bringing her lips to his ear.

"After the saint comes the magical girl. How about it? Doesn't it sound delicious? If you want, you can choose between two flavors."

Each word penetrated his ear. Kim Se-Won's eyes grew wider and wider.

"You've had a taste before, haven't you?"

While touching my chest, that is.
Optima's seduction continued.

*Slurp.*

Finally, she made the sound of licking her lips with her tongue, and his heart pounded loudly.

After confirming that Kim Se-Won had become immobile again, Optima turned away.

"Soo-Ah. Soon-Jo and I are just friends."

She approached Soo-Ah, speaking calmly with sincerity.

"But you know what? Recently, Soon-Jo told me something."

This time she brought her lips to Soo-Ah's ear and whispered.

"He said he feels like his stock has gone up lately."

His stock has gone up.
At these words, Soo-Ah felt something click inside her chest, like a switch being flipped.

Soo-Ah's core pulsated.
Magic that had been blocked flowed out like a bursting dam, spreading throughout her body.

"Then..."
"Yes. Even if not me, other girls are showing interest. Soon-Jo has started dressing up lately, right? That might be why. I've also heard that he was hanging out with a girl called the class president? in town recently."

Something viscous and bubbling boiled up inside her.
Yes.
Come to think of it, a few days ago, Soon-Jo had come home late.
He seemed unusually happy.
Somehow, there was also an unpleasant smell.

"Really?"

I see.

It didn't matter anymore.
Eun-Ha and Optima are the same person?
That's even better.

Because the powerful enemy had removed herself from the equation.
But that didn't mean she should stop her own development.

"Then, to avoid losing my brother."

I need to become like Eun-Ha.
This sentence was engraved in Soo-Ah's mind.

Not having the same appearance as Eun-Ha.
But standing out like her.
Becoming a woman no other woman could compete with.

No matter what woman approached her brother.
To make him love only her.
To make him look only at her.

"Well then."

Her job was done.
Optima looked around as she moved away from Soo-Ah.

Lee Hee-Ya and Jin Tae-Soo were still engaged in a bloody battle.
Thanks to Optima reducing the number of enemies as she arrived, the fight seemed manageable.

"I should clean up the rest too."

*Bang!*

Optima's figure disappeared.
Her physical abilities enhanced by Overdrive.
And the enhancement magic and sanctuary effects inherited from Virginia - Vicious Form greatly increased her physical capabilities.

The black mist floating around Optima transformed into something like ink.
It showed the trajectory of her movement and annihilated the chimeras in her path.

"In, an instant..."
"So this is a magical girl."

Lee Hee-Ya and Jin Tae-Soo, who had been fighting fiercely, looked at Optima with disbelieving eyes.
The opponents they had been struggling against were killed instantly.

To think that this young girl had power equivalent to an A-rank hero. No, perhaps even more.
It was hard to believe.

"Thank you."

Feeling their gaze on her, Optima said this.
It was because of them that her friends were safe.
Although Soo-Ah was injured, it wasn't life-threatening.

Without them, she would have already become a horribly mangled corpse or a breeding vessel for the chimeras.

After expressing her gratitude, Optima turned away.
There was no time to linger.

*Keeeeeng-*

The wings extending from Optima's back made a sound like an engine.

*Bang!* With the sound of air bursting, she disappeared in an instant.

*I don't have much time. I wonder if Mr. Kang Myung-Ha is holding up well?*

She hadn't spent much time.
But not knowing exactly how strong Poppy was, she worried whether Kang Myung-Ha was holding up properly.

*I'm estimating it's similar to an A-rank monster... if so, my enhancement alone might not be enough*

The thought that he might have already been defeated.
Although she was wearing the skin of a young girl, her essence was a chimera—a fusion of human and monster.

And not just any chimera, but one very different from the ones she had seen so far.

At the very least, an A-rank monster.
If so, an A-rank hero would be insufficient. With her enhancement magic making her stronger, at best they might be evenly matched.

*Thanks to the sanctuary, he might be able to hold on somehow.*

If so, a quick resolution was needed.
She couldn't fully gauge Poppy's strength.

The only thing she knew was that Poppy was weaker than Deltar.

That wasn't comforting at all.
Deltar was one of the strongest among A-rank monsters.
Honestly, her survival during the diversionary operation with the Villain Association was purely luck.

*All I can do is hope Mr. Kang Myung-Ha holds out a bit longer.*

Plus, there was the possibility that additional chimeras had been deployed.

Chimeras were fusion entities of humans' instinctive magic control abilities and superpowers, combined with monsters' overwhelming physical capabilities.

*It would be best to eliminate the Villain Association as soon as possible.*

Currently, the only "stable" chimeras were those using clone girls based on the original as vessels.

But if the technology advanced further, chimeras with different superpowers might appear.

The destructive physical capabilities alone were overwhelming, but if superpowers were added, it would be a nightmare for heroes.

Optima used transformation magic to break through walls and advance.
Her destination wasn't where Kang Myung-Ha was.

*It's right to save the other heroes first, then go.*

Many heroes had entered this place.
And countless chimeras would have attacked them.
If she ignored the heroes here, future battles would surely become more difficult.

*Having decided to fight as Optima, I can't waste magic. Redeploying the sanctuary would be a loss.*

She would have to gather them directly.

*Let's hurry. It's not all on me, so if I hurry, I might arrive before Kang Myung-Ha dies.*

Desperately hoping that Kang Myung-Ha would hold out, Optima hastened her steps.

Ch.291 - Philan Arkwright Subjugation Battle (6 - 1)
Zap! A powerful electric shock struck the Chimera.

"Grrrr...!"

However, as if it was merely ticklish, the Chimera swung its claws at Jang Soo-Jin who stood before it. Whoosh! A flame barrier hastily deployed by Lee Sun-Ah beside her burned the Chimera's entire arm.

*Long-range attacks aren't working. My firepower is insufficient. When the sanctuary was deployed, I could at least restrict their movements.*

Han Chae-Eun keenly felt the inadequacy of her power. The sudden loss of the sanctuary had a much greater impact than expected.

Han Chae-Eun's attack methods were limited, and Jang Soo-Jin and Lee Sun-Ah had to be cautious with their movements. Meanwhile, the Chimera legion's offensive grew fiercer.

It felt about five times more difficult than before.

No, Han Chae-Eun's attacks weren't completely ineffective. Her flashing electricity drew the attention of other Chimeras.

"Graaah!"

As a result, a lion-headed Chimera pounced on Han Chae-Eun.

"Watch out!"

Swoosh! In Ha-Ram's brilliantly executed ice spears sealed the Chimera's movements.

"GRAAAAH!!"
"Huh?!"

The Chimera roared from the bone-chilling cold.

Hiss-

When saliva sprayed from its mouth toward Han Chae-Eun, the fabric sizzled and acrid smoke rose.

"I'll take a risk."

Han Chae-Eun clutched her stinging arm and swallowed hard. Zap! Electric current flowed through her entire body, propelling her forward.

Zap! Crackle!

The Chimeras tried to follow Han Chae-Eun, who had become like a lightning bolt. They couldn't fully track her movements—she moved without leaving any trace of her presence.

The Chimeras' gazes were drawn to the momentary flashes of light.

Whoosh! Whoosh!

The Chimeras repeatedly missed as they tried to strike at the trajectories Han Chae-Eun left behind.

"Phew."

*Buying time is the only answer. I have to leave the firepower to those two.*

After glancing at Jang Soo-Jin and Lee Sun-Ah, she changed her stance. Boom! In Ha-Ram struck the ground with an ice spear. The floor quickly froze, targeting the Chimeras.

"Grrk?!"
"Kyaaaaa!"

Seeing its companion's legs freeze, one Chimera stepped forward. With swift movements, it leaped to pounce on In Ha-Ram.

"Where do you think you're going!"

The moment the Chimera approached In Ha-Ram, who had planted her ice spear in the ground, Han Chae-Eun appeared before it. Stab! Without hesitation, she thrust her dagger into its eye.

"Kieeeeee!"

The Chimera screamed. It had lost an eye in an instant. Thud! It fell to the ground and rolled around, but the pain wouldn't subside.

The Chimeras' movements noticeably slowed.
No, they were wary of the two girls' powers.

Their attacks weren't powerful enough to take lives in a single blow.
However, they were extremely troublesome.

When the Chimeras tried to track Han Chae-Eun's movements, which were difficult to sense, their limbs would freeze. If they focused on In Ha-Ram instead, Han Chae-Eun's dagger would target their eyes or vital points.

They couldn't ignore them, but if they paid too much attention to the two girls...

"Hyaaaah!"
"Burn! Blaze! Meat! Meat!"

The two heroes would go wild like this.

Jang Soo-Jin and Lee Sun-Ah. Centaurus's infamous pyrokinesis maniacs.

With their newfound freedom, their fierce attacks created a literal hell of flames. Though spacious, Jang Soo-Jin and Lee Sun-Ah's power covered the entire area and then some.

"Kyaaaaa!"

Agonized screams echoed. The pain of being burned alive was indescribably horrific.

Even knowing they could be killed quickly with a direct hit, the Chimeras couldn't help but move cautiously.

*This is dangerously exhausting...!*

The situation wasn't good for Han Chae-Eun either.
Her actions were a precarious tightrope walk—if her speed dropped even slightly, if her precision faltered even a bit, she would die.

Moreover, the Chimeras were still numerous, and their vitality was tenacious.

One mistake could cost everyone their lives.

"Chae-Eun. Remember to pace yourself."
"I know...! Haa...! Haa...!"

Among the four, Han Chae-Eun was naturally using the most energy.
She was forcibly employing techniques she had only recently mastered. Though the battle situation had improved thanks to her, she couldn't stop now.

"Then...!"

Han Chae-Eun squeezed magic power from her core. The power flowing through her arm became a powerful current that settled in her dagger.

"I'll try something else!"

Whoosh! Han Chae-Eun swung her dagger forward. The current that had been stored in the dagger scattered downward, drawing a line.

Crackle!

The current connected with water pooled on the floor and spread in one direction.

"Kieeeeee!"

The Chimeras standing in the water screamed in pain far more intense than before.
This method was possible because it wasn't ordinary electricity, but current generated by magic power.

*Somehow, I need to pace myself. They're falling one by one, albeit slowly.*

Han Chae-Eun was the weakest among her friends.
And she was the weakest person here.

*I'm. I'm the most important.*

Yet the situation was sustainable because of her presence. She realized this fact painfully.
There were too many Chimeras to cover with firepower alone. She herself was the key card for disrupting the Chimeras and sealing their movements.

*Yes! Me!*

It was burdensome.
On the other hand, her heart was racing.

She was weak.
Compared to her friends, she was practically talentless. Among the first-years, she was one of the strongest, but those she compared herself to were talented children.

Moreover, until now, without a firm goal, her training efficiency had been rock-bottom.

She had a long way to go.
But now she had a firm goal to walk that long path.

*I can do it.*

Han Chae-Eun kept repeating these words to herself.

She had found a goal.
Not a goal for her family, but a goal just for herself.
The path toward it was hers alone to travel.

First and last.
A race where ranking had no meaning.
She was running alone on a track with an infinitely distant finish line.

That's why she couldn't die. To reach her goal, she had to run diligently, continuously.

"Come to think of it...! I don't know what to tell Mom...!"
"What?"
"Nothing! Just talking to myself!"

Han Chae-Eun smiled.
She was unbearably happy.

Her eyes shone.
She had proudly told her family she would get a good job for them, but now this. She couldn't face her parents and younger sibling.

"I'll figure something out!"

Crack!

Just then, an ominous sound came from beside Han Chae-Eun.

"Chae-Eun! Dodge!"
"Okay!"

Boom!

The wall beside her burst open.

"You're safe!"
"Big guy! Let's go!"
"Right!"

Han Chae-Eun sighed with relief.
Not enemies. Allies.

Ko Soo-Ah. Kim Se-Won. And Lee Hee-Ya and Jin Tae-Soo.
Reliable allies had appeared in this unfavorable situation.

"Thank goodness."
"Ah, y-yeah. You too!"

Ko Soo-Ah approached Han Chae-Eun with a welcoming voice. Han Chae-Eun was secretly surprised by the change in Ko Soo-Ah, who seemed to have shed a layer.

*Did something happen?*

Her questioning gaze shifted to Kim Se-Won, who followed.

"It's just, you know. Like her."
"...Oh."

Han Chae-Eun immediately understood and nodded at Kim Se-Won's words, pointing at someone.

The person Kim Se-Won pointed to was none other than In Ha-Ram.
The girl who loved her father.

*Was it her brother...? Something must have happened with her brother.*

There was no time to explain the details.

Boom!

The battle wasn't over yet.

Jin Tae-Soo and Lee Hee-Ya, who had joined, went wild. With reliable vanguards, Jang Soo-Jin and Lee Sun-Ah also began to rampage with peace of mind.

"Uooooooh!!"

Angry muscles rampaged. A shadow precisely mimicking those muscles delivered follow-up strikes.

"Let's go!"
"After this, let's go eat meat! Bulgogi! Samgyeopsal! Or seafood would be good too! I want grilled gizzard shad!"
"Shut up and just kill them!"

Jang Soo-Jin and Lee Sun-Ah deployed their firepower, trusting Jin Tae-Soo. Whoosh! Fierce twin flames engulfed the Chimeras.

"I like grilled gizzard shad too... But it's winter now, so it's not in season..."
"We'll go eat whatever when this is over. Right now, finishing this is the priority."
"Mm. Soo-Ah, can I ask you a favor?"

Han Chae-Eun turned around to look at Ko Soo-Ah.

"W-what is it...?"

Ko Soo-Ah flinched, not expecting to be addressed.

"Could you pull out one of the rebar from the floor? Looking at the situation, it seems like we might not be needed, but it feels wrong to just stand around."

Han Chae-Eun spoke while recalling the lightning spear she had used two days ago. That was the only technique she had that could damage them.

"If that's all..."

Ko Soo-Ah nodded willingly.

"..."

She closed her eyes and chose her words. Honestly, she didn't think there would be rebar buried somewhere here.
However, there were alternative components.

""

Rumble-!

Just then, the surroundings shook.

"Ow...!"

Startled by the sudden vibration, Ko Soo-Ah bit her tongue while using her word command. She stamped her feet trying to endure the pain, but the taste of blood filling her mouth wouldn't go away.

"Isn't this, a bit too big...?"

Han Chae-Eun asked in a bewildered voice as everything shook violently. It certainly seemed like the effect of Ko Soo-Ah's word command.

"It's not me?!"

But Ko Soo-Ah was just as surprised.
She hadn't infused her voice with enough magic power to make the ground shake like this.

Whoooosh-!!

A fierce wind blew in.

"Kyaa?!"

Ko Soo-Ah's skirt flipped up, revealing purple lace panties.

*I didn't see that.*

With uncanny timing, Kim Se-Won tightly shut his eyes to block the unfortunate sight of panties.

It was a sense he had developed after seeing Eun-Ha's defenseless panties several times since the beginning of the semester.

"What is this...?"

In Ha-Ram looked back at the sudden strong wind.
The wind was coming from behind.
But it wasn't something that should be blowing in such a deep underground place.

"Is that... a person?"

Something was visible in the distance. A person wearing something luminous.

Whoooosh-!!

The wind blew again.
It wasn't just wind. Nor was it wind sharpened like a blade.

It was simply a massive gust of wind that flew in and struck the Chimeras.

Bang! Bang! The Chimeras were torn apart without even having time to scream.

"You've been waiting."

Belatedly, the Centaurus members turned to look at where the wind had come from.

The person who appeared from behind flew instantly to In Ha-Ram's position.
In Ha-Ram, who had been wary of the stranger's appearance, opened her eyes wide.

A person wearing a safety helmet with a light attached, like those used at construction sites.
It was the S-class hero, Jin Jae-Han.

Ch.292 - Philan Arkwright Subjugation Battle (6 - 2)
"Thank you!"
"You're welcome."

Optima moved busily after rescuing Go Su-Ah, Kim Se-Won, Lee Hee-Ya, and Jin Tae-Su.
She had already saved dozens of heroes.
Though her magical power was being rapidly depleted, if she pushed a little harder, she could save most of the heroes.

*I have the magic crystal mother gave me.*

Moreover, she had a means to recover her magic power, so there was nothing to worry about.

*But was what I did right...?*

Suddenly, a question popped into Optima's mind.
It was about what she had done when revealing her identity to Kim Se-Won.

*I'm sorry I wasn't the first to tell you.*
*But after the saint comes the magical girl. How about it? Doesn't it look tasty? If you want, you can choose two flavors.*
*You've had a taste before, haven't you?*

Just thinking about it made her face hot.

"Ugh...!"

Unable to bear it, Optima let out a short groan.

*I've really gone crazy.*

How did she end up saying such things?
It was because of what was written in the grimoire that Hong Yu-Jin had given to Optima.

The grimoire said:

*When seducing a man, it's best to push and pull to drive him crazy.*

That's why she had tried to seduce him while revealing her identity.
Optima wanted to be with Kim Se-Won for a long time. To do that, preventing monotony was the top priority.

Honestly, even now, she couldn't imagine dating any other man. Even if she broke up with Kim Se-Won, she wouldn't date anyone else.

After all, Kim Se-Won was the only man who treated her normally even after hearing that she used to be a man.

There was a possibility that other men might react similarly.
But Optima had no intention whatsoever of revealing to other men that she used to be a man.

*But I think I might be pulling too much...?*

Thinking about it, she felt like she was only doing one side of the push and pull.

*Let me make him a bit more desperate.*

Optima changed her mind.
She would tease Kim Se-Won as he became desperate to enjoy the two flavors.
She would walk the fine line and make him take action himself.

"Hehehe...!"

The thought of Kim Se-Won clinging to her skirt was quite enjoyable. Optima moved toward the next location while indulging in these happy fantasies.


* * *


Clang! The sound of metal colliding echoed repeatedly.
Kang Myung-Ha, wearing a dark red suit, was struggling just as Optima had predicted.

"Hahaha!"

No. Was "struggling" the right word for this?
The battle was completely one-sided.

The tentacles, slimy yet firm, blocked Kang Myung-Ha's spear again and again.
Poppy, the main body, just laughed while watching Kang Myung-Ha desperately swinging his spear.

"Is that all you've got?"
"Grr!"

Poppy mocked Kang Myung-Ha while sitting on her tentacles like a chair. The tentacles emerging from her lower body still had plenty of energy left.

"Is this really all? I thought I'd give you a chance since you transformed and all. Aren't you too weak, mister? Pathetic♡"
"Don't call me mister, call me oppa!"

Kang Myung-Ha retrieved his spear and aimed for her side. A spear wasn't just for thrusting; swinging the long shaft could also be powerful.

Clang!

"Wouldn't 'oppa' be a bit inappropriate? Do you make other girls call you oppa too? Wow, that's so creepy. A creepy old man♡"
"You little brat...!"

Poppy didn't even look at the approaching spear. She casually swung two tentacles to deflect it.

It was no match.
Despite gaining unprecedented strength thanks to Virginia's buff and the suit brought by Choi Ju-Min, he was just being toyed with by the monster-like child before him.

"Men always prefer being called oppa rather than mister!!"

But he didn't give up.
Kang Myung-Ha continued his fierce attacks. He kept swinging his spear repeatedly, waiting for a gap between the tentacles.

*Now!*

Kang Myung-Ha's eyes flashed as he suddenly accelerated. This was his hidden superpower. His spear thrust forward in an instant.

Slash!

The sound of flesh being torn echoed.

"Tch!"
"That was dangerous~"

The tentacle Poppy had been sitting on jumped up and blocked his attack.
Poppy looked at the tattered tentacle and pulled it back into her lower body.

*I'm not completely without a chance.*

It wasn't blocked completely. The damaged tentacle was proof of that.
Kang Myung-Ha saw an opportunity here.
It was a small advantage, but enough to keep pressing on.
If he could deliver a stronger, faster strike, he might be able to win.

"Well, I think that's a hasty generalization. Why, wouldn't it be much better for a pitiful girl like me to call you mister? Or should I call you daddy?"

Despite Kang Myung-Ha's unexpected strike, Poppy's attitude remained unchanged.
She didn't seem bothered by a few tattered tentacles.

"No thanks."

He jumped back to create distance between himself and Poppy. Kang Myung-Ha held his spear with one hand and placed his other hand on the terminal embedded in his buckle.

*Should I use it...?*

His hand hesitated as he was about to operate the terminal.

*Don't ever use this unless it's truly a dangerous situation.*
*Why?*
*It will destroy your body. You have a family, so you should be careful even when pushing yourself.*
*Okay. I understand.*

It was because of what Choi Ju-Min had told him when handing over the terminal and buckle.

*But how badly will it damage me?*
*If you use it for more than 2 minutes, you might not even look human anymore? That's why I set a time limit. Honestly, even with the limit, you won't be in good shape if you use it all the way.*
*So it's that powerful? I'll only use it when it's really dangerous. Do you trust me?*
*Trust? Yeah right...*

The conversation with Choi Ju-Min flashed through his mind.

*My life, huh.*

Indeed, he still had a long life ahead of him to end it here.

But he was a hero.
There was no guarantee that Optima could defeat the monster in front of him.

Besides, he didn't know when she would arrive. Even if she did come, the monster before him was a mid-boss. Optima needed to conserve her strength for the final boss to have a chance of winning.

*Might as well risk it.*

Having made up his mind, Kang Myung-Ha operated the terminal.

Beep- Beep- Beep-

"The only people I want to be called daddy by are my wife and daughter."

[Burst mode]

Choi Ju-Min's voice came from the buckle.

Whirrrr-

With a sound like something spinning inside the suit, the dark red suit heated up and turned bright red, as if heated by fire.

"What, just a color change...?!"

Bang!

Poppy's eyes widened.
Her expression was different from when she had been mocking Kang Myung-Ha.
The girl who had been looking down on him was gone.

Because Kang Myung-Ha had disappeared with the sound of air exploding.

"......"

She carefully looked around.
She could sense his presence.
The problem was that it wasn't just in one or two places.
It wasn't the presence of one person, but a presence felt throughout the entire space.

Crack! Crack!

It was quiet, yet noisy.
Though she couldn't hear him moving, she could hear countless sounds of the floor cracking as he moved.

*Is he continuously using that momentary acceleration he showed earlier...?*

It wasn't a movement that could be reproduced by a mere suit. It was probably a continuous use of the instantaneous acceleration he had used earlier.

"Ugh?!"

Suddenly, Poppy's vision shook violently.
Thud! The sound came belatedly.

She felt pain at the back of her head.

*No, was it the back of my head?*

"Aah!"

Even Poppy herself didn't know.
The pain came continuously.
Her brain shook and her vision distorted. It felt like her brain was flashing. Her arms twisted and her legs were torn off. There was a ringing in her torn ears.
All the tentacles that had emerged from her lower body had long been destroyed.

"It hurts, it hurts, it huuuurts!!"

Tens? Or hundreds?
Poppy's body floated like a balloon under countless blows, too many to count.

Beep-Beep-

Amidst this, a sound that might have been tinnitus or the sound she had heard earlier reached Poppy's ears.

[Finish drive]

"Nooooooo!!!!"

Poppy screamed. It could be described as a wail. In front of her was Kang Myung-Ha, preparing for the final blow, thrusting his spear forward.

She stretched her tattered arms forward, crying tears of blood.
She looked like a powerless girl begging for her life.

"?!"

For some reason, to Kang Myung-Ha's eyes, she looked similar to his daughter. Her image overlapped with that of his daughter crying for a doll.

His spear stopped right in front of her.

Kang Myung-Ha, who had been relentlessly attacking Poppy, had finally stopped.
Drip, drip, blood was flowing from the gaps in his suit.

"...You really stopped when I told you to."

Poppy sneered at Kang Myung-Ha.
Squelch! A loud sound of flesh being torn was heard.
A tentacle that shot out from Poppy's peeled arm had pierced his body.

"Y-you... bitch...!"
"This ends the game! I pretended to be hurt, but it wasn't much. It might be fun to enjoy occasionally as entertainment."

Splat! The thick tentacle was pulled out of Kang Myung-Ha's body.

[3]

At the same time, a voice came from the buckle. It was the sound indicating the time limit.

[2]

*That was really dangerous.*

Looking at Kang Myung-Ha with a hole in his body from her tentacle, Poppy was secretly relieved.

Pretending to be hurt? No, she couldn't keep up with his movements at all. Rather, this current act of pretending to be fine was the real bluff.

[1]

The timer announcing the time limit indicated the final countdown.

[0, Time out]

Pssshhh-

The suit's color returned to dark red. Steam escaped, releasing the accumulated heat.

"You... really are... pathetic..."

Kang Myung-Ha's body tilted forward.
His vision was blurry. He had lost sensation in his body long ago.
The suit that had forcibly removed the backlash of his ability and allowed him to move had paid its price.
If it weren't for the sanctuary set up by Virginia, he would have lost consciousness long ago.

*Chimera. Is this really a created being...?*

It was absurd.

*How ridiculous.*

How stupid was he to have fallen for such a pathetic act?
Kang Myung-Ha felt his eyes slowly closing as he smiled bitterly inside his suit.

Thud.
But his body didn't completely collapse.

"...Huh?"

Before losing consciousness completely, Kang Myung-Ha felt the power restoring his body growing stronger.
His entire body felt warm.

"You did well. Really, really well holding on."

A girl's voice reached his ears.
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Ch.293 - Encounter (1)
The sound of something being chewed echoed through the air.
Filan Arclight stared at the monitor with an anxious expression.

"Why has that monster come here?"

A monster had arrived.
Someone who should never have come was here.
At this moment, Optima wasn't even a concern.

Filan's anxious gaze fixed on the man displayed on the monitor.

Wind God, Jin Jae-Han.
The older brother of Villain Association executive Jin Yong-Han and an S-class hero.
Looking at him, Filan saw beyond him to her own disastrous future.

"Ugh...!!"

She was caught between a rock and a hard place.
Optima might have been manageable, but not an S-class hero.
Not this madman.

The masked one.

Filan Arclight recalled something Jin Yong-Han had mentioned in passing long ago.

"My brother is a crazy bastard."
"A crazy genius."
"Well, I might be part of why he went crazy, but that's not my problem."

His voice had revealed deep inferiority.

"He loved family more than anyone. When it came to family matters, he'd come running before anyone else. Whether he was born that way or changed along the way, I don't know. Just whenever I came to my senses, that man was always like that."

That was all Jin Yong-Han had said.

Though brief, Filan had gleaned much information from those words.

Wind God Jin Jae-Han and executive Jin Yong-Han were brothers, but utterly different.

The elder brother, born with natural talent, perfect in every way.
The younger brother, desperately struggling to draw out talent he didn't possess.

Yet the gap between them never narrowed.

A common story, if anything.

That's why Jin Yong-Han was jealous. Envious.
Because his brother loved family more than anyone, he couldn't stand the sight of him.
He was always the subject of comparison.

And despite having nothing, he was a twisted person.
The complete opposite of his brother, who was dazzling just to look at.

If Jin Jae-Han had one flaw, it was his innate inability to reveal his true feelings to others.

The only flaw of a perfect person.

Whether it was because everyone else failed to meet his internal standards, or for some other reason, no one knew.

Either way, because of this inborn flaw, Jin Jae-Han dealt with others by wearing multiple thick masks, switching between them.
His attitude, voice, and personality would change with each person he faced.

"Jin Yong-Han isn't here right now. And even if we throw all our forces at Wind God, we can only buy time."

There was no means here to stop someone who loved family so desperately.

"What should I do?"

With danger imminent, Filan thought desperately.

"Escape is not an option."

Without the S-class variable, she would have been confident in defeating anyone who came.
Since those in high positions were all eccentrics and madmen, she had thought they would never come here.

That's why she hadn't fled.

But that had been a mistake.
Filan trembled slightly as she mentally explored countless options.

S-class heroes weren't few in number for nothing.
They weren't called superhumans for nothing.

Beings who transcended human limitations.
Even Yoo Ji-Yeon, at the bottom of S-class, could toy with A-class heroes using just one finger.

Only veterans like Park Sang-Heon, who had protected humanity for years, could barely match them with experience.

In other words, this was someone she couldn't handle.

"...Then I'll have to throw out a different bait."

Filan's mind found an answer.

Snap!

As Filan snapped her fingers, a large capsule emerged from the floor behind her.
Inside the capsule slept a man who looked identical to Jin Yong-Han, eyes closed.

"I was saving this as a second body in case of emergency... but I can always make another given time."

Hehe, Filan laughed.

Jin Yong-Han had said it.
Jin Jae-Han would die for family. And the only surviving family member was Jin Yong-Han himself.

"That's right. Family should cherish each other. Right? Mom. Dad."
"Y...es..."
"That's... right..."

As Filan smiled sweetly, Lena Arclight and Ethan Arclight, who had been standing by, answered in strained voices.

Filan empathized with why Jin Jae-Han clung so desperately to Jin Yong-Han, the traitor.

Family is good.
They understand no matter what you do.
They see you for who you really are.
They love you.

Even when others point fingers calling you a monster, family is different.

That's why she needed to use family (Jin Yong-Han) as bait.

As long as the fake wasn't discovered, it would work.
Even if quickly exposed, the clone wouldn't be easily destroyed.

"Last time it was one arm, next time should I ask for a leg?"

A clone's completeness is proportional to the amount of the "original" body used.
It would be best to use the entire original for reconstruction, but since that meant losing the original body, she had only tried it once.

"Well... either way, it will only be possible after that person's arrival."

Not possible right now.
She could only do it when she had time to spare, as she needed to heal the body parts used as materials simultaneously.
She didn't know when that would be, but someday it would happen.

Beep-

As Filan pressed a button, numerous electrodes pierced the clone in the capsule.
False life was breathed into the clone.

"Yes. This is actually fortunate. That it's Jin Jae-Han who came here."

She didn't know how or why an S-class hero had come here.

No, she could guess "why."
She was a villain.
And Jin Jae-Han's brother was in the same position, so he probably wanted information about him.

"All that's left is to deal with one annoying woman."

The rest were just small fry.

Beep- Filan pressed another button and rose from her seat.
Then she moved to deal with the annoying woman.


* * *


Jin Jae-Han's power was truly overwhelming.
A calamity. One might call him a living disaster.

Overwhelming. And overwhelming again.

Unlike the heroes struggling against the horde of chimeras, he swept away all chimeras with a single blow.

"That should about wrap things up."

Half by Optima.
The other half by himself.

They had eliminated all the chimeras swarming the vast underground waterway.
Though it took some time, now they just needed to subdue the villain waiting at the center of this waterway.

"I should go through the passage I spotted while circling the underground waterway."

Jin Jae-Han lifted himself with wind.

Rumble!

Just as he turned his back to head for another passage, the tunnel shook violently.

"Hmm?"

Jin Jae-Han turned around again. With a tremendous vibration, the entire passage creaked and began changing shape.

"What on earth have they done beneath the Academy District...?"

An incomprehensible phenomenon.
In other words, the Villain Association's technology was beyond imagination.

Step. Step.

"...!!"

After the passage had moved for quite some time, a man appeared before Jin Jae-Han.
Ash-gray hair like Jin Jae-Han's. An indifferent expression.
It was Jin Yong-Han.

The clone, containing Jin Yong-Han's memories, glared at Jin Jae-Han with an expression of natural disgust.

"Brother...!"
"......"

He called out with joy, but no answer came.

"Brother. Why are you doing this?"

Jin Jae-Han noticed something strange here.

"Why isn't he sending a greeting wind?"

The intense wind that would slice any mediocre hero didn't come.
Sending greeting winds to each other and receiving them was how they confirmed their brotherly bond.

But why wasn't his brother, who always greeted him with wind, doing so now?

"Could it be...!"

Jin Jae-Han's eyes lit up as he realized something.

"Brother! Have you finally understood my heart! Will you return to the family's embrace!"

A voice filled with joy echoed. His voice trembled with emotion.

But the clone still said nothing.

Jin Jae-Han sensed another oddity here.
The expression was identical to what his brother showed.
But that was all. He did nothing else.

He neither sent a greeting wind nor made hateful remarks.

"Why?"

Jin Jae-Han couldn't hide his confusion.

Tap-tap-tap! While Jin Jae-Han was confused, the clone turned and ran off somewhere.

"Wait! Wait a moment!"

Belatedly realizing the clone had disappeared, Jin Jae-Han chased after him.


* * *


Five minutes before Jin Jae-Han followed the clone.

Optima, who had caught the fallen Kang Myung-Ha, was examining his body.

It was obvious at a glance.
Kang Myung-Ha's body was in such a state that it was a miracle he wasn't dead. Blood was still flowing through the gaps in his suit.

"Thanks to the sanctuary."

Conversely, was it because of the sanctuary that he pushed himself too hard? Only Kang Myung-Ha would know his true intentions.

"You nearly died."
"Thanks to that man over there."

Optima's gaze turned to Poppy.
Poppy's tattered body was rapidly recovering.
From a state where she could collapse at any moment, she was recovering as if time were being rewound.
The sight was quite bizarre.

Like watching the body of a magical girl.

"I see. He's not been a hero for so long for nothing."

Optima was inwardly impressed by what Kang Myung-Ha had accomplished.

Poppy knew the overwhelming power difference between herself and Kang Myung-Ha and looked down on him.
She was careless, never revealing her true power, toying with him.
Kang Myung-Ha knew this and kept his final move hidden until he had nearly defeated Poppy.

In other words, Poppy's condition was the result of her contempt and carelessness toward a perceived weaker opponent.

"Good job."

Optima placed Kang Myung-Ha, who was slowly reviving under her healing magic, on the ground.
Combined with the sanctuary, he should recover without any aftereffects.

"Carelessness is scary. I never thought I'd be humiliated by that man."

A trembling voice.
A voice filled with humiliation and pain.

Poppy couldn't move while Optima was in action.
She needed to recover before she could bring out her main body.

"Indeed. ...But."

Bang!

Optima wouldn't just let her be.
With a sound of air bursting, Optima's figure disappeared.

"I have no intention of waiting for you to recover."

Optima's fist struck Poppy's lower abdomen. With a crushing sound, her insides were destroyed.

"Kuh-?!"

Poppy groaned at the unexpected blow. Her small body flew through the air. Bang! Once again, the air exploded.

"I can't give her any opening."

There was a reason Optima was attacking Poppy before she recovered.

"Remaining magic power is about 30%... I guess."

She didn't have much magic power left.
Overdrive was a technique that consumed extreme amounts of magic.
Moreover, since it was mainly used in Vicious Form, it consumed not only magic but also physical strength.

Black magic of corruption gathered in Optima's hand. The ominous black magic struck Poppy's heart.

"!!!"

Poppy couldn't even make a sound. Her breath was cut off. Not only was her womb destroyed, but her heart was also crushed.

"Kugh!"

Blood welled up and spilled from her mouth. The price for toying with a weak man was greater than expected.

"L-let me... live!"

Thump! Just as Poppy managed to squeeze out words to say something, Optima's hand covered her mouth.

"Don't speak."

Boom! She fell to the ground while holding Poppy. The back of Poppy's head hit the hard floor first. Her vision flashed.

"I don't want to smell that disgusting odor."

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Optima lifted Poppy's face and slammed it down. With each repetition, blood splattered from the back of her head.

Drip-

Poppy's body twitched, and something leaked onto the floor.

"......"

It was a yellowish, thick liquid. A pungent scent of night flowers wafted through the air.

"I was going to... make you my comrade..."

Poppy realized what had flowed out from her body.

Optima, on the other hand, didn't know. She didn't particularly want to know whose it was.

Boom!

She just wanted to eliminate the enemy before her.

A girl's body has no resistance to pain. Tears streamed down Poppy's eyes.
Unlike Kang Myung-Ha, Optima didn't recall anyone when seeing the girl's tears. She felt no sympathy.

"Now it's over."

Squelch! She simply drove her hand into Poppy's heart.
But that wasn't the end.
After piercing the fragile girl's heart, Optima channeled corruption magic into her body.

Flutter flutter!

Poppy's body shook violently and then went limp. The chimera's tenacious life force couldn't withstand the corruption magic.

"...Phew."

Optima sighed in relief after confirming Poppy was completely silent.

Rumble-!

"?!"

Suddenly, the entire waterway shook violently. Startled, Optima scanned her surroundings with wide eyes.

"What's happening...?"

The surroundings were changing.
Places that weren't passages became passages, and places that were passages became blocked.
The somewhat wide passage expanded to an enormous size.

"Eun-Ha!"
"Se-Won...?"

The sudden change turned the passages upside down. As separate spaces merged, Kim Se-Won appeared.

"I need to recover my magic power first."

What was going on?
Amid the confusion, Optima pulled out a yellow magic crystal from her pocket.

A magic crystal Hong Yoo-Jin had made for her.
She hadn't expected to use it now, but it was essential for facing an executive.

Swish-!

Suddenly, something rushed toward Optima.
It was a very small throwing weapon, similar to a needle.

"Ah...!!"

The weapon precisely targeted the magic crystal in Optima's hand. Ting! As the surroundings shook violently, the tightly held magic crystal was knocked away.

With a crumbling sound, the magic crystal shattered and scattered. Optima's eyes witnessed the scene clearly.

"Let's get straight to the climax."

A cold voice was heard.
Trembling with anger, Optima recognized the voice from somewhere.

"Filan, Arclight...!!"

The reason for the violent transformation of the underground waterway was because of Filan, the owner of this secret base.
She had personally come here to deal with Optima.

Ch.294 - Encounter (2)
For Filan, Optima was currently the biggest obstacle.
Without Optima, there would be no one to stop him now that there were no S-class heroes.

"The timing was good."

Filan looked at Optima.
Just before he appeared, Optima had deactivated her Overdrive. She had lost her power after expelling magical energy to achieve greater output.

"Seems like she used up all her magical energy."

It was perfect timing.

"What is that...?"

Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his shock as he saw Filan approaching with a relaxed expression.

He was surprised by Filan's appearance.

"Why is he there...?"

But what shocked him most were the man and woman staggering alongside Filan.

Ethan Arclight.
Lena Arclight.

"The two people who were reported missing are there? Right. Now I remember... they were Arclight!"

Was this what instinctive revulsion felt like? Just looking at them made his skin crawl and his teeth clench.
Filan Arclight had turned his own parents into these barely-living creatures.

"Unforgivable."

Meanwhile, Optima didn't care about those two at all.
Her eyes were fixed solely on Filan, who wore a relaxed smile.

The yellow crystal. An item made by extracting Hong Yu-Jin's magical energy.
She had to use it earlier than expected, but it was thanks to this that she could save the other heroes.

Even if she regretted using it, there were times when it had to be used. But for a villain to destroy it...

Crunch!

Her teeth ground together.
Optima was furious at her own stupidity for not being careful enough and at Filan's actions.

"A middle-aged woman playing with dolls, how pathetic."

Swoosh—Poppy's magical energy flowed into Optima's core. The energy Poppy had been holding transformed into Optima's magical energy.

"If I use this for a third spell... no, there's not enough magical energy. It would dissipate instantly. Plus, it's still an unstable spell."

The only option left was physical combat.
Whoosh! Wings once again extended from Optima's back. It was the Overdrive she had deactivated after defeating Poppy.

"If I couldn't recover magical energy, I'll just replenish it during battle."

Optima's eyes weren't on Filan but on the ghouls beside him, Ethan and Lena.
She didn't know the details, but if they had cores, she could replenish her magical energy from them.

However, strictly speaking, the two were closer to ordinary humans.

"Have you forgotten who I am?"

Optima's intentions were obvious. She was planning to take out his parents first.
Filan mocked her and stretched out his hand.

Rumble—the ground surged up, forming cone-shaped spears. These massive spears extended from all directions, threatening to impale Optima.
Optima remained calm.

Tap.

She abruptly reduced her speed. She reached out and grabbed the first spear that extended toward her. Hiss—the part where Optima's hand touched began to turn black, as if the spear was being corroded.
Optima had absorbed the magical energy Filan used for his attack.

"Control over the spear? No. What is she doing?"

It was quite fascinating how she instantly blackened his attack. But fascinating was all it was.
This was underground. The most suitable place for him to use his power.

Filan used his power, Geokinesis.
The ground moved. This time it was the ceiling. Spears emerged to crush Optima.

Rumble! As the ceiling vibrated, countless spears targeted Optima.
It was the same this time too.
Thwack! She touched the side of the spear with her palm. Accepting the emerging force, she fell downward.

"Save it. I need to keep saving it."

The spear turned black. Filan's magical energy inside it was absorbed by Optima.
Just before Optima, hanging from the spear, hit the ground, she slid away. Her body shot forward. There was more magical energy in Optima's core than before.

"Strange."

Optima's change was very subtle. But Filan's eyes detected it.
The ability to blacken the spears while withstanding attacks. He thought she might be softening them, but that wasn't it.
She was absorbing something.
That's what it seemed like.

So he decided to throw out bait.
Filan pulled one foot back and tapped the floor with his toes. His toes sank into the floor, connecting him to the ground.

Rumble! The floor extended in a hook shape, targeting Optima.
Optima barely avoided the hook and once again placed her palm on it.

"Oh ho."

Filan's eyes gleamed.
Magical energy was being sucked away from the part connected to his foot. Somehow, Optima was definitely absorbing his magical energy.

"...First. The small fry needs to go."

Tap, Filan removed his toes from the ground. Then he put them back in.

Countless spears then extended toward Kim Se-Won, who had been waiting for an opportunity from a distance. They appeared right in front of him.

"!!!"

His eyes widened. He enhanced his body with magical energy and performed an evasive maneuver. He created a barrier with telekinesis. Crash! The barrier shattered helplessly.

"Ugh...!"

Kim Se-Won frowned. A groan escaped involuntarily. The spear had pierced his arm.
That wasn't the end. Filan's attacks were merciless. After targeting his arm, they went for his leg, thigh, and stomach. The spears impaled him without hesitation.

"Aagh...!"

Kim Se-Won tried his best to suppress his groans. Thud! The spears that impaled him pushed him against the wall. When the tip of the spear met the wall, they merged into one.

Filan's attacks were powerful yet subtle.

"How did Optima avoid this...?"

He couldn't find any warning signs at all. Kim Se-Won was amazed at how Optima had easily deflected her three attacks.

"I can't lose here."

"If I lose...!"

Crack!
Just as he was gritting his teeth trying to endure, a rock flew toward Kim Se-Won's head.

"Urgh...!"

Kim Se-Won, who had been desperately focusing on his arms, legs, and stomach, was hit on the forehead and slumped down.
After confirming his silence, Filan released him. Kim Se-Won's body fell forward helplessly.

His body was slowly recovering thanks to the remaining sanctuary.

"?! Se-Won...!"
"Don't get distracted."

This time, she extended her foot and tapped the floor with her toe.

"Now I know roughly how to deal with this."

Rumble! The surroundings shook violently. It was a clear warning, unlike previous attacks. Optima remained cautious while approaching Filan.

But she couldn't get close. The distance simply wouldn't narrow.
The ground shook and surrounded Optima. The ceiling came down, pressing on her. These phenomena occurred simultaneously. Walls appearing from above and below blocked her escape route.

Optima reached out without hesitation. She intended to pierce through with her alteration magic.

"This should work."

But Filan's movement was faster. Snap! She flicked her finger. The stone wall surrounding Optima vibrated intensely.

Boom!!

The stone wall exploded with a loud noise. Rumble! A massive vibration followed. A strike after completely blocking the escape route.

"Urgh...!"

Optima's voice was drowned out by the loud vibration.

After some time, the dust that had thickly settled began to clear.

"Huff. Huff...!"

There was a pitch-black barrier surrounding Optima.
It was the alteration magic she used in various ways.

The barrier quickly disappeared.
Optima stood there, staggering.
There were no wounds on her body. Instead, her magical energy had been greatly depleted.

"So you couldn't absorb it after all."

Filan was convinced his theory was correct. A smile spread across his face.

"Even if she can absorb magical energy, I just need to hit her with more than she can handle."

This was his battlefield. A place filled with earth. There was a reason why he, an executive, had shown himself.

"If I attack with an area rather than lines or points, even if she absorbs it, the consumption will be greater."

Having decided on his attack method, Filan didn't hesitate.
The surroundings vibrated again.

"The same method won't...!"
"It will work."

Before the wall could emerge, Optima tried to strike Filan. Just as Optima's body was about to shoot forward, a massive wall rose in front of Filan.
Optima extended her fist. Bang! A hole formed in the wall as it was pierced.

"?!"

Optima's eyes widened. Filan wasn't behind the hole. Neither were the ghouls that had been beside him.

"I told you. It would work."

Filan sneered. The massive wall trembled. Bang! It exploded just like before.

Optima created a barrier with her alteration magic again.
She retreated backward, using the explosion as propulsion.

"No choice, I guess."

Optima awakened the Heavenly Scale that was dormant within her restriction.
It was an artifact she hadn't planned to use immediately due to its significant side effects. But now she had no luxury to be picky.
She had no choice but to overwhelm with the third magic using borrowed magical energy.

"The price is my...!!"

Just as Optima was about to pay the price, chains made of stone extended from the floor and knocked away the Heavenly Scale. Swoosh—the Heavenly Scale, freed from her hand, was drawn back into Optima.

"Tch!"

She gritted her teeth. Optima's form disappeared.

"I've used up a lot of magical energy."

Her heart raced violently.
If the same war of attrition continued, she would be the one to die. She already had only half the magical energy she had when she first encountered Filan.

"Defeating him is... no. I must defeat him."

For a magical girl, magical energy was like life itself. The moment all magical energy disappears, a magical girl's life ends.
No matter how little, a minimum amount of magical energy must exist to sustain life.

"In two weeks. We will gather at the Academy. At the center of this Academy district, where everything converges."

Sensing Optima approaching, Filan spoke in a relaxed voice.
He was so at ease that he could say something completely out of the blue.

"On that day, the world will change. Everything, centered around the Academy."

Filan was confident in his victory.
Optima would die here.
In two weeks, the world would undergo a dramatic change.

"The monsters busy fighting among themselves will be annihilated, and a new era will begin."

Rumble! The ground roared.
A stone wall rose exactly where Optima was. The wall split and scattered.
Each piece was a lethal attack. Optima erased them with her alteration magic.

"Internal strife at a time like this, it's quite amusing."

Ethan Arclight moved. He drew the gun from his waist and aimed at Optima.
Lena Arclight lowered her posture. Rumble! As if guiding her, the floor rose. Lena, now on all fours, crawled along the floor toward Optima.

"No matter how much they evolve to take human form, they're beasts at their core."

Bang! The guns in both hands flashed. Whoosh! Crackle! Each bullet contained compressed superpowers.

"In the end, they're destined to be exterminated by humans."

An unexpected elemental attack. Optima's hands moved quickly. Barely avoiding the bullets, she blocked Lena's follow-up attack with her hand.

"Ugh!"

Lena's nails were sharp. Despite blocking, her flesh was cut and blood flowed.

"There's poison in her nails."

Poison invading her body in real-time. She drove it out with healing magic. She felt her magical energy being depleted. Anxiety began to show in Optima's heart.

"And we will be guided by Him."

Filan's eyes locked onto Optima.

"His name is Engia Keplux. Consider it an honor. A farewell gift for you as you head to the afterlife."

Filan stretched both arms to the sides with eyes filled with ecstasy. The ground rose behind Ethan. It contained numerous guns.

With the sole intention of destroying Optima, when a gun overheated, he would throw it at Optima and switch to another gun, repeating this process.
If she avoided the guns and bullets, Lena's nails would approach. Stone spears flew from the sky.

"I can't find an opening to attack...!"

Optima simply couldn't find a gap.
She didn't even have the luxury to draw out the Heavenly Scale again.

The gap between her and Filan was that large.
Optima was extremely depleted, and this was Filan's domain.
If they had been on equal footing from the start, it might have been different, but in the current situation, her chances of winning were extremely slim.

Slash!

"Ugh!"

Once again, Lena's nails clawed at Optima.

"I'll heal later!"

Optima only drove out the poison that had seeped into her skin. She needed to conserve magical energy.

The wounds kept increasing.
Bullets grazed past, and nails clawed randomly. Spears targeted her when gaps appeared.

"Kiiiii!!"

Once again, Lena targeted Optima. She leaped and swung her nails.

"I see."

The approaching nails seemed to move in slow motion.
Optima realized anew.
This wasn't a situation where she could win by valuing her life.
She had to pour out all her remaining magical energy to see a chance of victory.

"Spread. My domain."

She chanted softly.

Whoosh!

Black mist spread from Optima's body. The black mist instantly enveloped the surroundings, altering the space.

Everywhere the mist touched turned black.
The air changed.
The surrounding magical energy settled heavily.

Optima's third magic, Domain.

If Virginia had Sanctuary, Optima had this.
The surroundings changed so instantly that it could be called a completely separate space.

"?!"

Filan's eyes widened. Magical energy became sluggish. Control dropped to an abnormal degree. The same action required several times more magical energy.

Domain was magic that dominated space and altered its properties.
This was a huge blow to Filan, who utilized the earth.

"There's no time. And not enough magical energy."

The impact was the same for Optima. Her magical energy was rapidly decreasing.

"It's all or nothing."

Either she dies.
Or Filan dies.
Forcibly creating an opportunity to attack, Optima reached forward.

A magic circle appeared from her extended hand.
A technique sublimated into a single magic.

She condensed all her remaining magical energy.
Optima's wings burned fiercely, drawing in residual magical energy scattered around.
The magic circle glowed crimson black.

"Apocalypse...!"

Condensed magical energy appeared in front of the magic circle. The energy shook unstably, as if it would burst at any moment.

"Breaker!!"

The condensed magical energy was released.
Magic completed with the determination to bring down the Mute One.
Apocalypse Breaker consumed Ethan and Lena. They were incinerated without even being able to scream.
This massive energy mass then flew toward Filan.

"Haaaa!!"

Countless walls stood in front of Filan. Bang! Bang! Bang! The walls shattered helplessly.
Filan, drawing up more magical energy, created a massive wall.

Boom! Even that was pierced as Apocalypse Breaker engulfed Filan.

"Kyaaaaa!"

Filan screamed.
The sensation of her entire body burning. Her whole body reacted sensitively, crying out in pain. Endless screams spread around.

"Haa... Haa...."

As Apocalypse Breaker detonated, the domain was released.
Optima landed on the ground, breathing heavily.
At the place where Filan had been, only the remains of the stone wall she had used as a shield remained.

"She must be buried under there."

Optima's body was in tatters. She didn't even have the minimal magical energy to heal her body.
She could only wait for death.

If this strike killed Filan, she believed his core would be absorbed by her as she lost consciousness.

A moment of silence.

Crack!

A thin arm emerged from the pile of stones where Filan was buried.
It was an arm covered in wounds.

Ch.295 - Awakening
Is this a dream?
Or am I just reliving a memory?

Suddenly, I recalled what happened at The Front Line.
It was the memory of that night when I begged Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin to make me stronger.

The teacher came out wearing a purple negligee with a thin outer garment. I still can't forget when she softly mentioned that I was wearing something similar.

"Give me your two daughters!"
"Pfft...! I wondered why you called me out this late at night."

"And! For that purpose, I want to ask you!"
"Please make me stronger than anyone else!"
"...I see."

This series of exchanges was a confession that squeezed out every ounce of courage I had.

Afterward, the teacher asked me:

"Why do you want to become stronger?"

Her face was endlessly serious.

Was she asking about my determination?
Or was she simply curious?
None of that mattered.

"I want to protect Eun-Ha and Jae-Yoo."

I wanted to be by her side as she faced powerful enemies alone.

Virginia and Optima. Though different, they both seemed so ephemeral, as if they might disappear the moment I looked away.
I could say I was captivated by her.

That's why I wanted to be with her.
I wanted to stand before her.
Forever.

I've always been painfully aware of my inadequacies.
From before until now.
And probably from now on as well.

Suddenly, the old memory begins to fade away.
The teacher, who was chuckling while reminding me of my determination, gradually disappeared.

"That's right."

When I came to my senses, I was standing alone in a dark space.
Only then did I remember what state I was in.

I lost again.
I lost pathetically and lost consciousness.

It had always been like that.

"Why?"

Because I'm weak.
As I answer my own question, I endure the overwhelming emotions that I can't control. I grit my teeth and swallow my frustration.

"That feeling, never forget it."
"Never."
"Don't become weak. You must always become stronger."
"Only then will you see a certain landscape."

Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin said this from far away. This is an old memory.

"I must always become stronger..."

She doesn't mean physical strength.
I placed my hand on my chest.

"This needs to be strong."

A heart that doesn't break or bend.
I needed a heart that always firmly pursues its ideals.

"I never thought I'd tell you something I haven't even told Eun-Ha yet."

Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin gave a bitter smile.

Whoosh! The distance between the teacher and me suddenly closed.

"And"

Tap, the teacher's finger gently pressed against my chest.

"Try to increase what's in here."
"There are still more magical girls in the world. Four in total, I suppose."
"It might be meaningful, but if you gather more magical power from magical girls, something unexpected might happen."
"So try hard. As your efforts accumulate"
"That becomes something special."

Yes.
This was also one of the reasons why I harbored killing intent in front of the sleeping Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin.

Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin didn't just tell me to hold magical power.
It was magical girl power.

I was vaguely... or rather, half-certain.
If Eun-Ha was a magical girl, wouldn't Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin, with her unknown strength, be one too?
The thought that one of the urban legends, "magical girl," might be Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin herself.

"A magical girl's power is special."
"It has the same essence as a hero's or monster's power, but it's pure."
"Pure magical power holds many possibilities."
"And if you really want to become stronger, if you can do anything for that purpose."
"Hold that possibility in your core."

Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin's words echoed in my mind.

My possibility.
A method that even someone as ordinary as me could use.

A way for me, who holds magical girl power in my core, to become stronger.
Not just keeping it confined in my core.
Not just using it as a compass.

There must be a way to use it for myself.

"Yes. That's enough."
"?!"

I've never heard this before.

"Am I hearing things?"

I look around. There's no one.
Only a pitch-black space.

Without any warning, my body began to rise from the darkness. As I rose, the darkness gradually cleared.
Looking up at the sky, a faint light welcomed me.

"I see."

Despite the suddenness, I understood what this meant.
My consciousness was surfacing.

* * *

Thud! Thwack!

"Ugh, urgh...!"

Pain greeted me as soon as I woke up.
My entire body ached. It was a sharp pain as if being stabbed with a knife.

Thwack! Thwack! I heard sounds like something being struck. It wasn't happening to me.

"...!!"

Then who was being exposed to such merciless violence?
There was only one answer.

I bolted upright. My hazy vision quickly cleared, illuminating my surroundings.

"You, damn...!! Your, master...!!"

Thwack! Filan, covered in wounds, was kicking Optima. Unable to contain her anger, Filan was shedding tears of blood.
Her face was ugly.

Meanwhile, Optima seemed to have no strength to move, just rolling on the ground each time Filan kicked her.

My fist clenched instinctively. The pain I felt throughout my body didn't matter.
What was happening before my eyes was more important.

"It's because of me."

Kim Se-Won felt guilty seeing Optima being helplessly abused.
He resented himself for always just talking big and only getting beaten.

It had always been like that.
He would collapse helplessly against strong opponents without inflicting any significant damage.
The only time he had been effective was during the fight with Iris O'Brien, but that was just once.

"Now it's my turn."

My chest feels hot.
My heart is pounding.
In sync with it, my core was also beating violently.

I placed my hand on my chest. I dug my fingers into my chest as if grasping my core.

"It's my turn to save Optima."

I gauge the magical power dormant in my core.
My magical power.
Don-Hil's magical power.
Seo Hye-Ji's magical power.
The teacher's magical power.
And Optima and Virginia's magical power.

I bind them together. Boom! A small explosion occurred inside.

I know.
This is almost like suicide.
Others' magical power is poison. Different magical powers repel each other.
But with my control, it was possible.

I rotated the four magical girls' powers held by my own magical power inside my core.
Spinning. Spinning. Spinning again to form a circle.

Filan still doesn't know I've awakened. She's just focused on venting her anger on Optima in front of her.

"Kugh...!"

Blood surged up from inside my body. I barely managed to stay upright as my body staggered forward.

The four magical girls' power was that pure and rough.

Still, I continued to rotate it.
To make it one.
To make it completely my magical power, I added my own power to the rotating magical energy.

My entire body trembled like an aspen tree.
I could feel death approaching.

Yet I continue. I think of an ideal form in my mind.
An organ. An organ that burns magical power as fuel to amplify strength.
An organ that mixes five types of magical power to create a new quality of magical power!

And that magical power.
I pour it throughout my body.

"You, damn magical, girl...!!"

Filan raised her leg.
I launch myself forward. In an instant, I reach right next to Filan and grab her leg.

"?! You, you are...!"

I swung the arm I had grabbed. Crash! Surprised, Filan rolled ungracefully on the ground.

My entire body tingles. It's burning hot.
It feels like all the pores in my body are opening.
Something inside is escaping.

Crack, crack-!

The sound of something breaking from an unknown source.

Thump! My heart beat violently.
No, it wasn't my heart.
It was my core that beat violently.

Unknown knowledge flowed into my mind.

The prerequisite for awakening is intense desire.
A longing that transcends cognition.
Using desperation and desire as a stepping stone to spread longing throughout the body.

That longing differs from person to person.
The degree of desperation required for awakening is beyond imagination.
That's why it can't be clearly defined.
It can't be revealed to people.

Because it's dirty.
And at the same time, surprisingly pure.

Knowing it can't be understood, no one speaks of it.
Few people harbor such longing, and since no one knows when they'll harbor it or when it will reach its peak, there's no set time.

"I see."

And I'm in that state now.
Longing at its peak was fanning my entire body.
I'm trying to change.

"Optima."

I turn around to look at Optima.
With her magical power depleting, she was looking up at me with a pained expression.

"I think I can finally stand before you."
"Se, Won..."

Her lips moved. Optima seemed on the verge of losing her breath. Whoosh! An unknown energy emanated from Optima.

"It's the same as before."

It's an instinctive action due to lack of magical power.
I wanted to do something for her right away, but I deliberately turned my back.

Crack, crack! My body is breaking. And burning. My entire body getting hot isn't just a feeling.
I am changing.

To achieve the goal I long for.
To change into a suitable form for that.

My longing is.
To keep the girl I want by my side forever.
To make her mine.
To desire her from head to toe.
It's a longing solely for one girl, to desire her.

"I don't want to be a man who just says he'll protect you."

The circle formed in my core rotated violently. Magical power spread throughout my body, changing me.

"This is why one needs to go through a stabilization period."

My body is overflowing with power.
Beyond overflowing, it's violent. It's a savage magical power that doesn't distinguish between friend and foe.
I barely managed to grasp this power that doesn't want to listen and is tearing through my body.

I know I have a talent for control.
I control the rampaging magical power and guide it in the right direction.

"I'll show you that I can become a man truly worthy of you."

Four magical girls. And my magical power reaches its peak.

"What, nonsense!!"

With Filan's words through gritted teeth, a spear shot up from the ground.

"It's not nonsense."

I lightly pressed my hand down. The spear that was about to rise was shattered before it could reveal itself.

Rumble! This time, the ceiling shook. A hammer so massive it filled my entire field of vision fell down.
I struck vertically with the edge of my hand. Crack! With a breaking sound, the telekinetic force was split in half.

"Kyaaaaaaah!!"

Filan's scream filled the space.

"This is overwhelming."

Unable to fully control my power, I even tore off one of Filan's arms. No, it would be more accurate to say I ripped it off.
Filan's arm was torn from the shoulder, spurting blood.

"No, no...! No, nonononono!!! I can't die in a place like this!!"

A loud noise hit my ears. I instinctively frowned at the piercing voice.
Rumble! Filan's attacks didn't end. Stone walls rose from all directions, blocking my view.

"It's useless."

It was actually better. Large-scale attacks were easier to deal with. As I swung my arm horizontally, the stone wall was cut in two and collapsed.

"........"

Dust rose thickly. I lightly swung my arm again to clear the dust.
Filan was gone.
Only a long trail of blood leading somewhere caught my eye.

"Did she escape?"

I could chase her right away, but I didn't.

"Haa... Haa..."

Optima was behind me.
Between a villain's life and Optima's life.
If asked which was more important, it was obviously Optima.

"Quickly, need to move outside..."

I lifted Optima's body.
Optima was as light as a feather. Slumped, she was breathing heavily.
Her body temperature was extremely high. Moreover, her scent was so dizzying up close.

Clap. Clap.

"Excellent."
"You...!"

At that moment, a small figure appeared before me, clapping.
It was a voice I had heard a few times.

"Your desire was more intense than I thought."
"Please. Optima... Eun-Ha...!"

Foriner. The one who contracted with Optima.
As soon as I saw him, I asked him to save Optima.

"No. There's no need."

However, Foriner shook his head.

"Rather, it's your role. There's only one knight here who can save a magical girl whose magical power is depleting."

Foriner said with a smile.

"That is."

And raising both arms to his chest.

"This. A very fundamental way to recharge magical power."

He made a circle with his thumb and index finger, and with his other hand, moved his index finger back and forth through the circle.

* * *

Filan Arkwright was desperately moving her legs.
She too was depleted from the fight with Optima.
On top of that, some nobody suddenly awakened. It was completely unexpected.

"I must live, I must live...!"

But it was okay.
She was still alive.
A lost arm could be treated.

"I must live to meet that person... the one who gave me revelation...!"

Filan desperately moved her legs, trying to escape outside.

Thud.

At that moment, she heard something falling.
Filan turned her head at the sound that came from right nearby.
There was an arm.
The arm that had been pressing on her shoulder until just a moment ago.

"Huh...?"

She made a dull sound.

A silver line passes through her body.
Her ankle is cut off.
Calf, knee, thigh. The silver line gradually rose, cutting through her entire body.

Slash-

The sound comes belatedly.

"This, is..."

A dull voice echoed.
Filan knows.
She knows who can do such a thing.

"Silver Flash..."

Her face splits in half and slides off. Thud, it falls to the ground. Splash! Red blood stains the surroundings.

Eyes filled with shock looked at the woman in front of her.

"Why would an S-class"
"And two of them at that."

As consciousness faded, a question arose.

How could some of the world's most formidable and craziest powerhouses be granting the request of just one girl?

Filan couldn't understand it at all.

"This is Silver Flash. Mission complete."

A cold voice echoed through the underground waterway.
A voice completely different from when dealing with Eun-Ha, devoid of any emotion.

Swish-

With those words, Filan's dismembered corpse sinks into darkness.
Yoo Ji-Yeon watched the scene calmly.

"Just in time."

She barely managed to come despite her busy schedule.
She desperately wanted to see Eun-Ha's face, but couldn't.

"Sigh."

A deep sigh burst out from her chest.

"But we're meeting on the weekend, so I'll be patient."

She would go on a proper date on the weekend.
Since rumors had already spread everywhere they could, there was nothing to hold back.

With that determination, Yoo Ji-Yeon returned to her office.

As she turned her back, the blood that had spread around dissolved into the darkness as if it had never been there.

Ch.296 - Mana Supply
Foriner guided Optima and Kim Se-Won to a particular location.

Se-Won looked around in a daze.
It seemed familiar yet was a place he'd never seen before.
The room was overall dim thanks to the soft lighting.

The first things visible were a large double bed and lubricant.
Se-Won carefully laid Optima down on the bed.

"Is it really true that only I can do this?"

He asked incoherently. Se-Won expressed concern as he looked at Optima, who seemed like she might stop breathing at any moment.

"No. Strictly speaking, that's not true."
"Then why me?"
"Well, because you need this too."

A newly awakened being is extremely unstable.
It would normally take considerable time to adapt to a transformed body and core through one's own power alone.
But if a magical girl was nearby, that was a different story.

Foriner tapped Se-Won's shoulder while mentioning why it specifically needed to be him.

"In other words, you'll supply magical power to my contractor while simultaneously stabilizing your own body. Do you remember when my contractor's magical power once flowed into your body?"

Se-Won silently nodded.
He didn't understand the principles in detail.
But considering how after his first night with Eun-Ha, not just Optima's magical power but also Eun-Ha's (Virginia's) magical power had flowed into his core, it made sense.

"Well, that's the explanation in a nutshell. Now there's one thing you should keep in mind."
"What is it?"

Foriner raised his index finger.

"Basically, magical power supply and charging occurs through the exchange of bodily fluids when mucous membranes make contact."

"Bodily fluid exchange!"

Se-Won's eyes flew wide open.
The somewhat obscene hand gesture Foriner had made earlier suddenly made perfect sense.

"Start with kissing. After that, follow your desires. Either way will be effective... but the most efficient spot is right here."

Tap tap, Foriner pointed to his lower abdomen.
Se-Won mentally compared that point to Optima's body.
Lower abdomen area. In other words, the uterus.

"This intruder will now take his leave. Just for today, you needn't worry about pregnancy."

With a chuckle, Foriner snapped his fingers.
As he disappeared, a stream of energy flowed from his fingers and swept over Optima, cleaning her body that had been covered in dust and blood.
The same happened to Se-Won's body.

"Starting with a kiss..."

After confirming Foriner had disappeared, Se-Won stared blankly at Optima.

Why start with a kiss? He understood the meaning clearly.
Despite being cleaned, Optima's body was still seeping blood from her wounds.

One thing he'd learned while fighting alongside Optima was that her body recovered quickly even after sustaining injuries.

But what about now?
In her current state of extreme magical depletion, she couldn't even heal herself.

Gulp! He swallowed unconsciously. Though it was clearly Eun-Ha, it felt like he was about to be with a complete stranger.
He understood intellectually, but an inexplicable sense of transgression welled up.
Optima was breathing unsteadily. The thread of consciousness she'd been barely holding onto had snapped after seeing Se-Won defeat Pilan.

"After the saint, a magical girl. How about it? Doesn't that sound delicious? If you want, you can taste both flavors."

Suddenly, he recalled what Optima had said.
Those words she had whispered in his ear sent blood rushing to his lower body.

"Indeed, two flavors."

Se-Won climbed onto the bed and carefully raised Optima up. As the distance between them closed, a sweet scent forcefully invaded his nostrils.

"!!!!"

Se-Won's body trembled violently. The arm carefully supporting Optima twitched, ignoring his rational mind.

"No. This is an act to save Optima."

He barely restrained himself from pouncing on her. Se-Won took a deep breath and maintained his sanity.
He could have given in to his instincts, but he didn't want to do that.

Slurp. Se-Won's tongue parted Optima's lips. After tracing her white teeth, it entwined with her pale pink tongue.

Slurp, suck. Slurrrrp-

As Se-Won's tongue moved, Optima responded. It was sweet. Even Optima's rough breathing was so sweet that Se-Won felt like he might ravage her wildly at any moment.

"Magical power is being drawn in."

Still, he held back.
Meanwhile, he could feel his magical power transferring to Optima.
His unstable magical power was amazingly being converted into a very pure form. As if this was its natural state, the conversion process and magical power transfer were extremely smooth.

"Mmm, mmmm..."

After exploring her mouth for some time, Optima's body trembled slightly. Her eyelids slowly opened.
By now, not a single wound remained on her body.

"Mmm, ah..."

Slurp, slurrrrp.

Optima's tongue moved.
It moved with desperate emotion, asking for more magical power, asking for more.

Her hazy vision gradually cleared. She slowly began to realize who was in front of her and what she was doing.

"Ah..."

The tongues that had been connected for a long time separated. Optima looked at Se-Won in front of her with an expression full of regret.

"Hehe."

Then she smiled broadly.

"You saved me."
"I always will."

She recalled the situation before losing consciousness.
Herself, powerless after using almost all her magical power.
The image of Se-Won defeating Pilan, who was exhausted from fighting her. His broad back, now more reliable than when she first saw him.

"It's like a fairy tale."

I am the princess.
You are the prince.

These words just circled in her mouth, too embarrassing to say out loud.

"Now, my prince."

She couldn't put strength into her body.
She still lacked the strength to move. From her nearly depleted state, she had barely extended her lifeline.
So she needed something more substantial.

She squeezed out her remaining strength. With trembling movements, she brought both hands to her mouth.

Then she pulled her mouth open with her fingers. The inside of her mouth that Se-Won had been exploring just moments ago was revealed.

"Mouth pussy- hehe..."
"!!!!"

Se-Won's body shook violently at the sight of Optima laughing frivolously. Her pale pink tongue wiggled, tempting his manhood.

"To think Optima, Eun-Ha would use such vulgar words."

The mouth held open by her hands was obscene. At the same time, it was pitiful. It was as if she was desperately clinging to anything to survive.

Se-Won hurriedly pulled down his pants. His massive manhood appeared before Optima's eyes.

"Mmm, guk?!"

I'm going to put it in. There wasn't even a single word of warning. Se-Won could no longer control himself. Optima trembled at the sudden pressure.
It was a force impossible to resist. Se-Won grabbed her head and immediately thrust his manhood all the way to the root.

"Mmph, ugh...! Mmmm...!"

Even breathing was difficult.

Slurp, slurrrrp.
Suck. Slurp, slurp!

Nevertheless, Optima desperately moved her tongue.
She wrapped her tongue around the massive manhood and struggled to extract his essence immediately.
She tightened her mouth and even the manhood invading her throat. She forcibly suppressed the feeling that she couldn't breathe and might vomit.

"Good."

Optima felt good as her magical power was being replenished, even though it was just pre-cum, not actual semen.

"It feels like it's about to come out."

Twitch twitch, she could feel the manhood squirming in her mouth. Judging by how his testicles were contracting, it would be soon.

"...This is uncomfortable."

Just as she was expecting his seed to fill her mouth, Se-Won uttered a displeased remark.
Frowning, he released his grip on the back of Optima's head.

"Puha...! Haa... haa..."

Only then could Optima remove the manhood from her mouth. She exhaled the blocked breath with an excited voice.

"Uncomfortable...?"

She looked up at Se-Won with an expression full of regret.
What could be uncomfortable?

"If holding the back of my head is uncomfortable..."

The answer came quickly.
Optima moved her arms with her slightly recovered magical power.
She undid her hair that was tied on one side and used what little magical power she had to tie it up.

"I, I made handles. Hehe..."

It was pigtails.
Swaying her hair tied on both sides, Optima laughed loosely and looked extremely lewd.

"Handles...!"

Se-Won wore a blank expression for a very brief moment.
He never thought Optima would do something like this.

"Mmm, mmph!"

He grabbed the handles attached to her head. If they were made to be used, using them was only natural.
Se-Won thrust his manhood back into Optima's mouth. Slurp, slurp! The wet sounds echoed around them.

"When! Did you! Become such a pervert!"

Holding the handles, Se-Won roughly moved his hips.

"Where did you learn such lewd words!"

The handles Optima created were optimized for grabbing and shaking.

"You're like a crazy milking machine...!"

Se-Won was shocked by Optima's skill at taking him all the way to the root in one go. He instantly lost the control he had been holding.
Her voracious extraction of his essence was extraordinary.

"Who on earth taught you this!"

Instinct?
If it was instinct, that was even more frightening.

"Ugh...!"

Se-Won's body trembled.

Spurrrrt!

"Mmm, guk♡ Mmph♡"

His manhood, which had been on the verge of climax, couldn't hold out much longer. It twitched repeatedly as it released his essence.

Slurp♡ Suck♡ Glug glug glug! Optima desperately swallowed the essence flowing down her throat without pause.

"Puhaa.... Slurp, delicious."

After swallowing all the sticky essence, Optima licked her lips and looked at Se-Won.

"I swallowed it all♡"

Then she opened her mouth to show that not a single drop of the sticky essence remained.

"Mmmm...!"

She then trembled all over.
Magical power was gradually spreading through her body that had been craving it.
Though it was far less than what she wanted, at this point even this much was a blessing.

It was actually more than she expected.
Probably due to the effect of his awakening.

"I asked where you learned that?"

After trembling, Optima smiled with her eyes and licked his glans.

"Se.cret."

The secret manual Hong Yu-Jin had given her.
And the giant dildo she had obtained through some route to practice with.
But she didn't want to reveal that now.
She wouldn't mind telling him.

"What?"

She didn't say anything because she found his uneasy reaction amusing.

An inexplicable sense of defeat.
Anxiety.
Resentment.
Fear.
Possessiveness.

Numerous emotions swirled inside Se-Won. Optima roughly gauged what kind of feelings he might be experiencing by looking at his expression.

"If you really want to know."

She could move her body reasonably well now. Optima lay down on the bed and spread her legs.

"Satisfy this unopened brand-new pussy too."

Then she smiled softly.
As she slightly lifted her skirt, the full-body stockings appeared. The black color of her panties covering Optima's womanhood stood out.

"Come on. Hurry."

Optima's hand went to her womanhood and made a heart shape with her thumb and index finger.

"...!!"

Crunch! Se-Won gritted his teeth.
The sight of her openly begging for magical power. Plus, his gaze was captivated by the heart aimed at her womanhood.
His manhood was already standing erect again.

Riiip!

Se-Won ruthlessly tore Optima's stockings and panties.

"I, I surrender♡ I surrenderrr...♡"

That night, Optima declared surrender dozens of times, saying she was like this because she had practiced.
But Se-Won absolutely refused to listen to her words.

Ch.297 - First Meeting With The In-Laws (Definitely Not)
As soon as summer vacation began, the sidekick experience ended somewhat anticlimactically.

The sudden ambush by the Villain Association.
And the raid on the secret base where Philan Arclight had been hiding.

After successfully completing such a major operation—something rarely seen—absolutely nothing happened.

Every day was peaceful, just doing paperwork or patrolling the Academy district.
Of course, this was partly because Centaurus's leader, Kang Myung-ha, deliberately looked after the kids.
Especially Eun-Ha, the magical girl Optima.
He would secretly approach Eun-Ha and only ask for Jin Tae-su's autograph.

Time passed, and Sunday arrived.

"Phew."

Unusually not going to The Front Line, Eun-Ha returned to her room with a sigh.

"I never thought she'd openly ask for a date."

Today she met with S-class hero Yoo Ji-yeon after a long time.

Until now, they had either met secretly at the officetel she bought or Ji-yeon would kidnap Eun-Ha, but today they walked the streets together, openly spreading rumors about their acquaintance.

"Well, everyone at the Academy already knows, so it's probably spread around anyway. It doesn't really matter."

The fact that an S-class hero openly revealed her connection to Eun-Ha would certainly have tremendous impact.

[Silver Flash and Holy Maiden Yoo Ji-yeon appear on the streets!]

"Geez."

The news articles were already out.
Who knows when they were taken, but the news article viewed on her communication device contained several photos of Eun-Ha and Ji-yeon.
Not just news, but spread across various communities as well.

Naturally, people's gazes were drawn to them.

"Still, it wasn't all bad."

Lying on her bed, Eun-Ha recalled the information Ji-yeon had shared today.

"So the S-class heroes are mobilizing."

Philan Arclight had excluded S-class beings from the beginning because they were so free-spirited.
Though bound by duty, they were free souls who otherwise did as they pleased.

Yet at their core, they were heroes.
When their power was truly needed, they would use it.

And soon they would use that power to eliminate the Villain Association and Gresorion too, Ji-yeon had said.

"It means Gresorion's internal conflict is so intense that all S-class heroes in Korea need to mobilize."

This was something she hadn't paid attention to while focusing on the Villain Association.
A situation difficult enough to require S-class heroes to step in directly. In other words, The Front Line was in serious trouble.

"That's good."

Very good.
She felt much more at ease.
Currently, the Villain Association was the group directly harming and threatening humanity.
Even if S-class heroes were free spirits, once they decided to act, they couldn't ignore the Villain Association.

"Whether Engia Keplux descends or whatever, they just need to cut them all down and take out The Mute One."

She didn't know how great this being was supposed to be that everyone revered it so much. But Eun-Ha felt she had moved one step closer to her ultimate goal due to unexpected events.
The goal of defeating The Mute One.

Ding-

Just then, Eun-Ha's communication device rang.

[Kim Se-Won]

It was a message from her boyfriend, Kim Se-Won.

"Ah...!"

Whoosh! Eun-Ha's face turned as red as a radish.
She was happy but embarrassed that he had contacted her.

*I-I'm fine♡ I'm fiiine...♡*

Of course, she remembered that night when she had been utterly defeated.
Eun-Ha, or rather Optima, had survived thanks to Kim Se-Won supplying her with magical energy when hers was completely depleted.

With her body heating up and magical energy overflowing, she had tried to provoke him and take the lead, but Kim Se-Won was stronger than anyone in bed.

"Who would have thought awakening would make our compatibility even better..."

That was it.
Kim Se-Won was completely optimized for Eun-Ha. They matched so well that they could circulate each other's magical energy.
Their physical compatibility was good too.

Of course, regardless of improved compatibility, Eun-Ha was weaker than anyone in bed, and this fact remained unchanged.

"Ahem!"

Eun-Ha tried to shake off the pleasure-soaked memories that kept surfacing and checked the message.

[Let's meet.]

The message was brief.
Suddenly asking to meet.
Of course, she was happy. There was no reason to refuse.

[Where?]
[At the secret base]
[I'll come right away]
[Me too]

They exchanged short messages.
They didn't have long conversations like typical couples.
They didn't add unnecessary flourishes, just wrote exactly what needed to be said.

"Hehe."

Meeting Kim Se-Won.
Happy at this thought, Eun-Ha jumped off the bed. She went to the mirror and combed her disheveled hair.

Fortunately, she hadn't been back long, so her clothes weren't bad.
She smoothed out her wrinkled skirt from lying carelessly on the bed and checked for any flaws.

"Good!"

Nodding firmly, Eun-Ha used shadow magic to get there faster than anyone. Swoosh! Her form was sucked into the shadows.



* * *



[Me too.]

"Phew."

Having finished his conversation with Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won waited for her in the darkened secret base.

"I might as well practice until Eun-Ha arrives."

He sat comfortably on the bed.

Now the only awakened one at the Academy, Kim Se-Won.
His power had increased explosively. His unstable magical energy had been stabilized instantly thanks to Eun-Ha (Optima).

However, controlling his power was quite difficult.
He had to start over with controlling his magical energy and psychic abilities that he thought he had mastered.
It would probably take some time before he could handle his power as easily as before.

*I won't be able to use Blue Diamond for a while.*

Blue Diamond.
Named after the ominous Hope Diamond, it referred to the streamlined object he had taken from Iris O'Brien.

This overall blue-tinted object required delicate control.
Naturally, it was too burdensome for someone whose power had suddenly surged. He couldn't use it for a while.

Suddenly, with his eyes half-open while controlling his magical energy, he wondered about something.

"So how strong am I now?"

A pure question.
Awakened heroes often said this:
Awakening is like breaking through dozens of walls lined up in an instant.

Click.

"Ah?!"

With a startled sound, the lights came on. It was Eun-Ha, who had quickly arrived at the secret base using shadow magic.

"Wh-what... when did you get here?"
"From the beginning."

He smiled at Eun-Ha, who was looking at him with round eyes.

*She went out with Yoo Ji-yeon today, didn't she?*

He immediately noticed the clothes Eun-Ha was wearing.
Lovely. That one word was enough. There was no need to add unnecessary words.

"Darn, I was going to get here first and surprise you."
"I figured you would."

He chuckled. Kim Se-Won gestured to the pouting Eun-Ha to sit beside him.
As Eun-Ha approached, her scent hit him strongly. It was a fragrance he wanted to smell forever.

"So what were you saying? You seemed to be talking to yourself earlier."
"Ah, that. ...Well."

Kim Se-Won hesitated.
His thoughts had been pure curiosity, but he couldn't deny there was something childish about it.

"I was wondering how strong I've become."

Still, he voiced it.
After all, his desire was to be with the girl beside him forever.

"I see."

Eun-Ha nodded casually.
How strong had Kim Se-Won become? This question would naturally occur to him.

"Since you don't have full control yet, if we're talking about what you can handle stably... barely B-class?"

This is what Eun-Ha said.
In reality, the power he had shown was even stronger. But power that couldn't be properly controlled was dangerous, capable of injuring oneself.

"You probably won't be able to use your full power for a while."

Eun-Ha thought of Kim Woo-jin, a man who often clashed with her. An awakened member of the Villain Association and Seo Na-bi's lover.

That man had also awakened at a young age.
But for an awakened one, he couldn't handle his power properly and had only recently learned to control it.

"But if you control it well... maybe upper B-class?"
"Upper B-class, huh."

Kim Se-Won's lips curled up slightly.
It was quite good news.
Upper B-class meant he had suddenly come close to A-class.

"What is awakening that it makes someone so much stronger so quickly?"

Another question arose.
He didn't know what awakening was that it made someone so much stronger so quickly.
When he awakened, he was intoxicated by the magnificent magical energy encompassing his entire body. It was such an explosive growth that he could hardly believe it was his own power.

"Curious about what awakening is? This Foriner wagon can explain it to you personally."
"Wha?!"

Foriner appeared before Kim Se-Won, who was wrapped in questions. At his sudden appearance, Kim Se-Won instinctively pulled Eun-Ha into his arms and backed away.
Thud! His back hit the wall as he sat on the bed.

"Hehe."

Eun-Ha wasn't surprised at all.
She was used to it, and the side benefit was quite nice.

"You still have a long way to go. It would be good if you got used to it like my contractor."
"Being startled by your malicious jump scares is normal!"
"Hehe, humans are creatures of adaptation. As long as you're with my contractor, you'll encounter me often, so you'd better get used to it."

Foriner replied smugly, then twirled around to face the two.

"Now, let me tell you about awakening, which you're curious about."

Ta-dah! A whiteboard appeared on his back. Foriner, now wearing glasses, quickly wrote on the whiteboard with a pen.

"First, what are the conditions for awakening? I believe you know this very well. You experienced it firsthand."
"What is it?"
"Ah..."

Kim Se-Won nodded at Foriner's words, but trailed off at Eun-Ha's question.
It wasn't exactly a desire that could be spoken of straightforwardly.

"Hehe. My contractor also wants to awaken, so that's possible."
"Can magical girls awaken too?"
"Since they're fundamentally psychics, it's possible. However, the threshold is higher than for others. The conditions can't be said to be the same either. In fact, magical girls have boundless growth potential without needing to awaken. I can say there have been no cases of magical girl awakening so far. Though some have reached similar states."

[What are psychics?]

Foriner scribbled something, then completely erased the whiteboard and wrote in large letters.

"Anyway, a psychic's body is designed to execute a single law (法則). Strictly speaking, they've deviated from being human. That is, current humanity can be divided into humans and psychics."
"Law?"
"Yes. A single law means the power to cause phenomena. Telekinesis is a typical example."

Swish- With a gesture of his hand, the writing on the whiteboard was erased.

[What is awakening?]

"And awakening means transforming into a body completely specialized for that law. It's different from subspecies of psychic abilities."

Foriner continued his explanation after writing new text.

"And it also changes according to the conditions of awakening."

Foriner's expression became sly. As if he had observed both their actions, he looked alternately at Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

"That's why your compatibility improved. It's also why magical energy supply and charging efficiency improved."
"Ah...!"

Eun-Ha's face turned bright red.
Recalling that night, she hung her head low.

"Don't worry. In the future, whenever such a situation arises, you can copulate as much as you want. You don't have to worry about pregnancy at those times. A magical girl's body is designed not to get pregnant during those moments."

He was nothing short of a pervert. One could say he was violating them with his eyes.
Foriner looked at both of them alternately and made a circle with his thumb and index finger.
Shook! Shook! Then he moved his other index finger back and forth through that circle.

"Pleasure without responsibility is a good thing. ...Anyway, that concludes my explanation."

Foriner looked them over with a satisfied expression, then disappeared.

"..."

An awkward atmosphere lingered.
The word "pregnancy" was stuck in both their minds.

"S-so! We're going to see your mother tomorrow, right?"
"Y-yeah! That's right! Yes."

Feeling this couldn't continue, Eun-Ha quickly brought up any topic.

"F-first of all..."

Fidgeting, Eun-Ha fumbled with her fingers hesitantly.

"I-it's good! That we're not visiting with news of pregnancy for the first time! ...Oh."

Eun-Ha, her face bright red, belatedly realized what she had said.
She froze. Her thoughts stopped as she recalled what she had just said.

*It's good! That we're not visiting with news of pregnancy for the first time! ...What am I saying!*

"No! This is, this is a mistake! A mistake! Yes! It's not that I don't like it, really. I don't mean I don't like it, but... ugh."

She couldn't even explain properly.
Eun-Ha covered her bright red face with both hands and curled up. Her head was overheating, making proper thinking impossible.

"Anyway, it was a mistake."

In the end, unable to explain properly, Eun-Ha could only mumble.

"A-and!"

After about two minutes of silence, Eun-Ha, finally calming down, suddenly sat up.

"If you neglect me while talking with your mother there, I won't let it slide."

I'm like a rabbit. I get lonely easily.
Eun-Ha added these words.
If he made her feel lonely despite saying this, she planned to force him through a 24-hour PT course.

Ch.298 - First Meeting With The In-Laws (Definitely Not...?) (2)
"Almost there."

"I see. You're coming."

Kim Ha-Yoon, Kim Se-Won's mother, said this and then pressed her lips tightly together. Her narrowed eyes stared at her device as if piercing through it.

Girlfriend.

Ha-Yoon was worried about what kind of girl Se-Won would bring home.

Se-Won had suffered emotionally because of her since he was young. He hadn't received proper parental care when he needed it most, which constantly weighed on her mind.

"What if... he brings t-two girls...?"

The mere thought made her body tremble.
It seemed plausible.

Se-Won was a boy who deeply despised his father and everything about him.
Yet ironically, he shared quite a few similarities with him. A certain aura, perhaps—he was quite greedy.

Now that he had a girlfriend and was bringing her here, Ha-Yoon felt both excited and worried.
If Se-Won walked in with girls on both sides, she might just faint on the spot.

"He won't even tell me who she is."

Who could it be? She felt like sighing from frustration.

No matter how many times she asked, Se-Won only said "look forward to it," without telling Ha-Yoon anything about who his girlfriend was or what kind of person she might be.

"Who on earth could it be?"

Ha-Yoon sat on the sofa, sifting through her memories.
Since the girl was enrolled at the Academy, she must be quite exceptional.
After all, the Academy was a school made up of talented students gathered from across the country.

Still, there was a strange sense of anticipation.
Though anxious, she also felt excited.

"C-could it be...?"

Three girls came to Ha-Yoon's mind.
In truth, she only knew three girls anyway.

Eun-Ha.
Han Chae-Eun.
In Ha-Ram.

All three were brilliant girls.
They were such good children that she secretly hoped one of them would end up with her son.

"The small cute one. The one with the big chest. The rich young lady..."

Among them, the most likely candidate would be Han Chae-Eun.

One was renowned as a saint.
Another was the daughter of a major corporation.
They were so different from her somewhat ordinary son. There was a difference in class, so to speak.

"I think it might be one of those three, probably that girl."

So it must be Han Chae-Eun.
That was her motherly intuition.

She was quite an energetic girl, so she'd probably get along well with her son.

"Please, please don't let it be two girls!"

And hopefully, he wouldn't bring more than one.
She hoped he wasn't like Cha Jin-Ho, swinging his hips around.

"......"

Ha-Yoon, who had been desperately praying with her hands clasped together, soon wore a gloomy expression.

She felt sorry for Se-Won.
Since he was young, she had been bedridden for a long time, so she never had the chance to raise him properly.
Honestly, she was grateful enough that her son hadn't gone astray and had managed to enter the Academy.

Ding-dong-

"!! They're here...!"

Just then, the doorbell rang.
Ha-Yoon jumped up from the sofa and quickly stood in front of the mirror. She checked to make sure nothing was out of place.
No matter how little she had done as a mother, she couldn't appear disheveled in front of her son's girlfriend.

*This is like meeting the in-laws! Yes, let's pretend I'm practicing for that!*

Strict standards! She would look at the girlfriend with strict standards! Although marriage was a distant topic for students who were just dating, Ha-Yoon was determined to evaluate the girlfriend with a very strict eye.

With a dignified and heavy gait, she stood at the entrance.
Today, she would be a stern mother!

With that, Ha-Yoon opened the door.

"Welcome........."

And she was at a loss for words.
Ha-Yoon's eyes widened. Her mouth naturally fell open as well.

"What's wrong? Why did you stop mid-sentence?"
"Ah, hahaha... Hello."

Se-Won's girlfriend approached the frozen Ha-Yoon with a shy expression and handed her a gift.
It was a high-quality tea set and tea leaves that she had heard Ha-Yoon liked.

Then she stood next to Se-Won again, adjusting her deeply pulled-down hat. Perhaps out of shyness, Se-Won's girlfriend kept her head down, not showing her face.

"Uh, uhhhh..."

Her resolve to be a strict, dignified mother shattered in just one second.

It was surprising enough that this girl she'd never seen before had brought a gift. But what shocked her most was how unrecognizably different Se-Won had become in just a few months.

He had gained muscle and looked sturdy. His facial features had become more refined, making him handsome.
Moreover, his aura had changed.

This feeling of having shed a layer.

The thought suddenly struck her: *He's a man now.*

"My son...!"

Tears welled up and flowed down her cheeks.
It was moving to see her son, who had seemed somewhat unreliable before, become so dependable in her absence.

It must have been this black-haired girl who had made her son so dependable. After all, whenever they talked, he would mention his girlfriend and how hard it was to build his body.

*I'll give you bonus points!*

Ha-Yoon ushered the two inside, tears streaming down her face.
Inwardly, she was full of praise for the girlfriend.



* * *



After entering the house, Ha-Yoon finally calmed herself and faced the two.

"So who is this girl...? Is she in your class?"

Ha-Yoon's tone was extremely careful. And affectionate. She was barely holding back the corners of her mouth from curling up.
She never imagined that the tea set she had been coveting would end up in her hands like this.

*Bonus points!!*

The girlfriend's stock was soaring in Ha-Yoon's heart.

*Am I being too intrusive?*

Judging by how deeply she wore her hat, she might be a very shy girl. Ha-Yoon slightly regretted her words and carefully observed the two.

"You can take it off."
"Mmm."

The girlfriend smiled brightly and removed the deeply worn hat.
This revealed the girl's face that had been hidden all along.

"!!!!"

Ha-Yoon's eyes widened again.

*Th-this...!!*

Could such a thing be possible?
A female student at the Academy.
If not, one of the three: Eun-Ha, Han Chae-Eun, or In Ha-Ram.
She had firmly believed this, but it wasn't the case.

Ha-Yoon's brain reached its cognitive limit and froze again.

Then suddenly, full operation!

Ha-Yoon's brain moved brilliantly, spreading its wings of imagination.

The two of them graduating from the Academy.
The two of them engaging in hero activities together, facing life and death.
The two of them finally finding time for themselves amidst these harsh days.
The two of them dating happily like normal people.
Eventually marriage!
Three children!
Sending the children to kindergarten.
Sending them to school.
Watching them finish university!
Eventually, the beautifully aged couple enjoying a comfortable retirement!

Ha-Yoon's mind was filled with fantasies that even the couple themselves had never imagined.

"P-per..."

After a moment, she finally regained her senses and opened her mouth with a trembling voice.

"Perhaps. M-ma-ma-ma-ma..."

It's the magic girl.
The smooth flowing black hair. The deep purple eyes.
A beauty that would shine anywhere.
Though she had changed her hairstyle and wore a gentle expression, the girl before her was indeed the magic girl.

"Magic Girl?!"

She shouted as if screaming.
Ha-Yoon's hobby was browsing all sorts of information on the internet. It was a hobby she developed during her long hospital stay.

Of course, she had seen Magic Girl Optima many times. So there was no way she wouldn't recognize her.
Her photos and short videos were popular enough to be featured posts whenever new ones were uploaded.

Her raised arm was now pointing at the magic girl in front of her. It was trembling like an aspen leaf, truly pitiful.

"Hahaha..."

Magic Girl Optima, or Han Jae-Yu, scratched her cheek with an awkward smile.

"Yes. My girlfriend."

Se-Won, who had been watching this, proudly declared with his chest out.

"And..."
"Mm."

Se-Won tapped Jae-Yu's body with a mischievous expression.

"?!"

As Jae-Yu nodded, Ha-Yoon trembled again.

*Is this a dream????*

Her brain couldn't process what was unfolding before her eyes.
Black particles began to fall from Jae-Yu's head. Not only that, but slowly, as if undoing a transformation, Jae-Yu's appearance began to change.

When she came to her senses, there was sun-kissed golden hair unfolding before her. The hair, which could be described as platinum blonde, was right in front of her.
The deep purple eyes had now changed to a shining emerald.

"She's also Eun-Ha."
"Ah, th-that... uh... ah........"

Her brain seemed to creak. She simply couldn't accept the situation.

"S-so."

Cold sweat ran down her entire body.
Is this really a dream? Or reality?
It was a situation too difficult to accept.

"Y-you're good at disguise? Oh, m-mom didn't know~ I didn't realize the girl who came before had such a talent. Aha, ahahahaha... My eyesight must be getting worse these days. Even mistaking her for the Magic Girl."

Because of this, her brain twisted her memories.

That girl was Eun-Ha from the beginning.
She just disguised herself to surprise her, that's all.
Like this.

"No. Both are correct."

But Eun-Ha put the final nail in the coffin with a bright smile.

"What do you mean?"

Just as Ha-Yoon was about to say "what a joke," a sticky black substance fell from Eun-Ha's crown, and in an instant, she transformed from Eun-Ha to Jae-Yu.

From Jae-Yu to Eun-Ha.
Then from Eun-Ha back to Jae-Yu.

"Uh, uhhh..."

Having witnessed the transformation twice with her own eyes, Ha-Yoon couldn't form proper words.
She could only stare blankly at her son, Se-Won, with her neck forcibly twisted.

"The saint who is also the magic girl is my girlfriend."

Ha-Yoon felt like her head was about to explode.

A strict mother?
A serious mother?
A caring mother?
A dignified mother?

Such hopes didn't apply to the girl in front of her.



* * *



Eun-Ha, who had returned to her original form, felt relieved inside as she looked at the dazed Ha-Yoon in front of her.

*At least she doesn't seem disappointed.*

Objectively speaking, considering Eun-Ha's appearance and reputation, there was no reason to be disappointed.

Nevertheless.
Eun-Ha felt a significant difference between standing in front of Ha-Yoon as a "friend" and as a "girlfriend."
It felt like being in a pressure interview. Every move Ha-Yoon made made her nervous due to the unnecessary pressure and tension.

"That's a relief."
"Mmm."

As she stared blankly at Ha-Yoon, Se-Won tightly held Eun-Ha's hand.
It wasn't just Eun-Ha who was stiff and tense. Se-Won was the same.

*Is it too much to introduce my first-ever girlfriend like this?*

But he wanted to reassure his mother, so it couldn't be helped.

"Ahem...! So. Um..."

Ha-Yoon, who had regained her senses, cleared her throat and gazed intently at Eun-Ha.
She was a girl so lovable that one couldn't even feel jealous. Honestly, she was too good for her son.

But since they were dating, there was no need to voice such thoughts.

That raised a curious question.

"Why did you come here transformed as the Magic Girl?"

This was what she was curious about.
The identity of Magic Girl Optima had never been publicly revealed.
Naturally, people were very curious about who she really was.

But there was no reason to reveal such a closely guarded identity so openly, even if she was the mother of her boyfriend.

"That's..."
"I'll explain."

Just as Eun-Ha was about to speak, Se-Won stopped her.
Se-Won cleared his throat and looked at Ha-Yoon with a serious face.

"Actually."
"Actually...?"
"I don't really want others to know that Eun-Ha and I are dating. You know... the fact that Eun-Ha is active at The Front Line is widely known."
"Ah."

Ha-Yoon nodded as if she understood.

Eun-Ha (Virginia), the girl with healing powers who suddenly appeared in the world.

Her lovely yet delicate body stirred a protective instinct. When her healing power enveloped one's body in times of danger, wounds were instantly healed.
She was a girl with powers that seemed to belong to another world. Additionally, Eun-Ha had an image of "purity" attached to her.

"Hmm...?"

But something was strange.
Was it necessary to go to the trouble of revealing the Magic Girl's identity just to be concerned about Eun-Ha's image?
Ha-Yoon looked at the two with a puzzled expression.

Certainly, the fact that Eun-Ha had a boyfriend might disappoint some people.

To be honest, there was no law saying she couldn't have a boyfriend.
While some fans of Eun-Ha might be disappointed, there was no other harm.

So why?

This question remained unresolved.

"I guess there's a reason."
"Yes."

She thought there must be a good reason.
Both Eun-Ha and Se-Won answered simultaneously to Ha-Yoon's comment.

"You answered at the same time."
"We did."

They were surprised by their synchronized response and looked at each other.
Then they giggled.

*That's nice.*

Ha-Yoon found this simple scene heartwarming.

"Shall we go out for something delicious today?"

Ha-Yoon said this as she rose from her seat.
Today, she could afford to splurge a little.

Ch.299 - First Meeting With The In-Laws (For Real) (3)
Kim Ha-Yoon was still contemplating.

Was it really necessary to bring these two outside? Wouldn't it have been fine to showcase her cooking skills at home?

Since Kim Se-Won had never had a girlfriend from birth until now, she had absolutely no idea how to handle this situation.

Added to that was her guilt from not paying enough attention to Se-Won when he was younger. She wanted to give him the best of everything she could.

*I guess playing it safe with an expensive restaurant is the better option!*

After debating whether to cancel the reservation dozens of times, Kim Ha-Yoon decided to stick with the original destination.

With a determined nod, Ha-Yoon glanced at the girl standing beside her.

"Come to think of it, um... should I call you Jae-Yu?"
"Ah, yes."

From Eun-Ha to Han Jae-Yu.
Just before leaving home, Jae-Yu had transformed back into a girl with black hair, and she nodded with a bright smile.

Whether as Eun-Ha or Jae-Yu, she was equally eye-catching, but being Han Jae-Yu drew less attention from people.

*Her chest is subtly bigger.*

Ha-Yoon swallowed hard as she thought to herself.

*I started the conversation, but what should I say next?*
*How should I treat her?*

The conversation between them momentarily halted. She had made the effort to speak, but the dialogue didn't continue.

"Ha, hahaha."

Feeling incredibly awkward, Ha-Yoon and Jae-Yu looked at each other and laughed sheepishly.

It wasn't that they disliked each other.
They just didn't know how to measure the distance between them.

*Who is that?*

While they were both tense and unsure of how to act, Kim Se-Won noticed a presence nearby.

He had been sensing a strange presence since they left home.

Neither Han Jae-Yu nor Kim Ha-Yoon had noticed it.
Only he was aware of this presence in this place.

This was strange.
No matter how distracted Jae-Yu might be with her nervousness and focus on Kim Ha-Yoon, she shouldn't have missed what he had detected.

*This means... it's someone much stronger than me or Jae-Yu. And someone I can detect unusually easily.*

Se-Won's eyes gleamed.
It didn't take him long to figure out who this presence belonged to.

His body, now fused with the magical energy of four magical girls, had become even more sensitive to magical girl energy than before.

And of the four magical girls, three were currently in the Academy District.
He considered Don-Hil to be similar to or slightly weaker than Jae-Yu.

So the owner of this presence must be Eun-Ha's mother, Hong Yu-Jin.

*What should I do?*

Se-Won pondered.
Should he acknowledge her presence or not?

Ignoring it bothered him.
But acknowledging it raised questions of "how?" and "what next?"

*Teacher... you should have just accepted the invitation instead of refusing.*

Se-Won's lips twitched as he recalled their conversation from Sunday.

*What? Your mom too? That would really make it seem like a formal meeting of the families. I don't mind, but... I think your mother might find it too burdensome. I'll ask about it.*
*I asked once, but mom said something similar and declined.*

That's right.
Hong Yu-Jin herself had declined.
Yet here she was, following them like this.

Se-Won couldn't understand what Hong Yu-Jin was thinking.

"So what are your hobbies?"
"Ah, that... being Se-Won's exercise equipment...? That's kind of my hobby these days."
"E-exercise equipment? What does that mean?"

*Maybe she initially declined, but came to observe secretly because she was worried about Eun-Ha?*

After all, Eun-Ha was originally male.
She, who had been male, was now accepting her physical changes and meeting her boyfriend's mother—it was natural to be concerned.

Worried that she might say something wrong and be told to break up, or be subtly disrespected.

Hong Yu-Jin didn't know Kim Ha-Yoon, so all sorts of worries would come to mind.

"Just, climbing on top of Se-Won... to have a more pleasurable workout..."
"P-pleasurable?!"

*Or maybe she declined at first but then changed her mind. Maybe she's looking for an opportunity to join in.*

After much consideration about why Hong Yu-Jin had appeared, Se-Won narrowed it down to two possibilities.

One was that she was worried about Eun-Ha and just wanted to watch over her.
The other was that she had changed her mind and wanted to join them.

"Yes. Then Se-Won feels good too. He feels proud and... at first I kind of forced him, but these days..."
"Oh my, oh my goodness. Se-Won is such a beast..."

*So which one is it? I know, I'll throw out a little bait.*

That might be the best approach.
If she took the bait eagerly, it meant she wanted to join them.
If not, she was just there to observe.

Se-Won subtly focused his awareness in the direction of the presence.
While keeping his head facing forward, he shifted his consciousness to roughly gauge her position.

*She's probably watching us. She won't be able to hear us. So... I need to draw her attention with a big movement.*

Distance-wise, she was about 500 meters away. She was likely hiding herself thoroughly, beyond what could be detected by the naked eye.

"Ahem! S-still, time and place, dear! Understood?"
"Of course! Sometimes doing it outside is nice, but we usually do it inside."
"O-outside? Outdoor?!"
"Yes. Changing locations occasionally is good. We often do it when we go to The Front Line together."
"Outdoor... outdoor play... oh my goodness! And in such a dangerous place as The Front Line...!"

*So how should I bait her? Hmm.*

Se-Won thought hard.
The place Kim Ha-Yoon was taking them was already decided.
It would take about five more minutes of walking to get there.

In other words, he had to provoke a reaction from Hong Yu-Jin within five minutes.

*I don't have many chances. In that case...!*

Se-Won's eyes flashed.

"?!"

Suddenly, an invisible force pushed through the air.
A massive gust of wind engulfed Eun-Ha. The wind targeted precisely one person among the three—only Eun-Ha.

The merciless wind began to lift Eun-Ha's skirt. Se-Won instantly moved to create distance between himself and Eun-Ha.

"Kya...? Huh?"

Just as her skirt was about to be lifted, someone's hand gently pressed it down. Startled and about to scream, Eun-Ha felt the touch holding her skirt down and looked bewildered.

Without any detectable presence, Hong Yu-Jin had suddenly appeared to prevent her skirt from being lifted.

It happened in less than a second.
Hong Yu-Jin had closed the hundreds of meters of distance without making a sound, appearing in an instant.

*So she was planning to join in from the beginning.*

Watching Hong Yu-Jin's movements as she appeared, Se-Won nodded with a slight smile.

This was the ultimate daughter complex.

She had closed a distance of several hundred meters in an instant, without affecting her surroundings.
There was no gust of wind, no shattered road. Moreover, there was no harm to Se-Won himself, Jae-Yu, or Kim Ha-Yoon.

It was a control ability bordering on the miraculous.

"Oh my. Jae-Yu. What a coincidence meeting you here?"
"Uh, uhh...?"

Kim Ha-Yoon stared in shock at the woman who had suddenly appeared.

She looked to be in her early to mid-twenties. She could easily pass for a college student or recent graduate—a beautiful woman.

Yet there was also a mature aura about her that made it difficult to gauge her actual age.

Moreover, the motherly look in her eyes as she gazed at Eun-Ha with a gentle expression revealed an emotion that couldn't be faked. It was clear that Jae-Yu was very precious to her.

"Mom?"

Jae-Yu finally managed to erase her bewildered expression and spoke.

Mom.

*Mom?!*

This word struck Kim Ha-Yoon's ears like lightning.
It was as if lightning had struck inside her head.

Kim Ha-Yoon's eyes widened as she scanned Hong Yu-Jin's body again.

There was not a single area where she could claim victory!
Hong Yu-Jin didn't resemble Eun-Ha or Jae-Yu at all.
But like mother, like daughter—her appearance was top-tier.

"Who is this person?"
"Ah, this is Se-Won's mother. I told you before, remember? That I was going to meet her. We were going to have dinner together—"

While Jae-Yu was answering Hong Yu-Jin's question, the two mothers locked eyes.

It wasn't just their eyes meeting. An intense aura emanated from Hong Yu-Jin and shot toward Kim Ha-Yoon.
It was a gaze that seemed to pierce through to Kim Ha-Yoon's innermost thoughts.

Kim Ha-Yoon felt her breath catch.
She instinctively sensed that this person was fundamentally different from herself.

"Is that so? ...Well, this works out perfectly. I was just about to have dinner myself. As it happens, I just heard from an acquaintance about a restaurant reservation that opened up. How about we all dine together?"

After briefly meeting Kim Ha-Yoon's gaze, Hong Yu-Jin interrupted Eun-Ha and smiled brightly.
She emphasized the word "coincidentally" as she asked for Kim Ha-Yoon's opinion.

*So that's how it's going to be.*

Kim Ha-Yoon understood.
This person was indeed Jae-Yu's mother.
And she was having thoughts very similar to what Kim Ha-Yoon herself had been thinking just before meeting Jae-Yu.

The difference was that Kim Ha-Yoon had intended to evaluate Jae-Yu (Eun-Ha), while Hong Yu-Jin intended to evaluate Kim Ha-Yoon.

"Oh, that sounds lovely."

So Kim Ha-Yoon responded with a stiff smile.
Meanwhile, she quickly operated her device with one hand to cancel her own reservation.



* * *



*What is happening?*

Kim Ha-Yoon couldn't tell if this was a dream or reality.
She had steeled herself not to lose to Hong Yu-Jin, who was clearly trying to evaluate her.

But that proved impossible.

No sooner had she agreed to Hong Yu-Jin's suggestion than a limousine arrived to pick them up.
And when they arrived in the limousine, what greeted them wasn't just any restaurant, but an exclusive high-end establishment that only selected people could enter.

With things she never expected to encounter appearing one after another, she couldn't help but feel intimidated.

When she came to her senses, she found herself seated in a chair.
She was facing Hong Yu-Jin across an elegant table.
And somehow, Eun-Ha had undone her transformation, revealing her beautiful platinum blonde hair.

"Mom. Why are you so intimidated?"
"Y-you...! When was I ever intimidated?"

She jabbed her son's side with her elbow at his comment. Her very action was proof of her intimidation.

"Hehe...!"

Watching this exchange, Hong Yu-Jin smiled the smile of a victor.

"I'll get straight to the point."

Now she could speak confidently.
She could make demands.

Kim Ha-Yoon watched Hong Yu-Jin nervously, tensing at her serious tone.

Shuup- Hong Yu-Jin deliberately made the sound of taking a deep breath.
Her gaze, filled with intense determination, pierced through.
And this battlefield, so disadvantageous to Kim Ha-Yoon.
Every element was making Kim Ha-Yoon the weaker party.

*What on earth is she going to say?*

Kim Ha-Yoon swallowed hard as she waited for Hong Yu-Jin's words.

"Your son!"

Bang! Hong Yu-Jin slammed both hands on the table.
Kim Ha-Yoon flinched involuntarily.

*Your son? What about our Se-Won? What? What??*

She had no idea what was happening.
Was there something so important that required putting this much pressure on her?
Was there something to demand?
Weren't they meeting for the first time?

And weren't they just dating?

Kim Ha-Yoon was utterly confused.

"I will take responsibility and make him a proper man! I am Se-Won's teacher after all!"
"...Pardon?"

It was absurd.
A weak voice escaped from Kim Ha-Yoon's lips.
It felt like not just her strength but her very soul might leave her body.

Make him a man?
Who?
Se-Won???

"Ah..."

Kim Ha-Yoon felt dizzy.
This was not a topic she could process in one go.

But Hong Yu-Jin wasn't finished.

"And I will absolutely ensure they get married in the future!"
"What?!"
"I'll book the wedding venue! I'll cover the costs and provide them with a house! I have lots of money!"

Her mind went blank at Hong Yu-Jin's bombardment of statements.

Is this, is this something a normal person would say?
Was she actually dreaming?

Who's marrying whom?
Obviously, it would be Eun-Ha and Se-Won.

"Um, that. Perhaps you have some misunderstanding about my son... He's just an ordinary boy."

Kim Ha-Yoon finally gathered her wits and spoke.

If there was a possibility, it was this.
Perhaps she had mistaken her son, Se-Won, for someone extraordinary.

"No. He is indeed a child with terrible talent."

Hong Yu-Jin responded firmly to her statement.

"Then why?"
"..."

At Kim Ha-Yoon's questioning, Hong Yu-Jin closed her eyes gently.
As if preparing herself mentally, she took a moment to breathe.

During this pause, Kim Ha-Yoon took a drink of water to moisten her throat.
Gulp. Gulp. As the water traveled down her esophagus, a refreshing sensation spread through her dry mouth.

"Because he's the man who took Eun-Ha's virginity."
"Pffft?! Cough! Cough!"

And then she regretted drinking the water.

"Kack! Ugh, ugh...!"

She choked and coughed violently.
She had thought Hong Yu-Jin wasn't an ordinary person, but she never expected this.

*The daughter enjoys outdoor play to the point of being promiscuous, and the mother approves of it. And my son has trained and conditioned a girl to become this promiscuous...?!*

Her mind was in chaos.

"Ah, hahaha... W-well, this really has turned into a family meeting, hasn't it? We were just coming to meet your mother."

Eun-Ha, who had been watching all this, smiled awkwardly and spoke to Kim Se-Won.
It was a whisper, said very quietly.

"..."

An awkward silence enveloped them.
What Eun-Ha said was inevitably heard by all four of them.
That's how close they were to each other.

"Maybe words have become reality?"

Kim Se-Won calmly replied to Eun-Ha's comment.

Ch.300 - You And I. Just The Two Of Us
My head felt foggy.

I stared at the ceiling with bleary eyes.
Though I hadn't seen it often, it was a familiar ceiling.
This definitely wasn't the dormitory.

After blinking several times, I finally managed to sit up and look around.

"This is..."

A large bed, vanity, and wardrobe came into view. A layout I'd seen many times before.
This was my mother's room.

"My little Eun-Ha has grown so much~"

And there was my mother, asleep beside me.

"Ugh...! The smell of alcohol!"

The strong smell of alcohol wafting from her told me what had happened yesterday.
We must have had quite the drinking party.

What happened yesterday? I tapped my temple, trying to recall.

*Ah, right.*

It didn't take long to remember.

The dinner disguised as a formal meeting at that fancy restaurant.

And for some reason, Se-Won's mother had received a huge shock and lost half her senses. Then our mothers, with whatever they were thinking, took me and Se-Won to some bar.

They made us drink.
They drank themselves.

I don't know why, but my mother and Se-Won's mother got along incredibly well. Partly because they were both half out of their minds, but also likely due to the shared experience of raising children as single mothers.

*This isn't some drama about rich families. Who would have thought my future would be decided at such a young age?*

I felt happy.
And dazed.

I wondered if they were moving things along too quickly, considering Se-Won and I might break up after a big fight someday.

But I wasn't worried now.
Se-Won might be like a beast, but he was also a good person.
Without any clear turning point, we'd been together for nearly a year and had fallen in love somewhere along the way.

*If he ever looks at another woman...*

Hehe, I unconsciously let out a laugh as dark magic gathered in my hand.
He's the man I claimed first.

I just need to make sure he can't see anyone but me.

"My daaaarling~"
"Ugh?!"

While lost in thought, heavy breasts suddenly pressed against me. Not as big as Chae-Eun's, but larger than Ha-Ram's.

At the same time, the smell of alcohol hit me. The warmth and softness were nice, but the alcohol smell ruined it all.

Why are there so many well-endowed people around me?

*I miss Se-Hee and Su-A.*

It was a morning that made me desperately miss girls with similar builds to mine.

* * *

About an hour later.

"Did you pack everything?"
"I prepared everything the day before yesterday."

My mother followed me, worrying about all sorts of things—be careful of this, did you pack that, call me anytime you need anything.

From my mother's house to the dormitory.

I've been to dangerous places many times before, and my mother knows this, so I don't understand why she's suddenly so worried.

Maybe it's because I'm going with Se-Won.

Not to defeat villains or monsters.
Just going on a trip with my boyfriend.

*When I think about it that way, I guess I understand.*

I nodded slightly.
In my mother's eyes, I'm just a child.
That probably won't change even after years.

"Two nights and three days is enough time to make three babies and more!"

...I take it back.
She apparently thinks we're beasts who only know about sex.

"E-Even if we did, we'd definitely use condoms, so don't worry. And physically, three babies isn't possible."
"All men are beasts, you know that! When no one's watching, don't enhance Se-Won, okay? The sound will break through the soundproof walls..."

I understood, but that didn't make it pleasant to hear.
My mother was making a fuss like she was abandoning her child by a river.

"..."

But enhancing Se-Won?
What came out of my mother's mouth was very intriguing.

My enhancement magic works not just on living things but also on things like alcohol. Naturally, it would have a powerful effect on Se-Won—or more precisely, on Se-Won's precious part.

I wondered what it would feel like if I tried it.

"N-No, I won't do that."

I hastily shook my head.
My face flushed as a bonus.

I don't know if the enhancement would be overall or for specific abilities.
But if I enhanced Se-Won's precious part, a future where I'd be completely wrecked would certainly arrive.

As my mother said, Se-Won is a beast.
In bed, he's such a beast that even The Mute One would cry.
Rough and rougher. His strength never falters.
He's a man skilled at dominating the weak.

*...Another woman wouldn't have been able to handle it.*

I felt newly grateful for a magical girl's amazing recovery abilities.
A strange pride followed.
We had no rest. Or more precisely, Se-Won didn't.

Maybe that's why I felt pride in being the only one who could handle Se-Won.

"The purpose of this trip, as I said this morning, is also to strengthen Se-Won's control... so we'll spend it peacefully. Without anyone bothering us."
"So... you're saying the purpose is purely travel and training...?"

My mother kept asking, still unable to shake her worries, even though I'd explained the changed purpose as soon as she woke up this morning.

"Mmm. I'd like to stay together for about a week if possible."
"And you shortened it to two nights and three days because of the current situation?"
"Yes."

I nodded.
It was extremely, very extremely disappointing.

As disappointing as it was, honestly, even a two-night, three-day trip was a luxury.
Call it a lack of vigilance if you want.

With the leader of the Villain Association, Engia Keplux, about to arrive soon, having a carefree trip was absurd.

This wasn't the time for this—we should be turning the Villain Association upside down.

But I still wanted to go.

Initially, it was just a trip for fun.
But due to the approaching threat and Se-Won's unexpected awakening, we had to change our plans.

Within these short two nights and three days, Se-Won and I had to do our best to maximize his power.

Even if the couple trip aspect failed, we needed to focus on strengthening Se-Won now.

"...Alright. Have a good trip."

My mother said this while brushing my hair. Since I was going on a trip alone with Se-Won, my hair was now smooth and black.
I was going as Han Jae-Yu, my original self, since my usual appearance would inevitably attract attention.

*She seems to finally understand.*

I don't mind.
Though it's annoying, my mother's actions were proof of her love for me.

* * *

Se-Won and I arrived at our destination in an instant with Foriner's help.

Initially, we wanted to enjoy the journey by taking trains or buses, but given the situation, we had to give that up.

Putting our disappointment aside, we went straight to the hotel to unpack.

"Wow..."
"It's so spacious. Just for the two of us?"

Our eyes widened as soon as we entered the room.
The hotel room where we'd stay for two nights and three days was luxurious.
It was so luxurious that I doubted whether it was appropriate for two minors to stay here, even if we were Academy students.

"Se-Won, look at this! It's so soft!"

The most eye-catching thing in the room was the bed. I jumped onto it immediately, and the soft sensation made my body bounce up.

"There's only one bed."
"...!!"

While enjoying the softness, Se-Won casually remarked.
I quickly sat up and looked around.

"Y-You're right?"

Indeed, there was only one bed.
In a double room.
One bed.

My face burned hot.
I tried to sneak a glance at Se-Won, but our eyes met directly.

"There's only one bed."
"Y-Yes, just one..."
"And there are two of us."
"Th-That's right?"

I quickly lowered my head and covered my face with my hands.
Yes, there was only one bed.
And there were two of us.

I knew what this meant without having to think about it.

"At night, in one bed."

Se-Won said this with a mischievous expression.

*You don't need to say it out loud...!!*

He was doing it to enjoy my reaction.
And I could clearly imagine what would happen to me tonight.

Thud.

"Huh?"

Suddenly, we heard something drop beside us.
The sound was quite heavy.

"A box...?"

It was also quite large.
A box about half my height had appeared between us without warning.

"Wait."

I stopped Se-Won as he reached for the suddenly appearing box.
I had a bad feeling.

"Th-This. It's dangerous. This is dangerous."

I told him to back away from the box in a trembling voice.

It wasn't like I thought there might be a bomb inside that would explode if opened!

Yet instinct told me it was dangerous. An alarm was ringing in my head.

The number of people who could pull this kind of prank was extremely limited.
And the number of people who knew we were here was also limited.

A heavy silence fell. Cold sweat ran down my body.

"Q-Quickly. We need to get rid of it...!"

I felt like my body wouldn't remain intact the moment it opened.
I needed to remove it from sight immediately.
Thinking I should completely annihilate it, I summoned my corruption magic. Dark magic swirled around my hand.

Just as I was about to swing my hand to corrupt the box and make it disappear—

Pop! The box opened by itself.

My arm froze mid-motion.
Se-Won's and my gazes fixed on the box's movement.

Thud, the vertically sealed box lid fell to the floor.
Rustle—the contents of the box spilled onto the floor.

"......!!!!"

It was a silent scream.
I curled up tightly and stared directly at the spilling contents.

The most noticeable things were:
Countless condoms.

And adult toys made of plastic-like material in purple and pink.

"Forinerrrr...!!!"

I screamed, trembling at the confirmed desperate future ahead of me.

Ch.301 - Sexual Desire Makes People Grow
My scream was short-lived.

With a bright red face, I organized Foriner's unwanted gift. I shoved the box into a corner of the room and stuffed all the spilled contents back inside.

I slammed the lid shut with a bang and sealed the edges with transformation magic.

"Phew...! Phew! Phewww!"

After catching my breath, I whipped my head around.

"D-don't even think about using this! G-got it?!"

I yelled at Se-Won. Even as I shouted, the last item I had put away wouldn't leave my mind.

A womanizer, was it? That thing is dangerous.

That device I once learned about while browsing the internet would be truly disastrous if I—not someone else—were to use it.

It's spine-chillingly dangerous. Just thinking about it made my body tremble.

I desperately hoped Se-Won hadn't seen it. Or if he had, that he didn't know what it was.

"Got it."

Se-Won gave a bitter smile, as if he had no choice.

"Tsk."

I would have been fine if he'd just left it at the bitter smile, but when he followed it with obvious disappointment, I glared at him.

"Hey, I was just curious, that's all."

Se-Won finally waved his hands dismissively and let it go.

"Anyway. Do you really think it's possible to refine control using the method you suggested?"

"We don't have many options, do we? There's no one we know here, so we won't have many interruptions if we practice on our own."

Se-Won plopped down on the bed with a doubtful expression.

Our plan was to practice control continuously during these three days. Certainly, we couldn't know the results until we tried.

Moreover, it usually takes several months to properly control powers that have grown after awakening. So it's hard to imagine achieving noticeable results in just a few days.

Nevertheless, we decided to train during this time. For three days straight, Se-Won would need to continuously use his telekinesis, focusing all his attention on precise control to improve even slightly.

It would be nearly impossible to do alone. That's why I agreed to help him. Actually, I wanted to help. I thought Se-Won could find strength if I helped him.

"So."

Moving away from the box, I sat next to Se-Won. I kept a small distance between us, and Se-Won glanced at the space between us.

"Tsk..."

He clicked his tongue, apparently disappointed that I hadn't snuggled closer.

I ignored his gaze. After staring at him intently, I smiled.

"Let's try until you can do it. I'll help you as much as you need. While eating. While walking. While bathing at night. And while sleeping."

Grinning broadly, I rested my head on Se-Won's thigh. The firm sensation was a bit uncomfortable, but pleasantly so.

"That's what I want."

I'd help him as much as needed. That was my honest feeling. Just being with him made me happy.

Our eyes met.

Se-Won looked down at me with a dazed expression. His slightly parted lips revealed his feelings. I gazed at his face with contentment.

Time for just the two of us.
A trip for just the two of us.
Even though the trip's purpose wasn't the journey itself but improving Se-Won's control, I was happy just being together.

"...Okay."

After staring blankly for about ten seconds, Se-Won smiled with his eyes and stroked my cheek. The gentle touch felt so good that I closed my eyes to savor it.

"Thank you."

Then he whispered in my ear, making me giggle from the ticklish sensation of his sultry voice.

"But you know."

Se-Won pulled away from me.

"You need something motivating to be efficient, right? Continuously controlling psychic powers isn't easy."

"That's true. That's why having a goal makes a difference."

Suddenly talking about motivation and efficiency—I had no idea what he was getting at. I blinked up at him. Se-Won wore a sly expression.

"I just had a really good idea."

"A good idea?"

"Yeah. If you agree to it, I think I'll be super motivated. What do you say?"

"Sure!"

I nodded immediately. If motivation meant more efficient training, and if there was anything I could do to help, I'd do it.

"Whatever it is?"

"Whatever!"

"...Really?"

As soon as my answer came, Se-Won's eyes and mouth curved like crescent moons. A very ominous feeling crept up my spine.

"Then."

My body, which had been resting on Se-Won's thigh, was suddenly straightened. Se-Won had pulled me upright.

"Take it off."

"What?"

* * *

Not many people visit the winter sea.

On the beach, where the chilly winter wind occasionally carried the scent of the ocean, the magical girl Optima—that is, Jae-Yu—and Kim Se-Won were taking a stroll.

"Are we really going like this...? The whole time?"

"You said you'd help me."

Jae-Yu huddled close to Kim Se-Won, shrinking her body. Her face was flushed red even though they hadn't done anything yet.

A thick coat covered the slender girl's body. And under the coat were the clothes she had worn here.

Looking at her like this, there seemed to be no change. It was hard to understand why Jae-Yu was blushing and feeling embarrassed.

But there was one difference.
She wasn't wearing underwear.

*This is insane.*

Jae-Yu felt like her head was about to explode. She was too embarrassed to take a step.

If anyone knew she was dressed like this, she might be socially ruined.

*But it makes sense...*

Yes, that was the problem. Jae-Yu knew very well that Kim Se-Won was the embodiment of lust. This was something Kim Se-Won was fully aware of too.

So he could put all his effort into satisfying his lust. He could focus much better than usual. Kim Se-Won often felt an exhilarating thrill, a tingling throughout his body, when tormenting Jae-Yu (Eun-Ha).

"Hmm."

Kim Se-Won experimentally pressed down on the seawater with his telekinesis. Kwang! The seawater exploded as if struck by a giant fist.

"...I need to control it better."

Kim Se-Won broke into a cold sweat. He had tried to control his power, to use as little force as possible, but he couldn't control it properly.

*But it's different.*

Subtly, Kim Se-Won's gaze turned to Jae-Yu. Looking at the body wrapped in the thick coat, he could almost see her naked form.

That luscious body he had seen experiencing pleasure in bed many times.

*It's working.*

As the thought of tormenting Jae-Yu arose, a sudden infinite confidence welled up.

Creak, Kim Se-Won's telekinesis slipped into Jae-Yu's tightly closed pussy. It felt as if Kim Se-Won's own fingers were directly probing her pussy.

Jae-Yu let out a "Hik!" sound and trembled.

"So awakening has this effect too."

Kim Se-Won looked at his hand and grinned. Though he was using telekinesis, it felt as if his own fingers were moving. The sensation of her pussy, its warmth—everything felt as if it were his own hand.

Moreover, he could now properly control the power that had been impossible to manage before.

It was the realization of his desire to possess Jae-Yu (Eun-Ha).

"Y-you idiot...! Say something first...!"

"If you shout, everyone will hear?"

"Ugh!"

Jae-Yu clamped her mouth shut. The winter sea had few visitors, but looking around, there were still scattered people here and there.

*If I make too much noise, I'll attract attention...*

She couldn't make loud noises. Nor could she act strangely.

"Ahng...!"

Inevitably thinking she had to rely on Kim Se-Won, telekinetic force caressed Jae-Yu's breasts. After kneading the soft breasts, he moved to a new target. He teased around the areola in circles, almost but not quite touching the nipple.

"Nngh."

Jae-Yu quickly covered her mouth and looked up at Kim Se-Won with a resentful expression. For a moment, she considered letting go of his arm, but she couldn't.

*If I let go and start feeling pleasure...*

That was the problem. If it were just light pleasure and then over, it might be fine, but the mischievous Kim Se-Won wouldn't stop at just once. After all, the goal was to continuously use telekinesis to refine and strengthen his control.

As expected, Kim Se-Won's torment didn't end. The tender, tantalizing stimulation continued around Jae-Yu's nipples.

"Hiyuk!"

Whenever the telekinetic force barely brushed past her nipples, Jae-Yu's body trembled.

*I can focus well.*

Kim Se-Won was thoroughly enjoying Jae-Yu's reactions. His concentration was excellent—too excellent. When he tried using telekinesis on the seawater again, just like before, it responded with a "pong!" sound, exactly as he intended.

"Se-Se-Won... nngh♡"

"Ah, sorry."

Yet he didn't forget to torment Jae-Yu, which made Kim Se-Won fear himself.

*With telekinesis, there's no limit to movement.*

Jae-Yu couldn't escape now. Being an incorporeal force, he could extend his "arms" infinitely to torment her. The power flowed smoothly, moving exactly as he thought. Moreover, the sensations were so vivid that there was pleasure in the touching itself.

For an hour, Kim Se-Won thoroughly caressed only around Jae-Yu's nipples as they walked along the winter sea.

* * *

Weeeng—

"Welcome—" came the halfhearted voice of the part-timer. After walking for an hour, they had come to buy drinks to wet their throats.

"Hik?! Ngh...!!"

Jae-Yu's body trembled finely. Her arm holding onto Kim Se-Won tensed.

"Shh."

"Hnng."

Jae-Yu exhaled roughly, keeping her voice as low as possible. After an hour of being teased, her nipples were standing stiff, begging to be touched. But Kim Se-Won, as if determined not to touch them, only teased around them.

And that wasn't all. Having gained confidence from an hour of breast play, Kim Se-Won had explored new territory.

Slurp— slurp— sluuurp—
Squish! Squish-squish-squish!

It was as if there were invisible tentacles. A tongue with numerous bumps was diligently licking Jae-Yu's clitoris. Thick fingers roughly scratched at her pussy. And still, her breasts continued to receive the same tantalizing stimulation.

Three different movements. Kim Se-Won's control had shown unbelievable growth, able to skillfully perform three different actions simultaneously.

"Nngh, hng...!!"

Han Jae-Yu desperately covered her mouth against the onslaught of pleasure.

*If I completely fall apart, Se-Won's training won't work...!*

She couldn't fall apart. But staying close was driving her mad with pleasure that seemed to violate her very brain.

"Hmm."

Watching this scene, Kim Se-Won came up with an ingenious idea.

* * *

After buying drinks from the convenience store, the two started walking to find a place to sit.

"Haa... haa..."

Kim Se-Won walked with an indifferent face.
Jae-Yu walked with dreamy eyes. Staggering, as if she couldn't put strength in her feet, her gait was unstable.

Slurp— sluuurp—

Tiny sounds continuously emanated from her body. It was as if an invisible person was violating her.

Pussy juice dripped down from her pussy. Kim Se-Won's telekinesis caught every drop without missing any and sprinkled it on the ground far away.

"Kuh...!"

Jae-Yu frowned. She had to endure. She had to endure. She must not make a sound. She desperately repeated these words in her mind.

As a result of having her pussy, clitoris, and nipples continuously teased while walking, her entire body felt like an erogenous zone.

*How... how many minutes has it been...?*

She had lost her sense of time. Jae-Yu couldn't gauge whether hours had passed since leaving the hotel, or if it had only been a few minutes.

Time wasn't the only thing she had forgotten. Her vision was blurry and her head was spinning. Her brain, pickled in pleasure, wasn't functioning properly.

How much time had passed? And where was this place? Jae-Yu had no idea.

Slurp♡ slurp♡ sluuurp♡

Her body trembled with a shiver down her spine. Dozens of small tentacles mercilessly sucked on Jae-Yu's weak spots.

Jae-Yu's mind grew distant. She no longer had the strength to resist. She could only endure the pleasure and cling to Kim Se-Won.

How much time passed like that? With a hazy mind, Jae-Yu moved her legs.

"Hng...! Nng, nnnngh♡"

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won covered Jae-Yu's mouth with his lips.

"Hnnnng..."

Jae-Yu's expression melted. Now even her mouth was being violated, and the pleasure mixed chaotically with the happiness of being kissed.

"Nng?! Mmph♡♡"

Then, Jae-Yu's eyes widened. In the midst of the kiss, a huge cock was pushing into her pussy. It wasn't real. It was a fake created with telekinesis.

But it was exactly the same size as Kim Se-Won's cock.

*Absolutely, absolutely must not make a sound...!*

She was desperate. Jae-Yu burned with determination not to let out even a single sound.

Squish— squish-squish-squish-squish!!
Sluurp! Slurp! Slurp!

It was as if reading Jae-Yu's thoughts. Invisible tentacles and cock. And a tongue attacked Jae-Yu's weak spots. They twisted her nipples, which had only been teased until now. The huge cock scraped against her weak spots. And the tentacle, now transformed into a suction cup, sucked hard on her clitoris.

"Ngh♡ nnnnnngh♡"

A loud moan escaped from her throat. Despite being blocked by his lips, it was a sound that spread around them. Jae-Yu's body shook violently. Her waist arched and all strength left her body.

*Oh no...!!*

Jae-Yu felt her heart sink. Even to her, the sound was too loud.

That is, everyone around had heard it. Tears welled up in Jae-Yu's eyes.

"Good job."

The lips that had been connected all along separated. A long silver thread stretched between their tongues.

Looking at the tearful Jae-Yu, Kim Se-Won licked that thread and smiled.

"We're at the hotel."

Kim Se-Won and Jae-Yu were already inside the hotel. The five-hour-long control training had ended all too successfully.

Ch.302 - The First Complete Product, The First Clone
When I opened my eyes, it was still dawn, before sunrise. Se-Won was showing off his well-trained pectoral muscles while holding me tightly in his arms.

It should have felt suffocating.
I smiled slightly at this thought.
Strangely enough, very strangely, I didn't feel suffocated at all.
It was a bit difficult to breathe, but that was it.

Instead, wanting to stay like this longer, I buried my face in his chest.

*My whole body feels sensitive.*

Just as Se-Won was displaying his pecs, I too was completely naked without a single thread on my body.
Se-Won had tormented me all day yesterday, and then tormented me again at night.

*Still, it felt good.*

My head felt like it was melting into mush, but it still felt good.
His desperate attempts to possess me, to conquer me in bed, filled my heart to the brim in a way I couldn't resist.

*Besides, it definitely had an effect.*

I raised myself up and gazed at Se-Won intently.
I gently brushed aside the bangs of Se-Won, who was sleeping soundly.

Just one day. No, the training that wasn't really training over just a few hours had shown remarkable results.
Not only could I control it better, but I could also make delicate and precise movements.

To apply this level of control to other people or objects, I'd probably need to do this several more times.
It's an amazing achievement, but not yet mastered enough to become second nature.

*I've even experimented with my body... Next time...*

Whoosh! My face heated up.
The fact that I'd have to endure this several more times was incredibly embarrassing.

Anyway, using his girlfriend as a test subject. Feeling mischievous, I poked Se-Won's cheek as he slept.
Finding it strangely fun to poke his cheek, I kept at it for a while before turning my head.

"Wow..."

I couldn't help but exclaim at the sight.
No, this could be called a scene of tragedy.

The scattered evidence of debauchery around us gave a good measure of how much Se-Won had tormented me last night.

*At this rate, it might be possible.*

And with each time he tormented me, Se-Won's magical power became more refined.

I placed my hand on my chest. I summoned the Heaven's Scale, my artifact fused with the restraint.
This object, still uncertain when it would fully stabilize, had changed to be usable only by me.

But there was one exception.
Se-Won.
If Se-Won had my magical power, he could use it.

Just as Don-Hil shared an artifact with Kim Woo-Jin, I wanted to share mine with Se-Won.

*But...*

I quietly pushed the Heaven's Scale back into my chest.

I wanted to, but it didn't seem right.
The Heaven's Scale is an artifact that grants enormous power in exchange for a price.
Depending on the price paid, one can gain power several times greater than the original. However, for ordinary people who aren't me, the options are somewhat dangerous.

Life force.
Total magical power.
Memories.
And parts of the body.

Among these, life force was the most reasonable price to pay.
Even if not perfectly, my healing magic could compensate for the lost life force.

*It would be good if Se-Won could use this in case of emergency, but...*

It still bothered me.
If I were in danger.
If Se-Won were the only one who could overcome the situation. I was afraid he might not hesitate to pay a great price to the Heaven's Scale.

I kept pondering with my hand on my chest.
Would it be okay to share this with Se-Won? Would he take reckless actions relying on this power?

Still, for someone who constantly pushed himself to be with me, there was nothing better than this.
I also had a competitive spirit—I didn't want to lose to Don-Hil... Nabi.

"Huh... I think I'll go for a walk."

After struggling with my thoughts for a while, I felt dizzy. I got out of bed and put on some clothes.

"When did the transformation wear off?"

As I changed clothes, I noticed smooth golden threads. Se-Won must have thoroughly enjoyed two flavors last night.

"I'll just go out."

I thought about transforming before going out just in case, but I didn't really feel like it. Besides, there was little chance of being spotted by anyone in the early dawn hours.

"It's cold."

A cold dawn breeze swept over me as I left the hotel.
The winter dawn before sunrise had a way of making your body shiver.
Haah. As I exhaled, white breath puffed from my mouth.

With each step on the beach, cold sand grains pressed under my feet. The periodic sound of waves seemed to clear my dizzy head.

"Hmm?"

Just then, I noticed a suspicious figure in the distance. It was dark and far away, so I couldn't see clearly.

"...!!!"

As soon as I enhanced my vision, my eyes widened.

"Why are they here?"

I had discovered two people I never expected to see.


* * *


What lies at the end of a life on the run?
This thought had been stuck in Kim Woo-Jin's mind ever since he began his fugitive life with Nabi and Dolli.

Kim Woo-Jin would occasionally gaze at the sea, listening to the sound of waves, lost in thought.

They couldn't run forever.
They couldn't keep hiding in the outskirts of the Academy District. He needed to find a way for the three of them to live peacefully.

It wasn't just the threat from Gresorion and the Villain Association, but also issues like food, clothing, and shelter.

That's why Kim Woo-Jin, with Nabi's help, was looking for a new place to settle.
Getting information firsthand was more accurate than searching online.

"Let's go somewhere else."
"Wait a bit. I want to look around here a little longer."

How long had it been since they had time alone in a deserted place? Nabi said this as she linked arms with him.
Gently resting her head on his shoulder, even the cold sea breeze became bearable.

"We haven't even had breakfast yet."

Nabi said this and pulled Kim Woo-Jin's arm, making him sit on the beach.

"I can't make anything fancy... but I wanted to eat with you after so long."

With a broad smile, she waved her hand, and two small styrofoam boxes appeared on her palm.
When she removed the rubber band sealing the styrofoam box, steaming sundae (Korean blood sausage) appeared.

"It's been a while."

Kim Woo-Jin received one of the sundae boxes and smiled. It had indeed been a while.
They used to eat it often because Nabi liked sundae, but it had been quite some time since they'd eaten it together like this.

"Woo-Jin, do you know why I like sundae?"
"Umm..."

A face full of expectation looked at Kim Woo-Jin. He tried to recall the memory that seemed just out of reach, then snapped his fingers.

"I don't know why... You didn't like sundae at first. Only I liked it. I went to a lot of trouble to buy it. But from the second time, you really loved it."
"I still remember how someone who was so reserved started pushing others away to eat it."

Kim Woo-Jin wore a nostalgic expression as he recalled the old memory.

"Hehe...!"

"Since when," he said.
It wasn't the answer she wanted. Still, the way Kim Woo-Jin naturally brought up their time at the orphanage, as if the memory was still vivid, was satisfactory.

"That's right."

She put a piece of sundae in her mouth and affirmed.

"Because you liked it. That's why I started to like it too."
"W-what?"
"Hehe...! Surprised?"

She popped a piece of her sundae into Kim Woo-Jin's mouth as he gaped in surprise.
If Eun-Ha or Yoo Ji-Yeon, who knew of Nabi's love for sundae, had seen this, they would have been extremely surprised.

"So saying 'since when' isn't wrong either. If you'd noticed, I was always, always following you with my eyes."

Nabi quickly stole a piece from Kim Woo-Jin's portion and put it in her mouth.

"Let's stay together forever. Even if monsters as numerous as the stars block our way. Even if dirty humans try to mess with us."
"Yes. Forever."

Kim Woo-Jin and Nabi gazed at each other intently. Slightly upturned lips and tender gazes created a peculiar atmosphere.
Gradually, their heads moved closer.
Both Kim Woo-Jin and Nabi felt their hearts beating rapidly.

It was the perfect moment for a kiss—

Grumble!

—or it would have been.
If not for the sudden growling sound.
The pleasant atmosphere was instantly shattered.

*Why at this timing?*
*Even if I'm hungry, this is too much.*

They both glanced at each other's stomachs, pouting. They couldn't hide their disappointment.

"...Huh?"
"Wait."

But something was strange.
Kim Woo-Jin's (Nabi's) reaction was odd.

"It wasn't me?"
"It wasn't me either."

A situation where both denied making the sound.
Their expressions quickly changed to bewilderment.

"That looks delicious..."

Grumble—

And from behind them came the voice of a delicate girl. A voice they had heard many times, a very familiar voice.
Along with the hungry sound they had just heard.

When Kim Woo-Jin and Nabi turned around simultaneously, there was Eun-Ha, glancing furtively at the sundae.

"Ah, hehe... sorry."

Belatedly realizing she had ruined the mood, Eun-Ha apologized with an awkward smile.

Grumble, grumble—

Eun-Ha's stomach was clamoring for that sundae.
And for good reason—yesterday she had been tormented by Kim Se-Won all day without a chance to eat.
Naturally, she was hungry.

Eun-Ha fixed her gaze on the sundae Nabi was holding and kept swallowing her saliva.

"...W-would you like one?"
"I-I'll give you one too."
"Really?!"

Eun-Ha's expression brightened. It seemed to shine brilliantly despite the dark dawn.
The two, thinking it couldn't be helped, looked at each other and sighed softly.

*Well, she's Dolli's savior, what can we do?*
*I don't know why Eun-Ha is here, but since it's her, we should be generous.*

With this in mind, they each took a piece of sundae and brought it to Eun-Ha.

Nom nom nom!

Eun-Ha put the sundae in her mouth all at once and savored the taste with a blissful expression.

"Eun-Ha-!!"

And then.
A voice calling for Eun-Ha was heard.

BOOM-!

Along with a massive explosion.

Nabi instantly gathered the sundae and sent it to another space.
Eun-Ha stepped back and drew up her magical power, while Kim Woo-Jin ignited blue flames.

*Who is it?*

The voice they heard was Kim Se-Won's.
Indeed, Kim Se-Won was running toward Eun-Ha, moving his legs even faster to approach them.

But this explosion wasn't Se-Won's doing.

"So here you were. My first masterpiece."

Ash-gray hair fluttered in the sea breeze.
Dozens of chimera-like creatures and an equal number of clone girls, along with a monster army, surrounded the four people.

"Jin Yong-Han...!"

Kim Woo-Jin gritted his teeth and shouted.
Yes.
The one who attacked Eun-Ha was Jin Yong-Han, one of the executives of the Villain Association.
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Ch.303 - The First Completed Product And The Unwanted Guest
Jin Yong-Han stared at the boy glaring at him. Tanned skin, snow-white hair. His sunset-colored crimson eyes burned with rage like flames.

"What are you doing here?"
"I came to find a runaway possession. After raising it preciously for over ten years, it ran off with one of its own kind in some romantic escape."

Jin Yong-Han shrugged at Kim Woo-Jin's growling question.
His manner, as if adding "What can you do?" made him seem like he was calling himself a caretaker.

"Why? Did you feel so drawn to Dolly because you're in the same situation? Did you feel pity or guilt because Dolly was dying while you're perfectly fine? Hmm?"

*Same situation?*

Eun-Ha's gaze shifted slightly toward Kim Woo-Jin.
Currently, Jin Yong-Han was looking only at Kim Woo-Jin. It was as if he was saying that the "possession" he mentioned was Kim Woo-Jin.

"Right. You always had a talent for irritating people."

Kim Woo-Jin wasn't particularly flustered. His heart wasn't racing either. He was simply dismissing Jin Yong-Han's words as nonsense.

He took a deep breath to compose himself.
He needed to maintain his composure in front of Jin Yong-Han. Otherwise, he'd fall into the man's pace.

Still, he couldn't control his anger.
Gritting his teeth, Kim Woo-Jin ignited blue flames across his entire body.

"Ah. I see."

Jin Yong-Han nodded, seeing that Kim Woo-Jin still hadn't realized his situation.
It was understandable.
He didn't know what kind of being he was.

"You didn't know you were a clone. Right."

So Jin Yong-Han stated the truth outright.
With a smirk, he raised the corner of his mouth, mocking him.

The boy, Kim Woo-Jin, only knew himself as someone raised in the Villain Association.
That was so amusing that Jin Yong-Han couldn't stop smiling.

"...C-Clone?"

Kim Woo-Jin's eyes wavered.

*Clone? What does that mean?*

He seemed unable to accept those words.

"No, you should listen with your ears, not wherever else you're hearing from."

Jin Yong-Han scratched his ear while looking at the bewildered Kim Woo-Jin.

*If we were alone, I would have used force immediately.*

Then, as if just noticing them, he glanced at the young people around Kim Woo-Jin.

Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, Seo Na-Bi.

All three possessed strength beyond their years. Kim Se-Won wasn't particularly remarkable, but the others were troublesome.

*Still, I have to take him.*

Jin Yong-Han was conscious of something on his chest.

The news that Filan Arclight had gone missing was most unwelcome to the other three executives of the Villain Association.

With only days left until Engia Keplux's appearance, they had lost a crucial key.

They needed to find a replacement.
A substitute who had received part of an executive's gene.

Of course, such a person couldn't exist.
The gene was a special power directly injected by Engia Keplux.
They had attempted cultivation many times, but all failed unless it was the person's own clone. Even those clones collapsed shortly after.

They simply couldn't create a substitute.
In the end, these four were indispensable to achieving their wish.

But there was one exception.
A product of chance. A being created by miracle.

Kim Woo-Jin.
That boy was the only exception.

That's why he received special treatment in the Villain Association, and was the only one they successfully replicated and injected with the gene.

"Let me tell you again. I'm too kind for my own good, aren't I? You're not Kim Woo-Jin. You're a clone based on Kim Woo-Jin, the kid who died in the orphanage fire. That's it."
"Stop talking nonsense!"
"Oh? You don't believe this either? Then... let me show you proof."

Snap! Jin Yong-Han snapped his fingers. One of the clone girls standing behind him came forward, trembling with fear.

Rip!

"Kyaa...!"

Jin Yong-Han grabbed the girl's top and tore it off. The girl's small breasts were exposed.
She tried to cover her suddenly exposed chest with both hands. But Jin Yong-Han wouldn't allow it.

"Clones have identification numbers, you see."

Jin Yong-Han's finger touched the clone girl's neck. The girl trembled in fear.

"Like this. If you flow magic from the neck to the navel, it appears."

His finger slid down. Black letters appeared on the girl's chest.

[C-B-A92]

B meant a second-generation clone. The number after indicated which one it was.

"If you don't believe me, try it yourself. C-A-000. That's your identification number."

A vile smile appeared on Jin Yong-Han's face. Vile, but without a trace of falsehood. His eyes held certainty.

Kim Woo-Jin gulped and put it into action.

*Really, is it really true?*

It must be a lie.
He hoped it was a lie.
Gulp, Kim Woo-Jin swallowed and placed his finger on his neck.

Then, infusing it with magic, he slid his finger down.

"!!!!"

His chest burned hot.
Kim Woo-Jin opened his eyes wide and hurriedly took off his top to reveal his chest.

[C-A-000]

Just as he had said, the letters appeared on his chest.

"See? You should have believed me."

Kim Woo-Jin's body trembled. It was an unbelievable reality.
Jin Yong-Han shrugged at him. He threw the clone girl he had been holding behind him.

The thrown girl hit the ground and trembled in pain.

"W-Woo-Jin... died?"

The clone girl wasn't the only one trembling.
Seo Na-Bi was confused after seeing the identification number on Kim Woo-Jin's chest.

Her childhood friend was dead.
And a fake pretending to be him had been with her all this time.

*What should I do?*

She simply didn't know how to react. Her head was spinning.

Kim Woo-Jin was dead.
The real one was dead.
Only the fake remained, pretending to be real. No, he had lived thinking he was real.

Then how should she think of Kim Woo-Jin?

Her feelings for Kim Woo-Jin hadn't changed, but she began to doubt whether it was right to continue harboring these feelings.

"I, I..."

Seo Na-Bi simply couldn't tell.

"Come on. There's nowhere for you to be. Right? Look beside you. See what face your girl is making."
"...!!!"

Only then did Kim Woo-Jin look at the confused Seo Na-Bi. His heart sank.

*Fake.*

Seo Na-Bi's expression was different from what she had shown him before.

*I understand, but still...!*

Kim Woo-Jin hadn't known he was a clone until now. He had firmly believed he was "Kim Woo-Jin."
So he could understand. The shock Seo Na-Bi felt, the inexplicable sense of betrayal.
Because he understood, his heart was breaking. He was sorry.

Yet he still wanted her to consider him as "Kim Woo-Jin."

"Wait."

Eun-Ha, who had been listening to Kim Woo-Jin and Jin Yong-Han's conversation, stepped in front of Jin Yong-Han.

"So what's your point?"

Her eyes were filled with anger. She glanced at Seo Na-Bi with that angry gaze.
Seo Na-Bi's body flinched. She never expected Eun-Ha to look at her like that.

"What does it matter if Kim Woo-Jin is a clone? If he's a clone created when he was young, how is he any different from the original?"

Clone Kim Woo-Jin wasn't created just 1-2 years ago.
Over 10 years. More than half his life had been lived as Kim Woo-Jin, so what reason was there to call him fake?

This is what Eun-Ha thought.

If he had already lived as Kim Woo-Jin longer than the "original" Kim Woo-Jin, then clone Kim Woo-Jin wasn't just a fake who inherited the original's memories, but essentially Kim Woo-Jin himself reborn.

"That's why you and Na-Bi fell for each other, right?"

Eun-Ha's gaze pierced Seo Na-Bi again.

"T-That's..."

Was it true?
She wasn't sure.
It could easily be dismissed as a statement made in the heat of the moment.

Still, she didn't want to deny it.

Seo Na-Bi looked at Kim Woo-Jin again.
Not with confusion like before, but with hesitation.

*The real Woo-Jin died when we were very young. On the day we separated... But can I really call Woo-Jin, who has lived with those memories intact since childhood, a fake?*

"...Na-Bi."
"Mmm."

Kim Woo-Jin gently reached out his hand. Seo Na-Bi didn't reject it.

"Tsk...!"

Jin Yong-Han was displeased with the two people accepting Eun-Ha's twisted logic.
They probably knew the truth.
But their desire not to drift apart was stronger, so they were forcibly accepting Eun-Ha's logic.

If that's the case, there was only one option left.
Force.

Jin Yong-Han put his hand inside his coat.

"You should have come willingly when I asked nicely."

He didn't want to use this, but he had no choice. Kim Woo-Jin was too necessary right now.

"I didn't want to use this either...!!?"

Whoosh! A strong wind blew. Jin Yong-Han's eyes widened. His body froze with his arm still inside his coat.

The beach sand scattered in the wind.

"Found you."

A deep voice came from the sky.

"Mmph! Mmph! Mmmmph!!!!"

The person with the deep voice was slowly descending to the ground, holding a clone who looked exactly like Jin Yong-Han in one hand.
Jin Yong-Han's clone was desperately struggling to break free.

*Why is that clone, which I made just as a shell without injecting the gene, there?*

Crunch! Jin Yong-Han gritted his teeth, glaring at him with fierce eyes.
He didn't know why, but that bastard must have found the clone somehow and brought it here.

"Finally meeting you! My brother. I never thought you'd make a brother for your brother."

The person who appeared before Jin Yong-Han was none other than the S-class hero, Jin Jae-Han.

Ch.304 - Seeing My Daughter's Shameless Behavior, I Couldn't Help But Move My Body Reflexively
The Wind of Greeting.
This referred to the intense strike that Jin Yong-Han would unleash whenever he met Jin Jae-Han.
Swoosh-! In the blink of an eye, a sharp wind flew toward Jin Jae-Han.

"Haha! Yes! That's it!"

Jin Jae-Han carefully tossed Jin Yong-Han's clone into the air and stretched out both arms to receive the wind with his entire body. Slash! The sound accompanied his skin being sliced.

If it had been someone else.
If Kim Woo-Jin had taken this wind head-on, it would have been threatening enough to split his body in two.
But Jin Jae-Han's damage was minimal. His skin was only slightly sliced.

It was thanks to the cool current that unconsciously protected Jin Jae-Han's body.

"It's been a while since I felt the wind of greeting."
"You monster...!"

Jin Jae-Han caught Jin Yong-Han's clone floating in the air and smiled refreshingly.

It was a familiar and nostalgic wind. Jin Jae-Han felt proud as he sensed the subtly stronger wind.
His brother had grown more powerful in the meantime. Though the threshold between A-rank and S-rank was enormous, his brother was steadily growing. Someday he would reach where he himself had arrived!

Jin Jae-Han was overjoyed to confirm his brother's growth.

"I'll say it as many times as needed! Brother! Let's go back! To the embrace of family!"
"What family? They've been dead for ages!"
"Yet I remain! ...And haven't you created a new family?"
"How is that a family? Even someone completely insane wouldn't consider that a family!"

They couldn't communicate with each other.

"Should we slip away now...?"

Eun-Ha quietly spoke to Kim Se-Won as she watched the two men arguing loudly.

"That seems best."

With Jin Jae-Han present, there was no worry about what might happen afterward.
Unless it was The Mute One or an A-rank monster, particularly a mature higher monster like Deltar, they couldn't even scratch him.

"What are you two going to do?"

Eun-Ha turned her head.
There was a couple holding hands tightly.
They were gripping each other as if they would never let go, yet the atmosphere between them was awkward.
They kept glancing at each other, then quickly turning away when their eyes met.

"...That's annoying."

Seeing this couple's behavior, Eun-Ha quickly grabbed Kim Se-Won's hand. She absolutely didn't want to lose.

"W-we're completely comfortable doing this kind of thing!"

She didn't stop at holding hands. Eun-Ha let go and clung to Kim Se-Won, linking arms with him.
Her voice trembled awkwardly as she spoke deliberately, as if showing off.

"T-this much is nothing to us!"

Her face flushed red as she spoke. As the distance between her and Kim Se-Won narrowed, she could smell his scent.

*I-I was linking arms with him like this yesterday too...*

She suddenly remembered what she had done with Kim Se-Won yesterday.

"...!!"

Seo Na-Bi's eyes widened as she watched this.

*E-Eun-Ha with Kim Se-Won?!*

Some emotion boiled up in her chest.
She knew it well.
This emotion was jealousy.

Seo Na-Bi's eyes shone, burning with jealousy.

Suddenly! Seo Na-Bi's strong arm embraced Kim Woo-Jin.

"Mmph?!"

That wasn't all.
Seo Na-Bi forced her lips onto Kim Woo-Jin's in what could almost be called assault.

Slurp, smack. The moist sounds echoed around them.

"Wow...."

Eun-Ha was speechless at Seo Na-Bi's boldness.

"At least they seem to be getting along again."

Right? Kim Se-Won asked Eun-Ha.

"Mmm."

Eun-Ha, her gaze fixed on Seo Na-Bi's bold action, carefully nodded.

*Still, Se-Won is better.*

Judging by Kim Woo-Jin's expression, still unable to hide his surprise, his kissing wasn't very skillful. Eun-Ha thought to herself that Kim Se-Won could melt her in an instant.

"Let's go back. It'll be troublesome if we get caught in the crossfire."
"Okay."

Kim Se-Won used telekinesis to lift Eun-Ha. It was what people commonly called a princess carry.

"Where do you think you're going!"

Swoosh! A sharp wind flew toward Kim Se-Won. It was Jin Yong-Han's wind, who had been facing off against Jin Jae-Han.

"Hup!"

But the wind was blocked by Jin Jae-Han. Or rather, it would be more accurate to say he deliberately took the hit.

"Brother, you should be looking at me, not at them."

Jin Jae-Han savored the wind Jin Yong-Han had unleashed as he spoke.
Jin Yong-Han wanted to tear apart Jin Jae-Han's smug face. He scrunched his face and pulled out a cigarette from his pocket.

"Light."

As he opened his mouth, a clone girl nearby lit it with a lighter.

"Oh my! Cigarettes are bad for you!!"

Jin Jae-Han shouted loudly at the sight.

"Throw away that Virginia thing or whatever it is right now!"

Whoosh! A huge wind flew toward Jin Yong-Han. Unlike the sharp ones before, this massive hammer-like wind targeted Jin Yong-Han's cigarette.

"...Virginia?"

Eun-Ha murmured blankly.
Virginia. Wasn't that the same as her magical girl name?

*Nah, it's probably just the same name.*

Come to think of it, she had never asked why her magical girl names were Virginia and Optima.
She had just accepted it, and it had already been a year.

*I'll ask later.*

Just as Eun-Ha shook her head and pressed closer to Kim Se-Won, Jin Yong-Han deflected the incoming wind with his own wind.
If he tried to block it, he would die, crushed by that brute force.
If he tried to dodge clumsily, he would be caught in the aftermath.
The only answer was to read the path of the force and deflect it.

"Tsk...! You monster."

Jin Yong-Han felt his wrists becoming ragged. Even though he had deflected it as much as possible, his wrists were screaming.
He had grown stronger again.

Despite reaching the pinnacle as an S-rank, Jin Jae-Han was greedily continuing to grow.

*Once he finds me, it's at least three days... Escape is the answer here.*

Jin Yong-Han tended to avoid meeting Jin Jae-Han. The reason was Jin Jae-Han's persistent obsession.

Once discovered, he would cling to him for at least three days. The clone currently hanging onto Jin Jae-Han must have been desperately trying to escape before being caught.

Jin Yong-Han looked at his clone. She was pale and gaunt.

Because Jin Jae-Han's behavior—following persistently for days without eating or drinking—was enough to drain anyone's spirit.
There's a reason S-rank heroes are labeled as superhumans.

*Just endure that insufferable face for a few more days! This is a strategic retreat!*

Jin Yong-Han pulled out a capsule from his pocket. It was a small capsule about the size of a finger joint.

Ping! He flicked the capsule with his finger. The capsule opened, and thick smoke spread around. Gray smoke instantly obscured their vision.

"That trick again!"

Jin Jae-Han quickly flew forward, as if he had seen this many times before. With numerous chimeras, monsters, and clones surrounding them, Jin Yong-Han's escape routes were limited.

*You can't escape my radar network!*

Moreover, after years of chasing his brother, he had honed his instincts. His instincts told him his brother was fleeing at full speed.

"...We didn't need to leave first."
"Still, there's nothing good about staying longer... Let's deal with what's left and go."

Kim Se-Won, who had been blankly watching the situation, carefully put Eun-Ha down. Eun-Ha touched the ground with a somewhat disappointed expression.

*I'll deploy my sanctuary and instantly kill the monsters and chimeras. I'll have Se-Won evacuate the clones, and I can heal them later.*

Disappointment aside, Eun-Ha thought about what needed to be done.

And just as she was about to transform and deploy her sanctuary—
Crack! The surroundings froze.

"?!"

Suddenly, a chill swept over them.
Kim Se-Won stepped forward to shield Eun-Ha's body.

The violent cold wasn't just freezing the surroundings.
Space itself was freezing.
Like a barrier being created, it was becoming isolated from other spaces.

Space creaked and screamed. A dome made of large ice crystals formed.

"What is this...?!"

Seo Na-Bi frantically scanned the surroundings with an expression stained with shock. A power that could dominate the surroundings in an instant.
Familiar magical power.
Seo Na-Bi knew very well who had created this cold.

*The magical power in my body is stirring.*

It was the same for Kim Se-Won. Gulp, he swallowed.
The magical girl's power that had accidentally seeped into his body at The Front Line was reacting.

*It's Seo Hye-Ji's magical power.*

The Core said so.
His magical power, completely fused with his magical girl's power, was still serving as a compass.

It was an ominous magical power that made his body feel frozen just by sensing it.

Crack! The chimeras and monsters instantly froze and shattered.

"The clones...!"

Eun-Ha shouted.
The clones couldn't escape the influence of this cruel cold either. Before Eun-Ha could take any action, the clone girls froze and shattered into pieces.

"We need to escape quickly...!"

Flash! Seo Na-Bi transformed with a dark light and immediately tried to cast a spatial magic.

But the magic wouldn't work.
Because this space itself was under her control.

"It's useless."

A delicate voice came from above. It was an incredibly warm voice. It was hard to believe it came from the person who had released this cold.

A pure white girl slowly descended from the sky and gently set foot on the ground.
Then, with a smile, she looked at Don-Hil.

She was a girl who looked exactly like Don-Hil.
No, Don-Hil resembled her.

"...!!"

Don-Hil inhaled sharply with a shocked expression.
The White Witch.
Her mother, Bloody White, had appeared in human territory.

"Seo Hye-Ji...?!"

Eun-Ha was equally shocked.

*Why is she here?*

She was someone who had never shown herself even once. Moreover, how could someone who should be busy with power struggles against The Mute One come here?

To begin with, this was human territory. How could a mass murderer like her come here so casually?

Many questions arose.

"Hmm. I see."

Seo Hye-Ji, Bloody White, glanced at Eun-Ha who had called her name, then nodded.

"You're that woman's daughter? And the child Nabi liked."

Not many people knew her name.
Among the living, only allies or a very few powerful individuals knew it.
The rest had all been killed by her.

"Kuh...!!"

Eun-Ha unconsciously shrank back.
It was a bloodlust that took her breath away. It felt like her entire body was being pricked by thorns.

"So that's her."
"Hmm!"

While Eun-Ha was shrinking back, two figures stood beside Seo Hye-Ji. They had descended from the sky like Bloody White.
A tall beauty with a sleek lizard tail.
And a muscular man showing off his firm muscles.

"It's been a while!"
"??"

When the muscular man greeted her as if he knew her, Eun-Ha wore a puzzled expression.
A muscular man with his hair swept back like a lion's mane. She had never seen such a monster before.

"No way...!"

But she had heard that voice before.
Moreover, those writhing muscles, though reduced in size, were definitely in a form she remembered.

"Deltar?!"
"Hahahahaha! That's right! It's me!"

A booming voice echoed around.

"Where did you find eyes to put in...?"

Eun-Ha wore an incredulous expression at Deltar's transformation.

His muscle size had decreased. While smaller, they had become more powerful.
Hair had sprouted on his previously smooth scalp.
And an eye had been added.
His face had become quite manly too!
Thanks to these changes, his impression had greatly changed.

Eun-Ha looked at Deltar with a very dissatisfied expression.
It was a hostile look mixed with betrayal, like realizing someone she thought was like her was actually popular.

"Eyes can decrease and increase, you know!"
"No, what kind of creature is like that!"
"Right here!"

Hahaha, Deltar crossed his arms and laughed loudly.

"Now, let's go back."

Bloody White, who had been watching the two talk, extended her hand toward Don-Hil.

Woong! As she extended her hand, a large shadow loomed.
It was the Sky Island, the residence of Gresorion's Foriner and the stronghold of Seo Hye-Ji's forces.

"I've heard the story roughly. I know that you, and the man you hold in your heart, have nowhere suitable to go."
"I, I..."

Don-Hil hesitated.
Kim Woo-Jin was actually a clone? That didn't matter anymore.

But should she follow Seo Hye-Ji, who had mercilessly killed her sister?

*It's true, we have nowhere to go now. Just as Jin Yong-Han found us this time, he'll find us wherever we are. He'll take Woo-Jin away from me.*

The Villain Association was the problem.
Jin Yong-Han would always appear before Kim Woo-Jin. Moreover, she was concerned about "something" Jin Yong-Han had hidden in his pocket.
Jin Yong-Han's face showed confidence that using it would draw Kim Woo-Jin to the Villain Association.

Don-Hil was anxious about that.
She didn't want to lose Kim Woo-Jin.

Even if it was her mother who had mercilessly disposed of her sister. She probably came looking for her because she needed her now.
If that's the case, as long as she follows Bloody White's orders well, she can continue to be with Kim Woo-Jin.

"...Woo-Jin."

Don-Hil called out to Kim Woo-Jin.

"What guarantee do I have that you won't harm Nabi?"

Instead of answering Don-Hil's question, Kim Woo-Jin glared at Bloody White and opened his mouth.

"You don't think we have a choice, do you?"

Even Bloody White had no intention of drawing back the daughter she had let go.

"Being our chess piece would be better than being a puppet of villains."

Bloody White forced a smile.
She didn't want to bring her daughter, who had lived her entire life for herself, here.
But the situation had changed.
She had to be tough here.

"This guy, that guy...!!"

Crunch! Kim Woo-Jin gritted his teeth and ignited blue flames. He looked ready to burn everything around him.

"Woo-Jin! Stop!"

Don-Hil blocked Kim Woo-Jin who was about to lunge at Bloody White. She stood in front of Kim Woo-Jin and met Bloody White's gaze directly.
It was cold enough to freeze just by looking.
This was the power of her mother that she had only heard rumors about.

A power incomparable to her weak self.

Seo Na-Bi decided what she needed to do. Gulp, she swallowed and barely opened her mouth.

Ch.305 - Suspicious Person (1)
The two-day, three-night trip had been successful.

"I'm going now."
"Are you sure you'll be okay alone?"
"I only came here to walk you back. Sleep well."

I left Se-Won behind after he walked me to the dormitory.
Trudging back to my room with heavy steps, I collapsed onto my bed.

"Was the trip... successful?"

If I had to say, it was successful.
Se-Won was gradually gaining control over his powers.
The only downside was that it came at the expense of my body. Still, sacrificing my body a few times had shortened what would have taken others months into just a few days. Even if it was regrettable, I had to accept it.
It was what it was.

The two-day, three-night special training and its results were excellent.
But there were side effects.

"...Ugh."

My body still trembles. Every inch feels sensitive.
Se-Won is like a beast.
A beast who only has eyes for me.

That makes me happy, I suppose.
But I didn't want to show how much I enjoyed it.

"It's like I'm some pervert who gets pleasure from being tormented."

After being thoroughly ravished while feeling anxious and ashamed that someone might discover us, I absolutely didn't want to show how much I liked it.

"Wait! Could it be?!"

I bolted upright on the bed. Something had suddenly occurred to me.
I frantically pulled out the grimoire from my desk and flipped through the pages.

"This... this!"

My face contorted with shock. The grimoire contained descriptions of activities very similar to what I had experienced.

"How could he naturally come up with this without learning it from anyone...?"

Methods to make someone conscious of others' gazes outdoors.
Play that maximizes shame by making one aware of others watching!

"I'm scared."

For the first time, I felt fear toward Se-Won.
I knew he had strong sexual desires, but I never expected him to come up with these things so readily.

"Maybe he thought of it from watching a lot of porn. But still, to put it into action right away..."

The drive to fulfill his desires. Come to think of it, Se-Won was someone who would stop at nothing to get what he wanted.

"That's right."

I chuckled as I closed the book.
A man who would spare no effort, not even his own body, to follow me. To reach where I stood.

Thinking about something is easy. But putting it into action and persevering is incredibly difficult.
It requires quick decision-making, execution, and unbreakable willpower.

Se-Won accomplished that difficult feat.
And I liked that about him.

"By the way, Nabi ended up leaving after all."

I sat on the bed and closed my eyes.
I recalled what had happened yesterday at dawn.

Nabi and Kim Woo-Jin followed her mother, Bloody White, to Gresorion.
Or more accurately, they returned to their original affiliation.

"I never knew Nabi had a sibling."

At first, she rejected Bloody White's offer.
Saying there was no reason to return to a mother who had so easily killed her own sibling.

But that wasn't the case.

'Your sibling is alive.'

The situation changed when the female monster standing beside Bloody White brought out a small child.

'To get revenge on The Mute One. For my goal, I decided to create a new force. And I didn't want you to get caught up in this conflict.'

She hadn't killed the child—she had only pretended to.
Then Bloody White calmly explained what she had been through all this time.

Both Bloody White and I.
We had the same goal.

"I can never forgive The Mute One. Bloody White isn't an ally, but she's not exactly an enemy right now either... I might be able to get her cooperation to bring him down."

Remembering what Bloody White had endured at The Mute One's hands made my lower abdomen ache.
Stripped of her powers and sealed by her mother, Bloody White was repeatedly violated by The Mute One.
And for over a decade, she was forced to bear his children.

Pregnant, and after a few months, having her womb cut open while still alive to extract the child—she endured this over and over. Her hatred for him was enough to pierce the heavens.

"Truly. Unforgivable."

The one who killed me.
The one who nearly killed my mother.
The one who brought my mother's figurine to that place accessible through the First Field, and sprayed his foul semen on it.
And the one who tormented Bloody White, imprisoning and raping her for over a decade.

Once again, I built up hatred for The Mute One in my heart. The thought that my mother might have suffered the same fate made my whole body shudder.

And then.

"Nabi is... The Mute One's daughter..."

It's hard to believe.
But if what Bloody White said is true, Nabi is The Mute One's daughter.

"Was it right to let them transfer to Gresorion without stopping them?"

I still couldn't find an answer to this question.
As long as Kim Woo-Jin exists, he and Nabi will continue to be hunted by the Villain Association.
Though the Villain Association's plan is just over a week away, they'll be relentlessly pursued until then.

Thinking coldly, I should have stopped them.
After all, Nabi is Don-Hil. My rival. And as Gresorion's magical girl, she nearly killed Se-Won.
These past events couldn't be erased.

"But still."

She was a friend.
Maybe I'm the only one who thinks so, but Nabi and I were classmates.
When she disappeared from the academy, she only told me about it.

Perhaps I was Nabi's only friend at the academy?
Is it wrong to wish for such a friend's happiness?

"I don't know."

My head is spinning.
Making a fool like me think about difficult things.

"Only bring simple problems to a fool."

I complained to no one in particular in this empty room.

"But I do know one thing."

I clenched my fist tightly.
In the end, Nabi and Kim Woo-Jin became part of Gresorion.
Kim Woo-Jin would be safe from the Villain Association's grasp.

"Both Nabi and Kim Woo-Jin will get stronger."

They're already strong people.
And being around other strong individuals will push them to hone themselves further.

"So I need to get stronger too. And Se-Won as well."

So we won't lose to them.
So we can defeat The Mute One.
So we can defeat Bloody White if she ever becomes our enemy.
I made the same resolution I had made many times before.

"But..."

I've made my resolution. My goal is even more firm now.
But there's something more important to me right now.

I jumped up from my seat.

"We never had a proper date after all!"

That's it.
Even though the purpose of this trip was to help Se-Won stabilize, refine, and control his power, we never had a proper date!

Who in the world would call outdoor exposure training a date?!

It's still evening.
It's just become evening, so there's plenty of time left. And Se-Won probably hasn't reached home yet.

"Let's go! Let's go!"

I simply couldn't sit still any longer.


* * *


Kim Se-Won had just arrived at Kim Ha-Yoon's house after walking Eun-Ha back. His mother, Kim Ha-Yoon, seemed to be out as the house was dark.

"Did she go somewhere...?"

After turning on the lights and looking around for a while, Kim Se-Won found a small note on the dining table.

[Just going to the supermarket]

"She went grocery shopping."

Having confirmed the reason for Kim Ha-Yoon's absence, he headed straight to his room.
Since he hadn't had time to recover his energy during the trip, he collapsed onto his bed as soon as he entered the room.

Knock knock!

"Hmm?"

Just then, he heard a strange sound. Kim Se-Won turned his head at the sudden noise.

Knock knock! Knock-knock-knock-knock!

"At this hour?"

Someone was there.
Someone was knocking on the door!
That meant someone had come to this house!
And the reason they weren't using the doorbell was probably because they didn't want to reveal their identity.

'If they press the doorbell, they can be seen through the camera on the door...!'

Extremely tense, Kim Se-Won gulped.
Who would suddenly visit Kim Ha-Yoon's house?

No one.

'Could they be targeting Mom?'

Suddenly, an unsettling thought crossed his mind.
It was entirely plausible.
Though he didn't like to admit it, Kim Ha-Yoon was quite beautiful. The kind of looks that would attract lustful men.
Plus, she had no husband! Her child was at the academy, so she usually lived alone!

"This piece of trash...!"

In other words, it must be someone stalking his mother! Filled with rage, Kim Se-Won boldly left his room and flung the front door wide open!

Thud!

"Ah!"

...And a girl's scream rang out.

"Huh?"

Kim Se-Won's thoughts froze.
He stood rigid, having opened the door forcefully.
He had come out to punish the trash who was stalking his mother, but instead, he heard a girl's voice.

"It hurts..."

Following that, he heard the girl whimpering.

'I'm screwed.'

Cold sweat trickled down from his head. It ran down his cheeks, gathered at his chin, and dripped.

Something was wrong.
It was fortunate that the situation he had imagined wasn't happening, but something else was wrong.

His mind finally started working again.
At this evening hour.
At this place.
What "girl" would visit Kim Ha-Yoon's house?

Kim Se-Won forced his creaking legs to move and looked at the girl behind the door.

"You...!"

There stood Eun-Ha, looking at him with a resentful expression.
It seemed her head had collided with the door, as she was hunched over, teary-eyed, rubbing her head with both hands.

"I-I'm sorry!!"

As soon as he recognized Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won immediately embraced her. He gently stroked her slightly swollen crown.

"...If you're sorry, then it's okay."

It was strange behavior to hug someone while apologizing. But Eun-Ha forgave Kim Se-Won nonetheless.
After all, she was the one who had come without notice.

'Se-Won's scent.'

Above all, Eun-Ha loved Kim Se-Won's scent.
Having just returned, and wearing only thin clothes, he emitted a strong bodily fragrance.
Taking a deep breath—sniff—made her head feel like it was melting.

'Did she really forgive me?'

Kim Se-Won was still sweating profusely as he watched Eun-Ha's reaction.
The girl with silky black hair remained motionless, her head buried in his chest. She only occasionally took breaths with a "sniff" and exhale.

Kim Se-Won brought his nose to the crown of her head.

'She smells nice.'

He wanted to stay like this forever.

"So, what brings you here? Not that I mind."
"Ah!"

Thud!

"Ugh!"

At Kim Se-Won's words, Eun-Ha lifted her head.
Kim Se-Won, who had his nose against Eun-Ha's crown, felt a shock as if his nose was breaking and his body trembled.

"Ah...! Se-Se-Won...!"
"Ow... my nose is bleeding."

She must have lifted her head with considerable force, as blood was flowing from Kim Se-Won's nose.
She had straightened up and lifted her head so suddenly that he had no chance to avoid it.

"Are you okay...?"

Eun-Ha used healing magic to treat Kim Se-Won's nose. Though not as effective as when she was transformed, it was sufficient to heal his nose.

"Yeah, yeah. I'm fine. It was my fault anyway. But why...?"
"Well, you see..."

'Could she be here because she wants to have sex?' was the faint expectation behind his question. Kim Se-Won quietly waited for Eun-Ha's answer.

"Before that."

Instead of answering Kim Se-Won's question, Eun-Ha slightly rose on her tiptoes, bringing her face closer to his.

Smooch!

"No, that's not it...!"

Thinking she wanted a kiss, he brought his lips to hers, but Eun-Ha blushed and quickly created distance between them. The way she fluttered her arms was adorable.

"Earlier, before coming here, I saw a suspicious person. We rode the same elevator, and when I pressed this floor, he hurriedly pressed a different floor."
"What...?"

Kim Se-Won felt blood rushing to his head.
What Eun-Ha had said in a small voice meant that what he had been worried about might actually be happening.

Just as he resolved to catch that person and stop them—

"...I came for a date, you know."

Eun-Ha's voice, filled with disappointment, made his heart waver.
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Ch.306 - Suspicious Person (2)
He was thin in build.
A suspicious man with a scruffy beard, hiding his face and body under a large fedora and coat.
Not just his behavior was suspicious—even his attire was suspicious.

"Is that the man?"
"Mm-hmm."

Kim Se-Won began surveying the surroundings based on Jae-Yu's testimony.

He couldn't help but swallow nervously at the thought that what he feared might actually happen.

*When school break ends, Mom will be alone guarding the house. There's no one to help or protect her.*

To think there would be such a shameless person targeting a married woman with a child, even if she didn't look like someone who had given birth.

Determined not to let him get away, Kim Se-Won searched around the apartment with Jae-Yu's help.

*...And I came here for a date.*

Suddenly, Jae-Yu's voice echoed in Kim Se-Won's mind. It was something she had said just moments ago.

*We just got back from our trip, and already talking about dates.*

Her voice had been full of disappointment. As important as his mother Kim Ha-Yoon was to him, he couldn't help feeling conflicted when he thought about Jae-Yu's purpose for coming here.

*Well, I'm not a reliable person, so it can't be helped. Jae-Yu gave her time and effort for me. We haven't even done anything that could be called a date.*

He was angry at himself. Guilt welled up inside him.

He was an unreliable man.
Although he was trying very hard to overcome this unreliability, it wasn't an absolute shield.

If that was the case, he should at least do what he could. He resolved to finish this quickly and give Jae-Yu the date she wanted.

"Eun... no, Jae-Yu. After this is over..."
"Oh? That person...!"

Just as he was forcing down his guilt and opening his mouth, Jae-Yu pointed somewhere.
Kim Se-Won's gaze shifted to where her small hand was pointing.

"...!! Mom...!"

His eyes widened.
The person Jae-Yu had spotted was none other than Kim Ha-Yoon.
Kim Ha-Yoon was arguing with a strange man while holding shopping bags full of groceries in both hands.

"I'm really fine."
"No, I just want to help you carry those heavy bags."
"I'm really okay. My home is right around the corner, so I just need to go a little further."

A strange man. No, a suspicious man.
Thin build with a scruffy beard. And a man hiding his body as much as possible with a large fedora and coat!
Exactly as Jae-Yu had described.

*That's him!*

Kim Se-Won shot forward with fire in his eyes.

Academy students are prohibited by school rules from using violence against ordinary citizens. If this were discovered, severe punishment would follow.

In fact, superpowered individuals causing harm or injury to ordinary citizens is prohibited not just by school rules but by law.

But none of that mattered to Kim Se-Won right now. He had to bring down his hammer of fury on this scoundrel targeting his mother.
If he didn't act now, if he didn't make it absolutely clear, his mother would surely suffer alone.

Kim Se-Won's physical abilities, which had explosively increased after his awakening, synergized with his pure magical power that exceeded even other awakened individuals.
In less than a second, he closed the distance and swung his hand to separate the two people first.

Thwack!

"?!"

His swinging hand was lightly blocked. Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his surprise and stood there dumbfounded.

*That wasn't a coincidence.*

Superpowered individuals differ from ordinary people in many ways.
The fact that they can utilize magical power and use superpowers. Furthermore, they can also show differences in physical abilities, which means it couldn't have been blocked by coincidence.
If it had been blocked by chance, the blocking hand would have been shattered.

*This guy is a superpowered individual.*

Though his face was covered, Kim Se-Won sensed the man was frowning. No matter how young he might be, he was an awakened one.
There's no way an awakened person's deliberate strike would have no impact.

"Se-Won...?"
"Mom, step back! This guy is a superpowered individual!"
"Mom... Tch! So you're her son!"

He followed up with another attack. A lightning-fast punch aimed at the face. The suspicious man's body twitched in response.

"Hup!"

Simultaneously, Kim Se-Won's body moved. He withdrew his extended fist and, using his right foot as a pivot, swung his leg. The flying kick targeted the man's temple.
It was so fast that even he was surprised by his own speed.

"Quite skilled."

Thwack! But this too was easily blocked. This wasn't working. Kim Se-Won employed his superpower as well. Telekinesis grabbed at the suspicious man's legs.

"?!"

The man's body tilted to the left. Another telekinetic force struck from the right, as if to add momentum.

"Hmm."

The man, who had momentarily looked surprised, soon smiled. It was a reaction of considerable interest.
His tilting body stopped abruptly. He straightened up again, ignoring the pressing telekinetic force.

"Quite an achievement for your age."

It had been five seconds since Kim Se-Won had pounced on the man.
The man, who had either deflected or blocked all attacks, was merely expressing interest.

*What kind of person is he? If he were the same B-rank as me, he wouldn't be this relaxed.*

The man never counterattacked.
But he wasn't just taking the hits either.
If what Jae-Yu had said was true—that his current power was above B-rank—then this person was at least A-rank. A stronger opponent than himself.

*His movements are quite smooth. Se-Won has grown a lot.*

Meanwhile, Jae-Yu leisurely watched the battle from behind.
The suspicious man showed no particular fighting spirit. Only Kim Se-Won was burning with determination.
Jae-Yu didn't particularly want to join that fight either.

If she intervened, she could probably land a hit on the man, but the man's actions suggested there was no need to get involved.

*It's strange that a pervert targeting a married woman isn't resisting.*

Questions filled Jae-Yu's mind, but she decided to trust her instincts for now.
This man might be a pervert, but he probably wasn't a villain!

*Actually, this looks like a children's play.*

Thinking this way made her feel more at ease. To Jae-Yu's eyes, it looked as if Kim Se-Won was shadow boxing.
He was desperately struggling to take the man down, but he could never reach him.
Even if the man let his guard down, the power difference was so great that it would be difficult to inflict any real damage.

*Someone capable of this...*

If this person wasn't a villain, then he must be a hero.
Various heroes flashed through Jae-Yu's mind. She couldn't remember their names or abilities, but she did recall the general appearance of quite a few.

Even as Jae-Yu leisurely observed, Kim Se-Won continued to pressure the man. He attacked from all directions with control that had become noticeably more refined in just a few days.

"Um, is it really okay not to stop them?"
"They seem to be playing well together, so I think it's better not to interfere."
"Playing...?"

Kim Ha-Yoon looked anxious, worried that Kim Se-Won might get hurt.

"Yes. And besides."

Jae-Yu pointed to a distant place. It was the path Kim Ha-Yoon had come from minutes ago.

"I think someone who can stop this is coming anyway."

As Kim Ha-Yoon followed her finger, a sound like "swish!" cut through the air. A silver light emanated from far away, closing the distance in an instant.

"What are you doing here, you pervert!"

Kwang! A sword, still in its scabbard, struck the man's crown. Despite evading or blocking Kim Se-Won's attacks with ease, the man couldn't avoid this blow.

"Ugh...!"

The man, who had been composed until now, cried out. His body froze in the position where he was hit on the crown. Crack! With the sound of something breaking, the beard fell off the man's face.

*So it was a disguise.*

The blow was so sharp that the man's fedora split in half. The face of the man, now without his beard, was revealed.

"Hey, I was just trying to work my charm on a nice married woman."

The man was angrily addressing the woman who had struck his crown, Yoo Ji-Yeon.

*Talk about the pot calling the kettle black.* Jae-Yu looked at the man with an expression of disbelief.
This man was one of the most famous men in the country.

"S-rank hero, Baek Seung-Yoon..."

He was known as the Explosion Maniac, the Artist of the Battlefield, and other such titles.

"Shut up. Just continue what you were doing. Have you forgotten what we need to do right now?"
"Tch."

Baek Seung-Yoon clicked his tongue and glanced at Kim Ha-Yoon. A well-ripened body. Motherhood unconsciously flowing from having carried a child.
To Baek Seung-Yoon, she was a woman as valuable as gold, and he couldn't even get her contact information.

"Excuse me, I'm an S-rank hero, so could I at least get your contact..."

Unable to contain his regret, he tried to speak to Kim Ha-Yoon, but she only hid tightly behind Kim Se-Won's back.

*So top heroes aren't decent people.*

After Cha Jin-Ho and now Baek Seung-Yoon, Kim Ha-Yoon's perception of top heroes plummeted.

"You...!"
"It's been a while."

Meanwhile, Yoo Ji-Yeon had spotted Jae-Yu standing beside Kim Ha-Yoon. She was quite pleased to find the magical girl in such a place, having never expected to see her here.

"Sorry. That guy is obsessed with married women."
"Ahaha."
"If you're this lady's son, take this. It's my contact information. If that guy ever bothers your mother again, please call me. I'll be working with him for a while."
"I understand."

Yoo Ji-Yeon turned and handed her contact information to Kim Se-Won. It was to prevent any recurrence.

"But is there a reason for two S-rank heroes to work together?"
"There is."
"It's to catch an executive of the Villain Association!"
"Sigh..."

Yoo Ji-Yeon heaved a deep sigh.
She hadn't intended to give a detailed explanation, but Baek Seung-Yoon had blurted out everything in his unnecessarily flamboyant voice.
Yoo Ji-Yeon's head started to ache at the thought of having to work with someone like him.

"That's right. It's to find the executives of the Villain Association. According to reports, Jin Jae-Han is already tracking one. There are only two left."
"I see. Now that I think about it, I'm getting angry."

Jae-Yu looked at Baek Seung-Yoon with a face boiling with rage.

"So because of you."

She stood in front of Baek Seung-Yoon, examining him.
He had the appearance of a typical lazy genius who had neglected training.

"Because of you."

The nasty part about lazy geniuses is that they seem catchable but never are. No matter how lazy a genius might be, an ordinary person can never catch up.

"My date plan was ruined."

What did that have to do with anything?
The important fact was that because Baek Seung-Yoon had lusted after Kim Ha-Yoon, her date plan had been completely shattered.

"D-date plan...?"

Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had been watching from the side, exclaimed in shock.

*Who? With whom? Optima with Kim Se-Won?*

That ordinary man. No, that man who had undergone some incredible transformation—to think Optima was dating him.

*Really?!*

She had no intention of picking at or interfering in others' love lives, but it was a fact she found hard to believe.

"Ah, sorry. I'm not interested in kids like you."

Baek Seung-Yoon thought Jae-Yu had fallen for him. He waved his hand with the kindest expression he could muster.

Jae-Yu grabbed Baek Seung-Yoon's waving hand. A sweet, cute smile followed.

"Me too."

Crunch! She gripped Baek Seung-Yoon's hand with crushing strength.

"I can't stand the sight of married-woman fetishists like you either!"
"?!"

He was shocked.
There was no way to resist.
How could such strength come from a hand so soft and delicate?

"So!"

Baek Seung-Yoon's body lurched. His feet left the ground.

"Go do your job, you married-woman fetishist!"

Baek Seung-Yoon's body flew through the air. Dark, gloomy magical power emanating from Jae-Yu became the propellant that launched his body.

Whoosh—

On this day, Baek Seung-Yoon flew through the sky.

Ch.307 - Suspicious Person -Elimination Complete- (3)
*Hiss, hiss.* After venting her frustration over her ruined date plans, Jae-Yu exhaled roughly.

*Was this really worth getting so angry about?*

The question crept into her mind belatedly.
Yes, she disliked it. Yes, it made her angry. But was it worth grabbing and tossing around an S-class hero like a toy?

*I've changed a lot, haven't I?*

Yes. She had changed.
She'd been different for a while, but only now did Jae-Yu truly realize how much she had transformed.

*It's been just over a year since I became a woman.*

She didn't feel strange or anxious about it. She simply accepted it.
It was merely a belated realization, surprisingly so.

"I guess I need to go pick him up again."
"I'm sorry. I got a bit angry."
"No, it's actually refreshing. That guy tends to live off his own self-importance."

Yoo Ji-Yeon gazed intently in the direction where Baek Seung-Yoon had flown. She smiled gently, said goodbye to Jae-Yu, and left to find Baek Seung-Yoon.

"She's really strong."
"My girlfriend is pretty powerful."

Kim Ha-Yoon spoke with a trembling voice, still seemingly shocked by Baek Seung-Yoon's flirtatious behavior.

*I never expected a man to hit on me at this age.*

Kim Ha-Yoon looked at Kim Se-Won, who was gazing proudly at Jae-Yu.

*Even though my child has grown so much.*

She felt afraid yet simultaneously confident. After all, a man had shown interest in her even as she approached her forties.

"Someday, I want to be as strong as Jae-Yu."
"You'll have to work hard."
"Yes, I will."
"That aside, go comfort your girlfriend. You know why she got angry, right?"
"Are you okay?"

Kim Ha-Yoon nodded at the question of whether she was okay despite having been stalked.

"Just remember, no matter how good it feels, don't do it without a condom."
"I-I know that."

As Kim Ha-Yoon was about to leave, she whispered in Kim Se-Won's ear.
Kim Se-Won stammered with a guilty expression. Thinking about it, there had been a few times when, caught up in the moment, they hadn't used protection.

Quickly fixing his guilty expression, Kim Se-Won shifted his gaze to Jae-Yu. She was already staring blankly at Kim Ha-Yoon and Kim Se-Won.

"Shall we go?"
"Let's."

As Kim Se-Won finished speaking, Jae-Yu's face brightened. Her eyes sparkled as she clung close to his side.

* * *

Should they eat dinner or spend more time together?
After sending Kim Ha-Yoon off, the couple pondered what to do on their date.

"Want to go see a movie?"
"Yes. I'd like to try things we haven't done together."

That's when Kim Se-Won suggested going to see a movie. Come to think of it, they had never watched a movie together.

"I'd love to!"

Jae-Yu was happy with anything.
What she wanted wasn't something grand.
She wanted to share time with him, to create memories they could share and cherish.
In that sense, a movie was quite a good choice.

With their destination decided, Jae-Yu quickly turned off her communication device.

[GYM PUMP IT UP]

Her device had been displaying the nearest gym.

*Working out doesn't feel like a date.*

Spending time together, training, and having fun—a triple win, but it didn't particularly appeal to her right now.

"Come to think of it, it's been a while since I watched a movie."
"What was the last one you saw?"
"Actually, this is my first time coming to a movie theater."
"What?!"

Kim Se-Won was shocked as they arrived at the large theater.
Could someone really have never been to a movie theater in their entire life?

*Well, if it's Jae-Yu...*

But considering it was Jae-Yu, it made sense.
She would have been pumping iron instead of watching movies.

"I did watch some at home with my mom occasionally. But that was quite a while ago."

Jae-Yu recalled old memories.
To be honest...

*What did we watch again?*

She couldn't remember anything.
It wasn't that she couldn't remember—she didn't want to remember Hong Yu-Jin's hopelessly terrible taste in movies.
Every time Hong Yu-Jin put on a movie, she'd somehow produce a string of C-grade films from who knows where.

*Next time, let's come with Mother.*

Jae-Yu smiled bitterly, promising herself a next time.

"So the question is what to watch."

As the two entered the theater, their focus turned to "which" movie to see.

[Your Last Letter]
[Hard Muscle X]

Among the many films showing, these two had the best reviews—a romance and an action movie.

"I think an action movie would be good, right?"
"That's so like you."

Kim Se-Won let out a weary laugh as he saw Jae-Yu's eyes light up.

Flex!
Flex!

The movie pamphlet featured an actor striking a pose, showing off bulging muscles.
It seemed obvious she had chosen it solely for those muscles.

"Then popcorn and..."
"No! How can you refuse a refund when my child just made a little mistake?! Is that even reasonable?!"

Just then, a piercing voice caught their attention. Everyone's eyes turned in that direction.
At the concession counter, a prim-looking woman was shouting while tightly holding a crying child.

"I hate that kind of thing."
"Me too."

Popcorn and drinks were scattered all over the floor. Her child had apparently spilled everything while running around carelessly.
That wasn't all. As if openly declaring her intention to bring outside food, the woman held a paper box of chicken in her hand.

From the circumstances, it was clearly the child's fault, but she was threatening to post about this on her mom's café forum and report the theater, making unreasonable demands.
She was also picking ridiculous fights, claiming the theater hadn't cleaned properly, which led to this situation.

*I need to clean this up.*

Jae-Yu narrowed her eyes at the woman.
Honestly, she was being a nuisance.
Because of her shouting, the concession counter was temporarily paralyzed.

If this situation continued, Jae-Yu would have to enter the theater empty-handed.

A black shadow extended from Jae-Yu's toes. It crept toward the woman, then wrapped around her body.

"Eek?! W-what is this...!"

Restrained by the shadow and unable to move, the woman struggled with all her might. Despite her efforts, the shadow didn't budge.

"S-someone help me! What is this?! Can a superpowered person just assault people like this?! Hurry! Someone help me! Can't you see I'm being dragged away?!"

The shadow very kindly dragged the woman to the elevator. It opened the elevator door, pressed the button for the first floor, and only then did the shadow's restraint release.

No one tried to help the woman being dragged away. In fact, most people seemed pleased to see her go.

"Phew. One problem solved."
"At least it's quiet now."

Woong. The sound of the elevator door closing echoed. Jae-Yu let out a small sigh.

"Well done."
"Hehe."

Kim Se-Won praised her, taking her hand.

"If I did well..."

Jae-Yu subtly pressed against him, looking up. Her eyes were pleading for something.
When Kim Se-Won's gaze met Jae-Yu's, she pointed to the concession counter with her slender finger and smiled broadly.

Today, Kim Se-Won's wallet became much lighter.

* * *

The movie was surprisingly enjoyable.
That was their shared opinion.
The plot went off the rails, but the action scenes using superpowers were quite good.
They even thought some moves might be useful in real combat.

"By the way."

After talking about the movie for a while, Kim Se-Won brought up something new. Wondering what he was going to say, Jae-Yu looked at him intently.

"Bloody White. She's also a magical girl. Is she stronger than The Mute One?"

Bloody White.
A magical girl who froze space itself upon her appearance.
Her overwhelming power was still deeply etched in Kim Se-Won's mind.

"I don't think so. She could probably face him, but not win."

Jae-Yu answered calmly.
Black Swan, Bloody White.
The so-called first-generation magical girls were all incredibly strong.

But Jae-Yu asserted that Bloody White wasn't strong enough to defeat The Mute One.

"The Mute One caused such chaos at The Front Line, but things are too quiet now. Even considering Gresorion's division. He's probably still building his power. He's not even trying to reunify the divided Gresorion."

That's why Bloody White wouldn't be stronger than The Mute One. That was Jae-Yu's prediction.

"What about Teacher?"
"...I'm not sure. She hasn't told me exactly what state she's in. In the past, she could probably have wiped out Gresorion single-handedly."

Now, she wasn't sure.
But The Mute One had experienced that strength firsthand.
That's why Jae-Yu thought he was still building his power to surpass it.
Even though The Mute One believed Black Swan, Hong Yu-Jin, was dead.

"I see."

Kim Se-Won responded with a deflated voice.

Black Swan and Bloody White.
And Virginia, Optima, Don-Hil.
The magical girls were all incredibly strong.
Even though he had awakened and become stronger, reaching their level seemed impossible.

*I've just reached the starting line.*

Clench! Kim Se-Won tightened his fist. He didn't feel discouraged or want to give up.
Instead, the flame in his heart burned even more fiercely.

*Since I've become stronger through awakening, I need to train even harder.*

Now that he'd reached the starting line, he needed to push himself more.

"I want to become stronger."

Kim Se-Won raised his head and looked at Jae-Yu in front of him.

"For you."
"Oh, um, that... yeah."

Jae-Yu blushed and showed how pleased she was.
Whenever Kim Se-Won made such direct statements, Jae-Yu became embarrassed and flustered.
She was embarrassed, but happy.

"R-really. You just come out with things like that so suddenly."

Flutter, flutter. Jae-Yu fanned herself with her small hand, unable to bear her flushed face.

"So I wanted to talk about something important."

Kim Se-Won, who had been looking fondly at Jae-Yu, soon spoke with a serious expression.

"Hmm?"

Jae-Yu opened her eyes wide at his suddenly changed expression.

Swish. Kim Se-Won glanced around the café and rolled up his sleeve. His arm muscles, noticeably more developed compared to the beginning of the semester, stood out.
Naturally, Jae-Yu's gaze was drawn to them.

"Do you think I should build more muscle?"

Whether to build more muscle or not. In truth, Kim Se-Won, who used telekinesis, didn't need more muscle.
Although he engaged in close combat frequently, his real strength lay in manipulating opponents from mid-range.
At this point, there seemed no need to specifically build more muscle. But since Jae-Yu liked muscles, he had to ask carefully.

Jae-Yu examined Kim Se-Won's body intently.
To be honest, she wasn't someone who only cared about muscle size.
Nor did she pursue a bodybuilder's physique, designed to impress others but only beautiful to those who understood it.
She preferred muscles that weren't too lean, but developed in a balanced way.

"Hmm."

Jae-Yu pondered with a very serious expression.
While bigger was nice, he seemed reluctant, so she didn't want to insist.

She gently sat beside Kim Se-Won and stroked his muscles, as if feeling their texture.

"Just... a little bit."

She closed her eyes tightly. Then, opening them slightly, she created a tiny space between her thumb and index finger.
She would have preferred bigger, but since Kim Se-Won seemed unwilling, this was her compromise.

"That's so like you."

Seeing her response, Kim Se-Won chuckled.

* * *

When the date ended and time had passed,
Eun-Ha returned to the dormitory, flipping her blonde hair and touching her smaller chest.

"Why do they get bigger when I transform?"

She wished they would both be bigger.

"Welcome back."

As she was harboring these complaints, Foriner appeared and greeted her. Eun-Ha wasn't surprised and just blinked. As if asking, "Why are you here?"

"It seems you have some questions."
"Ah! Right! I did have something to ask!"

Clap! Eun-Ha clapped her hands at Foriner's words. Come to think of it, she did.
She had something to ask!

"What's the origin of my magical girl name?"
"Asking at a point when it's been almost a year... you really should pay more attention to yourself."
"Whatever!"

She threw her bag at Foriner, who was smiling and mocking her. Foriner caught the bag easily and placed it on the bed.

"It's quite late, but I should answer my contractor's question."

Swoosh! A small paper box appeared in his hand. It was a cigarette pack with a gold mark on a pure white cover.

"To be frank, it's cigarettes. Virginia, Optima, Don-Hil. They're all cigarette brand names."
"What? Why put cigarette names in magical girl names?!"

Eun-Ha was dumbfounded.
Did she smoke? No.
Did Foriner smoke? Also no.

*The thoughts of a Transcendent are truly incomprehensible.*

She wondered if there was some profound meaning beyond her human understanding.
Reading Eun-Ha's incredulous expression, Foriner smiled like a snake.

"There's no deep meaning. It's like an unspoken rule. A rule to name magical girls after a specific theme."
"Just, they can't overlap, so we use different company's cigarette names. In my case, I used P.Morris. Morris is quite a familiar name."

*Actually, I just happened to see this cigarette pack when I was thinking of names.*

Foriner kept this last thought to himself.

So...
He just named it without any special meaning?

"I don't want a name that sounds like it would taste like cigarettes if you licked it."

Eun-Ha could only look at Foriner with a dejected expression.

"It's already decided, so there's nothing you can do. Accept it."

Foriner disappeared with a chuckle, laughing like an old man.

And then.
As time passed, it became the day before Engia Keplux would arrive.

Ch.308 - Summons
A room filled with a soft, deep blue light.
Until a few months ago, this was the room where Bloody White, Seo Hye-Ji, had been confined.

From the center of the room came the periodic sound of bubbling air. A large tank—a device sustaining an extremely unstable life.

Inside this tank slept a boy.
A body covered in scars, bronze skin, snow-white hair.
It was Kim Woo-Jin, former villain and the first clone.

With a hissing sound, the water that filled the tank began to drain. As the deep blue liquid receded, the room grew darker.

When about half the water had drained, someone clicked on the lights. Instantly, the surroundings brightened.

"Woo-Jin..."

The girl who opened the door and entered was pure white. Her hair, skin, even her clothes—all appeared immaculately clean.
Don-Hil, the girl who entered, gazed with a worried expression at the tank as the water slowly drained.

"It's finally over."

As soon as Don-Hil, Kim Woo-Jin, and Dolly had joined her side, Seo Hye-Ji had placed Kim Woo-Jin in this tank.
How long had it been since she'd seen his face? Don-Hil gazed at Kim Woo-Jin with a feeling of joy.

'There's something I must extract from him.'

Seo Hye-Ji's actions when she put Kim Woo-Jin in the tank with these words were inexplicable and somewhat forceful.
Don-Hil couldn't understand what needed to be extracted from Kim Woo-Jin rather than from herself or Dolly.

But now she would finally learn what it was.

"The process is complete, Miss."
"...I'll never get used to you speaking to me like that."

Don-Hil glanced sideways at the woman who had approached her.

Melissa.
Seo Hye-Ji's confidant and Don-Hil's former superior.
Don-Hil found it incredibly awkward and uncomfortable that someone who had always been her superior now treated her with such deference.

"It was something you would have heard eventually. It just happened a few years earlier than expected."

Melissa spoke calmly as she approached the tank.
Regardless of how uncomfortable Don-Hil felt, Melissa didn't care. Her master was Seo Hye-Ji, so showing respect to Seo Na-Bi, the master's daughter, was only natural.

Click. Melissa approached the tank, opened a small cover at the bottom, and pulled out a cylindrical object. Inside this palm-sized cylinder, purple liquid sloshed around.

"Is that why you put Woo-Jin in this tank as soon as we arrived?"
"Yes. We call this a 'factor.' It has the power to twist the mind, distort the soul, and dissolve the body. It also draws out the host's power to its limit."
"Factor... Wait, that means...?"

Don-Hil was startled by Melissa's explanation.
Twisting the mind.
Distorting the soul.
Dissolving the body.
If they hadn't extracted this on Seo Hye-Ji's orders, Kim Woo-Jin would have gone mad and his body would have melted away.

'Back then, the object Jin Yong-Han had in his possession—was that something that controlled this factor?'

Her heart sank.
What would have happened if she hadn't chosen to return to Gresorion?
Kim Woo-Jin might have become a puppet or lost his life.

"Hmm. Let me clarify. This factor also has the power to make the host transform to closely resemble 'a certain life form.' Presumably its owner."

After connecting the cylindrical object to a terminal beside the tank, Melissa spoke with narrowed eyes. Her expression seemed extremely displeased.

"A disgusting being. Someone who either has no intention of developing power on their own... or perhaps cannot do so.
Similar to the Mute One in the way it absorbs power from others. I didn't think anyone could still use this."
"You know about this?"

Melissa's voice was filled with hatred.
For Melissa, who rarely revealed her emotions, to speak this way meant she must have experienced it firsthand.

"Yes."

Quickly composing herself, Melissa looked calmly at Don-Hil.

"Monsters are evolving beings. They are creatures who survive in a world of survival of the fittest, training themselves to overcome barriers. And they are destined to kill or be killed to reach higher realms."

Beep. When Melissa pressed a button on the terminal, the tank opened. She caught Kim Woo-Jin as he fell limply from the tank.

"But among monsters, there are unusual specimens—commonly called mutants—who escape this destiny. Instead of training themselves and fighting bloody battles, they gain power and overcome barriers by exploiting others."

Melissa tried to dress the still-unconscious Kim Woo-Jin in loose clothing.

"And above all, they have tenacious life forces. If you think you've killed one and let your guard down, you never know where the next dagger might come from."

Or rather, she tried to.
Melissa blinked and turned her head. There were the clothes that had disappeared from her hands.

Don-Hil had quickly approached when she saw Kim Woo-Jin emerge from the tank and snatched the clothes from Melissa.

"So this is a mutant other than the Mute One?"
"Yes. There was a being who was defeated by the Mute One and crushed by the previous magical girl, Black Swan. I didn't think it could have survived her."

Melissa said this as she removed the cylindrical object from the terminal.

"Still, it's fortunate. We unexpectedly obtained this factor."

A smile curved Melissa's lips.

"After all, the power of a mutant is best countered with the power of another mutant."

She would need to research ways to utilize this factor for a while. Melissa bowed respectfully to Don-Hil and left the room.



* * *



One day until the arrival of Engia Keplux.
The atmosphere remained tense.

While people unaware of the situation went about their normal lives, heroes continued to maintain a state of high alert.

"Huh?"

As I was spending time without knowing any real solution, I received a strange message from the Hero Association.

"Me?"

I was puzzled. I tilted my head, wondering if this message was really meant for me.

[To Saint Shin Eun-Ha]

After checking several times, it was confirmed that this message was indeed for me.

"Why would the Hero Association invite me?"

Is today special?
Of course not. Well, it was special in a way.

There was only one day left until the date the Villain Association executives had warned about.

And despite S-rank heroes being deployed, the three Villain Association executives still hadn't been caught.
In fact, I heard they had escaped the S-rank heroes' encirclement and vanished without a trace. If Foriner said so, it was probably true.

In other words, humanity was in an urgent crisis.
At this rate, disaster would bloom at the academy tomorrow.

In that sense, this message came at a bad time. It was unwelcome.

*I was deliberately waiting at the academy.*

Being here was perfect if I needed to appear as a magical girl immediately should something happen.

Wondering if I might have misread, I checked the message again. Honestly, I hoped I had misread it.

But of course, I had read it correctly.
The message was requesting Saint Virginia's cooperation in preparation for tomorrow's situation.

[This matter must not be disclosed to anyone.]

Moreover, it asked me to keep my visit to the Hero Association secret.

*This is strange.*

Indeed, it's strange.
No matter how special my power might be, I'm still just a student.
Recruiting students, especially those attending the academy, is strictly prohibited.

That's why even at The Front Line, I only "observed" from behind, assisting heroes under the pretext of a "field trip."

So it's questionable why the Hero Association, which knows this rule better than anyone, would request my cooperation.

"Maybe they're making an exception given the situation... I guess I'll have to go and see."

With this thought, my initial doubts subsided. Perhaps they didn't have the luxury to follow rules meticulously when the situation could escalate beyond control.

With a deep sigh, I operated my communication device and sent a message.

[I've been called to the Hero Association.]

It was an unnecessary message. But I sent it anyway, worried that Se-Won might be concerned.



* * *



Going out as Eun-Ha rather than Jae-Yu naturally drew people's attention.

"The academy uniform is so pretty..."
"How does she manage that hair? It reaches her thighs."
"I wish they'd make a figurine of her like they did with Optima."

People were taking photos or videos from a distance, whispering with their companions, or trying to approach me for a conversation.
Amidst the crowd of various people, I stood in front of the Hero Association building.

"The Association President is waiting for you."
"The Association President called for me?"
"Yes."

A security guard in a black suit and sunglasses told me. It was thanks to him that I hadn't been swallowed by the crowd.

*The Hero Association President, of all people?*

But they're only telling me "who" called now.

I couldn't understand.
Why would someone who only appears at official events want to meet me directly?
They could have arranged for me to meet someone else.

*Could the message itself be fake, or is there some other important matter...?*

By this point, I was doubting whether the reason stated in the message was the real reason I was called.

"You don't know why you were called...?"

When I asked the guard out of curiosity, he slowly shook his head. With his eyes hidden behind sunglasses, I couldn't tell if he really didn't know.

*I should have talked to Foriner about this.*

This didn't feel right at all.
Even if they called me because of tomorrow's event, summoning me just one day before didn't make sense.

Perhaps it's something important that I can't handle. And given the instruction not to tell anyone, it must be something important and confidential.
Thinking about it this way made me feel suffocated already.

But what could I do? I had already come this far.
It was too late to turn back now.



* * *



Upon entering the Hero Association building, I boarded a rather special mode of transportation.

Bypassing the regular elevators, the guard pressed firmly on a wall in a secluded area, revealing a hidden black elevator.

"This elevator connects directly to the President's office."

Following the guard's instructions, I entered the elevator.
Unlike other elevators in the Hero Association, this one had a completely enclosed structure. It wasn't exposed to the outside.

Beep- And the number of buttons to operate the elevator was extremely limited.
Two buttons to open and close the doors. Two buttons for the first floor and the President's office. Only four buttons in total.

*So this is exclusively for the President and those meeting him.*

Realizing I was using something reserved for special individuals made my heart race strangely. It felt as if I had become someone important.

The guard boarded the elevator, and the thick doors closed. With a sensation of the floor lifting my body, the elevator ascended rapidly.

*The reason they called me... Perhaps they want me to help other heroes at the academy tomorrow?*

If that's really it, I would have done it without being asked.

There might be something else. Given the secrecy of this meeting, there must be something I haven't anticipated.

After all, the President wouldn't just evacuate me or use me solely as a healing shuttle in the rear.

*Either way, the chance to prevent Engia Keplux's revival is gone. Now, we can only defeat him directly when he appears.*

With the Villain Association executives gritting their teeth and escaping the S-rank heroes' pursuit, prevention is no longer an option.
I don't know how they evaded pursuit, but because of it, we're facing the worst-case scenario.

*But what kind of power does this being possess that they believe in him so blindly? How will he create a new world?*

Another question arose.
With S-rank heroes actively operating now, it seemed unlikely that Engia Keplux could effectively use his power upon appearing.

S-rank heroes are all eccentric and somewhat crazy, but they possess immense power.

Yet, the Villain Association was aware of the S-rank heroes' activities and still desperately fled.
They seemed to firmly believe that once Engia Keplux appeared, everything would be resolved.

*How exactly?*

My head was spinning. The chain of questions refused to disappear.

"Geez. This kind of thinking should be left to the smart kids."
"Did you say something?"
"Ah, no. It's nothing. Hahaha..."

I inadvertently voiced my complaints. Fortunately, it was quiet enough that the guard didn't hear.
I turned away from him and let out a small sigh of relief.

After all, public image was important.

Ding-

With a small bell sound, the doors opened.
As the elevator doors parted, a pristine white floor was revealed.
The first thing I noticed was a room occupying half of the floor, and a long corridor connected to it.

"The President is waiting. Please proceed."
"...Yes."

*I hope this doesn't go wrong from the start.*

Gulp. I swallowed and moved forward.

Will they single me out?
Will they place me in the rear and waste my abilities?
Will they assign me tasks I desire?
Or will they give me important tasks I haven't even considered?

My future would be determined by what the Association President asks of me.

Ch.309 - Summons
I walked down the long corridor with a trembling heart.
At the end of the corridor, a large black door awaited, intimidating just by its appearance.

"Please hurry. The Association President is waiting."
"Yes."

I nodded at the security guard's words. Gulp—I swallowed nervously as I gripped the door handle.

*What could be the reason he called for me?*

Believing the question echoing in my mind would soon be answered, I opened the door.

"Wow."

I couldn't help but exclaim as soon as I opened it.
The Association President's office, occupying the entire top floor of the Hero Association building, was truly magnificent.

Furniture that looked expensive at a glance. Certificates and plaques representing numerous achievements.

What surprised me most was that most of the room was surrounded by reinforced glass.
As I stepped forward and looked through the glass, I could see the Academy District below.

"Welcome."

The voice came from a corner of the reinforced glass area. It must be the Association President's voice.
The President rose from a chair positioned in an area without glass, likely concerned about potential snipers.

A middle-aged man with white hair swept back, dressed smartly in a suit.
He approached me, looking at me with eyes that revealed firm resolve.

"Hello. Hehe."

I didn't know why the Association President had summoned me, but first impressions matter.
I bowed my head slightly and smiled awkwardly. A good first impression is half the battle.

"It's an honor to meet the Saint who's been the talk of the town."
"I was just born with extraordinary power. Honestly, I'm still not used to being praised as a Saint."
"No need for modesty. News of your accomplishments has reached even my ears."

The Association President extended his hand to me.
His hand was covered in so many scars it would be hard to count the unmarked areas.
Evidence that he hadn't lived an easy life. The scars looked even more grotesque due to the gradually increasing wrinkles.

"If you say so."

As I shook his hand, I could feel what kind of life he had lived.
A hand full of calluses. Despite his high position as Association President, those calluses that would never disappear felt like trauma.

The fear that if you don't push yourself, if you don't build strength, you might die.

"It might look unsightly to you. I apologize."
"Oh, no. Not at all."

*He doesn't seem to have any hidden agenda so far.*

The Association President smiled with warm eyes.
He seemed to see me not as a "Saint" but as a "daughter." More precisely, his eyes held a wistful look, as if seeing his own daughter when looking at me.

"My, I've kept my guest standing too long. Please, sit down."

After staring at me intently for a while, the Association President guided me to a table next to the chair he had been sitting in.

The table was a terminal with hologram technology. And surrounding it were sofas that looked luxurious at first glance.
The sofas were wide enough that one could lie down sideways rather than just sit.

The Association President seated me on the sofa and moved to sit opposite me. It was surprising that someone of his stature didn't take the seat of honor beside me.

"You stay here."

Instead of speaking to me directly, the Association President addressed the security guard standing near the door. He stretched out his arm with an open palm, seemingly wanting a private conversation between just the two of us.

Then the Association President tapped the center of the table and pressed various spots with his fingers.

"This might surprise you, but it's nothing special."
"?!"

Rumble! The area with the table and sofa shook, then suddenly sank downward!
It was a secret space that only he and I, sitting on the sofa, could access.

"First, I'm Ko Ju-Hwan... no, Ko Jo-Rim."
"Ah, I'm Shin Eun-Ha."

The Association President corrected his name. As if he had two names.

"Haha. There are circumstances. Whether Ko Ju-Hwan or Ko Jo-Rim, it doesn't matter."
"Ah. Yes."

Is my expression too easy to read? The Association President laughed heartily and answered my unspoken question.

"Then, I'll get straight to the point. ...No, before that. Do you happen to know the names Ko Soon-Jo and Ko Su-Ah?"
"...What?!"

I was startled, my eyes widening in surprise. Two names I never expected to hear in this place had just been mentioned.

"Judging by your reaction, you seem to know them. That's right. You might not know Soon-Jo, but Su-Ah must be in your class. How are they? May I ask if they're doing well?"
"...Yes. Both Soon-Jo and Su-Ah are doing well."

My voice trembled from the shock.
Why would these two names suddenly come up here? A new question arose.

*That look in his eyes earlier, could it be...*

But combining the look Ko Jo-Rim had given me earlier—like looking at his daughter—with what he just said...

"I see."

While I was connecting these two clues, Ko Jo-Rim visibly relaxed.

"Would you mind listening to an old man's personal story?"

And then he began to share his circumstances without waiting for my answer.

* * *

Ko Jo-Rim's demeanor as he shared his story resembled a sinner confessing his sins to a nun.

Revealing a guilt that seemed crushing, he looked as if he might collapse at any moment.
The story he had wanted to tell but couldn't must have been weighing on him for a long time.

"Haha. I said I'd get straight to the point, but I ended up telling a long personal story. I apologize. This is the first time I've shared this story. I unintentionally went into too much detail."

After revealing all his circumstances, Ko Jo-Rim met my gaze with a bitter smile.
Perhaps because he had shared what he had been hiding from others, he seemed somewhat relieved.

"Not at all. I'm glad to have heard a story I never expected. You're amazing. To have endured such a thing all this time."

It was a sincere expression of respect.
His actions seemed like those of someone prepared to die.
Yes, he looked like someone who was about to die.

"To think that Soon-Jo and Su-Ah's father, whom they believed was dead, has been alive all this time."
"I'm sorry to say this after telling you, but to those two..."
"Yes. I won't tell them."

I nodded and agreed to his request.
I suspected that the reason why Ko Jo-Rim had shared such personal matters with me, a stranger, would become clear once I heard why he had summoned me here.

After seeing my agreement, Ko Jo-Rim tore open his dress shirt and showed me his chest.

On his chest was a purplish, tumor-like growth with grotesquely protruding tendons.
Yet, strangely, my eyes told me it wasn't a tumor.

*A... living being?*

Not a tumor, but a living organism parasitizing Ko Jo-Rim.

"What is that...?"
"Engia Keplux."
"!!!!"

When I asked him about this unbelievable state, Ko Jo-Rim uttered an even more unbelievable name.

"This is the identity of the being eating away at me. When I was young, it's a mutant monster I encountered while fighting alongside a magical girl."

I wanted to ask how he could be so certain it was Engia Keplux.
But before I could ask, the answer came from Ko Jo-Rim's lips. My thoughts must be quite evident on my face.

"The monster called itself Engia Keplux. It appears in my dreams every night, constantly trying to brainwash me. It eats away at my body, my mind, and seems to... try to take control of my very soul."
"And you couldn't remove it either."

My eyes, capable of assessing a patient's condition, saw through him. The growth Ko Jo-Rim called Engia Keplux had merged with his heart.
Thump, thump. It even shared his heartbeat.

"I even considered suicide to prevent its revival, but... it wasn't easy. By the time I finally gathered the courage, I was already in a state where I couldn't take my own life."
"So it prevented self-harm above all else..."

With so much evidence, even I could easily understand.

Ko Jo-Rim cannot die. He is unable to die.
He can't easily reveal this to others because the Villain Association might be hiding anywhere.
Moreover, since Engia Keplux prevents him from harming himself, there's absolutely no way out.

*Even if he could contact Foriner, Foriner can't kill someone who isn't a contractor.*

Each day must have been like hell.
That's why Ko Jo-Rim disappeared from Soon-Jo and Su-Ah's lives, as if running away.

"Then, why did you call me?"

My (Virginia's) ability is to heal people. However, removing Engia Keplux, which has perfectly merged with his heart, would certainly result in Ko Jo-Rim's death.
And since Engia Keplux can control Ko Jo-Rim's body to some extent, it wouldn't just stand by and watch.
I couldn't understand what Ko Jo-Rim wanted to ask of me.

"After realizing I couldn't die at will, I spent time endlessly in a situation where I couldn't die but couldn't live like this either. ...And then."

Ko Jo-Rim's eyes lit up brightly.
Like someone who had found a ray of light in pitch darkness.
A ray of light. That is, hope.
He was seeing hope in me.

"By chance. By pure chance, I found hope."
"Hope?"
"Yes."

I was curious.
What aspect of me had given him hope?
What did he know that made him cling to me like this, sharing a secret he hadn't told anyone?

Ko Jo-Rim pressed his lips together in silence for a moment, then, as if having organized his thoughts, he spoke.

"Kill me."
"...What?"

Ko Jo-Rim was staring at me intently.
Eyes full of hope. An expression revealing firm resolve.

"It must be sudden. I know it will be a heavy burden. But there was no time. Just yesterday, by pure chance, I discovered the role you've been hiding—"

Thud!
My vision shook.
Ko Jo-Rim's face, filled with shock, appeared blurry.

"What... is this...?"

My body gradually tilted. Consciousness faded. Words of shock flowed from my mouth.

"I can't let you interfere when I've come this far. I don't know what you were talking about, but you were clearly giving that man hope, weren't you?"

Someone's voice was heard.
Ah. It's the voice of that security guard from earlier.

Thump! My body tilted completely to the side. With great effort, I turned my immobile neck to look in the direction of the voice.

The security guard smoothly ran his hand over his face. The sunglasses came off, and his black hair instantly changed.
Green. An extremely eye-catching hair color.
The appearance of Akasaka Jin, an executive of the Villain Association.

"A-ka... saka, Jin...!"
"Yes. It's me. One of the executives advertised all over the world."

Akasaka Jin mocked me thoroughly. He pulled up the corners of his mouth as if they might tear. His eyes curved too, making him look like a traditional mask.

"Urgh...! Ugh, urgh...!!!"

Suddenly, Ko Jo-Rim's expression contorted. He clutched his chest, desperately resisting.

His face turned red then blue. Something unknown seemed to writhe beneath his skin.

"...Well done."

Not long after, Ko Jo-Rim, or rather Engia Keplux, said this with a grin.

"No... way..."

And then.
My vision went completely dark.

Ch.310 - Crisis! Kidnapped And Confined!
"Holy crap, the Saint appeared in front of the Hero Association!!!"

"So she really went."

Kim Se-Won smiled as he looked at his communication device. It was a smile filled with satisfaction and a hint of superiority.

People were making a huge fuss. Even though Eun-Ha had merely visited the Hero Association, they were spreading the news everywhere as if something extraordinary had happened.

People were writing envious comments about Eun-Ha's appearance or expressing their lustful desires freely. But that wasn't all.

"'Saint' Virginia's shocking move! Abandoning Cheonil Group to transfer to the Hero Association!"

Journalists were writing clickbait articles like this to rack up views.

As a result, videos and photos clearly showing Eun-Ha were spreading all over the internet.

*This makes sense... I suppose. After all, Eun-Ha is officially affiliated with Cheonil Group as far as the public knows.*

All this time, Eun-Ha, or Virginia, had been living as a corporate-affiliated hero candidate without showing any particular relationship with the Hero Association. This was because she had established ties with Cheonil Group early on to prevent unnecessary rumors.

"Still, it's not that big a deal. They're making such a fuss over nothing."

Kim Se-Won knew that no matter how much noise the internet made, Eun-Ha wouldn't really side with either party. He snickered and turned off his communication device.

"No matter how much you all talk, Eun-Ha is my woman."

The winner would be him regardless.
He could predict what Eun-Ha would do.
Kim Se-Won turned his communication device back on with a satisfied expression.

When he accessed his banking app, he saw today's payment from his short-term part-time job.

"Let's do this. For a wonderful Christmas...!"

He clenched his fist, making a resolution.

Though the unknown enemy Engia Keplux remained, that was a separate issue. Especially since there was nothing he could do about Engia Keplux in the current situation.

So Kim Se-Won was preparing a small event for Eun-Ha.

It wasn't anything grand or particularly moving, but he hoped Eun-Ha would be happy when she saw it.

"I wonder why she was called there though... I'm sure she'll tell me later if I ask."

For now, it would be better to save money and prepare to treat Eun-Ha to all the meat she loved.
Kim Se-Won deliberately ignored his rising questions and continued walking.

"I may not know much else, but I'll make sure you get all the meat you want!"

*And then I'll get to eat you all I want!*

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist again with determination, dreaming of a romantic Christmas.
Even if it wasn't somewhere fancy, he would treat Eun-Ha to plenty of the meat she loved.

As he was heading home with these thoughts—
Vrooom!
A car sped past on the empty road. It moved swiftly as if speed limits didn't apply to it.

"...?"

Kim Se-Won absentmindedly followed the unexpectedly speeding car with his eyes.
Wondering what urgent business could prompt such speeding, he instinctively looked inside the car with eyes infused with magical power.

"Huh...?"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.
Inside the car were a man wearing sunglasses and a middle-aged man.
But these two men weren't what mattered to Kim Se-Won.

*That's strange.*

"Eun-Ha...?"

He sensed Eun-Ha's magical power from the car he was watching.
He could feel the mixed magical powers of Optima and Virginia rapidly passing from his front to his back.

The movement perfectly matched the car's trajectory.

*It's as if Eun-Ha is inside that car...*

It didn't make sense.
If what he saw was correct, there were only two men in the car.
Eun-Ha wasn't there.

*Something. Something is wrong.*

His heart sank.
Cold sweat ran down his body. His entire body trembled.

Why was Eun-Ha's magical power, which should be at the Hero Association, coming from that car?

"Eun-Ha was suddenly called to the Hero Association. She didn't seem to know why she was called..."

If she had known, she would have certainly mentioned the reason.

Tap tap tap! When he came to his senses, Kim Se-Won was already running after the car.

He felt that if he didn't follow that car right now, he would deeply regret it.


* * *


"What should we do?"

Hong Yu-Jin spoke in a completely sealed room without windows.

Before her eyes was the image of Eun-Ha, unconscious and loaded into a trunk.

Crack! She bit her lip. Rough magical power swirled around Hong Yu-Jin. She wanted nothing more than to rush out immediately.

"Don't be impatient. I didn't raise my contractor to be weak, as you know."
"...You seem just as anxious as I am, though?"

Hong Yu-Jin's eyes scanned the surroundings.
Despite her magical power swirling around, the space that hadn't been affected was on the verge of collapse.
Every wall was unstably trembling, cracked as if about to break at any moment.
Not a single piece of furniture around Hong Yu-Jin or Foriner was intact.

All because Foriner was failing to maintain composure.

"Still, we must observe."

Foriner was unusually unable to control his emotions.

*Even though it's not a 24-hour surveillance system, to think they were evading my eyes. Come to think of it, she did occasionally seem to be paying attention to her chest.*

Foriner narrowed his eyes and looked at the rectangular window before him. He shifted the view from the trunk to the driver's seat.

There sat Akasaka Jin and Go Jo-Rim, both in disguise again.
Go Jo-Rim had completely lost control of his body to Engia Keplux.

*She wasn't paying attention to her chest; she was trying to show me the tumor in her chest. And Engia Keplux stopped her.*

Snap! As Foriner snapped his fingers, the room that was about to collapse restored itself as if time had been rewound.

"Are you really saying we should just watch?"
"That's right."

Because you're the joker. Foriner added these words.

Engia Keplux.
The Mute One.
The only being they truly feared was not Foriner the Transcendent, but Hong Yu-Jin.

They believed Hong Yu-Jin was dead, so they were at ease.
They were off guard.

This had to be exploited.
To exert power at the crucial moment.

"Haaah..."

Hong Yu-Jin took a deep breath to calm herself.
Although her daughter was being kidnapped right before her eyes, she couldn't reveal herself now.

Mutants are tenacious.
If they knew she was alive, they would certainly devise countermeasures.

*To think that mutant is still alive.*

Hong Yu-Jin barely swallowed the sigh that was about to escape. This situation occurred because she had failed to completely eliminate the mutant monster, Engia Keplux, in the past.

Not only that.
Strictly speaking, she hadn't completely dealt with The Mute One either.

*If only I had done better...!*

She gritted her teeth. Her tightly clenched fists had turned pale white.
Hong Yu-Jin felt a crushing pressure in her chest, knowing that all her mistakes had become burdens for Eun-Ha.
Self-blame naturally followed.

"Don't blame yourself too much. Consider it an opportunity instead. You know well, don't you? That there are walls that can only be overcome through such hardships."
"...I suppose so."

Foriner, unable to stand by, offered comfort that bordered on forced. Since it wasn't completely wrong, she reluctantly agreed.

Eun-Ha had hardly experienced truly dangerous crises. More precisely, not since becoming a woman.
Therefore, if she overcame this well, it would become a significant experience for Eun-Ha.

"Indeed. First, I should alert the S-class heroes. Only three can move immediately, it seems."

Foriner brought up a holographic window in mid-air.
Not entirely reliable, but there was no choice.
They were the only apparent powerhouses available.

"The car is heading toward the Academy... That must be their target."
"The Mute One might appear as well."

Foriner's hands moved quickly. He issued orders to the S-class heroes through a direct line.

"Then you'll have to step in."
"And if Eun-Ha is truly in danger, know that I'll do whatever it takes to go to her."
"Hoho! I won't be able to stop you then."

Foriner fully understood the emotions Hong Yu-Jin was feeling. He had experienced similar feelings in the past.

"But just in case, how about wearing my newly developed 'Magical Girl Outfit'? It should be able to conceal your identity sufficiently."
"Want to die?"
"What a shame."

He was genuinely disappointed.
Avoiding Hong Yu-Jin's murderous glare, Foriner burned the 'Magical Girl Outfit' he had displayed in mid-air.

*And I spent so much time adding all those frills.*

It was truly a shame.


* * *


Her body felt powerless.

"Mmm..."

Eun-Ha groaned as she regained consciousness.

"..."

As soon as she regained consciousness, she lifted her head. When she tried to move her body, she heard the clanking of chains.
That wasn't all. Her body wouldn't move properly.

"I'm tied up..."

Fortunately, she was still alive.
But her limbs were bound by something, preventing her from moving properly.

"Hup!"

Clank! She tried to use her strength, but couldn't move an inch.
Eun-Ha looked at her arms raised toward the ceiling.

Her arms were restrained by handcuffs.
Not only that, there were chains connecting the handcuffs.
The chains split between her wrists and connected to the wall.

Her legs were in a similar state.
They weren't bound together like her hands, but chains connecting to the wall restricted her movement.

"Nngh."

After figuring out how she was bound, Eun-Ha continued trying to move her arms.

"...!! This is?!"

Then, with surprised eyes, she examined the handcuffs binding her arms more closely.

The pitch-black handcuffs were similar to those used to restrain villains.

Her magical power couldn't pass through them at all.
The handcuffs binding her wrists and ankles were blocking her from releasing magical power.

That wasn't all.

"Ugh...!"

When she tried to summon her magical power, her chest area ached.

"No wonder I felt so cold...!"

Looking down at the source of the dull pain, Eun-Ha saw her fair skin exposed. Her top was torn, leaving only the arm parts intact.

And on her slightly protruding upper chest, half-covered by her bra, was a round object embedded.

"They're really treating me like a villain."

Traces of blood. And on her chest, a jewel-like object glowing green.

It was a controller.
The controller was embedded near the core to disrupt the flow of magical power.

"This is bad..."

Eun-Ha frowned.

A magical girl without magical power was just a fragile girl like her appearance suggested.
In other words, she was currently nothing more than a delicate girl without any strength.

Clank! Clank! Even knowing she couldn't properly use her magical power, Eun-Ha kept pulling at her arms.
Each time she pulled, the handcuffs collided with and scraped her wrists, creating wounds.
And those wounds healed rapidly.

"At least my wound recovery function is still working."

It was a small blessing amid misfortune.
As long as magical power existed, wounds would heal.
For whatever reason, it was truly a small blessing in a dire situation.

After stopping her attempts to pull her arms free, Eun-Ha quietly sensed her surroundings.
It was a belated assessment of the situation.

*Fortunately, there's no one around. Wait, where am I anyway...?*

Come to think of it, she had no idea where this place was.
All she could see were iron bars and metal walls. A place that seemed both familiar and unfamiliar.

She hadn't been here before, but she remembered seeing such a place somewhere.
The memory was so vague that she couldn't recall exactly.

*How long have I been unconscious...? Surely not hours, right?*

She felt anxious.
If things continued like this.
If time passed with no one knowing who Engia Keplux was, something terrible would surely happen.

*I need to escape somehow.*

If she didn't stop him, Engia Keplux would be revived.
She didn't know how strong he would be after revival, but it was certain to cause massive damage.

"Se-Won..."

Her unstable voice echoed.

If Engia Keplux was revived, there was a high chance Kim Se-Won would die.
The executives had spoken of a new world coming.
That meant they would surely eliminate everything, whether human or monster.

That's why she was anxious.

"Help me..."

But at the same time.
She hoped he would come to rescue her in her powerless state.

Ch.311 - Crisis! Kidnapped And Confined!!
The communication device rings.

It wasn't just one person receiving a call, but two.
Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram pressed the answer button, wondering about Kim Se-Won's sudden call.

"Oh my."

In Ha-Ram was the first to react. She thought it would be a voice call, but it was a video call.

"Huff...! Huff...! Hah!"

The video showed Kim Se-Won running urgently toward somewhere.

"What's going on? Why are you running so frantically? And why call while running?"
"I think Eun-Ha has been kidnapped!"
"What?!"
"Would you explain in detail?"

Their reactions were quite different. Despite the shocking news, In Ha-Ram maintained her composure and tried to assess the situation.

Kim Se-Won explained everything while catching his breath.

"...I knew the Hero Association was causing a stir online, but kidnapping? Really?"

In Ha-Ram narrowed her eyes.
Strange. There would be no reason for someone from the Hero Association to kidnap Eun-Ha.

"Maybe Eun-Ha just did something silly and passed out? And they're taking her to the academy."

In contrast, Han Chae-Eun suggested they might be thinking too negatively.

"You're such an Eun-Ha lover~ You're thinking about her so much that your thoughts are getting twisted, hmm?"

Even though there had been spies in the Hero Association and some unfortunate incidents a few months ago, they were still on humanity's side.
Why would they have any reason to kidnap Eun-Ha?

"I thought that at first too. But I couldn't see Eun-Ha in the car I spotted! I could feel her magical energy though! And the timing bothers me too. Tomorrow is that day."
"Alright... I'll head over. Do you know the location?"

In Ha-Ram stood up with a swish.
Strangely, the sound of water could be heard as she got up.
Kim Se-Won raised his gaze with an ominous feeling.

"You're not..."
"What's the problem? It's not like you can see anything. I'm covering up well. Or perhaps you're already thinking of cheating on me?"

In Ha-Ram teased Kim Se-Won with a gentle smile. She didn't feel any shame since she hadn't intended anything, and there was only one person she saw as a man.

"Never mind that. Just get here as fast as you can. If you head in this direction, you'll reach the acad—"

Static! The call suddenly cut off. In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun stared at each other through the screen with puzzled expressions.

"I guess my prediction was wrong. Hahaha..."
"Seems that way. I'll get ready and come as quickly as possible. You go ahead. He was cut off, but it sounded like he said 'academy.'"
"Okay!"

With only the two of them left on the video call, In Ha-Ram ended it after speaking to the embarrassed Han Chae-Eun.
Despite her teasing and apparent composure earlier, her actions now revealed a sense of urgency.

"The call suddenly cut off..."

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won stared at his communication device, confused about why the call had ended abruptly.

*They must have noticed me. Still, I can't stop now. But why is that car heading to the academy?*

They must have done something in that car. Nothing else could explain this situation.
Just in case, Kim Se-Won quickly sent a short message with just the word "academy" to both of them.
But no matter how long he waited, the message wouldn't send.

*No choice then. I'll have to hope they figure it out. For now, I know which direction they're going, so I'll get ahead of them.*

He channeled more magical energy into his legs. Kim Se-Won changed direction and ran toward the academy. There was a faster route than following the road.

He still didn't know why they were going to the academy.
What was certain was that Han Chae-Eun was wrong—they weren't just kindly taking Eun-Ha to the academy.


* * *


A car entered the quiet academy, which was peaceful due to the vacation period.
It was Engia Keplux, who was pretending to be the Hero Association's chairman, and Akasaka Jin, who was disguised as a security guard again.

Kim Se-Won, who had been waiting inside the academy building, was wearing the special outfit Foriner had given him.
He wasn't sure if his power would be effective against those two, but he believed that thorough preparation would give him at least some chance of success.

"They're here."

As he watched outside, he confirmed that the car had entered the academy grounds.

"This definitely doesn't look like good intentions."
"But that person..."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, who were standing on either side of Kim Se-Won, also looked at the two people—no, three including Eun-Ha—who got out of the car.

Han Chae-Eun stared at Akasaka Jin with a serious expression. He had Eun-Ha carelessly slung over his shoulder.
Meanwhile, In Ha-Ram carefully observed the Association chairman's face.

"Ha-Ram, what's wrong? Do you know him?"
"That's the Hero Association chairman. I haven't met him many times, but I still vividly remember those scarred hands."

Why was that person here? In Ha-Ram's expression was filled with questions.

"We shouldn't stare too long. They'll notice us."

At Kim Se-Won's words, everyone hid themselves.
Instead, they monitored the situation outside through Blue Diamond, a streamlined object synchronized with their communication devices.

"The way he's just carelessly carrying Eun-Ha like that definitely isn't friendly. I'm certain!"
"I agree with Chae-Eun. But why would that person... Anyway, I don't know why he's doing this, but it's probably related to villains."

The two girls briefly exchanged words in hushed voices, then turned their attention to Kim Se-Won. He was glaring at Akasaka Jin through the screen as if he wanted to kill him.

"Calm down. Nothing good comes from being ruled by emotions."
"That's right. Stay calm! Calm! You'll get wrinkles if you keep frowning like that."
"...Yeah."

*Come to think of it, Optima said something similar.*

Kim Se-Won smiled slightly at the two girls' words and relaxed his expression.

"Huh?! Wait. They're splitting up??"
"Different destinations..."

At Han Chae-Eun's words, everyone's attention returned to the screen.
Akasaka Jin and Engia Keplux were heading in different directions, as if they had planned this from the beginning.

"Se-Won, quick! Show us that guy with the sunglasses!"
"Aren't you being too slow? That's why you couldn't even tell if Eun-Ha liked you until she said it directly."
"I was just about to move!"

It didn't take long to decide whom to follow. Rescuing Eun-Ha was the priority.

Blue Diamond followed Akasaka Jin, showing his every move.
He entered the main hall and without hesitation knocked on the wall a few times.

A passage appeared in what had been a blank wall.

"That's..."
"A secret passage."

Han Chae-Eun's expression showed disbelief. As Kim Se-Won said, it was a secret passage—one they had never visited before.

"It seems someone besides Eun-Ha and us knew about it."

In Ha-Ram sighed as she watched Akasaka Jin naturally enter the secret passage.
It was problematic enough that he knew about the place, but more importantly, those present didn't know where that passage led.

"I'll go check Eun-Ha's room. That guidebook should be there."
"No, Se-Won. I'll go! I'm faster than you."

Han Chae-Eun stopped Kim Se-Won as he was about to get up. Though she might lack the strength of the other two, she prided herself on being faster than anyone.

"Please."

Looking into her eyes filled with confidence and certainty, Kim Se-Won reluctantly nodded.

"Okay! I'll be right back!"

Han Chae-Eun's body flashed brightly, and she instantly disappeared. Crash! At the same time, a window shattered. She had flown straight through it.

"Se-Won, look at that."

After Han Chae-Eun left, In Ha-Ram called to Kim Se-Won.

"?!"

Following In Ha-Ram's finger, his gaze landed on the First Athletic Field, barely visible from inside the building.

The field was already engulfed in dark magical energy.
Squirming, sticky magical energy surged across the field.

"So they knew about that too...!"
"Do you know what that is?"
"It's another secret passage. I went there with Eun-Ha. Remember that diary we saw at the secret base before? It's there. I can't believe they knew about it..."
"So that's the place you never took me to."

The place with the mysterious temple. And where Jung Soo-Hyun, who was devoured by The Mute One, had written that diary.
Engia Keplux was trying to go there.

*It's different from when Eun-Ha opened it.*

The magical energy swirling throughout the First Athletic Field gathered in one place. It condensed and drew a line.

Not the gentle magical energy that had rippled across the field, but a fierce magic that seemed ready to devour everything.
It looked like an unwelcome guest forcibly breaking down a door to enter.

*The Mute One has been there too. And that person... what connection does he have with The Mute One?*

The sticky, ominous magical energy formed a magic circle. As soon as it was complete, boom! The building shook violently.

It wasn't just the building. The entire academy was shaking intensely.

Regardless, the magic circle forcibly broke open a door and created a massive portal.
It looked like a gateway to hell.

Engia Keplux entered the portal and disappeared.


* * *


It had been about 10 minutes since regaining consciousness.

"What should I do?"

How to escape from this situation?
I can't use magical energy. Well, I can, but I need to be careful or accept the consequences.

It was frustrating.
Anxiety was taking over.

I should stay calm at times like this.
What time is it now? Where am I? With no way to know what's happening outside, it was hard to maintain composure.

"...Still, I need to get out. I can't wait for someone to rescue me. If I delay any longer, who knows what might happen."

I had to try.
I needed to use every method available to me.

"And Akasaka Jin. He didn't seem to know about this."

I glanced at my hair. The magical energy infused in my hair gathered together, forming a mass about the size of a soccer ball.

The result of storing and controlling residual magical energy externally. I had been collecting it little by little for quite some time, and it amounted to about 30% of all my magical energy.

"It's a shame I didn't use it when I really needed it... ah, whatever."

I had been saving it up for emergencies, but when I was actually low on magical energy, I was too busy being disoriented.
I had completely forgotten about this magical energy!

Whoosh! I could feel my face turning red.

*So after defeating Filan Arklight, I was a complete mess in front of Se-Won...*

Just thinking about it made my head feel like it would explode. I was overwhelmed with embarrassment. It was fortunate that Se-Won didn't remember this.

If he had remembered, he might have said something like, "Did you hide it because you wanted to have sex with me?"

"W-well, it's fine as long as I use it when needed."

Yes! It was actually good. Because I had forgotten about it, I could use it now like this!
So whatever!

"Inhale deeply— exhale."

I took a deep breath and let it out.
I was sweating even though I hadn't tried anything yet.

To be honest, I was afraid.
Just thinking about it made my body tremble.

"...Let's do this! I can't just wait around in some unknown place."

This was the only option I could think of right now.
I carefully began to control the residual magical energy, which was relatively easier to manage.
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Ch.312 - They Seem To Find Fingers Delicious
I gritted my teeth.

Though I desperately wanted to squeeze my eyes shut, I forced them wide open instead. Feeling like I'd fail if I looked away, I stared intently at my wrists bound above my head.

I carefully controlled the residual magic energy, about the size of a soccer ball. Treating it like a bomb that would explode if mishandled, I proceeded with extreme caution.

*These handcuffs are meaningless to tamper with from the outside.*

As I narrowed my eyes at the handcuffs, I could see a faint line connecting them to the controller. If I touched them carelessly, it would send feedback to the controller and my heart would be blown out with my core.

That's why touching them without knowing would result in instant death. And knowing this made me hesitate to touch them at all.

*However.*

"If I blow up my wrist along with the handcuffs...!"

I suddenly poured all the carefully controlled residual magic into my wrist.

BOOM! The handcuffs exploded along with my slender wrist. My delicate hand fell to the floor after briefly tapping the top of my head.

"Kuh, ugh...!"

WHOOSH! Blood gushed violently from my quickly lowered forearm. The prison cell I was trapped in instantly became drenched in blood.

It hurts.
It's horrific.
The pain feels like my brain is burning.
My handless arm trembles uncontrollably.

"Kuh...!"

I frowned, gritting my teeth to endure the pain. My body screamed from the sudden agony, causing my magic to move erratically.

No good. I had to control it. If I lost focus here, if I gave up, I might die.

Carefully, calmly, I poured magic into my forearm.

"Urgh, guhk...!!"

I unconsciously held my breath.
The pain stabbing chaotically into my brain made controlling magic even more difficult. Gngh! Biting my lip, I barely managed to control my magic.

If it were someone else—if it were another magical girl—they probably couldn't have done what I did.
After all, even I, who had trained in magic control for years, was barely managing.

Of course, my body unconsciously helped direct the magic flow. With such a sudden massive hemorrhage, it was trying to heal quickly.

As a result, fortunately, my hand began regenerating rapidly.

*That's right, I'm a magical girl.*

I suddenly felt, once again, that I wasn't human.

"Hic, huu...!"

When it seemed almost done, I relaxed slightly. I released the breath I'd been holding in a thin stream.

Bones grew, nerves reconnected.
Then blood vessels formed. Finally, flesh filled in and skin appeared.

"Haa... haa... haa..."

My shoulders heaved with labored breathing. From the explosion of my wrist to its regeneration—though it happened in an instant, my entire body was drenched in sweat.
Glancing down, I saw my chest glistening with perspiration.

As the regeneration of my wrist completed, the pain quickly subsided.

"Huu."

Tears were streaming down my cheeks—that's how much it had hurt.

*Still, though it was a reckless method, it worked.*

I flexed my regenerated hand. Despite being newly regenerated, it moved without any issues. I quickly wiped away my flowing tears.

"This... like this..."

With my hand now free, the next part was easy.
While I couldn't touch the controller connected to my core, removing the handcuffs restraining my ankles was manageable.

"Now, I need to get out of here and this controller..."
-GRRRR!!

THUMP! THUMP!
Suddenly, heavy footsteps approached. That growl belonged to a Chimera.

"They're close...!"

Very close, in fact.
It felt like they were targeting my location specifically, running straight toward me.

*If I encounter a Chimera now...*

I'd have no chance.
In my current state, unable to properly control my magic, confronting a Chimera would be impossible.

But using magic worried me because of the controller. This thing disrupts my control, preventing me from using magic properly.

*I could use magic, but if I'm not careful...*

With bad luck, the magic would backflow and I'd end up self-destructing.

THUMP-THUMP!

The violent sounds grew louder.
Gulp—I swallowed hard. The footsteps were getting closer. They were practically right in front of me. Or perhaps this sound was just my heart.
That's how violently my heart was pounding.

*I have no choice.*

Staying still meant certain death.
Using magic offered at least a possibility.
I decided to bet on this small chance.

Gritting my teeth, I cast a shadow immersion spell. My body instantly sank into the shadows.

"Kuhk...!"

Of course, the backlash hit me fully. That's what happens when you force magic use without proper control.
My core vibrated like it might burst, and I vomited blood. My throat burned agonizingly.

The magic consumption was substantial too. I used more than I'd anticipated, and much was wasted.
Plus, magic was being used to heal my internal injuries.

*Still, it's not the worst outcome.*

Fortunately, I didn't die.

THUMP-THUMP! It didn't take long for the Chimeras to reach where I had been.
Worse yet, there were five of them.
Five Chimeras.
And behind them, like subordinates, were lower-ranked monsters.

-SLURP!

They licked their lips and smashed the iron cage where I'd been imprisoned. Then they greedily lapped up the blood splattered throughout the cell.

-CRUNCH! CRUNCH!

Some even found my severed hand and chewed it up.

*If I'd been just a little later, I would have died like that.*

A chill ran down my spine. If I hadn't risked using the shadow immersion spell, I would certainly have been eaten alive.
Or perhaps I would have become their breeding vessel.

After meticulously cleaning the cell with their tongues, they looked around, tracking my scent.
Seeing them lick their lips made me think they must have really enjoyed my blood and hand.

*Hurry. Hurry and leave...!*

I watched their actions from within the shadows, holding my breath.

* * *

It took about 10 minutes for them to leave the cell.

"Phew...!"

After waiting another 5 minutes until their presence completely disappeared, I finally emerged from the shadows.

"I've used up a ton of magic."

There was a bitter taste in my mouth. My whole body was also damp with sweat.

"Getting out will be difficult..."

Moreover, the escape difficulty was extremely high.
Would there only be those creatures in this place? No way.
If I encountered them again, avoiding combat would be difficult.
And their sense of smell is excellent. If I got injured and bled, they would rush at me madly just like before.

The Chimeras that had already tasted me would come at me even more frantically.
It's similar to buying a product after trying a sample at a store—the taste leaves you wanting more. They already knew my flavor.

"But I can't keep using shadow immersion magic."

I looked at the controller embedded in my chest with resentful eyes. Forcing magic use causes internal injuries like before.
Even if I use it, I need to do so carefully and slowly, which would be nearly impossible when directly confronting a Chimera.

No matter how I looked at it, the gamble I took earlier was just pure luck.

*If it weren't for this thing, I could have broken through those creatures head-on.*

I felt regret and resentment.

"I need to get used to controlling it."

Still, I had to get out.
I needed to observe the outside situation.

How many hours remained until Engia Keplux fully revived?
Probably not many.

I swallowed hard and stepped through the iron bars the Chimeras had broken for me.

* * *

Where is she? Where could she be?
Kim Se-Won was sprinting through the secret passage at high speed.
It had already been 15 minutes since Akasaka Jin, disguised as a security guard, had taken Eun-Ha away. Too much time had passed to follow him directly.

He had been searching the passage continuously, but it was incredibly vast. It was hard to believe such a place could exist.

"Great."

To make matters worse, three paths appeared before Kim Se-Won.

"I think we should split up!"
"I agree. Honestly, I'm worried Se-Won might rush ahead recklessly... but searching this vast secret passage together would be inefficient."

Click! Click! Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram didn't wait for Kim Se-Won's agreement. They quickly took the academy guidebook from him and took photos with their communication devices.

"This place seems connected to all kinds of secret passages! I'll go left!"
"Then I'll go right. Se-Won, you keep the original."

Their movements conveyed urgency.
Not just Kim Se-Won, but Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram were also worried about the kidnapped Eun-Ha.
With only the forward path remaining, Kim Se-Won nodded with a stern face.

*I still can't feel Eun-Ha's magic. I need to search deeper inside.*

After watching the two girls move in their designated directions, Kim Se-Won opened the academy guidebook again.
The guidebook basically showed 'where' secret passages were located.
But this was the only section that explained the internal structure of the passages.
It was a massive passage that took up several pages by itself.

"Eun-Ha probably didn't look for it on her own because it was too vast. ...No. I don't have time for idle thoughts."

No matter how vast the passage was, it couldn't be larger than the entire academy. It was doable.
Kim Se-Won committed the guidebook's contents to memory and moved forward.

* * *

How much time had passed?

"Where on earth are you...!"

Kim Se-Won shouted in frustration.
Glancing at his communication device, he saw that 30 minutes had already passed.
Adding the time since Akasaka Jin had entered first, it was about 45 minutes. By now, he had likely either escaped or set up camp somewhere.

But he still couldn't sense Eun-Ha's magic. Even though he searched every nook and cranny along the way, not a single strand of Eun-Ha's hair was visible.

Moreover, since there had been no contact from Han Chae-Eun or In Ha-Ram, they probably hadn't found Eun-Ha either.

"There aren't any hidden spaces in the passage. There were many branching paths along the way, but... at this distance, I should be able to faintly sense Eun-Ha's magic."

Yet he couldn't feel it. Could Eun-Ha already be dead?
This terrifyingly anxious thought crossed his mind. His entire body trembled with fear at the possibility.

-GRRRR!!

Just then, a beast-like growl reached his ears.

"A Chimera...?!"

A large Chimera was emerging from the alley in front of him.

He didn't waste time wondering why a Chimera was here. After In Ha-Ram had mentioned Engia Keplux, the association president, using a magic circle at the First Athletic Field, what was so surprising about Chimeras or monsters appearing?

From the start, Kim Se-Won wasn't surprised by the Chimera's appearance.

"You...!!"

The first Chimera that appeared was chewing on something. Its mouth was stained red, gradually turning dark crimson.
This was why Kim Se-Won was shocked.

Judging by the dried blood, it had been at least 10 minutes. Or maybe even longer. But that wasn't important.

In this place, who could be bleeding and fall victim to a Chimera?

As if confirming Kim Se-Won's thoughts, the Chimera spat out a small finger with only bone remaining.
That size definitely...

It was Eun-Ha's.

BOOM! The surroundings violently shook.
Kim Se-Won's core pulsed roughly. The magic that had become remarkably pure after his awakening emitted a ferocious aura.

Blood rushed to his head. His clenched fists trembled.

"Unforgivable."

Though his head was hot, the words from his mouth were surprisingly cold.
Growling lowly, Kim Se-Won resembled a beast.

CRACK! The nearby wall was torn away. A mark like a large hand had gouged it out.
CRACK! CRACK! The sound continued.
Instantly, dozens of fragments floated in the air.
And then.
CRUNCH! The torn wall compressed into a massive bullet.
The bullet flew toward the Chimeras, who still hadn't fully grasped the situation.

Ch.313 - My Knight
Kim Se-Won's enraged attacks rained down on the Chimeras.

"Kruk?!"

The Chimeras were shocked. They had expected attacks to come in straight lines, but instead they tensed up, their eyes darting around nervously.

The bullets controlled by Kim Se-Won didn't move in simple patterns. Some flew in wide arcs, others in gentle curves, and some flew straight before suddenly changing direction at right angles.

The Chimeras couldn't help but be tense. The bullets moved at a speed difficult to track with the naked eye. They couldn't predict where the attacks would come from. For them, it was baffling how bullets the size of their fists could move at such speeds. Their movements became sluggish as they feared being impaled at any moment.

"First. You."

Kim Se-Won declared in a low voice.
Bang! The head of one of the confused Chimeras exploded. A bullet had pierced through from the crown of its head. It was the Chimera that had been chewing on Eun-Ha's fingers before spitting them out.

"Kirruruk?!"

Enraged by its comrade's sudden death, another Chimera kicked off the ground. It charged toward Kim Se-Won, breaking through the trajectory of bullets in an instant.

With a smirk, thinking it had successfully escaped the bullets' path, the Chimera raised its large hand and slashed.

"...Kruk?"
"What are you doing?"

It had slashed, but its arm wasn't visible in its field of vision. Kim Se-Won standing before it was unharmed.

The Chimera blinked and tried to move its arm again. It wouldn't move. No, it couldn't feel its arm at all.

The Chimera felt an inexplicable terror. It whipped its head around to look at where its arm should have been.

The arm was there—detached from its body and floating in mid-air.

"Kieeeeek!"
"Shut up."

An invisible fist struck the Chimera's stomach. Pababak! Stomach. Chest. Head. In an instant, three consecutive attacks overwhelmed the Chimera.

"Kruruk..."
"Telekinesis isn't just about throwing objects."

Boom! Unable to withstand the triple attack, the Chimera fell backward.

*As expected. They're tough.*

Kim Se-Won glanced at the fallen Chimera. Despite the heavy triple attack, it was still alive.

His chest was still burning with anger. Rage was welling up inside him uncontrollably. Nevertheless, Kim Se-Won calmly assessed the situation. If he got swept up in emotions, he might miss something important.

The Chimeras were indeed strong and tenacious. It only looked like he was overwhelming them because he was using surprise tactics.

*If one hit isn't enough, I'll just keep beating them until they die.*

That was actually better. If strength wasn't enough, he'd use technique. If that wasn't enough, he'd use his brain. He would crush them until his anger subsided even a little.

Kim Se-Won quickly scanned the area. There were four Chimeras left.
Bang!
No, now there were three. He had just blown up the head of the Chimera that had fallen to his telekinesis.

And there were ten monsters in total. All were lower-tier monsters, so he didn't need to worry too much about them.

*In the past, I would have had to risk my life just to fight those monsters.*

So this was what awakening meant. The power output was completely different. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that a month ago, he had been wielding a toy.

Moreover, with Eun-Ha's help, his control had improved. It wasn't perfect yet, but he could refine it by fighting these creatures.

Swoosh! The bullets that had been flying through the air all embedded themselves in the ground at once. The monsters, intimidated by Kim Se-Won's overwhelming power, were instantly obliterated.

"Now there are three."

Kim Se-Won swept his hand to the side.
Boom! He cleared away the Chimera corpse blocking his path.

"Try to hold out."

The bullets that had pierced the monsters' heads rose into the air again.

"Until my anger subsides."

And once more, they shot toward the Chimeras.


* * *


With a sigh, Kim Se-Won picked up a bone from the ground. The bone was small. To be honest, it was something he wished was a mistake.

"As I thought. This belongs to Eun-Ha."

He examined the small finger bone with narrowed eyes. He could faintly sense Eun-Ha's magical energy. This bone was indeed Eun-Ha's.

"Eun-Ha...!"

Kim Se-Won clutched the bone to his chest. He gritted his teeth and trembled. He never imagined he would lose Eun-Ha so meaninglessly.

It felt as if a hole had been punched through his chest. Everything he had worked for seemed to have vanished into nothing. Hot tears rolled down his cheeks. It felt like tears were flowing not just from his eyes but from his empty heart as well.

"I'll. I'll do everything...!"

He would have his revenge. He would bring the blade of vengeance to all those who had kidnapped Eun-Ha and devoured her.

"I'll deal with Engia Keplux myself."

Roughly wiping away his tears, Kim Se-Won raised his head as he secured the bone. A flame ignited in his empty heart. The black flame burned fiercely, as if it would incinerate everything it touched.

His heart burned hot, but his mind remained colder than anything else.

Kim Se-Won, who had lost his girlfriend Eun-Ha in an instant, turned his back.


* * *


One step. And then another step.
I carefully placed my feet forward. Perhaps because I moved too cautiously, even my breathing was very slow and careful. Moving so sluggishly, I couldn't get very far from the prison where I had been held.

There was only one reason for this: I was afraid someone might discover me.

That's how weakened I was.

*I wonder which way those Chimeras went?*

I sniffed carefully, even though there was no way I could actually smell anything. I regretted not properly seeing which direction the Chimera had gone when I was hiding in the shadows.

*To think I'd become this weak. I'm even weaker than when I was a man...*

I could fight the Chimeras if I pushed myself, if I was willing to endure the threat of the control device that could explode at any moment.

However, even if my heart didn't burst from the tangled magical energy, I would definitely suffer severe internal injuries every time I used magic. And my body would pour out magical energy to heal those injuries.

*In my current situation, not knowing what's happening outside, I need to conserve my magical energy as much as possible.*

Even though I still had two magical energy crystals my mother had given me, it would be difficult to continue fighting with the control device still in place. My magical energy would drain 2-3 times faster than normal.

Crack!

Just then, a very ominous sound came from behind me.

"Huh?"

I whipped my head around. The sound of something being torn apart. The continuous sound indicated that someone was in combat.

"Is that the sound of someone being crushed?"

The sound of tearing or crushing. My legs moved involuntarily toward the unsettling noise.

It wasn't a fight between Chimeras. Those controlled by the Villain Association wouldn't fight each other.

This was a battle between a human and Chimeras.

So I moved. Just in case. Because my help might save that person.

Even though my own life had become as fragile as a fly's. Even though I could barely take care of myself, it seemed like a foolish decision.

*Still. I need to check.*

I had to move. I swallowed hard and carefully shifted my steps.


* * *


Left or right?
I kept deliberating at the fork in the road where the sound was coming from.

"Kieeeeek!"
"That way."

While I was hesitating at the fork, a scream came from the left. It sounded like a Chimera's cry, a sound that pierced the ears.

Carefully, I peeked out, showing only my face to look in the direction of the sound.

"That's...!"

I saw Chimeras and monsters. The same ones that had bitten my hand and licked my blood earlier. The evidence was the bloodstains still on the Chimeras' mouths.

Around them were multiple marks where something had torn through the walls.

And something large was constantly circling around, trapping the monsters and Chimeras, threatening them.

The monsters and Chimeras were very tense, scanning their surroundings. With dozens of large projectiles moving around, they couldn't move easily either.

"Eek...!"

After staring blankly at the scene, I quickly hid my body. I was afraid they might notice my presence. I couldn't see who the Chimeras were fighting, but they mustn't notice me.

*After just thinking I would help them.*

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly at how pathetic I was.

*By the way, those things circling around the Chimeras... is that telekinesis? Or some other ability?*

Pressed flat against the wall, I thought about what I had just seen. The mention of telekinesis immediately brought Se-Won's face to mind. But I quickly shook my head.

There was no way Se-Won could be here. He had said he was busy today. And even if he had finished his business, there was no reason for him to be here.

"If the person fighting the Chimeras really is Se-Won..."

Then I'd be glad. It would be like a knight, wouldn't it?

The knight Se-Won had mentioned many times, the one who would protect me. The knight who would appear when I was in danger.

"Haha."

Another bitter laugh escaped me. It's not like I particularly admired knights from fairy tales or novels. But I thought it would be cool if that person really was Se-Won.

Having such thoughts made me feel more weak than feminine. It was pathetic how vulnerable I had become just because I couldn't properly use my magical energy.

*I need to become stronger. Not in magic or magical energy or technique. I need to become stronger as a person.*

A new goal settled in my heart. I mustn't become weak. I was acting like someone who had only ever relied on power. I needed to at least pretend to be strong.

I held my breath and listened carefully. I observed the situation like this for about 10 minutes.

Kwang! Bang! Various sounds continued to echo. Strangely, I couldn't hear any human groans. Only the cries of monsters and Chimeras, as if they were being one-sidedly defeated.

It was evidence that the person fighting the Chimeras had an overwhelming advantage.

"It's stopped."

After about 5 more minutes, the surroundings became quiet.

"I'll. I'll do everything...!"

As I peeked out with just my head, I heard a voice. A familiar voice. A desperate, sorrowful voice making some kind of pledge. And then, a very familiar figure came into view.

My eyes widened. My heart pounded loudly. I rubbed my eyes and looked again, but what I saw remained unchanged.

*It's Se-Won.*

The one fighting the Chimeras was none other than Se-Won. Various emotions swirled in my heart.

The first emotion I felt was a racing heart. Already in love, I fell even deeper in love.

The next emotion was pride and admiration. Despite his awakening, it made me incredibly happy to see how much he had grown—from someone who couldn't properly defeat a villain at the research facility in Mt. Geumgang to this.

And finally, embarrassment.

*He really is like a knight.*

I felt embarrassed, as if my secret wish had been exposed to the whole world.

*Let me approach carefully.*

Taking a deep breath, I slowly approached Se-Won. Standing alone amidst the corpses of monsters and Chimeras with his head bowed, his expression was very grim. It showed both regret and sorrow.

With a desire to comfort him and a mischievous urge to surprise him, I crept toward his back.

When I had almost reached him...

"Ah."
"...Huh?"

My body froze. Se-Won had suddenly turned around after putting something he was holding into his chest. Our eyes met.

"Huh...??"

Se-Won's eyes widened. He hurriedly took out what he had just put away and...

"This, this is..."
"...Yes, that's mine."

He showed me what was in his trembling hand.

*That's mine.*

It was the finger bone that the Chimera had been eating so deliciously earlier.

*I can't deny it now.*

For a moment, I wanted to deny that it was my bone. But I had already acknowledged it with my own mouth.

I had cut off my own escape route.

"...Hehe."

I smiled awkwardly. The only option left for me was to explain the situation.

"My arms and legs were restrained, and I pushed myself too hard trying to escape, so..."

I showed Se-Won my newly grown hand as I began to explain. My heart felt heavy.

"It's hideous, isn't it?"

I worried that Se-Won might come to dislike me. A magical girl's body is different from a human's. No matter how injured I get, I can regenerate as long as I have magical energy. Even I thought this aspect of me was monstrous.

"Even if my hand falls off, I regenerate quickly. No, I'm not really human—?!"

Whoosh!

*Huh?*

My thoughts stopped. My trembling voice fell silent. Se-Won didn't answer. He didn't even wait for me to finish speaking.

He just pulled me into a tight embrace.

"Se-Se-Won...?"

I looked up at him, wondering why he was acting this way.

"I was worried, you idiot."

Se-Won's voice trembled slightly. It was a voice of genuine relief and reassurance.

"Mmm."

I see.

I was relieved too. Se-Won was simply genuinely worried about me. I could feel it physically.

His trembling voice seeped into my ears. Se-Won's warm body temperature welcomed me. I gently embraced him back.

Loosening his tightly gripping arms, Se-Won looked down at me. He had only loosened his arms, not let go.

*He came to rescue me because he was worried.*

A word came to mind.

*Knight.*

Truly. It's an embarrassingly cheesy word, but right now, Se-Won was like my knight.

The proof was felt in his embrace. A strong smell of sweat wafted from him.

His clothes were soaked with sweat from how much he had run to find me.

He had exerted this much effort to save me.

"So, you're not hurt anywhere, right? Right?"
"Ah, well..."

Of course my body is fine. I'm a magical girl. Even my hand that was blown off has long since regenerated.

Just then, a thought crossed my mind.

I don't know when I'll get another chance like this. This might be the last time.

"I'm a little dizzy. Really, just a little... ahaha..."

I had resolved to be a strong person, but couldn't I postpone that for a bit? Just for now. Just for a brief moment, couldn't I remain a vulnerable girl?

"So... will you hold me? My knight."

And so I decided to pretend to be a little weak.

Ch.314 - The Saintess Makes Her Grand Entrance
Eun-Ha hesitated for a moment before squeezing her eyes shut.
She relaxed her body completely, leaning entirely against Kim Se-Won.

Just for a moment. Just this once, she whispered to herself as she indulged in being a vulnerable young woman.

*Knight, huh.*

Kim Se-Won pulled up the corner of his mouth with a smirk.
He hadn't done anything special to deserve being called a knight.
Even as he mocked himself, he held Eun-Ha firmly, afraid he might lose her.
He embraced her tightly, as if he would never let her go.

*Right. There's still a long way to go.*

He was newly struck by how much weight rested on these fragile shoulders.

As both a saint and a magical girl, she had too many burdens placed upon her.

Those who targeted her appearance.
Those who targeted her power.
Those who targeted her fame, and so on.
Because of this, there were many who were after Eun-Ha.

If he wanted to stay with Eun-Ha, if he didn't want to lose her to anyone, he needed to become strong enough to shoulder these burdens with her.

A flame rekindled in Kim Se-Won's chest. Not the black flame that had risen earlier, but a bright red one.

*Good.*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was feeling Kim Se-Won with her entire body. His scent, his body heat. His voice that had echoed in her ears.
Each sensation seemed to linger, seeping into her body.

How long had they been embracing like this?

"I-I'm okay now."

Eun-Ha pulled away from him, her face flushed bright red.

"?! You, that..."
"Ah..."

Only then did Kim Se-Won realize how defenseless Eun-Ha was.

His gaze swept over her body before fixing on her chest.
Her top was nearly stripped off. Her delicate shoulders and skin were barely covered by her underwear and hair.
And there was blood splattered here and there on her body.
Yet she didn't look grotesque or dirty.

Kim Se-Won wasn't surprised by this vulnerability. It was because of the smooth, jewel-like object embedded deep in Eun-Ha's chest.

"It's a control device. I think Akasaka Jin, the villain, implanted it when I was restrained. Or maybe Engia Keplux did it personally."

Eun-Ha stroked the control device with a bitter smile.
She wanted to remove it immediately, but she couldn't risk touching it carelessly—it might destroy her heart and core.

"A control device... I see."

Kim Se-Won's eyes grew cold again. Anger boiled up in his chest.
The man wearing sunglasses who had carried Eun-Ha through the secret passage. If Eun-Ha was right, that person was Akasaka Jin.

*And the association chairman was Engia Keplux.*

When had he become Engia Keplux? It didn't matter.
What mattered was that they had threatened Eun-Ha.

After glaring at the control device as if he wanted to kill it, Kim Se-Won slowly pulled up the corner of his mouth.

*Fortunately, I have the power to solve this.*

Kim Se-Won pulled out his fully customized Blue Diamond.

"This might hurt a little."

There was no hesitation in his actions.
The Blue Diamond had the power to manipulate space. It could instantly transport small objects like this to another dimension.

The Blue Diamond flew instantly to Eun-Ha's chest.

"Ugh...!"

Eun-Ha hunched her shoulders, anticipating the pain. With a swoosh! The control device threatening Eun-Ha's heart disappeared with the sound of something being pulled out.
The only pain Eun-Ha felt was a slight sting as the deeply embedded control device was removed.

BOOM! A loud explosion was heard not far away. It was the sound of the control device exploding after detecting interference.

"Done."
"Wow... amazing."

Eun-Ha blinked, looking down at her now smooth chest. The trace of where the control device had been embedded was long gone.

"Thank you, my knight."

Eun-Ha looked up at him with smiling eyes.

"It's thanks to you."

She took his hand and placed it on her chest. Kim Se-Won felt the smooth chest with no trace of the control device.

"T-that..."

Kim Se-Won endured the embarrassment with his eyes closed.

*Really...!*

It wasn't because he was touching Eun-Ha's chest.

It was because "my knight" was a phrase he himself had spoken.

He never imagined he would casually use such an embarrassing term not just once, but several times.
If it had been just once, he could have taken it as self-mockery, but the repeated use made him feel ashamed.

*It's this damn mouth of mine.*

Kim Se-Won resented his past self who had spoken those words in the heat of the moment.

"Now, let's get out of here."
"Okay."

Regardless, he had rescued Eun-Ha.
Or rather, they had met in the middle, but what did it matter?
What was important was that Eun-Ha was right in front of him.

Eun-Ha nodded with a bright smile at Kim Se-Won's words.

"...Before that, take this."

Kim Se-Won took out clothes identical to what he was wearing from his pocket and tried to put them on Eun-Ha. It was spare clothing made possible by his dimensional pocket.

"No."

But Eun-Ha shook her head, refusing his gesture. Then she tugged at the top Kim Se-Won was wearing.

"I prefer this."

Saying this, Eun-Ha exchanged clothes with Kim Se-Won.
Even clothes that fit Kim Se-Won perfectly were loose on Eun-Ha. After putting on his clothes, she brought the inside of the garment to her nose and sniffed it.

"Yes. I like this better."
"...S-sure."

What could he say to Eun-Ha's beaming smile?
He couldn't bring himself to call her perverted.
Kim Se-Won gave an awkward smile and took Eun-Ha's hand.

Beep-!
Just then, Kim Se-Won's communication device rang.

"...Ah, right."

Kim Se-Won remembered Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, whom he had completely forgotten, and answered the call.

"I found Eun-Ha."
[What?! Phew. Thank goodness. Then, I'll come to you! Where are you?]

The caller was none other than Han Chae-Eun. She noticeably relaxed at the news that Eun-Ha had been found.

"No. Don't bother coming. Let's meet where we split up. That was the entrance. Tell Ha-Ram too."
[Yeah. That would be easier. Got it!]

Click.
The call ended as soon as Han Chae-Eun finished speaking. Her actions clearly conveyed her urgency.

"So Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram were looking for me too."
"Yes. By chance, I found a car where I could sense your magic. So I asked them for help."
"I should thank them."

Eun-Ha, who had been sniffing Kim Se-Won's scent, opened her eyes wide before giving him a smile.

*It's a strange feeling.*

She had always been the one helping her friends in combat situations, never with academics. She never thought a day like this would come. Eun-Ha felt a new sense of appreciation.

* * *

About 10 minutes after Engia Keplux entered the portal.

Crack- Crackle-!
The First Field began to split apart. The field, already torn up by Park Sang-Heon and Yoo Ji-Yeon's battle, collapsed again.

Sand scattered and the ground split. It fell as if the space below was completely empty.

"That's...!"

Kang Myung-Ha, the leader of Centaurus who had rushed to the scene after receiving an anonymous tip, watched this spectacle with an expression of shock.
As the field completely collapsed, a building rose from below.

It would be right to call it a temple.
As the massive temple, somehow hidden until now, emerged, the entire academy that had been shaking all along collapsed.

"Everyone! Combat ready!"

Kang Myung-Ha shouted, feeling an inexplicable anxiety. The sudden occurrence of such an event gave him a bad feeling.

*Perhaps.*

Engia Keplux.
Among the information spreading among heroes was that the leader of the Villain Association would soon be resurrected.
The timing matched perfectly—it would happen in a few hours, when the date changed.

Whoosh! A deep male voice descended from the sky.
The man with ash-gray hair fluttering in the wind was Jin Jae-Han, one of the S-class heroes.

Jin Jae-Han looked up at the massive temple with an extremely tired expression. He hadn't slept for days while searching for his younger sibling.

"This is not good."

Jin Jae-Han examined the temple with a grim face. Ominous magical power was overflowing. Just being nearby caused a chilling fear.

The atmosphere was such that even mediocre heroes would have their morale lowered just by being in the vicinity.
Jin Jae-Han sensed that this thing should not remain visible for long.

Kwaaaa-! A massive wind swept in.
A wind so large it could be called a storm flew toward the temple and collided with it.

"As expected."

However, the storm disappeared ridiculously easily. Jin Jae-Han narrowed his eyes, pondering the phenomenon that had appeared for just a split second.

Ominous magical power.
This magic was protecting the temple.

Jin Jae-Han sensed it.
His sibling was there.
The sibling who needed to be brought back to the family.

* * *

During the hour after the temple emerged, many changes occurred in the surrounding area.

The biggest change was the countless villains who appeared from nowhere.
The villains' eyes were bloodshot. This was due to the near-lethal dose of Enhanced Activator they had been given.

-KRAAAA!

It wasn't just villains.
Monsters and chimeras tamed by the Villain Association were also rampaging.

Because of this, heroes couldn't even touch the temple and had to deal with these threats instead.

"Hup!"

Countless silver lines were drawn. Villains who had lost their sanity were being turned into pieces of meat one after another.

The S-class hero, Yoo Ji-Yeon, had belatedly appeared.

*Eun-Ha has been kidnapped and I can't even go to her...!*

Information relayed by Foriner.
Yoo Ji-Yeon wanted to throw these creatures aside and rush to where Eun-Ha might be.

But she didn't know where that was.
With only the information that it was "somewhere inside the academy," she couldn't search even if she wanted to.

Behind her was a man sighing deeply while causing explosions around him, Baek Seung-Yoon.

"This is troublesome~"

The number of villains was limited, so time would solve that problem.
But chimeras were different. They kept flowing endlessly from inside the temple.

It would take quite some time for anyone who wasn't an S-class hero to deal with even one.

"With everyone so entangled, I can't use my full power~"

That wasn't the real problem.
Baek Seung-Yoon spoke in a carefree voice.

This battlefield was the worst possible for him, whose specialty was large-scale explosions.
With villains who had lost their minds rushing in desperately, heroes and villains had become so mixed that it was difficult to distinguish between them.

"If this drags on, it'll be troublesome... Huh?!"

Whoosh! A brilliant light began to color the surroundings.
Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had been cutting down villains one by one, opened her eyes wide at the sudden appearance of a field of light.

This feeling.
It was very familiar.
An energy she had felt at The Front Line. And also at the award ceremony.

"Grrrr...!?"

The villains' power visibly weakened.
Conversely, the heroes' power increased dramatically.

"It's a sanctuary."

Yoo Ji-Yeon murmured blankly. Her wide eyes sparkled as she hurriedly looked around.
There was only one person who could use such power.

Those who could sense magical power all traced the source of the sanctuary.
Their gazes slid and focused on one point.

"Kill that bitch...!!"
"If only she were gone...! If only that self-proclaimed saint were gone!!"

The villains, enraged at having their power taken away, foamed at the mouth.

"It's the Saint!"
"It's Virginia!"

Meanwhile, the heroes cheered for the being who had reversed the situation.

One by one, gazes began to gather until everyone's eyes focused on a single point.
Eun-Ha was there.
Eun-Ha wearing the same top as Kim Se-Won.

Ch.315 - The Saintess Makes Her Grand Entrance
I never thought the academy would have a place like this.
Despite exploring many secret places before, I never imagined such a vast hidden area existed.

"Who on earth created this place..."

I looked around in feigned surprise as I spoke.
Even without asking, I already knew who created this place.
The academy's founder, Foriner.

But I'm not sure what Foriner was thinking when he made this place.
Perhaps it was one of his hobbies. Foriner had several bizarre hobbies, after all. This passage must be one of them.

"I'm glad Se-Won is here with us."

I grinned while looking at Se-Won.
This was why I had pretended not to know.

"With Se-Won here, we can get back safely."
"Just trust me. I remember the way back perfectly."

I clung to Se-Won gently while praising him. Se-Won pretended to be nonchalant, but the corners of his mouth twitched with pleasure.

*Just like the book said!*

My eyes sparkled with admiration at how perfectly my plan had worked.

The arcane book didn't just contain lewd techniques! Everything has its order and build-up!

*Thank you! Anonymous teacher!*

And from that, I learned a few ways to flatter men!

*But what's so good about doing this anyway?*

Seeing Se-Won happy makes it seem worthwhile, but I'm not sure "why" I should be doing this.

* * *

When we finally emerged, the outside was already in chaos.
The academy itself had collapsed to the point where the exit was completely blocked.

*Is that... the temple where Se-Won and I fell before?*

The first thing that caught my eye after coming outside was a temple rising high in my field of vision.
Glancing at Se-Won, he nodded, confirming my thoughts.

I closed my eyes then opened them, enhancing my vision. I could see ominous magical energy spreading from the temple.

I didn't understand the principle, but instinctively recognized its effect. It was similar to a sanctuary.
A power that affected the mind—elevating allies and crushing the morale of enemies.

I quickly scanned the surroundings.
The situation was so chaotic that allies and enemies were completely mixed together.
If asked which side was winning, I'd say the Villain Association.

For the Villain Association, villains themselves were no longer necessary.
Moreover, they were recklessly engaging with heroes, partially sealing the powers of S-class heroes.

*That state...*

Every villain, monster, and chimera had an unusual look in their eyes.
They must have all been injected with Enhanced Activator. That's why they were free from fear of the strong and the terror of losing their lives.

If this turned into a prolonged battle, the villain side would likely win.

The mysterious power flowing from the temple was further boosting their morale, and the Enhanced Activator had multiplied their strength several times.
To make matters worse, chimeras kept pouring out of the temple.
This was a battle where the hero side would inevitably be pushed back.

*No, with S-class heroes, even a prolonged battle isn't that disadvantageous. ...Not good, but not hopeless.*

S-class heroes are incredibly reliable. To be honest, they alone could sweep away all the villains here in an instant.

*Yes. That would be true if only S-class heroes were here.*

Unfortunately, the current situation made that impossible.
Heroes and villains were so entangled that sweeping away the villains with overwhelming force would take allies with them.

Even if they had no choice but to eliminate villains that way, problems would remain.
They would have to take on the work of the fallen heroes.

Even S-class heroes are bound by the constraints of time and space.
The more heroes die here, the more humanity is cornered. Heroes won't be able to resolve incidents occurring in multiple locations.

*With villains running wild like this, I don't see any executives. They must have somehow gotten inside that temple.*

Moreover, the three most troublesome executives of the Villain Association were nowhere to be seen.

But I couldn't move to find them.
While the Villain Association's forces were constantly being replenished, the hero side clearly had limits in personnel and stamina.

*There's still plenty of time.*

I glanced at Se-Won's wrist beside me. His communication terminal was showing the time.
I didn't know exactly when Engia Keplux would resurrect, but it was definitely after the day passed.

"We need to find something that can turn the situation around."

So the priority should be reducing the number of enemies here as much as possible.
And I know one way to reverse this situation.

I checked my core once more.
The magical flow that had been chaotic during my confinement in the controller had stabilized quite well.
I wouldn't have any difficulty using magic.

"Everyone, hang in there a little longer."
"Okay."
"Well, I'm a bit tired, but this much is nothing!"
"We can't back down now anyway."

I asked my friends.
Se-Won, Chae-Eun, and Ha-Ram nodded willingly.

I felt bad asking them after they'd gone through so much to find me. But given the situation, I had no choice.

To be honest, I wish my friends would just slip away.
But...

*Why would we leave you behind?*
*That's disappointing. Could it be because of your boyfriend?*
*Trying to solve everything alone is not a good habit.*

I'd already heard their thoughts before we left the secret passage, so there was no helping it.

*I. Must. Protect. Everyone.*

I stretched my hand forward.

*I must protect them all.*

Whoosh! A field of light spread out from me.

As I used my sanctuary, everyone's attention turned to me. Since I was the only one who could use this power, they would quickly recognize my presence.

The gazes directed at me were mixed with goodwill and hostility.
The temperature of those gazes revealed their allegiances.

Villains, monsters, and chimeras showing hostility began moving toward me all at once.
Seeing this, I placed my hand on my chest.
I focused on the seal inside.

"If it's to protect everyone."

Whoosh! Light burst from my body.

"From the beginning. Without holding back my power."

A white light became a protective barrier around my body. A safety measure for transformation.

"The power to crush them all, for everyone."

Whoosh! Whoosh!
A two-stage transformation began.

Magical Girl Virginia.
And then Virginia - Vicious Form.

Bang! I struck the ground with the staff in my hand as I transformed.
Simultaneously, the curtain of light surrounding my body scattered into particles around me.

My magic is largely divided into two categories:
Virginia's magic to help allies.
Optima's magic to crush enemies.

Each magic exerts its true power when used in the appropriate transformation form.

"The power is even more..."
"Overflowing more than before."
"As expected of Eun-Ha."

Voices from around me. My friends' voices.
The power of the sanctuary was enhanced.
The sanctuary, shining more brilliantly than when used without transformation, took away the enemy's power and strengthened allies.

"Eun-Ha!"

A familiar voice called from far away. A small figure jumped high and instantly approached me.

"It's been a while, unnie."

I smiled at that person. With her, I felt reassured.

Yoo Ji-Yeon.
An S-class hero known as Silver Flash.
She can be a bit aggressive, but she's a good person.

I infused enhancement magic into her as she rushed over after spotting me.

"Hehe...!"

Light flashed in Ji-Yeon unnie's eyes.
A person who was already strong could now exert even greater power.

"I don't have anyone to rely on but you, unnie. So, could you protect me for a moment?"

I spoke to her as she looked over her own body with an elevated expression. There was a reason I used enhancement magic on her first.

"I'm going to cast buffs on everyone now."
"Sure. Just trust me!"

Ji-Yeon unnie gladly accepted my request.

What I needed to do now was manual work—casting spells on each person individually.
Naturally, it was a very cumbersome and time-consuming task.
Focusing on this would inevitably leave me defenseless, and Ji-Yeon unnie was perfect for protecting me.

"Everyone."

After Ji-Yeon unnie, my friends were naturally next. I spoke as I infused them with enhancement magic.

"You absolutely must not die."

Instead of answering, my friends each tapped my shoulder once before dispersing. That touch unconsciously made the corners of my mouth rise.

I closed my eyes while holding my staff.
I could sense the heroes within the sanctuary.
I could feel my friends moving away from me.

And I could also sense the villain groups rushing toward me all at once.

* * *

"It's the Saint!"
"Why is she here?"

Cheers. And questions.
Two types of reactions flowed from the hero side.

The news of Saint Virginia's sudden visit to the Hero Association had spread not long ago.
Also, there had been no news of her leaving the Hero Association. Journalists had been following her movements with burning eyes, so they wouldn't have missed it.

But she was now before their eyes.

The girl who should have been at the Hero Association appeared among the ruins with a group of boys and girls.
Naturally, the question "why?" arose in the heroes' minds.

Something was amiss.
The question remained unresolved. And new questions arose.

The heroes had clearly seen what Virginia was wearing before her transformation. An oversized top that was too large to be a girl's clothing.
Like someone who had been rescued just before "something" happened to her.

What did this mean?
In the heroes' minds, the fact that Virginia had been kidnapped by the Villain Association after entering the Hero Association became imprinted.

The Villain Association had kidnapped her. That's why she appeared like this.
What is the Villain Association?
A group of outsiders who casually commit every evil act imaginable.

The image of the delicate Virginia appeared in the heroes' minds.
When combined with the darkness of the Villain Association, they naturally imagined what kind of humiliation she almost suffered, what unspeakable things she almost experienced.

"I'll kill those bastards...!"

Crack! Some heroes felt extreme anger. They were either those who had received help from Virginia before or those who were captivated by her otherworldly power and appearance.

These heroes became agitated in a different way than from the power of the sanctuary.

* * *

*By the way, Eun-Ha's outfit...*

Standing in front of Virginia and beginning to cut down approaching enemies, Yoo Ji-Yeon was conscious of Virginia behind her.

*How shameless...!*

Shameless.
Lewd.
Too much exposed skin.
Not only that, but the white stockings covering her lower body stimulated both protective instincts and sadistic desires.
More dangerous than walking around naked!
Because it stimulates the desire to defile something so pitiful and pure white!

Virginia in her Vicious Form was like a totem that bewitched enemies.

*I must protect her.*

Yoo Ji-Yeon's eyes blazed. Conscious of Eun-Ha behind her, she gently moved her body.

*So these beasts can't see Eun-Ha!*

Her body enveloped Virginia's small frame, hiding her from view.

Unaware of Yoo Ji-Yeon's thoughts, Virginia continued using enhancement magic with her eyes closed.
One by one. She enhanced allies within the sanctuary by focusing on them.

The appearance of Saint Virginia and her sanctuary alone was enough to change the tide, but with enhancement magic added, the pace visibly accelerated.

The sanctuary that strengthened and encouraged allies while stealing the enemy's power. And enhancement magic that could overlap with the sanctuary.
The chaotic battlefield regained vitality. Hope gleamed in the heroes' eyes.

*I can replenish depleted magic by killing chimeras, monsters, and... villains. Their magic will be absorbed by me.*

Just as she had gained magic by killing monsters before, she could also gain magic by killing villains or heroes.
She felt reluctant to take magic by killing people, but now was not the time to be picky.

*Faster.*

Virginia's enhancement was incredibly swift.
Within just one minute of her starting, already 30% had received enhancement magic.

*More.*

10 seconds. 20 seconds. As time passed bit by bit, the hero side noticeably gained vigor.

"So this is the Saint's power that guy told us about...!"
"My power is boiling over!"

The heroes were no longer afraid of the enemies rushing in recklessly.
With overflowing power, healing wounds, and stamina that seemed endless, there was nothing to fear.

But the Villain Association wouldn't leave this unchallenged.

Boom-! The ground shook. A heavy roar struck their eardrums.

"Ah...!"

Due to the earthquake-like shaking and the deafening roar, Virginia's concentration was broken.

*I've only done half so far...!*

Virginia's gaze turned toward the source of the sound.
There stood the temple.
More precisely, Engia Keplux, revealing a purple tumor.

"Still, in an incomplete state..."

The tumor in his chest had spread considerably, as if about to devour his body. Not just the heart, but even the blood vessels had been assimilated.

Time was running out.

*The Association President... has already been devoured, I suppose.*

Virginia's eyes examined Engia Keplux carefully.
It seemed he would fully resurrect around midnight.

Engia Keplux was looking at Virginia with sinister eyes. Amid the sinister gaze, there was also a questioning look, as if asking how she had escaped.

*What a cockroach-like girl.*

Engia Keplux inwardly marveled.

The handcuffs that had bound Virginia's hands and feet were structured so they couldn't be removed unless the limbs were cut off. Moreover, the controller he had ordered to be embedded in her chest would explode instantly if tampered with carelessly.

Furthermore, finding an exit from the maze-like secret passages would take a very long time. Not only that, but he had also placed dozens of chimeras there, so how did she escape?

*Apart from Optima, the most troublesome entity has been released.*

His plan to use her as a seed bearer to create a new humanity when opening a new era had been disrupted.

*No. I can accept this much.*

Even if disrupted, it was minimal.
If he could hold out until midnight like this, he would regain his power.

*Even if S-class heroes come, this barrier won't be breached anyway.*

Engia Keplux raised the corners of his mouth in a grin as he looked at the invisible barrier protecting the temple.

Ch.316 - 30 Minutes Ago
Engia Keplux didn't just reveal himself. The ominous magical energy that had been emanating from the temple now directly affected the villains' bodies. It wasn't just boosting their morale—it was amplifying their power.

That wasn't all. With his appearance, three executives of the Villain Association who had been hiding until now joined the battle.

"This doesn't look good."

Virginia sighed as she observed the scene. The villains had suddenly grown stronger with Engia Keplux's appearance.

*The effect isn't as good as the sanctuary, but...*

What worried her was that the executives had stepped forward to supplement him.

The three Villain Association executives had been launching only ranged attacks from inside the temple. When heroes tried to counter with their own ranged attacks, they simply disappeared against the translucent barrier surrounding the temple. It was truly one-sided and unfair.

The executives' attacks primarily targeted Virginia. She was the reason the tide of battle had turned.

As long as Virginia was present, the heroes wouldn't fall easily. With magical energy, they could fight endlessly. If they couldn't take Virginia down, the villains might not be able to buy time.

"It's okay. I'll protect you until the end! So keep doing what you were doing!"
"...I suppose I must."

Virginia closed her eyes at Yoo Ji-Yeon's words and began casting enhancement magic.

* * *

The fierce battle continued even after the day had completely darkened.

They secured visibility with whatever could illuminate the surroundings. All kinds of superpowers flew toward their adversaries.

Though the villains, empowered by Engia Keplux, stubbornly persisted, the advantage was gradually shifting to the heroes.

This was thanks to the sanctuary that had been operating for hours. When the sanctuary's healing ability was deemed insufficient, Virginia would directly use healing magic, making it seem like the heroes' numbers weren't decreasing at all. They were like a horde of living zombies.

Moreover, even if someone had to leave the front line due to lack of magical energy rather than physical stamina, it wasn't a major issue.

"Additional magic replenishment supplements have arrived!"

Magica Essential.
This was thanks to a company with the technology to extract and crystallize magical energy. Though it took some time to recover magical energy, it was significantly faster than natural recovery.

Magica Essential wasn't purely charitable. They ordered their employed heroes to recover the corpses of monsters and chimeras.

Now, several hours into the battle, the Villain Association's numbers had dwindled to near extinction. Despite being enhanced by Engia Keplux's aid, they couldn't defeat the heroes who swarmed like zombies, and the executives continued to provide only passive support.

"We've finally taken down most of them."

Virginia said with a small sigh. Glancing around, she saw corpses everywhere. The smell of burning flesh and blood permeated the air.

These were familiar scents to Virginia. The unpleasant smell of death approaching was something she'd been familiar with since childhood. So there was no need to pay much attention to it.

*Now's the time to somehow break through that barrier.*

She gauged the magical energy remaining in her core. Having used quite a lot over these past few hours, it had significantly decreased. Most of her magic had been used to heal heroes who were attacked by the Villain Association executives and to extend enhancement magic, rather than maintaining the sanctuary.

Thanks to the sanctuary, magical energy had accumulated as villains, monsters, and chimeras fell, but the amount she used exceeded what was being replenished.

*About 30 minutes left. If I can just break through that barrier within that time...!*

Somehow, she might be able to defeat Engia Keplux.

Virginia raised her head to look at Engia Keplux. Despite his subordinates being annihilated, he remained composed. Rather, he smiled as if he had won, like a victor. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say he was sneering.

Perhaps because of this, not a single hero was celebrating victory prematurely. Everyone just stared at the temple.

*I have a rough idea.*

There must be a reason why Engia Keplux was still so relaxed. Virginia had a general understanding of what that reason might be. About 30 minutes remained until midnight. And there was the massive barrier protecting the temple and countless chimeras still crawling out from inside.

He must think he can hold out for the remaining 30 minutes because of those.

*How do I break through that barrier?*

The massive barrier protecting the temple. Though invisible to the naked eye, its existence could be confirmed by the rippling magical energy when enhancing vision with magic.

*First, I need to know how strong it is...*

It wasn't a barrier that would break easily. It hadn't budged even after being hit by the aftershocks of attacks during the hours of battle.

"Sis."
"I'm already preparing."

Just as Virginia spoke, a harsh slash filled with rough magical energy cut through the barrier. It was the strongest strike that had previously cut through a moving fortress by Yoo Ji-Yeon.

"It's tough."

But not even a scratch appeared on the barrier, despite the attack being far from casual.

*So that's why he remained confident even with S-rank heroes present.*

Given that even a fatal strike from an S-rank hero enhanced by Virginia's sanctuary and magic couldn't penetrate it, it seemed like it would remain intact even if pounded for days, let alone 30 minutes.

"Then, will this work?"

Baek Seung-Yoon, an S-rank hero who casually approached Yoo Ji-Yeon's side, snapped his fingers. BOOM! A massive explosion engulfed the entire field of vision. A deafening sound reverberated, loud enough to hurt the ears. It was a force that would have swept away the heroes in an instant had it been used on them instead of the temple.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! Baek Seung-Yoon's attack wasn't just once but multiple times. Without Virginia's sanctuary, the heroes' eardrums would have burst long ago.

Thick dust rose from Baek Seung-Yoon's attack. All the heroes cleared the dust using their respective powers.

The result was the same again. A barrier that didn't even ripple, let alone get scratched—truly an invincible wall.

"Oh my. Hahaha..."

Baek Seung-Yoon, realizing his best attack had yielded no results, looked at the barrier with a dejected expression.

"Why exert so much effort?"

Engia Keplux spoke. He had been sneering down at the heroes all along, but now he shook his head with an expression like he was watching children's play.

"Haven't you noticed yet? Don't you understand why the magical girl hasn't appeared in such a large battle?"

But here, incomprehensible words flowed out. Magical girl? What was important about her existence?

The context was unreadable. What relationship was there between the magical girl and him? Was Engia Keplux actually the magical girl's target?

Many questions arose in the heroes' minds.

*...Huh?*

This was also the case for Virginia, the magical girl herself. She stared at Engia Keplux with round eyes.

*The reason he's been smiling all along is... because Optima hasn't appeared?*

It was a statement so incomprehensible it made her wonder if he'd suddenly developed dementia.

Engia Keplux continued speaking, regardless of the heroes' reactions.

"The magical girl is Foriner's dog. And! Foriner has abandoned you."

What was he saying now? Virginia couldn't understand at all.

"What?"
"That can't be!"

But the heroes' reactions were different.

The approaching revival of Engia Keplux. The barrier that couldn't be penetrated even by an S-rank hero's attack. Engia Keplux's relaxed expression, now mixed with pity. The absence of the magical girl who would appear whenever an incident occurred.

It really did sound like Foriner had given up on them.

"Foriner has abandoned you who failed to prevent my revival. He has decided to willingly observe my transcendence!"

Engia Keplux spread his arms and proudly shouted.

"The reason Foriner descended to this world was to nurture a Transcendent to sustain this universe! That's why he summoned our monsters from another world and induced war with humanity!"

His lips twisted into a grin.

"As the war progressed, Foriner, no, the Transcendents subtly revealed clues to those with the potential to become Transcendents. How to transcend."

BOOM! When he stomped his foot, the temple began to shake. The structure reminiscent of a church or shrine changed in an instant. The doors from which chimeras had been flowing disappeared, and as the structure simplified, it transformed from a temple into a single altar.

"And thanks to one fool who diligently stirred up this place, I, who observed it, found one of those methods. The stupid mutant monster you call The Mute One!"

Engia Keplux mentioned The Mute One. The name of the one who had devoured Jung Soo-Hyun and stirred up this academy.

"Isn't that right? Well, even if the magical girl ignores Foriner's instructions and appears now, or if that guy comes to kill me, they can't break through this barrier. This boring and long damn war ends here!"

Hahaha! Engia Keplux laughed loudly, claiming his victory.

"Uh..."

Kim Se-Won and his friends, who had come to Virginia's location after the battle ended, looked at Engia Keplux with very subtle expressions.

"Hmm~"
"Regardless of what he's saying, the fact that his revival is approaching is true."

The same was true for the other two people. The friends glanced at Virginia. Half of Engia Keplux's words were likely true, and the other half was clearly false.

In any case, if his words were true, a new Transcendent would appear in 30 minutes.

*But The Mute One... stupid?*

Virginia wore a puzzled expression. This also didn't make sense. How could someone so meticulous and cunning be called stupid?

*They're wavering.*

The birth of a new Transcendent. Engia Keplux, believing he would soon ascend to transcendence, smiled with satisfaction as he watched the heroes waver at his words.

"Well, I can't just wait boringly."

Engia Keplux accessed the system of the temple he had taken over.

"Let me give you a gift."

With a twisted smile, he skillfully manipulated the system. The altar vibrated. Ominous magical energy gathered at the altar and then shot upward, piercing the sky.

A torrent of purple magical energy colored the sky. Dark clouds gathered, covering the sky. A large gate opened above the clouds. It was a purple gate, the same color as the magical energy that had dyed the sky.

Red slime flowed from the gate. The slime fell onto the clouds and gathered into the form of a large sphere.

"What's... happening...?"

Everyone was looking up at the sky at the sudden phenomenon. What was this that Engia Keplux had confidently summoned?

Drip! Drip drip drip! Countless raindrops poured from the giant sphere. The very sticky-looking rain fell on the barrier protecting the temple and flowed down to the ground in a gentle curve.

-Grrrr...

And bizarre monsters were born from the ground. They weren't monsters. Nor were they chimeras.

They were grotesque creatures never seen before. They looked like humans covered in sticky liquid.

"30 minutes... no, about 25 minutes now? I've brought creatures from another world to keep you from getting bored. Go ahead and have some fun."

-Grrrr...!

As soon as Engia Keplux finished speaking, the monsters began to move.

*As long as that barrier exists, we can't do anything.*

A future clearly visible. If Engia Keplux truly becomes a Transcendent, humanity will face extinction.

*Then.*

Virginia decided to execute what she hadn't been able to do because there were too many villains.

"Eun-Ha?"

Ignoring Yoo Ji-Yeon's voice calling her, Virginia silently moved her feet.

If the barrier couldn't be broken by physical force, then it could be broken by other means.

*I don't know if it's possible or impossible yet. But I have to try.*
*Anyway, I don't need to hide my identity from others anymore.*

Doing something, anything, would be better than doing nothing and just standing still.

"Oh?"

Engia Keplux, who had been looking down at the heroes, noticed that Virginia had started moving. Why was she suddenly moving toward the barrier? There was no need to be particularly curious. Whatever desperate attempt she made, this barrier couldn't be broken by physical force; it was a power akin to divine authority.

"Eun-Ha, where are you going!"
"Eun-Ha!"
"Saint, it's dangerous!"

Despite everyone's warnings and surprise, Virginia's steps didn't stop. They tried to go out and stop her directly, but the monsters that had already approached blocked them.

Engia Keplux had deliberately let Virginia move freely.

"Do you really think Foriner has abandoned us?"
"What else do you think? The girl who contracted with Foriner hasn't shown her face at all."

In Virginia's hand was a yellow crystal. Crack! The magical crystal shattered in her hand. Hong Yu-Jin's magical energy was absorbed into her core, completely restoring her magical energy.

Now Virginia's magical energy, along with what she had gained from killing villains, chimeras, and monsters, was significantly increased from before.

"That's not true."
"How can you be so certain?"

Virginia arrived in front of the barrier. When she reached out her hand, she was blocked by an invisible wall.

Many heroes watched this situation. Even as they confronted the monsters and began fighting them, they couldn't take their eyes off the frail girl's actions.

"Because. Obviously."

Plop, black liquid fell onto Virginia's head. Her hair, which had been gleaming in the sunlight, turned pitch black. Her eyes, reminiscent of meadows, were painted purple.

"The magical girl is right here."

The transformation was completed in an instant. Magical Girl Optima – Vicious Form revealed herself in front of Engia Keplux.

Astonishingly pure magical energy surged from her small body. She clenched her fist. Would it work? Would it not? Amidst full hesitation, Optima injected all her magical energy into the barrier. It was a transmutation magic that altered everything.

"No?!"

Engia Keplux's face was filled with shock. The transparent barrier turned black instantly from the point of Optima's hand. CRASH! The completely blackened barrier shattered all too easily.

Ch.317 - Impatience
I opened my eyes wide. Engia Keplux never thought that defensive barrier would break.

Whoosh! A massive torrent of magical power swept through the temple. Even though it wasn't accompanied by physical force, Engia Keplux felt as if an irresistible typhoon had swallowed him whole.

*So, she really is a magical girl...!*

A shudder ran through him. Goosebumps covered his entire body as he looked down at the small girl.
He saw the girl glaring at him with clear eyes. The torrent of magical power was still engulfing him.
A power so vast it felt endless.
Power worthy of Foriner's dog.

*How long has it been since I felt power like this?*

Engia Keplux's consciousness was buried in the torrent of magical power.



* * *



When had it started?
When he began calling himself Engia Keplux. It must have been at least several decades ago.

I was a mutant monster.
A being with the greatest talent.
One destined to be king of the species.

That's why other monsters envied and were jealous of me.
At the same time, they trembled in fear.
It was natural, given there existed someone who showed exceptional strength from birth and displayed brilliant growth with each passing day.
Like a dagger in a sack, I was an existence that couldn't help but stand out.

After about ten years since my birth, I reached the top.
There was no one left who tried to kill me or go against my will.

That's why I became arrogant.
And arrogance brought destruction.

Magical girl.
At the peak of my arrogance, I was defeated by Foriner's dog.

But it couldn't end like this.
Though I had reached the pinnacle of my species, the true pinnacle was elsewhere.

So I parasitized the body of a nearby being.
Go Jo-Rim.
The one who would later become the head of the Hero Association.

I abandoned all the power I had accumulated throughout my life. I wanted to start over from the beginning.

So I transferred all my power to my avatar.
That's the one called Muk-Si-Ja, the one without even a name.

After living like a worm for five years, I made contact with Muk-Si-Ja.
The Muk-Si-Ja I met after five years was a foolish being.
Being my avatar, he was arrogant.
Ironically, despite his arrogance, he regarded me as his parent and offered me all the information he had obtained.

I was shocked by the information he provided.
Looking at the quality of the information, I realized.
He was a cunning one pretending to be foolish.
He deliberately showed off his abilities to demonstrate the gap between us.

I came to understand a truth I didn't want to acknowledge.
Though he started as my avatar, he had become a completely different entity.
It wasn't me using him, but him trying to use me.

Still, I continued to treat him like a fool.
A foolish person who lived with the height of arrogance couldn't endure otherwise.
If I didn't become even more arrogant, an invisible fog would choke me.

Before I knew it, I had become a puppet.
A puppet controlling fools, waiting for the time to come.
Even though I knew I was being used by Muk-Si-Ja whom I had intended to use, I had no choice.

I wanted to live.
I wanted to live and reign as the king of this world.



* * *



Engia Keplux lost consciousness for only a few seconds.

"Huh...!"

Regaining his senses, Engia Keplux hastily scanned his surroundings.

It was quiet.
The fact that Virginia and Optima were the same person.
The fact that this Optima had completely shattered a barrier that even S-class heroes couldn't penetrate.

The heroes.
The otherworldly creatures.
The executives of the Villain Association.

Everyone was staring at Optima in astonishment at this fact.

"Phew."

Optima took out a yellow crystal from her chest with a light sigh.

*I've used up almost all my magical power.*

Her body was screaming for magical power replenishment. If she left this state unattended, she would surely make a spectacle of herself in front of everyone.

Crack! The last magical crystal in Optima's hand shattered, supplying magical power to her core. Her overheating body gradually cooled down.

She looked at those who were staring down at her with shocked expressions from the altar. Optima had no intention of rushing at them right now.

*I don't have enough magical power.*

The total amount of magical power that had rapidly increased from this battle was too much to be filled even with Hong Yu-Jin's magical power.

Moreover, there wasn't much time left.
She needed to replenish her magical power in a short time.

-Grrrr...!

What broke the silence was an otherworldly monster.
The monsters growled and turned their backs.

Optima.

They instinctively realized who the most dangerous being here was.

"This works out well."

Whoosh! Crimson wings extended from Optima's back.
Overdrive – Fanaticism.
Boom! Lowering her stance, Optima stretched her wings backward and flew toward the nearest monster.

"Danger! No matter how much you attack them, they regenerate!"

One of the heroes who had fought the monsters for a short time, Kang Myung-Ha, shouted.

The otherworldly monsters quickly regenerated no matter how much they were attacked.
Beings that, while not exceptionally strong, repeatedly regenerated endlessly.

They resembled the moving fortresses once seen at The Front Line.
The only options were to eliminate them in one go or prevent them from regenerating.

"It's okay."

Hearing the shout, Optima calmly replied.
Boom! Optima's fist drove into the monster's solar plexus. When her small fist connected with the solar plexus, a large shockwave pierced through the monster.

-Grrrr...

And the monster vanished pathetically.
Starting from the solar plexus, its entire body instantly deteriorated and crumbled.

"Just need to prevent them from regenerating."

One-trick corruption magic.
Saying she only had this meant, conversely, that this corruption magic alone was sufficient.
At least for Optima, it was.

"I get it now."

Whoosh! Optima's figure disappeared. Her form appeared all over the battlefield, taking down monsters one by one.

*The quality of magical power is different.*

The more she took down, the more Optima's face was filled with joy.
Optima's magical power is extremely pure. In contrast, the magical power of other living beings is impure, of low purity.
Naturally, when converted to her magical power, a large amount is lost.

But the magical power of these monsters was different.
Otherworldly magical power is extremely pure. Although not abundant in quantity, she could convert almost all of it into her own magical power.

However, there were too many of them.
While each one wasn't exceptionally strong, these monsters overwhelmed with excessive regenerative abilities and numbers.
It was enough for Engia Keplux to confidently unleash them.

*At this rate...!*

After taking down the 27th monster, Optima stopped moving.

"Hup!"

She clenched her fists. Magic circles extended from Optima's fists. Keeng! Intense magical power erupted from both her hands.

"Apocalypse...!"

Two magic circles extended, targeting the monsters rushing toward her from both hands.

"Breaker!!"

The violent magical power became a single spell. A variant of corruption magic, her ultimate technique. Apocalypse Breaker annihilated the monsters.

Over hundreds of monsters that had simultaneously rushed at Optima were annihilated by the Apocalypse Breaker.
It was thanks to the magic that corrupted everything.

*This won't do.*

Engia Keplux felt a sense of crisis.
There was still plenty of time left.
Without Philan Arclight, he needed to resurrect with utmost preparation, but at this rate, it was clear he wouldn't reach transcendence.
However, there was no means to buy more time.

He couldn't use the executives here.
They were sacrifices. Sacrifices for his resurrection.

Boom! Unable to contain his anger, Engia Keplux struck the altar. His entire body trembled.

Having dealt with all the monsters, Optima turned around. All that remained were Engia Keplux and the executives of the Villain Association.


Engia Keplux desires a new era.
Muk-Si-Ja desires true transcendence.

Engia Keplux's wish is to be fulfilled by seizing control of the temple, the altar of transcendence.
And by replacing the selected souls to be offered to the altar with souls resembling himself (the executives), he plans to open a new horizon.

He made a decision.

Even while trembling with rage, he had no choice.
Humiliation shook his head.

There's no other way.
No other way.

It felt as if Muk-Si-Ja, who wasn't here, was looking down on him and laughing, making him even angrier.

"Yes, there's no other way."

The altar activated.

"If I become the king of the new world."

Boom! The altar shook greatly, scattering ominous magical power around.

"I can aim for the edge of transcendence afterward."

Engia Keplux and the altar became one. Gloomy magical power constricted the three standing beside him.

*There's no reaction...?*

Optima sensed something strange about this phenomenon.
Despite the suffocating magical power that was constricting them, the executives showed no reaction.

They just stared at empty space with vacant eyes.
Come to think of it, they had been like that since they first appeared.
While they did take actions, they never uttered a word or showed any change in expression.

"Like puppets..."

Swoosh! The ominous magical power extracted something from the executives' bodies. They were light masses of different colors.

"Come, souls of the sacrifices."

The extracted light was absorbed by Engia Keplux.
What extended from the bodies of the three executives were human souls. Souls with condensed power.

"Ugh?!"

As they were absorbed, an indescribable pressure spread around. Optima gritted her teeth at the pressure weighing down on her shoulders.

The level had changed.
Engia Keplux, who had been hiding in Go Jo-Rim's body, was regaining his original power.

"I am dull-witted."

Engia Keplux said.

"Being dull-witted, I have repeated many mistakes. But now I bid farewell to my dull-witted self."

His eyes took on a strange hue as he looked down.

"I shall become the king of this world."

Thump! His body shook greatly and began to transform.

Ch.318 - The Boy Who Flies In The Sky
After the life force left the three executives, a purple essence emerged and was absorbed by Engia Keplux.
Thud! The executives, long unconscious, collapsed to the floor.

The gathered souls expand the vessel.
The absorbed essence coats the vessel firmly.
The temple's power fills the vessel.

Thump! A massive pulsation echoes throughout.
The power spread throughout the temple formed an enormous pressure.

"What kind of power...!"

Optima grimaced while enduring the pressure crushing her entire body.
This was different. Goosebumps rose all over her body in a different way than when facing The Mute One.

"Hahahahaha!!"

Engia Keplux burst into laughter, filled with a sense of omnipotence.

*Yes! This is it! This is what I wanted!*

The power hidden in the temple—no, a law—flowed into his mind. The altar, synchronized with Engia Keplux, stuffed knowledge into his head and forced him to understand it.

This wasn't power to be wielded instinctively, but rather power to be handled through calculations and formulas in the mind.

"Annoying Transcendents cannot directly affect me! They're merely hollow existences! There is no one anywhere who can save you!"

He clenched his fist. As he squeezed out the formula that appeared in his mind, massive flames engulfed the surroundings.
Whoosh! The flames that appeared around him spread rapidly. Their target: the heroes.

"Aaaagh!"

Screams erupted involuntarily from those being burned alive. To Engia Keplux, these screams sounded like the opening of an orchestra.

"This is just the beginning."

The orchestra had only just begun.
Although his power wasn't complete due to Philan Archlight's absence. His unfinished body also played a part in that.

Yet even with this much power!

"You have hastened your deaths."

Engia Keplux felt as if he had become an absolute being.
Woong! The altar activated in response to his surging power. With a massive earthquake, a magic circle activated.

"Magic! I've finally reached it! Omnipotent power!"

Engia's body swelled greatly before contracting. His instantly reconstructed body was optimized for using magic.

"Magic, you say?"

At these absurd and nonsensical words, Centaurus's leader, Kang Myung-ha, spoke up.
Magic? What fantasy power was he talking about?

"Foolish one."

But Engia Keplux merely mocked Kang Myung-ha.
Woong! The magic circle he created trembled once. The magic circle divided. Countless magic circles rising in the sky each took different forms.

"But I understand. You might think that way."

Engia Keplux raised the corner of his mouth in a smirk.

"Nevertheless, you must pay the price for ignorance."

The dozens of divided magic circles filled with magical power.

"That price is death."

Fireballs fell from the sky.
Strong winds inflated the fireballs.
Then formless hammers pounded the ground.
Countless sharp spears sprouted from the earth.
Cold water poured down where the fireballs had swept through. Hiss! The water turned to steam upon touching the heated ground.
Sharp lightning struck the earth.

"As a gift for your journey to the afterlife, I'll tell you the truth."

Engia Keplux savored his power as he watched the heroes writhing in pain.
None had died yet. Partly because the heroes had defended themselves as best they could, and partly thanks to Virginia's sanctuary.

Tenacious like cockroaches. That's fine.
Their deaths were all but certain.
The orchestra had only just begun, so he could simply enjoy watching these tenacious survivors.

"Superpowers are merely a part of magic.
The superpowers you wield are just fragments of impossible power! Power that shouldn't exist!"

Engia Keplux spoke in a booming voice.
Knowledge that flowed through the temple. Knowledge that The Mute One had allowed his foolish self to access.
This wasn't some fantasy or plausible lie.

"In other words, a superhuman is a being born with a single magic inscribed in their body."

Boom! Engia Keplux struck the altar. Once again, magic circles were inscribed in the sky.

"Have you never questioned why the power flowing from your cores, the source of your power, is called 'magical power'?"

Different magics from before assaulted the superhumans. Each one corresponded to a superpower.

"And who do you think spread such terminology in this world? Yes! The Transcendents! The Transcendents limited information to prevent ignorant humans from trampling on sacred magic!"
"Of course, some must have reached the truth. It would be strange if no one had! But they either forgot the fact or disappeared from this world."

Why! Engia Keplux looked down at Optima with a smile full of composure.
Optima was busy blocking Engia Keplux's magic alongside her lover, Kim Se-Won.

"Even if humans notice the existence of magic, it's in a place they cannot reach. And it would only throw the world into chaos!"

Engia spoke with an extremely narrow-minded view.

"Foriner realized early on that magic is knowledge far too excessive for you humans."

Hahaha!
He spoke as if he himself would never throw the world into chaos.



* * *



"That damn condescending bastard...!"

Optima gritted her teeth as she deployed a defensive barrier with her transformation magic.
Engia Keplux's magic covered such a wide area. Naturally, Optima alone couldn't handle it.

*Iris O'Brien was there until just now.*

Kim Se-Won, who was helping Optima save the heroes, glanced toward the altar.
Engia Keplux seemed to have not even a speck of interest in Kim Se-Won.

"Chae-eun!"
"What?!"

Kim Se-Won called Han Chae-eun with a stern expression. She was struggling just to protect herself.

"I need a favor!"

Engia Keplux would continue firing magic endlessly.
To block it even a little and counter-attack, he needed Han Chae-eun's help.

After hearing Kim Se-Won's request, Han Chae-eun gulped and nodded.
Soon, her form disappeared like a bolt of lightning.

Glancing at Han Chae-eun's disappearance, In Ha-ram dodged the magic with light steps.

*This will never end at this rate.*

Cold sweat ran down her body.
Though she appeared to dodge easily, she was actually in a state of extreme tension. One wrong move with her legs and she would be hit in these precarious moments.
Her heart pounded uncontrollably.

Screams of pain echoed from all around. Those who couldn't dodge the pouring magic, unlike her.

*I can't get hit. Absolutely not. Absolutely not!*

In Ha-ram gritted her teeth and endured.
Although her power might be weak, an opportunity to strike back might come.
She had to endure until then.

But this couldn't go on forever.

Engia Keplux must have a limit to his magical power, but she would be hit before that limit was reached.

*In that case...!*

While continuing to dodge the magical barrage, In Ha-ram drew moisture from the air and created an ice spear.

Boom! In Ha-ram struck the ground with the ice spear.

Precisely.
Firmly.
And massively.

A huge ice wall shot up from the ground toward the sky. It was hard to believe it was created by a student who hadn't yet reached adulthood.

"What...!"

Naturally, the heroes couldn't help but be surprised.
Among elemental abilities, ice manipulation is quite rare. Rare and difficult to handle.
It's hard to believe a young girl could handle it.

But that girl managed to do it.

"I'm joining in!"
"We can't just keep taking hits!"

More urgent than questioning who this girl was, survival came first.
Geokinetics who could manipulate earth joined in one by one. Soil and concrete rose from the ground, enveloping the massive ice wall.

"Haaah!"

Not to be outdone, In Ha-ram squeezed out all her magical power.
She pounded her core, urging it to spew out more magical power.

*If the heroes are helping, I need to change my approach.*

Sweat ran down her cheeks. In Ha-ram calmly scanned her surroundings, engraving in her mind where to spread the ice.

Much thinner than what she just made.
Covering a much wider area.

In Ha-ram's ice instantly covered above all the heroes' heads. It was ice so thin that it could hardly be expected to provide defense.

But this was enough.

"Hah...! Hah...!"

Thud! As In Ha-ram, breathing heavily, collapsed to the ground, countless stones, sand, soil, and concrete rose from the earth.
Using the ice In Ha-ram created as a framework, they formed a massive defensive wall overhead.

Boom! Bang! Boom! The magic and defensive wall collided, creating loud noises. Fortunately, unlike before, the heroes didn't have to scramble to avoid it.
All the magic falling from the sky was being blocked by the defensive wall.

"Huff...! Huff...! I'm... dying..."

While In Ha-ram lay collapsed, catching her breath, Han Chae-eun, who had received Kim Se-Won's request, appeared with excited breathing.
A woman hung limply at Han Chae-eun's side.

"H-here she is...!"
"Thank you."

Iris O'Brien.
A Villain Association executive who had lost consciousness after her soul was extracted and her essence stolen.

"Eun-Ha. Does this person look alive to you?"
"Just a moment. ...For now, yes."

At Kim Se-Won's words, Optima released her transformation and gazed intently at Iris.
To her eyes, Iris appeared to have no abnormalities. However, her body looked somewhat blurry.

*Something left her body. It doesn't seem completely gone, though...*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand why she appeared blurry. Something had left her body, but she didn't know what it was.

"What?!"

And she couldn't ponder deeply.
Because of Kim Se-Won's sudden action.

Kim Se-Won began feeling the unconscious Iris's body.
Chest, waist, stomach, thighs, and more. He felt around with an extremely serious expression.

*You wanted to do that in this situation?!*

Eun-Ha was dumbfounded.
Openly sexually harassing someone with all their friends watching. Was his sexual desire that pent up?
Moreover, his girlfriend—herself—was right in front of him!

Certainly, Iris had a voluptuous figure. Curves in all the right places.
Not an ounce of excess fat anywhere.
Furthermore, what Eun-Ha lacked was abundantly large on Iris! Though she couldn't compare to Han Chae-eun, they were large!

"Imprisonment might be the answer for this."

Eun-Ha's eyes grew cold.
Imprisonment later.
For now, punishment. Punishment was needed.

"You vermin! What do you think you can do with such paper-thin defensive walls?"

Engia Keplux found the heroes' meaningless struggles pathetic.
Even after two rounds of one-sided violence, his magical power still overflowed.

To his eyes, the massive defensive wall built using the ice wall as a framework looked like a small sandcastle built by a child.

"Very well! I shall personally destroy it!"

He could easily destroy such a sandcastle with a single gesture. Half of it had already been chipped away when he used magic the second time, so it would be easy.

Once again, magic circles were inscribed in the sky. They were more intricate than any magic circle he had created so far. The magical power contained in the magic circles was even more ominous.

"Now...!!"

Just as he was about to deploy the magic.

Boom!

"Aaaah!!"

A man flew through the defensive wall into the sky.

Ch.319 - The Dullard
The enraged girls were powerful.

"W-wow, kids these days are so aggressive..."

The leader of Centaurus, Kang Myung-ha, muttered as he watched Kim Se-Won punch through the ceiling and fly into the sky.

Kim Se-Won had been searching the body of a mysterious woman—more precisely, someone who appeared to be an executive of the Villain Association—with an extremely serious expression when the girls hit him and sent him flying.

Of course, Kim Se-Won's actions were somewhat bold and perverse, but the boy's expression was very serious and urgent. He seemed to be trying to find something on the woman.

*The jealousy of young girls and lack of communication. How frightening.*

Kang Myung-ha resolved to treat his daughter and wife better. Lately, his wife seemed displeased that their daughter was becoming more like him.

"Gotta treat your girlfriend well."

Another hero seemed to feel similarly, muttering thoughts similar to Kang Myung-ha's.

"Waaaaaah!"

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, who had been sightseeing in the sky, barely managed to stabilize himself in mid-air using telekinesis. He had almost hit the ground face-first.
Thud! After releasing his telekinesis, Kim Se-Won supported himself with his arms and legs, his body trembling.

"Huff, huff...!"

He gasped for breath while sweating profusely.
Who knew being able to set foot on the ground could feel so welcome?

"Enjoy your sky tour?"
"Seriously! I didn't understand why you asked us to bring this person, but you did it for this? At such a dangerous moment?"
"Really, you're no better than an animal. Try to show some restraint."

But Kim Se-Won had no time to enjoy this relief.
He was too terrified of the brightly smiling expressions of the three girls surrounding him.

"No, wait! Just listen to my explanation! I didn't ask to bring her here for no reason!"

Kim Se-Won revealed his grievances and explained the whole situation.

"So... you were trying to steal a disc-shaped object that Iris O'Brien might have had...?"

Eun-Ha's eyes remained cold even after hearing his explanation.
In her mind, she recalled the training room that Foriner had gifted her for personal use.

A place that only she and Foriner could enter and exit. Of course, Hong Yu-jin was included too, but that wasn't important.
What mattered was that "Kim Se-Won" couldn't freely access it.

"Then why did you ask if she was still alive? Don't tell me you prefer touching them while they're still warm?"

Han Chae-eun also didn't seem completely convinced. She thrust her large chest forward and interrogated Kim Se-Won.

"Of course not! I needed to do it while she was still alive for the signal to work properly. She probably stores the disc-shaped object in another place, similar to how I do."

For him to find something like a subspace and send a signal, Iris needed to be alive.
Also, as someone who used a similar item, it would be easier for him to find it himself.

"...I see."

Only after hearing the full explanation did Eun-Ha's expression and voice return to normal.
The icy coldness in her eyes was replaced with warmth.

"Remember this."

Eun-Ha approached Kim Se-Won with a bright smile. She brought her lips to his ear and whispered.
Black liquid dripped onto Eun-Ha's head. Magical Girl Optima was revealing herself again.

"I seem to be an extremely jealous person."
"Uh, um..."
"Don't make me lonely. Don't look at other women."
"R-right..."
"You're mine, and I'm yours. Understand?"

After pulling away from his ear, Optima looked at Kim Se-Won again with a sweet smile.
Kim Se-Won trembled as he stared blankly at Optima.

The sensual voice that had penetrated his ear was stirring his brain.
A voice that was sensual yet somehow sulky, as if asking him to pay more attention to her.

*J-jealousy...*

Kim Se-Won recalled when and why Optima had confessed to him. He couldn't help but remember.
Optima had watched him go on a date-like outing with Han Chae-eun, and unable to contain her jealousy, she kidnapped him and confessed.

Her feelings, which she herself hadn't been aware of, had blossomed due to jealousy, so of course her jealousy was strong.

*Is it okay to neglect your girlfriend like this? Am I just like a rabbit to you? I might die if I get too lonely.*

On top of that, she gets very lonely.
This was the weak side of a girl who seemed capable of doing anything except studying or using her brain.
A side that only he knew.

"I-I'm sorry. I should have told you beforehand."

Her vulnerable side, not her unhinged one, belonged to Kim Se-Won. It was a side she mostly showed only to him, a side he had exclusive access to.

Kim Se-Won bowed his head with sincere apology.

"..."

But there was no answer.
Optima just stood in front of Kim Se-Won, motionless.
Wondering what was happening, he cautiously raised his head, only to see Optima suddenly turning to the side.
She crossed her arms and began glancing at Kim Se-Won with a pouty expression.

"Um, Eun-Ha...?"
"...Give me."
"Huh?"

Optima said something. It was a tiny voice, like an ant crawling.

"Sorry, I'm really sorry. It's just, it's noisy around here, so I couldn't hear..."

The surroundings were actually quiet as everyone watched this couple's lover's quarrel.

"K-kiss...! Give me a kiss...!"

Optima shouted with her eyes tightly shut.


* * *


Engia Keplux was stunned after seeing Kim Se-Won fly into the sky.

"These, these bastards...!!"

But this state didn't last long. Filled with rage at being seemingly mocked despite having god-like power, he trembled with anger.
Bang! He pounded the altar with both fists. Being disrespected by such young people was far more humiliating than being ignored by the Muk-Si-Ja.

"..."

While Engia Keplux was expressing his anger by trembling his entire body, one person behind him quietly opened his eyes.
It was Akasaka Jin, an executive of the Villain Association.

*As expected.*

His gaze toward Engia Keplux was extremely cold. At the same time, it was filled with disgust.

He's too small-minded.
Just a being with arrogance and power.
Far too inadequate to lead an organization or a world.

It wasn't that he hadn't trusted Engia Keplux from the beginning.

But after observing him for a few days since he revealed his true identity only to him, there were many suspicious aspects. He made countless statements that showed his ignorance of the world and appeared foolish no matter how you looked at him.

*Good thing I prepared.*

Tap tap, Akasaka Jin touched the thin metal piece he wore under his clothes.
A countermeasure he had created based on information about the ritual he had received from Engia Keplux in advance. A device to minimize the soul and genes escaping from his body.

*And this Jin Yong-han has something else.*

Akasaka Jin glanced at Jin Yong-han beside him.
Unlike himself, Jin Yong-han didn't know the true nature of Engia Keplux, so he was a fool who truly devoted himself to Engia Keplux. A bundle of inferiority complexes.

*I need to take it now.*

Judging by Engia Keplux's state, he didn't have the luxury to pay attention to his surroundings. Akasaka Jin carefully reached out and searched Jin Yong-han's possessions.

*This is it.*

After searching a bit, he found a thick, rectangular terminal in his hand.
Given his long period in hiding, it was only natural that it was still in his possession.

Carefully, he withdrew his hand from Jin Yong-han's clothes. Akasaka Jin carefully examined the rectangular object, the control device, in his hand.

*It seems to be working properly.*

A device to control Kim Woo-jin, the only backup vessel for the genes. This control device was created as a contingency. It had the function to control beings that contained the genes.

"I'd better do it myself."

A cold, contemptuous voice escaped his lips.
Just by activating this device, he could control Engia Keplux, who was full of genes. At the very least, he could restrict his movements.

Akasaka Jin used the control device in his hand to target Engia Keplux.
And just as he was about to restrict his movements.

Thwack!

"?!"

A strong grip seized his arm. The control device fell to the floor with a clatter due to the overwhelming force.

*W-what...?*

Akasaka Jin rolled his eyes to see what was holding his arm.

"What do you think you're doing?"

A low voice penetrated his ear.
It was a black arm. Sharp nails growing from the fingers were digging into his flesh.
His whole body bristled with goosebumps. Akasaka Jin barely managed to turn his stiffened neck to the side.

"!!!!"

They say that when completely terrified, one can't even scream. Akasaka Jin could only gape in shock.

"Who was it that brought a worm like you all the way here?"

Slither, the monster's head approached his side.
An elongated head with a widely split mouth. Sharp teeth exposed, a monster in the truest sense.

"Mu, mumu...!"

He couldn't even speak properly. Akasaka Jin's mind involuntarily imagined the monster before him opening its jaws wide.

*I'm going to die!*

One wrong word and he would die. If he upset this being, he would die on the spot.
The fear of death was right in front of him.
The Muk-Si-Ja.
As far as he knew, the strongest being. A being he couldn't even dare to confront had been behind him without making a sound.

"What?!"

From the front came Engia Keplux's cry of shock.

Being both stupid and insensitive, he still hadn't noticed the commotion happening behind him.
His shock was for a different reason.

"W-why! Why is this happening...!!"

Ominous magical power was emanating from his body. The power that should have been contained in the vessel and become completely his was disappearing like a mirage.

"Why! Why! Why is this suddenly happening!!"

He screamed in despair. Engia Keplux felt himself gradually becoming diminished. The magical power that had been so abundant it gave him a sense of omnipotence was rapidly escaping into the air.

"What's going on?"
"Did something happen...?"

At Engia Keplux's words, the heroes began to look around one by one.

"This can't be happening! This can't be happening!!"

The ritual was reversing.
As if it had never progressed from the beginning, it was taking away knowledge and power.

Why? Although he had conducted the ritual earlier than planned, he had followed the steps correctly.
If anything was lacking, it was only that the body (vessel) to contain the power was insufficient!

Engia Keplux wished this was just a hallucination.

"What is that...?"
"Pfft...!"

Contrasting reactions erupted from behind him.

"?! What! You, you...!!"

Only then did Engia Keplux notice Akasaka Jin and the Muk-Si-Ja, pointing at them in shock.

"Foolish one. Did you enjoy your little playtime?"

The Muk-Si-Ja mocked Engia Keplux.

"Muk-Si-Ja...!!"

Optima, who had been watching the situation on the altar, shouted.

The object of her hatred.
The target of her revenge.

The one who had used and deceived her, someone she could never forgive. Optima growled, fully displaying her hostility.

"Hmm? Ah. I see. So that's what it was."

The Muk-Si-Ja suddenly understood why the magical girl was showing hostility toward him.
There had been many clues all along, so he could figure it out quickly.

"Can I stop calling you Soo-Hyun now? Hmm?"

The Muk-Si-Ja's appearance changed rapidly. From a form that could only be described as monstrous, he transformed into a human body.
An appearance Optima knew very well. The person she had been closest to.
The Muk-Si-Ja, now transformed to look like Jung Soo-Hyun, grinned at Optima.

"You...! Was it you who interfered! Is that why the ritual ended up like this!"

Engia Keplux didn't care that the Muk-Si-Ja and Optima knew each other.
The culprit was that guy. That guy did something. This fact alone filled his mind.

"Why would I? Do I need to do such a thing?"
"Don't lie! You greedy bastard!"
"I'm not lying."

The Muk-Si-Ja began to move forward. He released the arm that had been holding Akasaka Jin.

*Phew...*

Akasaka Jin, relieved to have escaped the brink of death, sighed in relief.

Swoosh!

"...Huh?"

Just then, something very thin brushed past his body. Akasaka Jin looked at the advancing Muk-Si-Ja in confusion, wondering if he had misheard.
Suddenly, the Muk-Si-Ja turned his head and smiled at him.

"Why, why are you smiling..."

His vision tilted.
His vision slid downward.
Thud!
This was Akasaka Jin's last memory.
He met his death instantly, his entire body sliced apart.

"From the beginning."

Step by step, the Muk-Si-Ja closed the distance with Engia Keplux.

"From the very start. You never had the possibility of becoming a Transcendent. The altar took back the power because there was no reason for you to be given strength."

With each step the Muk-Si-Ja took forward, Engia Keplux took one step back.
Thwack! Unable to escape even a single step, Engia Keplux was caught by the Muk-Si-Ja.

"You look like you want to ask why?"

The Muk-Si-Ja, now right in front of Engia Keplux's face, chuckled.

"Of course! This temple. This altar has been under my control for a long time!"

And then he revealed the one secret he had been hiding from him.

Ch.320 - Split Personality
The Mute One's eyes widened at Optima's words about how he had seized control of the altar himself.

"That time...!"



Optima remembered when the temple was still buried beneath the First Field.
Blood-red text that evoked disgust just by looking at it rose unbidden to the surface of her memory.

When she had touched the statue of the girl.
When her body involuntarily closed her eyes and her mind pictured the First Field entrance.
When she gently opened her eyes, feeling her body move forcibly without resistance.

Certainly, the meaning of that text was clear. The temple had been under The Mute One's control for a long time.

"Did you see something in the temple back then?"

Kim Se-Won asked with a puzzled expression, sensing Optima had seen something he hadn't.

"When we were escaping from the temple. I opened my eyes slightly. Just out of curiosity."

Optima explained to her friends about the blood-red text that looked as if The Mute One had carved it with his own blood.

"...Indeed, it's not completely out of nowhere."

In-Ha-Ram thought for a moment with his hand on his chin, then nodded.

"The Mute One had already taken control of that place long ago. And he revealed the temple to Engia Keplux while hiding this fact."

The academy guidebook was originally something The Mute One (Jung Soo-Hyun) had left for Optima.
If Optima could enter the temple through the First Field, then naturally The Mute One could too.
And he must have accessed it at least several years ago.

*Why?*

A question formed in Optima's mind.
Why had The Mute One abandoned that temple? Even if it wasn't enough to transcend on its own, The Mute One could have used that temple to inflict enormous damage on humanity.

*I see.*

Optima's question was soon resolved.
Hong Yu-Jin.
The only being The Mute One feared. He couldn't move carelessly because he knew she might still be alive.

"The Mute One thinks my mom might still be alive."
"What?!"
"But the teacher hasn't shown herself yet...?"

Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun were startled. Hadn't he already pierced through her with his own hands?
It wouldn't be strange for him to be certain of her death.

"I think it's more like... intuition. Even if he doesn't fully believe his intuition, there's no harm in being cautious."

That's why he didn't particularly interfere with Engia Keplux.
Though he had no evidence, he thought that if he used Engia Keplux as bait and Hong Yu-Jin didn't appear, he could rest easy.
Indeed, what Engia Keplux was doing would have been a disaster that even S-class heroes couldn't have stopped if Optima hadn't been there.

"And now he's convinced. That my mom is completely dead. That's why he's showing himself."

Optima gritted her teeth and looked up at The Mute One.



* * *



"Eeek...!"

Engia Keplux trembled with rage.
From beginning to end, he had only been used.

"That can't be!"

At this point, most would have given up, but he refused to surrender.

He had waited over ten years for this moment of resurrection. He had planted the seed and prepared a being to grow.
After enduring such a long time of suffering, he couldn't give up now.

"If you could do it, so can I!"

Engia Keplux struck the altar. With a splash! He poured his power into the altar, attempting synchronization again.
Wider, deeper.
He crammed his power into the altar, aiming for complete control.

"I will become the new master! I will obtain that power again!"

His eyes bloodshot, he persisted stubbornly.

In truth, he knew.
That everything was already over.
He was just being stubborn because he didn't want to give up, knowing that it was impossible for him to control this altar now that his power was nearly depleted.
Still, he couldn't surrender.

"You just don't listen, do you."

Tsk, The Mute One clicked his tongue and swung his arm.
A seemingly casual swing. Yet hundreds of slashes flew through the air, butchering Engia Keplux.
The attack was so powerful that even Jin Yong-Han nearby was caught in it.

*I... I couldn't see it at all.*

Optima watched with a face full of shock.
The Mute One's attacks existed only in their beginning and result.
The middle process disappeared—the epitome of irrationality.
She had thought she could see the process now that she had grown so much, but that wasn't the case at all.

*The gap. It's too big.*

She realized he truly stood at an unreachable summit.
Growth? Even that was meaningless.
No matter how many times you add 1 to 0, it's still a long way from reaching 10,000.

She thought she had grown and gotten closer, but Optima realized that was just her delusion.

"What? What just happened?"
"Engia Keplux suddenly disappeared."

*...Huh?*

However, the difference might not be completely insurmountable.
Optima looked in the direction of the voices.
Apparently not just Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram, but many other heroes couldn't even properly perceive what Optima had seen.

*I see.*

Optima regained a tiny bit of confidence.
The gap had seemed so vast that her mind nearly went blank, but now she saw a small possibility.

While she had been growing, The Mute One had also become stronger. But the gap was narrowing, ever so slightly.
The reactions of In-Ha-Ram, Han Chae-Eun, and the surrounding heroes showed this.

"You were the best negative example. Because of you, I was born. Because I had your memories and power, I became more than just an arrogant being."

The Mute One channeled magic into his tattered arm, rapidly regenerating it.
Then he glanced at Engia Keplux, now reduced to a bloody mass. His eyes held only pity.
Pity for a foolish being.

"Your memories. Your experiences. Your power. Everything became my nourishment. I grew by feeding on everything you had for a single goal."

The Mute One stretched his hand toward the sky.
But his gaze seemed to be looking beyond the sky. Beyond the universe. As if seeing something even further.

"True transcendence isn't something easily obtained through rituals like this. You invested decades for this ritual? Did you invest it yourself? No. You did nothing. You just waited. And above all..."

The Mute One clenched his hand and then opened it again.

"To become a Transcendent, you need this."

In his open palm was something brilliantly shining.
The mark of a Transcendent. Something like a qualification certificate to become a Transcendent.

The Mute One didn't know when it had come into his possession.
He only realized what it was when it appeared in his hand.

"I will slaughter the Transcendents and establish a new order."

Optima knew when and where he had obtained that mark. The blood-red text flashed again in her mind.
He was serious.
And if left alone, it seemed he really could do it.

*A new order. An order to be established after eliminating the Transcendents.*

Her body trembled involuntarily at the overwhelming power she had witnessed countless times.
Crunch, Optima gritted her teeth.
She mustn't be afraid. Had she forgotten her goal?
She had to kill him, no matter what.

"Are you afraid?"

The Mute One pulled up the corner of his mouth into a grin.
Optima's personality was easy to understand.

She was simple-minded.
Because of that simplicity, she was tenacious.
And she was prone to loneliness, cherishing those she formed bonds with.

That's why she was easy to manipulate.
Easy to use.

Now that he was certain Hong Yu-Jin, Black Swan, was dead, there were only two elements that could interfere with him.
The magical girl Bloody White, who had the support of Foriner from Gresorion, and Optima, who had lost her bulky muscles and become a frail girl.

Even if she feared his power, that girl would come running to defeat him again.

*As Foriner's contractor, she can certainly reach where I am.*

Like Hong Yu-Jin, Foriner had the ability to see through human potential.
Then it would be right to kill her here.

But The Mute One didn't particularly want to do that.
A being with overwhelming power is inevitably lonely. It was natural to welcome someone climbing up desperately.

"I shall bestow a trial."

Bang! The Mute One struck the altar with his hand.
As the altar activated, the ominous magic scattered around resonated. It was the power that had escaped from Engia Keplux's body.

The ominous magic scattered around was all sucked into The Mute One.
His body expanded. Beyond doubling and tripling, when it had swelled about five times, The Mute One split into five.

The split Mute Ones began to wriggle like amorphous objects.

"Haaah..."

One by one, they transformed into different forms.
With a long sigh, one of the five split beings spoke.

"My servants, slaughter the heroes."

The servants nodded.
Among the nodding servants was the one who had spoken with The Mute One's voice.

They were overwhelming just to look at.
The ominous aura they emitted was neither human nor monster. Not even like the otherworldly monsters seen earlier.
It was as if a completely different, fourth species had been born.

After nodding, the servants spread out from the altar in a fan shape.

*So he didn't come in person from the beginning...?*

Of course, with Seo Hye-Ji still alive, he couldn't move freely. Optima's eyes widened as she deflected a blow from a servant that had reached her.

"Everyone! Fall back!"

Optima shouted. Even though she had deflected the attack as much as possible, her wrist still tingled.
They were certainly worthy of being The Mute One's servants.
If a light blow was this powerful, what would happen when they got serious?
Could her friends even withstand it?

The answer was 'no.'

"Arghhhh!"

Already, the sounds of heroes becoming corpses could be heard.
A bloodbath ensued.
Bodies burst and limbs were torn off from light blows. It was fortunate if it ended with just bones being crushed.

"What is this! What the hell is this...!"

Chaos seized the surroundings.
It was completely different from when they were blocking or avoiding Engia Keplux's attacks.
The heroes felt death approaching right before them.
Was the smell of death always this pungent?

In an instant.
Just five monsters had created and dominated the battlefield.

"Ugh...!"

Bang! A powerful fist struck Optima. She barely blocked it with both arms. Even though she blocked it, the impact spread throughout her body, chilling her bones.

Optima didn't just stand there. She wrapped her fists in transmutation magic and swung.

-How frail.

At that moment, another servant appeared beside Optima.

"!!!!"

Optima's eyes widened.
Whoosh! A huge fist flew at her.

Ch.321 - Split Personality
A massive fist approaches. There's still distance between it and Optima. The air pressure hits her cheek.

*Too late to dodge...!*

Her body is already attacking the Servant in front of her. Since she's mid-movement, she can't twist away.

Even for Optima, it's too late to dodge. She tries to force her body to move even slightly out of the way, but no matter how fast she is, it's not enough. She won't just be grazed—she's going to take the full hit.

*No!*

The fist comes closer. Optima squeezes her eyes shut.

"Ugh...!!"
"...Huh?"

Thwack! A sound that hurts just to hear it. A pained groan follows.
But the sound didn't come from Optima's mouth.

Optima looked to the side with a bewildered expression. A head of black hair and broad back filled her vision. That wide back was right in front of her face, carefully positioned to avoid touching her.

The one who blocked the Servant's punch was none other than Kim Se-Won.

*Holy... what kind of strength is this?!*

The impact felt like his chest was being torn apart. His collarbone actually broke. The pain that struck his brain was so intense he wanted to roll on the ground.
It was only because he'd hastily used his telekinesis that he wasn't blown apart like the other heroes.

"Haaaaaah!"

But he refused to just take it.
Kim Se-Won used his telekinesis. The strongest strike he could unleash in one go. An Awakened's telekinetic force struck the Servant's chest like a crushing wave.

-You little insect!

Whoosh! The Servant staggered back with a grimace.
How dare this young male push him back.
Though the attack did no damage, it was humiliating to allow an attack from such a youngster.
Veins bulged on the Servant's head.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

It was overwhelming.
He'd used tremendous power in an instant. Kim Se-Won exhaled heavily, feeling a chunk of magical energy drain from his core.

Just then, the brilliant light illuminating the surroundings began to fade. Strength drained from his body.

*Of all times, the sacred domain...!*

Optima couldn't hide her dismay. The sacred domain she had deployed as Virginia was disappearing, its power exhausted.

"Se-Won! Are you okay?!"

Optima rushed to Kim Se-Won. Warm light emanated from her hands.
But it was weak. The result of forcibly using opposing powers.
Her healing magic as Optima, rather than as Eun-Ha or Virginia, was extremely ineffective.

"I'm fine. This... is nothing!"

Kim Se-Won answered without taking his eyes off the Servant in front of him.
Though the pain was so bad he wanted to cry, he pushed through it with stubborn pride. He might be less capable than her, but he wanted to be someone impressive in her eyes.
He wanted to be a man she could rely on, someone who could protect her.

Thanks to Optima's healing magic, the pain was quickly subsiding. Though it was slower than the healing magic he'd experienced before, he was grateful for even this much.

"...Yeah. You're reliable."

Optima understood his feelings well. Some men had this kind of stubborn pride, and she was similar herself.
So she kept her response brief.

*I wonder if Se-Won gained a little confidence?*

A gentle smile formed on her face without her realizing it. Her face grew hot. It was somewhat embarrassing that she was the object of his determination.
To be honest, it also made her happy.

"Let's win."

Optima tapped Kim Se-Won's broad back. After seeing him nod silently, she turned to face the Servant she had been fighting.

A slender figure covered in carapace from head to toe. Where a human would have hair, writhing tentacles sprouted instead.

"Come on. Little bug."

Optima provoked her, wiggling her fingers.
Of course, the Servant before her was no "little bug." It would take everything they had just to defeat it.

"I'm a bit angry, you know."

But what did that matter?

Whoosh! Black magical energy spread around her in an instant.


* * *


"Everyone! Fall back!"

Meanwhile, in another location, S-rank heroes were shouting loudly, pulling other heroes back.
Besides the two that Optima and Kim Se-Won were facing, there were three more Servants.

The damage they had caused in just a brief moment could be called a catastrophe.
Fifteen dead. Twenty-three in critical condition. Fifty-two injured.
Considering that some A-rank heroes were among these numbers, it was clear how powerful these Servants were.

The Servants were killing heroes with brutal efficiency. They couldn't even put up resistance.
The casualties were this "light" only because the S-rank heroes had responded quickly.

*The Mute One. Indeed, not an opponent to be taken lightly.*

S-rank hero Yoo Ji-Yeon took her stance, gripping her sword. She tensed her muscles, ready to respond at any moment.

They were strong.
Not even The Mute One himself, yet his Servants were incredibly powerful. It was unfair.

*Eun-Ha...*

Ji-Yeon's gaze briefly turned toward Optima and Kim Se-Won in the distance.
When she first learned that Optima's true identity was Virginia, she was shocked to her core. She was still shocked now.
But this wasn't the time to question it. The situation was too urgent to even think about it.

*Dealing with this takes priority.*

She turned her gaze back from Optima and Kim Se-Won.

*Not weaker than me... but not an opponent I can handle easily.*

Silver Flash, Yoo Ji-Yeon.
Explosion Maniac, Baek Seung-Yoon.
Wind God, Jin Jae-Han.

The S-rank heroes each assessed the strength of the Servants before them with similar thoughts.
They glanced again at Optima and Kim Se-Won. The Servants' powers seemed uneven.
The one facing Optima and Kim Se-Won appeared weaker, while the other three were stronger.
The difference wasn't huge, but it was there.

Even so, they didn't reach S-rank level. But they could easily toy with A-rank heroes.
There was a reason The Mute One had built his own forces rather than joining with other monsters when Gresorion split.

*Each one... looks similar. As if they share the same root.*

Ji-Yeon recalled the appearances of all the Servants she had seen.

Some were muscular, others slim.
Some had horns, others tentacles.
Some male, some female.
Each looked different.
But their faces all resembled each other.

They strongly resembled The Mute One when he took human form.

"The Mute One's Servants... or perhaps they could be called his children."

Ji-Yeon shook her head. Even as she said it, it didn't seem right.

*They're clones.*

That must be it. It was hard to imagine that being having children. Ji-Yeon nodded and tightened her grip.

Shing! Swift Draw. A silver line appeared as she drew her sword from its scabbard.

Whoosh! Ultra-high temperature flames bloomed in Baek Seung-Yoon's hand. They contained explosive power that could shatter any object they touched.

"Eye of the Storm."

Whoosh! A calm wind circled around the Servant. Jin Jae-Han, who had witnessed his brother's death before his eyes, was more composed than anyone.

"Wrath of the Wind."

However, his voice carried power. Blood tears flowed from his eyes.

"Taste the power of nature."

He poured the pain of his aching heart into his voice, spitting out deep hatred.

The Servants weren't just standing by watching. They released their magical energy and took battle stances.

Then, massive magical energies collided.


* * *


Optima's outfit changes.
During a brief lull in the battle, she had reverted to her normal form to conserve magical energy, but now she transforms again.

Optima - Vicious Form.

The ribbon holding her hair comes undone. Her clothing reconstructs itself, becoming more revealing.

Dark red wings sprout from the back of Optima in Vicious Form. The intense release of magical energy made her entire body appear to glow red.

"Spread, my domain."

Whoosh!

Black mist unfurled. It instantly covered the surroundings, transforming the space.

Everything the mist touches turns black.
The air changes.
The surrounding magical energy becomes heavy.

Optima's Third Magic, Domain.

The surroundings changed so drastically it could be called a separate space entirely.
The closer one is to Optima, the more strength they lose.

*Honestly, I'm not sure if this evens the odds.*

Vicious Form with Overdrive. And on top of that, Domain. She could feel her magical energy rapidly depleting.
If she doesn't end this quickly, she'll be the one in trouble.

Bang! Optima's figure vanished. She appeared simultaneously in front of both Servants.

-!!!!!

The Servants flinched. In an instant, their enemy had doubled.
One clenched its fist, swinging at the Optima before it.
The other raised its leg to kick Optima away.

-?!

The Servants were surprised again. Their bodies felt sluggish. Something was pressing down on them.

Their movements weren't what they knew themselves capable of. The swinging fist, the kicking leg—everything seemed to move in slow motion.
It was as if they alone were moving at half speed in the world.

That wasn't all. Something weighing them down was also draining their magical energy. Crunch! The Servants' bodies dug into the ground.

"Did you think I was easy because I took one hit?"

It was the combined effect of Domain and Kim Se-Won's telekinesis.

The telekinesis pressed down on the Servants.
Stronger.
Even stronger.
Like a weight of several tons dropped on their heads, intense gravity pressed down on the Servants.

-You inferior creature! Let's go, Aleph!
-Got it, Beth!

At Beth's words, Aleph nodded. The muscles of both Servants suddenly bulged. Bang! Their figures vanished. In the blink of an eye, they appeared right in front of Kim Se-Won.

-You're annoying!
-Stop showing off!

Crack! Crack! Their joints screamed with each movement. The Servants ignored it and thrust out their legs and fists.
A precise and accurate combination attack.

"You're the ones showing off."

Optima wouldn't just stand by. Kim Se-Won's figure slipped backward. An emergency escape using telekinesis.
Optima entered that space. The movement was as if they had rehearsed it.
Black threads extended from her hand, binding a large restraint. She smashed her fist into the knee of the Servant that was swinging its leg.

-Got her.
-Stupid woman.

Aleph and Beth grinned.

"Ugh?!"

As Aleph's knee shattered, her fist was pierced. Black spikes sprouted from where the knee had been.

"Aaaah!"

Optima screamed. New spikes grew from the spike that had pierced her fist, tearing through her hand.

-Eat this!
-A gift for you!

Beth, realizing the threads binding his fist had loosened, flexed his arm. A massive fist flew toward Optima.

Thud! The fist bounced off as if hitting a wall. An invisible wall. Telekinesis.

*The magical energy consumption is too severe.*

He'd managed to protect Optima, but it left a bitter taste. Kim Se-Won realized he wasn't at the level needed for this fight.

But he didn't want to slip away either.
No matter what damage he took, he would protect Optima.
That was his determination.

-Insolent brat!

The hot-tempered Beth raged at Kim Se-Won. The muscular giant closed in on Kim Se-Won. He was agile. It was hard to believe such speed could come from such a massive body.

*Narrower!*

Kim Se-Won's eyes flashed sharply.
Bang! Once again, he blocked Beth's fist with telekinesis. He deployed it in the most minimal area possible.

*More precise!*

Countless Blue Diamonds poured out from his pocket. The disc-shaped object that Iris had possessed was among them.

The Blue Diamonds surrounded Beth's arm and began to rotate. Crunch, crunch! As space twisted, so did the arm.

-Coward!
"I don't care if I'm a coward! As long as I can stay by Optima's side!"

Screech! Beth's forearm was instantly shattered. Beth clicked his tongue and pulled his body back. His entire arm had disappeared.

Beth wasn't shocked by the loss of his arm. He didn't scream in pain.

-Hup!

As he focused his energy, the missing arm instantly regenerated.

-Does the male bother you?

Aleph sneered. Optima was distracted by Kim Se-Won's actions.
In that moment, his recovered leg aimed for Optima's temple.

"Ah. Really."

With an irritated voice, thwack! Aleph's leg was easily blocked.

-She blocked without even looking...?

Aleph's eyes widened.
Had he become this weak? Was this space that powerful?

Optima squeezed Aleph's leg with her hand, still pierced with spikes, as if to crush it. She seemed to feel no pain.

An ominous energy flowed from Optima's body. The spikes embedded in her hand turned to dust and scattered.
The magical girl's body instantly healed the wounds.

Crunch! Crunch! The leg caught by Optima screamed. Muscles ruptured and nerves severed.

"Don't make my boyfriend struggle."

Deep purple eyes pierced through Aleph. Her entire body trembled. An unusual killing intent. He felt fear instinctively.

For the first time in his life, he felt the emotion of the weak. A humiliating feeling he never thought he'd experience except toward his master.

*Strange. This is strange.*

A girl who makes bodies sluggish and drains magical energy. Yet her main body isn't weak.
Moreover, her grip strength is unusual.

No, it's not just grip strength.
Where her fingers dug in, it felt as if something was being replaced. Crack! Something crumbling could be heard.

-Beth!

Aleph shouted as if screaming. He shot spikes from his body again.

"I won't fall for the same trick twice."

Optima released Aleph's leg.
And then.

-Aagh!

Her small fist buried itself in Aleph's abdomen.

Ch.322 - Split Personality
Optima's strike sends Aleph flying far into the distance, soaring through the air.

"Ugh...!"

As Aleph feels her body violently thrown backward, she scrambles to formulate a plan.
That girl is dangerous.
*Only* that girl is dangerous. The man is nothing special. For now, he's just at or slightly above the level of an ordinary hero.

*This black mist is draining my power. Every movement feels unbearably slow.*

She had been weakened far too much.
It felt like she had aged about 40 years in an instant. Her power seemed to have dropped by two or three levels.

*I need to create distance first.*

To kill someone, you need to be within striking range.
But fighting within the range of the Domain was extremely disadvantageous.
The power dynamics had been reversed. The food chain had been flipped.

It was an unbearable humiliation—those who should have been at the top of the food chain pyramid had become the prey.

*I must close the distance no matter what.*

Optima wasn't having an easy time either.
Optima - Vicious Form, Overdrive - Fanaticism. And Domain.
Using all three power-draining abilities simultaneously meant that simply absorbing magic from them was woefully insufficient. She couldn't even maintain her current state.

"Hup!"

Optima's body flew toward Bet. He was the priority now, rather than Aleph who had been thrown farther away.

Meanwhile, Bet had already launched dozens of attacks against Kim Se-Won.

"Damn it!"
"Filthy!"
"You insignificant creature!!"

Rage-filled shouts assaulted their eardrums. His contorted face revealed his emotions.

In contrast, Kim Se-Won remained completely calm.
He read the trajectory of Bet's attacks.
He gauged their power.
He deployed the minimum barrier needed to block them.

To survive against someone overwhelmingly stronger than himself. To become Optima's knight.
He was growing.

Bet's anger reached the heavens.
The more enraged he became, the more openings appeared.

*Now!*

Kim Se-Won's eyes flashed.
After Bet used a large attack, a significant opening appeared. Kim Se-Won's telekinesis took the form of a spear and thrust toward Bet's solar plexus.

Thwack! The solar plexus caved in. Bet's eyes widened.

"!!!"

Optima, who had been approaching Bet, felt the same surprise.

*Se-Won is growing.*

A counter-attacker who dodges and blocks powerful enemy attacks while looking for openings.

She could see it clearly.
The type who grows stronger when backed into a corner.
Though he seemed plain, unreliable, and had ordinary talent, in moments of crisis, he was growing by leaps and bounds.

*Go now.*

Kim Se-Won, spotting Optima's approach, moved his lips slightly. This was the best he could do—he didn't even have the luxury to speak.

Optima immediately nodded.

But she couldn't just leave right away. If she moved too far, the Domain's weakening effect on Bet would disappear.

*It's not much consolation, but...*

Though less effective than Virginia's, Optima cast an enhancement spell on him before making a U-turn and flying toward Aleph.

Aleph was still soaring through the air. Crash! Eventually, she landed near the altar where Engia Keplux had been earlier.

"Ugh!"

She felt a slimy mass of blood. The smell of blood and flesh. A pungent stench.
It was humiliating.
In all her years since birth, had she ever experienced such humiliation?
No, she hadn't.
She shouldn't have.

Boom! Unable to contain her rage, she struck the ground. Despite her blow being far stronger than an ordinary hero's, the ground remained intact.

"You seem to be enjoying yourself, auntie."
"Don't call me auntie!"

Already furious, now she was being called "auntie" by a girl younger than herself.
While Aleph shouted in anger, she wondered if she really looked that old. There might be some truth to it if this tiny human would say such a thing.

Filled with rage, Aleph kicked off the ground and lunged at Optima. Her emotion-driven attacks were sharp but predictable.

"Pathetic."

Optima dodged with a slight twist of her body and spoke.

"You stink. Do you normally bathe? Auntie."
"This body was just created!"

Optima slipped through the gaps between attacks. Using her small frame to full advantage, she got deep inside Aleph's guard.

"Hyup!"

She drove her fist into Aleph's stomach again. Crunch! An ominous sound echoed. Unlike before, Optima's fist aimed slightly lower this time.

Her fist penetrated the carapace and crushed what was inside. Corruption magic mercilessly gouged the stomach.

"Gak?!"
"Haaaaa!"

Not stopping there, Optima lifted Aleph with her fist still buried in her stomach. Her target was below—Bet, who was throwing punches at Kim Se-Won.

"Ung, urk?!"

The indescribable pain was suffocating. Her body lurched forward and was launched.

*Me? Am I this powerless...?*

No. That can't be.
This shouldn't be happening.
Aleph's anger reached its peak. Her eyes trembled.

"As expected of The Mute One's Servant."

Optima looked at the fist that had been gouging Aleph's lower abdomen after throwing her.
Clearly, she was neither human nor monster.

Optima's delicate fist had melted from the blood flowing through Aleph's body. The flesh had dissolved, exposing bone.
Thanks to the corruption magic that had corroded Aleph's innards; otherwise, Optima's hand might have completely melted away.

"Tsk!"

This level of injury would heal quickly. After roughly shaking off her hand, Optima pursued the flying Aleph.

"...Hmm?"

No, she tried to pursue.
A strange object caught Optima's attention.
A rectangular terminal.
She had never seen such a thing before. Why was it even here?

*Something from the Villain Association...?*

It seemed unlikely that The Mute One would drop something like this. And those who had ascended this altar were extremely limited.

The list naturally narrowed to four:
Engia Keplux.
Iris O'Brien.
Akasaka Jin.
Jin Yong-Han.

"Ah...!!"

At that moment, a flash of insight crossed Optima's mind.
Just before The Mute One appeared, he briefly glanced behind him.
Behind him would have been the executives of the Villain Association.

*An item possessed by an executive... Could it be?*

Optima quickly ran over and picked up the control device.
She couldn't be certain if it was what she thought. But if, if it was...

"It might not be bad to try it out."

It might reverse this situation. It could stop The Mute One, who seemed unstoppably powerful.

The device's operation seemed extremely simple.
A hole that appeared to be a microphone for voice recognition and a single button. That, plus a screen occupying half the control device.

"Even I can handle this."

Reassured, Optima kicked off the ground and pursued Aleph.
Aleph had almost reached where Bet was.
She needed to hurry.

Just before following Aleph, Optima's body hesitated. The altar's location was quite high, naturally giving her a view of the surroundings.

Everything was in ruins.
The academy had collapsed.
The same was true for the surrounding dormitories and other buildings.
It was the aftermath of the battle between S-class heroes and the Servants.
This place had been transformed into ruins in an instant.

The effects of the fierce battle and the calamity caused by Engia Keplux had already spread to innocent civilians.
The impact of Engia Keplux's magic was visible even beyond her field of vision.

Outside the battlefield, uninjured heroes and paramedics were moving in unison, transporting the wounded.

"Ugh...!"

*As I thought, the ones we faced were weaker.*

She could tell at a glance. Aleph and Bet moved differently. Even accounting for the Domain, that was true.

Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to shift her gaze. She focused all her attention on Aleph and Bet.

Even considering their weakening by the Domain, the Servants were holding their own quite well against the S-class heroes. Though they were being pushed back, they weren't helplessly overwhelmed.

"Still."

Optima narrowed her eyes.
Indeed, these beings shouldn't exist.

A Foriner who stands with humanity.
A Foriner who sides with monsters.
Even if both aimed to birth a new Transcendent...

If it could only be achieved by spilling innocent blood like this, she would pass.

"I must succeed."

Yes.
The Mute One couldn't be left alone.
If the Transcendents came to this world to create another Transcendent, then she herself would transcend.
She would annihilate all evil and reach the end.

This wasn't from a sense of duty or justice, but a sincere feeling flowing from deep within her heart.
Optima nodded firmly, making her resolve.

Crack! A fissure appeared in Optima's limiter.

Others would surely emerge who could stop The Mute One and his Servants.
But she wasn't selfish enough to sit idly by, sucking her thumb, waiting for their appearance.

Whoosh! The wings on Optima's back stretched out and accelerated. Her body shot forward, instantly overtaking the flying Aleph.

Beep!

As she passed Aleph, she pressed the button on the terminal, and text appeared on the screen.

[Target Designation and Command]

Simple.

"The one approaching me. Aleph."

After designating the target, Optima moved the device behind her back and dropped it toward the ground.

"Stop!"

Aleph, realizing Optima had overtaken her, was about to throw a punch at her.
Just before the device hit the ground, it executed Optima's command exactly. Thud! Aleph's body flinched, stopping her outstretched fist.

*What trick are you playing!!*

The terminal slipped into Optima's shadow with a slithering sound. Enraged by this inexplicable phenomenon, Aleph thrust her fist forward again.

"What do you think!"

Optima also thrust her fist forward. Her hand, which had melted earlier, had long since healed.

"It's a dirty trick!!"

The fist that was extending forward curved to the side. Seeing this right before her eyes, Aleph's eyes widened.

"This is also a dirty trick!"

Pretending to swing her fist, Optima's foot flew toward Aleph. Crack! Her toes precisely struck Aleph's temple.

Crash! Aleph's neck bent 90 degrees as she spun lifelessly in the air.

*Now I'm certain.*

She had confirmed it when Aleph momentarily flinched.
Engia Keplux ≈ The Mute One ≈ Servants
The Mute One was born through Engia Keplux.
And the Servants were clones inheriting The Mute One's genes.

Though different entities, they shared the same root.
They were inevitably powerful, but had a clear weakness.
Namely!
They were affected by the device that controlled the genes researched by the Villain Association!

Optima's eyes sparkled.
She had found hope.
If she could create and reinforce that control device, and if she became stronger...
If she grew stronger and awakened!
She could see the possibility.

Optima's true power was beyond even her own estimation. So clearly, there was hope.
There was a possibility of defeating The Mute One.

"Let's end this now."

Having found hope, Optima smiled brightly. It was an extremely pure and innocent smile.
Her magic power had already diminished by half.

"Come forth, Heaven's Scale."

With a chime, the scale emerged from Optima's core, from her limiter.

"!!"

Optima's eyes gradually widened. Even she hadn't expected this.

The scale, appearing after a long time, was shining brilliantly. Having regained its original form, Heaven's Scale proudly displayed its radiant silver body. It appeared silver yet somehow also sky-blue.

*I think I heard something breaking earlier... Could this be it?*

With a puzzled expression, Optima received the information transmitted by Heaven's Scale.

"As I thought, it's an artifact."

Optima smiled at the usage method naturally imprinted in her mind.

"I swear."

Clack! Optima grasped Heaven's Scale floating in the air. The usage method it revealed allowed for various costs beyond what she had known.

"The death of all The Mute One's Servants who have appeared in this place."

This was an oath.
She would gain power by pledging the result of killing them.
A dangerous act where penalties would return if she failed to achieve the result.
Optima didn't care.
She was confident.
Power overflowed throughout her body.
Power so immense that she might self-destruct if not properly controlled.

Bang! Optima's form disappeared.
A crimson-black star cut through the air. Boom! Boom! Boom! Aleph's body, floating in the sky, was knocked back dozens of times.
It was as if a giant hammer was pounding her body.

After dozens upon dozens of impact sounds echoed, whoosh! Her body turned to ash and disappeared.

*What?!*

Bet, who still hadn't broken through Kim Se-Won's defense, was shocked.

"Where are you looking!"

Not missing this opportunity, Kim Se-Won summoned Blue Diamond and wrapped it around Bet's entire body. Crunch! Crunch! His body twisted mercilessly.

"Pull it out!"
"Got it!"

Optima's voice came from afar. Without a moment's hesitation, Kim Se-Won withdrew all of Blue Diamond.
Boom! A black beam pierced through Bet.
It was Optima's finishing move, Apocalypse Breaker.

Optima's movement didn't stop.
Her next targets were the three Servants being handled by the S-class heroes.

The S-class heroes had already gained the upper hand. They just hadn't delivered the fatal blow yet.

Despite being stronger than Aleph and Bet, these Servants were still looking for openings in the S-class heroes' defenses, engaged in a breathtaking battle of nerves.

*Surprise attack! Backstab!*

They were on guard against the S-class heroes.
If she ambushed them now, she could take their magic power for herself!

Bang! Bang! Bang!

The bodies of the Servants—Gimel, Dalet, and He—rose into the air.

*Arrrgh!*

The Servants seemed not to understand the situation, feeling the pain that came belatedly with confused expressions.
Someone was continuously attacking them.

3 hits, 9 hits, 27 hits, 81 hits.

The rapidly increasing impact sounds assaulted the eardrums of the S-class heroes. Once lifted into the air, the Servants couldn't touch the ground again until their lives ended.
Whoosh! The Servants, now corpses, eventually turned to dust and disappeared.

Screech! Only then did Optima, who had become a crimson-black star, scrape the ground and reveal herself.

"Haa...! Haa...! Haa...!"

She exhaled heavily.
Though it was just for a moment, her entire body was drenched in sweat. Arms, legs, hands, feet, waist, chest. Every part of her body screamed in pain.
It was the result of expending all the magic power she had borrowed at once.

"Tsk. She swept them all up with a surprise attack at the end."
"Kyaa! Our Eun-Ha is so cool!"
"..."

Reactions to Optima, who had ambushed and defeated all the Servants, varied.
Baek Seung-Yoon clicked his tongue in disappointment.
Yoo Ji-Yeon, filled with the sole thought of praising Optima regardless of what happened.
Jin Jae-Han, looking up at the altar with a bitter expression.

"Eun-Ha, let's go have a celebration party now! It's on me! Okay?"
"Huh? Ah, ah... no..."

Come to think of it, Yoo Ji-Yeon was here. Though she knew it, she had forgotten. Optima felt oddly embarrassed that Ji-Yeon had discovered she was Virginia.

*I wonder if she remembers that I (Optima) told her to find me (Virginia).*

The image of Ji-Yeon suffering from The Mute One's poison flashed in her mind.
Not just that, but the accumulated karma from her double life made her feel self-conscious.

"Ah!! P-people are coming!"

While racking her sluggish brain for an excuse to escape, she noticed people heading their way now that the battle had ended.

People carrying various recording equipment on their shoulders or in both hands rushed toward them—news reporters and YouTubers.
Using their approach as an excuse, Optima hastily hid her body in the shadows.

Ch.323 - Christmas... You Say?
Optima used the reporters as an excuse to escape from Yoo Ji-Yeon. When she reappeared, it was in front of Kim Se-Won, who was standing still with an exhausted face.

"Se-Won."

When she revealed herself, she wasn't sporting Optima's black hair but Virginia's platinum blonde locks. In this dusty, ruined place, Virginia's hair was particularly eye-catching.

"Se-Won...?"

Even though Virginia was looking up at him and speaking, he couldn't hear her at all. Kim Se-Won was lost in thought, staring at his tattered hands.

*I could have blocked it.*

During this battle—brief yet seemingly endless—he had gained an insight. He clenched his fist, and the wounds from his fight with Bet throbbed painfully. There were no direct injuries, but his muscles screamed from being forced beyond their limits.

Despite the pain, Kim Se-Won didn't frown.

*I could have matched him.*

A smile formed on his lips. His eyes gleamed. His tightly clenched hand trembled. Despite the pain, he looked pleased, even proud.

"Kim Se-Won?"

He was still weak. Though he had awakened, the new enemies that appeared were formidable. It was impossible to face them with conventional fighting methods.

But this time, he had been able to hold his own. Against an overwhelming opponent, in the face of imminent death, he had moved desperately to survive. Seconds had felt like hours.

As a result, he had managed to block Bet's attacks with minimal force and look for counterattack opportunities.

"Se-Won is ignoring me..."

The path ahead was still long, but he could see light. This combat method could be used not just in close combat but in mid and long-range battles too.

The precise control required for this was growing stronger day by day thanks to Eun-Ha. He had natural talent for control, so he just needed to hone it further.

"Ahem! If you keep ignoring me, I'll really turn into a rabbit!"

*I gained a lot from this battle.*

Kim Se-Won closed his eyes with a satisfied expression. Not only had he discovered a new fighting method, but he had also recovered all the disc-shaped objects that Iris O'Brien had been using.

"B-boing! Boing! I'm rabbit Eun-Ha. Boing!"

If he asked Choi Ju-Min to modify the disc-shaped objects into new Blue Diamonds, his combat power would essentially increase. There was hope. He could be of help to Eun-Ha. He could become a man worthy of standing beside her.

This hope ignited a fire in Kim Se-Won's heart.

"I'm upset."
"...Huh?"

A sulky voice reached Kim Se-Won's ears. Only then did he open his eyes. In front of him stood Virginia, glaring up at him with narrowed eyes. Her face was flushed red, and tears welled in her eyes. Her expression conveyed immense embarrassment.

"Uh, um... how long have you been there?"
"For quite a while!"

Virginia shouted. In reality, only three minutes had passed. Right now, Virginia was more mortified about having imitated a rabbit than upset about Kim Se-Won not noticing her.

"Really?! I-I'm really sorry! Sorry!"

Three minutes was a long time, especially for Virginia who had been acting like a rabbit. Not fully understanding the situation, Kim Se-Won immediately bowed at the waist. Inwardly, he found the blushing Virginia so cute that he wanted to hug her right away, but someone might be watching.

"...Are you really sorry?"
"Yes, really sorry!"
"Th-then... it's okay. Hehe."

Virginia hesitated for a moment as she watched Kim Se-Won apologize desperately.

*Should I accept his apology just like this?*

But this thought didn't linger in Virginia's mind for even a second. She just looked up at him with a broad smile.

*She's so cute.*

Kim Se-Won's body trembled. His arms twitched as he barely restrained himself from embracing the girl in front of him.

The fact that he had to be conscious of surrounding eyes was more painful than his screaming muscles.

"Sh-shall we go back now?"

Kim Se-Won spoke with superhuman patience. In his mind, he was saying "Let's go to a motel" dozens of times, so he was showing remarkable restraint.

"No. Could you stay with me a little longer...?"

But Virginia pointed in one direction with a regretful expression. There were heroes and civilians lying near the ruined buildings. Hundreds of people were groaning in pain. Ambulances had just arrived and were transporting them to hospitals.

"As long as you need."

Virginia must be concerned about them. Kim Se-Won nodded willingly. After nodding, he turned his head toward a particularly noisy place.

"What do you think about this incident?"
"Three S-class heroes were present, yet more than ten people died! What do you think about that?"
"There are rumors that this incident is related to the Villain Association. What happened to the Villain Association?"

Reporters had suddenly gathered, surrounding the three S-class heroes and thrusting microphones at them.

"Sigh."

Virginia let out a small sigh. It wasn't because she felt unrecognized for her contributions. The intense battle had just ended, and she disliked how these people rushed only to the S-class heroes with their questions.

She understood why they flocked only to the S-class heroes. S-class heroes weren't easily accessible, they were the most famous among heroes, and above all, they seemed to have contributed the most to resolving this incident.

"Let's go."
"Okay, sir."
"...P-please cut me some slack with that."

Virginia smiled broadly and briefly took his hand before letting go. She wanted to hold hands while walking, but the surrounding gazes made it impossible.

"Why? You said it yourself."

Having no choice, she decided to tease Kim Se-Won instead. Her smile turned into a slightly mocking one. Seeing this expression, Kim Se-Won felt competitive—a desire to make that face turn bright red.

"...I only want to do that when we're alone."

*This is driving me crazy.*

That's what came out of his mouth. It was clearly a landmine—a line that seemed more likely to get him teased than to tease her.

"..."

Virginia turned her head abruptly and strode forward without a word.

*J-just the two of us...!*

Surprisingly, his direct words had struck Virginia's heart.

"Sigh."
"Really, they're so annoying to watch."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram watched this couple's antics from behind with displeased expressions. It was fortunate that all attention was on the three S-class heroes; otherwise, the whole nation would have known they were a couple.



* * *



With weary steps, she got off the elevator. Fighting all day had completely drained her.

She had used magic received from Heaven's Scale and spent most of her remaining magic healing the injured. She had used almost everything, leaving her with no strength or magic.

"Sigh."

Despite such an exhausting day, her thoughts were elsewhere.

Go Jo-Rim, who had become a sacrifice for Engia Keplux. The father of Soon-Jo and Su-A.

She was debating whether to tell them about Go Jo-Rim's death. Although Go Jo-Rim had considered himself dead, he was still their father. Wouldn't it be right to tell them? She wasn't sure.

Beep- Beep beep- Beep-

After spacing out for a while, she unlocked the door. As soon as she opened it, the smell of alcohol wafted out.

To be honest, the place she had just entered wasn't her dormitory but her mother's house. The dormitory was nearly collapsed, making it difficult to enter.

*I can't suddenly stay at Se-Won's house either.*

It would burden Se-Won's mother, and Se-Won might not be able to control himself, so there was only one option left.

"Sigh. Another drinking session?"

Following the strong smell of alcohol, she entered the house. Sure enough, her mother was having a drinking party. Empty cans were scattered around her, indicating she had already consumed quite a few.

"Oh, it's my daughter~"

Upon seeing her, her mother embraced her with half-lidded eyes. A pleasant scent mixed with alcohol created a strange feeling.

"Look at this. My daughter appeared on TV!"
"What?!"

Her mother pulled her to the living room and plopped down on the sofa. Then, pointing at the TV, she shared news that Eun-Ha had never heard before.

"...It's true."

Indeed, she was on TV. The footage showed her healing people, and it was heavily romanticized.

[Saint Virginia sheds tears as she faces the tragic scene]

"Sigh."

She couldn't help but sigh. The captions on the screen portrayed her as an extremely tender-hearted person.

While she did feel compassion and complex emotions seeing the bloodied people, she hadn't cried. The reason for her tears was simply the dust in the air. Due to the fight between Engia Keplux, his servants, and the S-class heroes, none of the buildings around the academy remained intact.

"That was just tears from sneezing..."

Finding it absurd, she spoke up, and her mother laughed, saying, "I thought so."

[Saint Virginia sincerely mourned the casualties from this battle and couldn't leave for several minutes. Although the number is relatively small considering the scale of the battle, the Saint prayed for their peaceful rest...]

Click!

She turned off the TV, finding it too cringeworthy. Her face burned with embarrassment. Why were they romanticizing her like this? Well, the Hero Association must be in chaos now, so they probably needed someone to draw attention.

"And the reason I stayed in place for several minutes was because my legs gave out."

Indeed, there's nothing like visual media for turning someone into an idol.

"Hehe! Want to see this too?"

For some reason pleased by her embarrassment, her mother turned on her communication terminal and projected a hologram in front of her, large enough to cover the TV.

What her mother showed her was:

"My experience seeing the Saint in person"

It was a YouTuber she didn't recognize. Honestly, she didn't remember seeing them, neither while watching YouTube nor at the scene today.

[Seriously. For real! Wow... I've never seen someone like that before. From a distance, I felt this... is it holiness? My heart was pounding, and I couldn't move my feet. I couldn't approach her even though I could have gotten a better view.]

"That's because I was emitting killing intent to keep people away."

[And you've all seen her crying on the news, right? Damn, I wondered how someone like that could be the same species as me. Like a painting. Look at this photo. Anyone would think it's CGI.]

"..."

The YouTuber had posted a secretly taken photo of her, covering half the screen while telling his story. His words sounded like undeniable truth. Anyone who didn't know her or wasn't at the scene would believe it completely. Indeed, the chat was filled with exclamations of admiration.

And of course, the photo showed her crying and praying.

"Shouldn't I report this? For, um, por... portrait rights?"
"Why report it for right of publicity violation? It's good publicity, isn't it? Even if it's not accurate, if it raises your profile, you should accept it as truth."
"Ugh."

It left a bitter taste in her mouth. She wanted to argue, but considering her current situation, her mother was right.

"But strangely, there's no mention of my identity anywhere."

Some heroes operated their own YouTube channels. Surely some of them experienced this incident, yet nowhere was it mentioned that Optima and Virginia were the same person.

She turned off the YouTube stream her mother had started and browsed other channels, but surprisingly, not a single one revealed her identity.

"It seems everyone is choosing to keep quiet. They know that spreading your identity would only make things difficult for you."

Her mother spoke as if it were obvious.

"Why would it make things difficult for me?"
"Because there's nothing good that would come from it. You're going to become a very important figure soon."

Her mother answered with a grin. Indeed, with the Villain Association destroyed, the only remaining enemies were Gresorion and Muk-Si-Ja. Humanity faces a path so treacherous that this battle would seem trivial in comparison.

"Besides, knowing a secret that others don't makes people feel special."
"I understand that part. But what do you mean I'll become an important figure?"
"In this battle, heroes experienced a fraction of Muk-Si-Ja's power. Those who felt the crisis will recognize the need to unite properly. And those who experienced your magic firsthand will think of you as the central point for that unity."
"Hmm..."

A girl bearing the title of Saint could serve as an idol (icon) and rallying point...

Honestly, she didn't understand what that meant. She only knew that people would soon need someone like her.

"By the way, Eun-Ha."
"Yes?"

Her mother gently grabbed her shoulder.

"Do you know Christmas is coming soon?"
"Huh? What about... Wait, Christmas?!"

While difficult words like "rallying point" were swirling in her head, her mother's single sentence made them all disappear. Her mind cleared, and only one word remained.

Christmas.

The last holiday of the year. She had forgotten about it with everything that happened today. Christmas means dates!

She jumped up from the sofa and turned on her communication terminal.

Ch.324 - Christmas... You Say?
As soon as Eun-Ha brought up the Christmas topic, she hurried into the room.

"She goes into my room even when I tell her to go in."

Watching her intently, Yoo Jin-Ah raised the corner of her mouth with a smirk and gazed warmly at the place where Eun-Ha had disappeared. Despite her warm gaze following Eun-Ha's back, there was no sign of intoxication.

"I messed things up just in case, but I can't believe she actually came... What's with this alcohol-scented perfume anyway?"

Yoo Jin-Ah took out the glass bottle she had hidden in her cleavage and shook it. She had been with Foriner until 30 minutes before Eun-Ha arrived. This glass bottle was something Foriner had given her "just in case."

It seemed meaningless, but thanks to this perfume, she had successfully deceived Eun-Ha. Completely fooled, Eun-Ha believed she was drunk.

She then looked at the beer cans she had drunk days ago. At most, she had only drunk half a can today. The rest were all cans she had drunk before.

"At least I got to see something nice because of it."

Yoo Jin-Ah thought as she downed the remaining beer in the can. The warmth didn't leave her face.

Eun-Ha had changed.
Whether this was a good direction was ambiguous.

From a male identity to female. Only her identity had changed while her essence remained the same.
This could be seen as a positive change, or as a loss of humanity.

Yoo Jin-Ah closed her eyes with a bit of beer in her mouth.

The past Eun-Ha.
The present Eun-Ha.

Though so much had changed, there were clearly parts that remained unchanged.

For example, her defenselessness.
It was so concerning to watch that it kept drawing her attention—a defenselessness that wouldn't be fixed even after years.
It could be charming. Or it could be a flaw.

"...When did she take off her clothes?"

Opening her eyes and glancing to the side, she saw clothes thrown off like a shed skin.
They were the clothes Eun-Ha had been wearing.

She put down her beer can and folded Eun-Ha's clothes.

"Ugh."

Unfortunately, Yoo Jin-Ah wasn't someone skilled at housework. She had learned to cook somewhat, but even after years, her housework hadn't improved, so it remained entirely Eun-Ha's responsibility.

After folding, it was such a mess that she couldn't tell if it was folded or just marked for the laundry basket. Yoo Jin-Ah closed her eyes and gently pushed aside the clothes Eun-Ha had been wearing.

"Anyway, change is good if it's good, and not good if it's not."

And she changed her train of thought.

In Yoo Jin-Ah's mind, her role was to watch over Eun-Ha until the end. To occasionally intervene so she wouldn't go in a twisted direction.

That was her responsibility for picking up Eun-Ha on the day she became a magical girl and giving her the name "Eun-Ha," which had originally been her own name.

"I'll watch over her forever."

A bitter smile formed involuntarily.
There was a sense of loneliness. Just because Eun-Ha had hurriedly gone into the bedroom.

"Should I have another can?"

Yoo Jin-Ah got up.
Despite having just reunited with Eun-Ha, she would have to spend this Christmas alone too.


* * *


I rushed into my mother's room for now. Plop! I immediately lay face down on the bed and stared intently at my communication terminal.

[Pervert Lustful Se-Won]

"What should I do? What message should I send?"

With recent events happening one after another, I had completely forgotten about this important day.
I wonder if Se-Won feels disappointed, or if he's forgotten too. If so, what should I say?
My head is spinning.

"First, let's do this..."

[Pervert Lustful Se-Won]
[My Knight]

With my head feeling dizzy, I change Se-Won's name in my contacts for a bit of fresh air.
It's something I do occasionally when I think of him.
Sometimes it becomes a name I absolutely can't show to others. But changing it each time makes me feel good, as if I'm building memories with Se-Won.

For reference, Chae-Eun is "Person who has broken watermelons with her chest" and Ha-Ram is "Beast who recently got Incheon Dragon's underwear."

After changing Se-Won's contact to "My Knight," I paused my fingers for a moment.

"Today was an incredibly difficult battle..."

Surprisingly, it's dawn right now.
Considering that Engia Keplux was scheduled for complete resurrection at midnight, this makes sense.

"Should I send a message?"

That means Se-Won has been fighting for a very long time, from daytime until now.
He rescued me from captivity. Not only that, but he fought against endless waves of villains, chimeras, monsters, and battled Engia Keplux and Muk-Si-Ja's Servant.
And he even escorted me here.

It wouldn't be strange if he was exhausted and asleep by now.

I tapped the hologram with my finger to activate the message window.
Sending a message would be the wisest choice since he might be sleeping.

"...No!"

I suddenly close the window.
A slightly selfish thought occurred to me.
I glare at Se-Won's contact with a pouty expression.
Yes.
I want to hear Se-Won's voice.

"He worked so hard today. I should at least say 'good job' to him directly."

I immediately tap the call button at the top of Se-Won's contact.


* * *


Beep, I end the call.
Whew, a sigh heavy with fatigue escapes.
The light from the communication terminal disappears, and the ceiling is dyed in pitch-black darkness. Kim Se-Won lies on the bed, looking up at the black ceiling.

"Christmas, huh."

Despite being exhausted, the corners of my mouth curl up into a smile.
Just receiving a phone call healed me with that voice so excited it could jump. My heart is racing.

"Then, let's meet at that place where we met before! You know, the day we first agreed to... d-date."

Eun-Ha suggested a date with a voice full of expectation.

"Shouldn't I be the one making such suggestions?"

When I close my eyes, I see Eun-Ha's broadly smiling face. She must be looking forward to it more than anyone.
Looking at the calendar app, there are only two days left until Christmas Eve.

The meeting place Eun-Ha suggested is near the downtown area. Fortunately, the downtown area wasn't affected by this battle, so there should be no problem having a date.

Besides, Eun-Ha wouldn't have made the suggestion without thinking.

"...No, it actually seems like she might have said it without thinking."

Anyway, if she made the suggestion first, I should at least decide on a suitable place to go.
Kim Se-Won closed his eyes and fell into thought.

"Right... this battle."

But his thoughts don't progress easily.
When I start thinking, this battle naturally comes to mind instead of the date. That's how intense and thought-provoking this battle was for Kim Se-Won.

Kim Se-Won, with his eyes closed, reviewed the battle.
Beyond the enemies that kept coming without rest, a formidable opponent appeared—one that would have been suicidal to face alone.
Muk-Si-Ja's Servant, Bet.
Though I managed to catch him off guard at the end, I couldn't have killed him without Optima.

"I need real combat experience."

In frustration, I threw a punch toward the ceiling.
Kim Se-Won's fists had undergone many changes over the past year.
They had become harder and larger. The power in his hands had changed.

Yet they still look too small.
It's his own weakness.
Even becoming stronger, even becoming even stronger, it's not enough.

"From now on, experience is also important."

That's why it's about real combat.
Kim Se-Won realized he had grown from this real combat experience.
In a life-or-death situation where even a graze could be fatal, he saw a ray of light.
He blocked Bet's attacks, deflected them, and tenaciously survived.

From now on, he would need to have dozens, hundreds of such experiences to grow.
Just thinking about it makes his head spin.

"I've already decided to put everything on the line."

Yet he decided to do it.
He's not afraid of pain. He's not afraid of his body breaking down. He's not afraid of hardship.

It's not that his life isn't precious.
It is precious. Very precious.
But he saw a future with battles that required risking his life.
From now on, every day would be real combat. He had to prepare for it.

"I need to rise on my own, without Eun-Ha's help."

He must challenge strong opponents and defeat them himself.
Without Eun-Ha's buffs, recovery, or sanctuary—with his strength alone. Kim Se-Won felt there was a wall before him that he needed to overcome.

"Should I ask Yoo Jin-Ah for help...? But she's not someone who can move easily, so it's hard to ask for help."

Ugh, a groan escaped involuntarily.
He had only received her teachings for a few days.

A sigh followed the groan.
He wanted to ask her to take responsibility since she had agreed to teach him. But knowing her circumstances, he couldn't do that either.

"Do I have to let go of the master I finally found...?"
"It seems you need help."
"?!!!???"

Startled, I jumped up from the bed. Kim Se-Won was shocked to see a figure clearly visible despite the darkness without a single light.

Foriner, the one contracted with Eun-Ha, had come to his room without warning.

"Y-you startled me."
"Huhu, yes. That's the reaction I like. My contractors all get too used to me, which is a problem."

Foriner laughed at Kim Se-Won, who clutched his chest in surprise.
This is how surprising people should be.

"I don't intend to drag this out, so I'll get straight to the point. My contractor is scheduled to fight against enemies too formidable to even contemplate. And you want to be with that contractor. So our goals align. Also, you... the crystallization of desire that greedily devoured even my contractors' magical power. Even demons living on the other side wouldn't dare trap a magical girl's power inside their body."

Foriner was openly criticizing him, saying only an idiot would plant a bomb in their own heart that could explode at any time.
Despite seeing through this intention, Kim Se-Won quietly listened to his story.

"Why did he come here?"

Curiosity showed on Kim Se-Won's face.
There was no way Foriner would visit without meaning or purpose.

Is it because I'm the only one who can support Eun-Ha?
This doesn't make sense, I think.
There must be many peers with better capabilities than me. If we break the peer boundary, there would be many more.

"Correct."

Foriner nodded, acknowledging this as if he had looked into Kim Se-Won's mind.

"But there is a reason."
"The need to become stronger, a goal, and the time when someone who will always be there for this one's contractor is needed. That time is now."

The girl continues Foriner's words with a somewhat playful expression. Calm and gentle.

"My contractor is in the opposite position from this one's contractor. I can't help."

The girl's eyes smiled brightly.

"There are many other talented children. For example..."
"Go Su-A. That girl carries magic in her body. Though not by choice but by chance, thanks to that, she has enough capacity to fulfill the role of humanity's savior. ...However."

This time, Foriner continued.

"However?"

Gulp, gulp, Kim Se-Won swallowed who knows how many times.

"That girl has no catalyst. No goal either. No clear, firm, and desperate reason to grow. We could guide her to plant a catalyst, but there's no guarantee it would work as intended."
"She might even turn to Muk-Si-Ja's side if things go wrong."

The girl glanced at Foriner. As if Foriner had a record of this happening. Foriner laughed it off with a "huhu."

"In that sense, you're an irregular. Not only have you inherited my power, but also this tyrant's magic. Your potential is..."
"Are you saying even you don't know...?"

An unknown possibility created by awakening after receiving the magic of four magical girls that even I didn't know about?
A slightly expectant look.
And I feel my heart racing.

"No. It's quite visible, somewhat disappointingly pathetic compared to expectations, but still, there's no one more suitable than you right now."
"Huhu. Were you hoping?"
"...That's mean."

To be honest, I was hoping. Kim Se-Won openly showed his disappointed expression.
Just like before, these transcendents could read his inner thoughts to some extent, so there was no need to hide it.

"Then."

Erasing his disappointed expression, he voiced his next question.

"Why Eun-Ha?"

Muk-Si-Ja said Foriner's goal was to raise "Transcendents."
If so, wouldn't it make more sense to check Muk-Si-Ja, who has the highest possibility of transcending?

"About that."

Foriner opened his mouth.

Ch.325 - Christmas Date
The eve of the 24th was extremely chilly.
It was so cold that hands would quickly turn red if left exposed even for a moment.
To make matters worse, it had snowed the night before, making the weather even colder and the roads slippery.

Despite this, perhaps due to the special nature of the 24th and 25th, people were out on the streets enjoying dates with their partners.

This was no different for the girl who had recently revealed her identity to hundreds of heroes just days ago—Jae-Yu.

Jae-Yu waited for Kim Se-Won at their meeting place with a pounding heart. She had been so excited about their date that she arrived an hour earlier than their scheduled time.

"Haa- Haa-."

She blew warm breath onto her reddened hands. She rubbed them together and tucked them into her pockets, trying to endure the cold.

Despite her youthful appearance, Jae-Yu attracted many glances.

People wondered why such a young girl was out alone on a day like this. Many men considered approaching her. Beyond her looks, the sight of a girl sitting alone in such cold weather appeared precarious, stirring protective instincts.

Unaware of these men's thoughts, Jae-Yu waited for her date wearing the new clothes she had bought specially for the occasion.

"Ugh...!"

Her body trembled.
Cold air seeped through her thighs. Honestly, she was freezing to death.

"Oppa, what are you looking at?"
"Huh? No, I was just glancing elsewhere for a moment."

Some men who instinctively tried to approach the girl enduring the cold quickly retreated under their girlfriends' icy glares.

"I must endure. I have to endure...!"

Jae-Yu squeezed her eyes shut, trying to bear the cold.
Her friends Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, as well as her mother Hong Yu-Jin, had told her that people sometimes need to sacrifice comfort for fashion.

Normally, she would have dismissed such nonsense and bundled up warmly, but today was her date day.
So with a fluttering heart, she endured. She wanted Kim Se-Won to be the first to see her like this, not anyone else.

"I wonder when he'll come..."

Jae-Yu sat on a bench near their meeting place and began watching people pass by. Perhaps because tomorrow was Christmas, the area was filled with couples.

However, there was something different from what she had imagined.
Strangely, she was drawing attention. She assumed it was because she was alone on such a day. Jae-Yu's assessment was slightly off the mark.

Plus, there were fewer people than expected.
This was due to the recent major disturbance caused by Engia Keplux.
Even though the downtown area hadn't been directly affected, many people had clearly decided to stay home just in case.

"Coming an hour early is a bit childish, though."

Jae-Yu checked the time on her communication device with a self-deprecating smile.
There were still 55 minutes until their appointed time.

She wondered if Se-Won might feel the same way and arrive early too, but then chuckled at the thought. Even so, an hour was definitely excessive.

Just then.

"Excuse me."

Tap tap.

"Yes?!"

Someone suddenly tapped her shoulder from behind.

"What? Who is it? Did someone recognize me? Could it be a hero who was at the scene of the last fight? Or maybe... someone hitting on me??"

Jae-Yu turned around startled, her mind racing with possibilities.
Come to think of it, quite a few people now knew that Virginia and Optima were the same person. There was no rule saying such a person couldn't come to a place like this.

She desperately hoped it wasn't someone who recognized her. She worried that causing a commotion might ruin her date.

Fortunately, her fears were unfounded.

"You did it again."

When Jae-Yu turned around, she saw a very familiar man. A man smiling kindly as if to say "what am I going to do with you?"
It was Kim Se-Won.

Jae-Yu blinked at Kim Se-Won with a blank expression.
"You did it again"? What could he mean?

"Huh? Umm?"
"This. The tag."

Seeing her confused expression, Kim Se-Won grinned and plucked a tag that was still attached to her clothes.
Just like when he first met "Jae-Yu," she had made the same mistake again. Thinking how typical this was of her, he found it simply adorable.

"Ah, hahahahaha...."

Only then did Jae-Yu realize she had made the same mistake again and scratched the back of her head. She felt embarrassed, wondering if this was why people had been staring at her.

"Want to go back to that manga cafe we went to before? It's close by."
"S-sure!"

Jae-Yu nodded, touching her flushed cheeks. Kim Se-Won naturally wrapped his arm around her, covering the spot where the tag had been exposed.

A manga cafe. It had been several months since then. It could now be called a fond memory.

"And that, I haven't seen it in a while."
"Hehe."

Jae-Yu smiled shyly at his words. She hid her face in the scarf she had received the day they first met.
A scarf that carried his scent.

She reached out her hand, frozen in the cold winter air. Kim Se-Won seemed to have the same thought, extending his hand to hold hers.

A large hand. Though the calluses had disappeared due to healing magic, somehow their traces could still be felt.
The warm sensation seemed to spread throughout her body.

"Escort me well, my knight."
"...P-please don't call me that."

At times like this, it was nice not having to hide from anyone.
That's why she wished this moment could last forever.
Jae-Yu looked up at the embarrassed Kim Se-Won with a broad smile.



* * *



"By the way, coming an hour early, how excited were you?"
"W-well, you came around the same time too...!"
"That's... guys finish getting ready earlier, you know? I thought I had nothing else to do, so I came for a walk."

The conversation between the two heading to the manga cafe was more heated than usual.
Even though they saw each other every day, at times like this everything felt new. Her heart kept pounding for no reason.

"......"

Perhaps because of this, their conversation momentarily paused.
Like a newly formed couple, they just looked straight ahead while holding hands.
It was just a simple outing labeled as a "date," yet it felt so different.

"Hey, you know."
"Hmm?"

Jae-Yu carefully opened her mouth. The briefly interrupted conversation resumed.

"You know I used to be a man."
"Suddenly bringing that up? Yeah, I know...?"

Kim Se-Won looked at Jae-Yu with a puzzled expression. Jae-Yu hesitantly glanced at him repeatedly.

Should she really say it?
Would he dislike her for it?
She hesitated to speak, feeling anxious.

"D-doesn't it... bother you...?"

She's a woman now, but she used to be a man. Could that fact bother him?
That's what Jae-Yu wanted to know.

"What are you talking about?"

Kim Se-Won looked at Jae-Yu with a small laugh.

"If I had really disliked or been disgusted when I found out you were once a man, we wouldn't be in this relationship now. Honestly, I still remember when you came out while drunk. I was just surprised then, not particularly bothered."
"No, that. That was really just the alcohol talking! I had absolutely no intention of saying it!"

Jae-Yu burst out, recalling the past.

She remembered when they secretly had a drinking party at the secret base.
When they downed beer enhanced with strengthening magic.
Her face burned hot with embarrassment at the memory.

It was a kind of dark history.
In fact, she hadn't touched alcohol since then.
Probably.

She had vowed never to drink in front of others again, so that must be true.

"So. The fact that you used to be a man doesn't matter to me. I like you for who you are."

That's what Kim Se-Won said.
He deliberately swallowed the words "your looks play a part too." It wasn't something worth mentioning out loud.

Kim Se-Won liked Jae-Yu (Eun-Ha) who strived to move forward with a heavy burden on her small shoulders.

"R-really... what...!"

Jae-Yu's face turned even redder. Whatever she had wanted to say burned away and vanished.

"Perhaps."

A new thought emerged in her mind.
Kim Se-Won might be the only one who could accept her despite knowing she used to be a man.

She carefully considered this.

She glanced repeatedly at Kim Se-Won.
Thinking that he was the only one for her, somehow, he looked even more handsome.
Her heart fluttered for no reason.

"That's right. Se-Won might have many women available to him... but for me, Se-Won is the only one who would stay with me despite knowing my past."

So.
Absolutely.
I won't let him go.

"W-well! That's why you say things like 'knight' and whatnot!"

Jae-Yu turned her head away abruptly.

She didn't want to show her face, reddened with obsession and love. It was embarrassing.
Though her ears were already red, so the gesture didn't really serve much purpose.

"I really mean it, though."

Kim Se-Won smiled seeing Jae-Yu's bright red ears.



* * *



After removing all the tags stuck to their clothes at the manga cafe, the two began their proper date.

"It was good that I came out an hour early."

By the time they left the manga cafe, it was getting close to their originally scheduled meeting time. Just 20 minutes before.
In a way, she had gained an advantage.

"Should we go to that place we went last time?"
"That place? Where? The hero goods shop? Or that Western restaurant...?"

Kim Se-Won asked with a puzzled expression. Neither seemed particularly suitable for a date, especially on Christmas.

"Both!"
"Let's do that."

But since Jae-Yu had suggested it first, he didn't particularly mind.
Even if his own planned itinerary was disrupted, it didn't matter as long as it was what Jae-Yu wanted.

"Then let's go to the goods shop first!"

He watched Jae-Yu walking ahead.
She looked so excited.
Even though they weren't doing anything special, her anticipation made him feel responsible.
He hoped today would become a memorable day for Jae-Yu.

"Wait a minute?"

Just then, a thought crossed Kim Se-Won's mind. The corners of his mouth lifted slightly.
He gazed intently at Jae-Yu walking ahead.
Jae-Yu was extremely jealous.
And she got lonely easily.

Her jealousy bordered on obsession.
And conveniently, the ground around here was quite slippery.
Kim Se-Won used his telekinesis with a mischievous grin.

"Kyaa?!"
"Are you okay?"

A woman passing by Kim Se-Won suddenly slipped.
Whoosh! A strong wind blew. Black hair fluttered, blocking Kim Se-Won's view as he tried to save the woman.

"Ah, th-thank you."
"Be careful, it's slippery around here."

Jae-Yu, who had instantly saved the woman, waved her hand with a bright smile.

"......"

Then she turned her head sharply and pouted.

"You did that on purpose, didn't you?"
"Huh? What?"

The speed was incredible. Kim Se-Won quickly avoided Jae-Yu's gaze. He never expected Jae-Yu to intervene here.

"Idiot! Stupid idiot!!"

Thump thump! Jealousy-filled punches pounded on Kim Se-Won's chest.
Though they looked cute on the surface, each blow actually felt like being hit with a giant hammer.

"Ugh, ugh! Ack!"

He couldn't help but cry out with each delicate fist hitting his chest. Plus, she was adding healing magic to her punches to prevent injury, so there was no fear of death.

"I'm sorry! Really! Really sorry!"

And thus, Kim Se-Won's shallow scheme ended in failure.

Ch.326 - Christmas Date
Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won's destination was, naturally, a hero merchandise shop.

Perhaps because it had been a while since their last visit, there were far more items on display than before.

"Should I buy this one?"
"What?!"

Kim Se-Won was seriously contemplating buying merchandise of a very familiar-looking girl.
Jae-Yu was startled by Kim Se-Won's serious tone and stared at what he was holding.

On the front was a girl lying in bed, looking up shyly. On the back was the same girl with her hair down, lying on her stomach in a seductive pose.
To be frank, it was a girl who looked exactly like the one standing next to Kim Se-Won.

No point hiding it—it was a pillow with Optima and Optima – Vicious Form printed on it.

*Foriner...!!*

Jae-Yu stomped her feet, blaming the culprit who wasn't present.
No matter how popular she might be, how could someone think of selling such shameless merchandise!

"Y-you have the real thing right beside you, why would you need that...!"

Of course, that wasn't the real issue.
Honestly, she didn't care how other men might use it.

The problem was!
That Kim Se-Won!
Was seriously considering buying it!

"This looks pretty good too."

Regardless of her reaction, Kim Se-Won remained serious.
He couldn't be by Jae-Yu's side 24/7, 365 days a year. And here was merchandise of Jae-Yu.
It wasn't some other woman, it was Jae-Yu's merchandise, so he didn't see any issue.

Kim Se-Won put down the pillow and picked up another item. Glancing at the price tag, he saw it was quite expensive.

[Hand-crafted Magical Girl Optima by a master craftsman!]

That's what was proudly written on it.
It was so meticulously made that it looked exactly like Optima herself.

"At this point... isn't it more appropriate for me, as her boyfriend, to buy it...?"
"No, I mean! The real person is right here!"
"I have enough money, and even though it's expensive, I could afford it..."
"Should I strike the same pose? Should I transform too? Hmm?"

His desire to be with Jae-Yu anywhere, anytime was sincere, so despite the high price, Kim Se-Won was seriously considering the purchase.

Not only was the quality high, but there was even a version using Overdrive.

"This is an opportunity."

Optima.
Optima – Vicious Form.
Vicious Form – Overdrive. Ver.

It was a terribly expensive marketing ploy, but the high quality and his affection made up for it all.
Glancing to the side, he saw there was even a Virginia figure to match.

*To reach a higher level, material support is necessary.*

Besides!
Even if he bought all of this!
Kim Se-Won's wallet wouldn't get any thinner!
He had no intention of hesitating.

"Alright. I'll take all of these."
"Wait, really...?"
"...Huh?"

Only after making this major decision did Kim Se-Won notice his girlfriend, Jae-Yu, beside him.

"You're buying all of this?"

As he made a bewildered expression, Jae-Yu looked back and forth between the shopping basket full of figures and Kim Se-Won.

*I feel like I've lost somehow.*

She began glaring at the figures in the basket with resentful eyes.
How dare these mere plastic objects bewitch her boyfriend. Very despicable.

*If I burned this place down and the factory too...!*

Jae-Yu's eyes gleamed ominously.

"Beep."

At that moment, Kim Se-Won casually placed his finger on Jae-Yu's forehead.

"...??"
"I need to pay for this too."

When Jae-Yu looked up with a puzzled expression, he made a playful face before breaking into a grin.

"M-me??"
"Please deliver it to a motel."
"W-what...?!"

Her face flushed bright red at his smooth talk.
Kim Se-Won had said he would buy her.
And even specified a motel as the delivery address...!

Not just her face but her head heated up too, and all sorts of thoughts raced through her mind.

Kim Se-Won seized the opportunity, taking her hand and proceeding to the counter to pay for the figures and arrange delivery.

"Now, let's go get dinner."
"Huh? Uh... O-okay."

By the time Jae-Yu came to her senses, Kim Se-Won's hands were empty.

* * *

The hero merchandise shop, the restaurant, and so on.
Where would they go after visiting places they'd been to for the first time together?
It wasn't the academy, where they had parted ways before and where Jae-Yu had revealed herself as Optima.
Nor did they head straight to a motel.

Their destination was a café.
It was near the restaurant they'd just left.

This wasn't chosen because of some rule that you should go to a café after a meal!

*I wonder what she wants to talk about.*

It was chosen because Jae-Yu said she had something to discuss at a café.

After ordering sweet coffee and dessert, Jae-Yu sat across from Kim Se-Won with a bright smile.

"By the way, our school is completely ruined."

After waiting somewhat nervously to hear what she wanted to discuss, Kim Se-Won was relieved to hear something so mundane.

"Yeah... it completely collapsed. I heard they'll have to rebuild it from scratch."

Nothing serious after all. She just wanted to go to a café. Kim Se-Won relaxed and played along.

"Right. So if it's not repaired before school starts, they're planning to close temporarily. Mom told me."
"Hong Yu-Jin teacher... I guess she won't be returning to work for a while?"
"Yeah. She's enjoying her break, drinking beer with dried snacks every day."

Jae-Yu sighed deeply and took a sip of her coffee.

"So anyway."
"Mm-hmm."
"Our dormitory is almost destroyed too, so all the students staying there had to move out, right?"
"Yeah."
"So I was thinking."

Jae-Yu smiled brightly. As she smiled, her eyes narrowed into crescents.

*Something. Something's off.*

Maybe it was his imagination, but Jae-Yu's purple eyes seemed unusually cloudy.
Cold sweat trickled down. An alarm bell rang in his head.
He felt like he needed to escape from this situation.

"Neither of us can keep imposing on our parents forever, right?"
"No, we're still minors, so we don't really need to worry about that..."
"We can't keep imposing on our parents forever, right?"
"I mean, we're..."
"Forever. Right?"
"O-okay. So...?"

Kim Se-Won surrendered in this endless conversation.

"There's exactly one space where other girls won't be able to flirt with you."

Still smiling, Jae-Yu pulled something out from her pocket. It was a card he'd seen many times before—one that could teleport them to the training room.

"Ah, about earlier, I'm sorry. Really. Really sorry. I was just trying to tease you a bit. I had no ulterior motives."
"Hehe."

Being alone with Jae-Yu? Of course he'd like that.
But knowing there was another reason why Jae-Yu had taken out that card, he couldn't be completely happy about it.
Kim Se-Won bowed his head, genuinely apologetic.

His attempt to provoke a little jealousy had gone too far.

"Then it's fine. I'll forgive you for being obsessed with figures when the real me is right in front of you."
"...Yeah. Sorry."

*Huh? That wasn't it?*

Kim Se-Won forced his awkward expression into an apologetic one.
He thought she was still upset about him using telekinesis on a passing woman earlier, but apparently it was about the figures.

"Wait a minute."

Just then, a mischievous thought crossed Kim Se-Won's mind.

"Then what about when I said I'd buy you too?"
"Ah, earlier?"

A sly smile spread across his face. With his chin resting on both hands, he gazed at Jae-Yu with gleaming eyes.
Jae-Yu's eyes widened.

*Just in case, don't cause any trouble, okay?*
*What kind of trouble would I... I-I'll be careful*

Simultaneously, she remembered what Hong Yu-Jin had told her before she left for the date.
It's fine to do it, but don't cause any trouble.
Make sure to use a condom properly.

These thoughts popped into her mind unbidden. Her face flushed hot.

"T-that..."

She glanced at Kim Se-Won nervously, then bowed her head. She mustn't let him know.
No matter what, she wasn't that kind of lewd person.
With her head bowed, she fidgeted with her fingers.

Indeed, Kim Se-Won had placed his finger on her forehead and made a beeping sound.
Like scanning a barcode on a product.

"That what?"
"T-that... I won't... c-cancel it."
"After buying everything at once?"
"A-anyway! I won't cancel it!"

Kim Se-Won smiled warmly at Jae-Yu. Her thoughts were written all over her face.
That's why she was so lovable.

"W-what? Why are you smirking like that?"
"Nothing, just..."

Kim Se-Won's expression didn't change.
Despite everything. Despite her being incredibly clingy to the point of annoyance.
The girl before him was lovable.

"Because you're pretty."
"No, n-no...!"

Her face reddened even more at Kim Se-Won's words. Her face turned so red it looked like it might burst.

Jae-Yu waved her hands frantically before placing them demurely on her thighs and bowing her head.
If she was attacked any further, she felt she might completely sink.

"Really..."

It was her complete defeat.

After their tumultuous conversation, the two engaged in casual chatter.
Talk about friends, parents, and so on.

As always, like friends rather than lovers, they continued their aimless, purposeless conversation, passing the time.

By the time they finished their coffee...

"Hey."

Suddenly, Jae-Yu spoke with a serious expression.

Kim Se-Won sent her a curious look, wondering what she wanted to discuss. Jae-Yu tapped the table and created a barrier with her magic.

It was to prevent their conversation from being overheard.

"This is a bit serious."
"What is it?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been smiling continuously, hardened his expression and his eyes gleamed.
This must be the real reason why Jae-Yu wanted to come to the café.

"There will be incredibly difficult battles ahead. Muk-Si-Ja's Servant that we saw before... there are many opponents I might lose to even if I give it my all."
"I know."

And so. He had decided to become stronger.
Awakening was just the beginning of the path to strength. To stay with the girl before him, he would have to overcome many trials.

Jae-Yu seemed surprised by Kim Se-Won's immediate response, her eyes widening like a rabbit's.

"No, really, it might be unimaginably difficult. Are you sure? It will be really hard."
"I'm not okay with it. How could I be?"

Kim Se-Won finished his remaining coffee and looked at Jae-Yu.
Yes. How could he be okay with it?
Being with Jae-Yu would clearly be an incredibly difficult journey.

"But"

Nevertheless. Kim Se-Won's decision remained unchanged.
He looked at Jae-Yu with a straight, intense gaze.

"I've decided to walk the same path as you. With you, always. Honestly, I can't leave you alone either."
"Ah..."

Her wide eyes froze completely.
Then, showing genuine joy, the corners of her eyes curved upward.

"As expected, you're my knight."

Jae-Yu smiled broadly.
This behavior might seem like she was just playfully calling him "knight."
But it was different.

"Hehe...!"

Jae-Yu truly.
Liked this man named Kim Se-Won who only looked at her, who only cared about her regardless of her past.

She was happy that he was her knight.
It wasn't for nothing that she confidently and frequently used the embarrassing term "knight."

* * *

After leaving the café, the two walked aimlessly.
The winter weather was too cold, so they clung tightly to each other.
No conversation passed between them.
They just walked together.

"Se-Won."
"Yeah."

Feeling Kim Se-Won's body heat, Jae-Yu suddenly spoke.

The silence was broken.
Their eyes met.
A firm resolve was visible in Jae-Yu's eyes. She had been smiling cheerfully even after leaving the café, and he thought she would continue like that, but suddenly she changed completely.

"I want to become a Transcendent."

If you follow me.
Even knowing how arduous and difficult that path will be, if you stay with me.
I can do it.

Jae-Yu's eyes said this.

"So will you follow me?"

A final confirmation.

"Until the end."

Squeezing his hand tightly, she continued.

"Stay by my side."
"Of course."

Kim Se-Won answered immediately with a smile.
The path to transcendence would surely be very lonely.
This girl was saying she couldn't endure that lonely path alone and asked him to be with her.

There was no reason to refuse.
He had clung to her first, so it wouldn't make sense to leave her now.

"A-and..."

After Kim Se-Won's immediate response, Jae-Yu bowed her head, avoiding his gaze.
She released his hand and gently tugged at his sleeve. Jae-Yu's face was red all the way to her ears.

Jae-Yu's finger slowly pointed to a place.
Following her finger, a building came into view.
While walking and talking, they had somehow arrived in front of a motel.
And not just any motel—the same one they had gone to before.
The motel where they had their first experience.

He thought he heard something snap in his head.

"Eek?!"

Kim Se-Won suddenly embraced Jae-Yu, slipping his arms under her back and knees, lifting her in a princess carry.

"Package has arrived!"

With that, Kim Se-Won carried Jae-Yu straight into the motel.

Ch.327 - Christmas Eve: First Round
The motel was quiet.
Despite clear signs that people had been there, it was strangely silent.

One might find it odd, but Kim Se-Won didn't care. He barged into any empty room in the motel without hesitation.

"Eek!"

He laid Jae-Yu down on the bed immediately visible upon entering the room. Though he had been rough when picking her up, he was extremely careful when setting her down.

Jae-Yu glanced at Kim Se-Won, then quickly averted her gaze. Her face flushed. During the princess carry, his rough breathing had lingered in her ears.

*Now, with Se-Won...*

Her heart pounded.
What would happen next. Despite having done it several times before, her heart fluttered nervously.

"Hehehe!"

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won's demeanor changed completely.

"S-Se-Won...?"
"Hehehehe!"
"Ah...!"

Kim Se-Won laughed lecherously while wiggling his fingers. The squirming movements looked like dozens of insects approaching.
Watching this blankly, Jae-Yu realized something.

"Finally, finally the time for revenge has come!"
"W-what are you trying to do to me...!"

Like a villain consumed by lust, Kim Se-Won approached Jae-Yu slowly with gleaming eyes.
Jae-Yu read the atmosphere and pretended to be flustered. She wrapped her arms around herself. She backed away on the bed, avoiding him.

Thud!

"Ah!"

As she slowly retreated, her back hit the edge of the bed. Oh no! Jae-Yu pretended to be startled.

"I know exactly who you are! Black Evil Demooon!"
"N-no way... A survivor from the Villain Association?! You know I'm a magical girl?!"

Snap! The wriggling fingers grabbed Jae-Yu's wrist. The strong, large hand seized her delicate wrist in one go, leaving her unable to move.

"Ugh...! T-this much should be... W-why?!"
"Hahaha! Did you think I brought you here without neutralizing your powers?!"

Pretending she couldn't use her strength, she looked at him with panicked eyes, making him more immersed in the situation.

He truly felt like he had become a villain.
A villain who had captured a magical girl who had caught or killed countless villains!
Kim Se-Won carefully undid Jae-Yu's clothes.

As her clothes came off one by one, Jae-Yu's fair skin was revealed. Just that alone made him feel blood rushing to his manhood.

*I want to devour her right now.*

Tears welled up in Jae-Yu's eyes as she glared at him. She looked genuinely indignant. Slurp, Kim Se-Won's tongue licked her tears.

"Let go! Let gooo!"

So immersed was she that Jae-Yu shook her body from side to side, resisting.
However, her body, not using any magical power, was truly that of a fragile girl. She couldn't possibly resist Kim Se-Won's strong force.

"It's been my long-cherished wish! I've been waiting for the day I could violate the magical girl who put so many of my comrades behind bars!"

Kim Se-Won became even more immersed. Deliberately making his voice rough, he grabbed Jae-Yu's chest. It looked rough but was actually gentle. While softly caressing her plump breasts, he tapped her nipples.

"Heeek...!"

Just from this much, Jae-Yu's body twitched. When he gently slipped his hand inside her bra, her twitching intensified.

"Oh? Looks like the aphrodisiac worked well!"
"N-no way... Ugh. The reason I can't use my magic is... mmm...!"
"That's right! There was a drug in the dinner you just ate!"

Kekekeke! Kim Se-Won twisted his face and sneered.
Soft. Jae-Yu's breasts made him want to touch them more and more the more he touched them.
Although her breasts were on the smaller side, they were soft and responded immediately to every touch.

But he couldn't keep touching them forever. Kim Se-Won moved his fingers down, almost touching, almost not. At the precarious boundary.

"Ah, ugh...! Y-you pervert...!!"

His hand moved from her chest down her stomach. The hand that reached between her thighs caressed her panties, covered by just a thin layer of cloth.
Jae-Yu trembled again at the ticklish, sensual feeling.

"What a lewd woman."

Just from caressing over her panties, they quickly became damp. Looking at Jae-Yu's face, it was red with shame.

"T-that's because you used an aphrodisiac...!"
"Do you really think it's just because of the aphrodisiac?"

He showed his fingers to Jae-Yu. Despite just caressing a few times, sticky fluid had coated his hand.
Kim Se-Won put those fingers into Jae-Yu's mouth. It was a strange sensation.

Truly, it felt like he had conquered a magical girl. A dark desire boiled up from deep in his chest.

"Weren't you actually looking forward to it? Being pierced by this magnificent...! Neo Armstrong!"
"Eek!"

Kim Se-Won maintained his momentum and undid his pants. His manhood, swollen and about to burst, appeared before Jae-Yu's eyes.

"Hahahahaha!"

After exposing himself, Kim Se-Won bent his waist backward and laughed loudly. He was like a madman.
His manhood cast a shadow on Jae-Yu's face.

"W-with this, my virginity... Stop! Stop...! I was saving my first time for my boyfriend...!"
"If I stopped when asked, I wouldn't be a villain."

Tap! His large manhood tapped Jae-Yu's bridge of nose. It was a dizzying feeling.
The smell of a man, of a male, emanated from it.
Not just any male, but the smell of the man named Kim Se-Won.
The more Jae-Yu smelled it, the more intoxicated she seemed to become.

"...Ah, I should put on a condom first."

Just as the role-play atmosphere was deepening, Kim Se-Won remembered something he had forgotten and looked around.
Conveniently, there was a box of condoms right next to the bed.

"What? It was just getting fun."
"Sorry, sorry."

Jae-Yu looked at Kim Se-Won with a pouty expression.
It might sound perverted, but honestly, her heart was racing at the feeling of almost being violated by a real villain.

Of course, if it were real, she wouldn't have shown such weak behavior. She could pretend to be weak and immerse herself because it was Kim Se-Won playing the villain.

"Well then..."

Jae-Yu, who had been pressed against the back of the bed, crawled on all fours and approached Kim Se-Won closely.

*Today, finally.*

The mood was already broken.
That wasn't a bad thing. It was actually good that their immersion had been disrupted.

*I'll take the lead!*

After all, the role-play they had been doing until just now had Jae-Yu in the "receiving role."

Jae-Yu was weakest on the bed. Was it because her womanhood was inadequate, or because her whole body was sensitive? Or was it her nature?
She didn't know the exact reason.

Nevertheless, she couldn't keep being on the receiving end forever.
Slurp, Jae-Yu licked her lips and looked up at Kim Se-Won.
Was it her imagination, or did his manhood throb when she licked her lips?

Kim Se-Won hadn't put on the condom yet.
This was the only chance to seize the initiative.

"Waang!"

She opened her mouth wide and took his manhood. Slurp! She opened her throat wide and pushed it all the way in. Shoving it in roughly enough to be called rough, she felt her breath being cut off.

"Ugh!"

Kim Se-Won's body twitched. As soon as his manhood entered her widely opened throat, it tightened around him.
Slurp- Slurp. Satisfied with Kim Se-Won's reaction, Jae-Yu sucked on his manhood with smiling eyes.

Jae-Yu tried to suppress the slight aversion to sucking a man's manhood and burned with determination to take the upper hand.

*No matter what!*

Slurp, slurp, sluuurp-!

Vulgar wet sounds filled the room. She rolled her tongue and pressed against his urethra.
Urging him to spill his pre-cum and semen into her mouth. The movements were rough yet precise.

"W-when did you... learn this...!"

Kim Se-Won frowned and moaned. He belatedly realized Jae-Yu's intention.
A preemptive attack.
First strike wins!
The one who feels pleasure first loses!

By the time he realized her intention, it was already too late. His manhood was firmly held by Jae-Yu. She had wrapped her arms around his thighs to prevent him from escaping.

Slurp, slurp! Slurp! Sluuurp!

Pleasure washed over him. He needed to escape, but he didn't want to.
It was a pleasure that made him feel he would regret escaping.

How many times had he had sex with Jae-Yu? Neither time had Jae-Yu taken the lead. He had made her perform oral before, but he had never experienced such a precise and aggressive fellatio.

"Ugh... I'm, I'm coming!"

Kim Se-Won was the one who surrendered to the unknown sensation.
He tensed his thighs and buttocks. His manhood strained as if about to jump.

Spurt! Spuuurt!

Jae-Yu's eyes widened. Sticky, smelly semen flowed endlessly down her throat.

"Mmm, mmph!"

Jae-Yu, who had taken his manhood to the root, held onto Kim Se-Won as if she would never let go.
Gulp! Gulp! She struggled not to spit it out and swallowed the semen with difficulty.

"Haa... Haa.... Hehehe."

Only when the long ejaculation ended did Jae-Yu remove his manhood from her mouth and grin broadly.

"Slurp."
"?!"

But this wasn't the end. Jae-Yu took his manhood in her mouth again and randomly stimulated the tip of his urethra with her tongue.

Sluuurp!

She stimulated his urethra with her tongue and sucked up every last drop of semen that might remain inside.
Kim Se-Won, who had relaxed thinking it was over, gritted his teeth at the renewed pleasure. It felt like his head was buzzing.

"Slurp- Pahah! Hehehe...!"

Jae-Yu's eyes curved into arcs as she released his manhood again.
She had won.
She had successfully seized the initiative!

Then she opened her mouth to show that not a drop of semen remained.

"Nyah."

She began to mock the loser, the right of the victor.
Finally.
She had beaten Kim Se-Won on the bed!

Jae-Yu savored the feeling of victory to the fullest.

*Thank you, unknown author!*

All this was thanks to the book Hong Yu-Jin had given her. More precisely, thanks to the unnamed sex master who wrote that book.

One of the techniques to make a man helpless! The forbidden throat squeeze.

"Now I've won on the bed too! You lost, right? You lose when we spar, and now you've lost on the bed too?"

Jae-Yu smiled brightly, feeling like she could fly. Of course, she didn't forget to mock Kim Se-Won, the loser.

"Pathetic♡ Premature♡ Inadequate manhood♡"
"Only knows how to make it big and just ejaculates brrr brrr, stupid manhood♡"

Tap tap, she poked his now wilted manhood that had just ejaculated once, mocking it. Though wilted, its thickness and length remained impressive.
No, it wasn't even wilted. It had just lost a tiny bit of strength.

But what did that matter?
She was the winner.

"Pathetic♡"

Jae-Yu enjoyed being able to mock the stupid manhood that had helplessly ejaculated to her technique.

So she deliberately mocked him childishly and unreasonably.
Because that would make him more annoyed!

"At this rate, you won't even be able to put it in and will have all your semen sucked out, stupid manhood♡"

Swish, she traced the glans with her finger. With each movement, the loser's manhood twitched in indignation.

If she had an inadequate womanhood, the solution was to prevent it from reaching her womanhood!
Why hadn't she realized something so simple until now!
Jae-Yu felt like she had gained an enlightenment as she mocked the loser.

She failed to notice the veins bulging in his tightly clenched fist.

"...Is that so?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been silent until now, spoke. His eyes gleamed dangerously.

The will to conquer the female before him boiled up.

"Stupid♡ Just good at smelling like a male, inadequate manhood♡ How about it? Will you let me give you a chance for revenge...?!"

Throb!
Kim Se-Won's manhood raised its head again.
His manhood, now thicker than before, announced that it was perfectly fine.
At the sudden movement, Jae-Yu stared at his manhood with rabbit-like eyes.

"Eek?!"

An invisible force pounced on Jae-Yu. It was telekinesis.
Jae-Yu's body fell backward, her arms shooting upward.

Kim Se-Won's thick hand grabbed those wrists. It was exactly like when he was playing the villain role earlier.
The difference was that Kim Se-Won was quite serious now.

"Let's do it. Round two."

Kim Se-Won stared at Jae-Yu with gleaming eyes. The corners of his mouth twisted upward.

Tap tap, his large manhood, now wearing a condom, tapped Jae-Yu's lower abdomen.
It was a declaration that he would pierce through to her womb.

"Wait, w-we were competing with mouths...!"
"What? A manhood should compete with a womanhood. Don't you agree?"

Kim Se-Won, angry to the tips of his hair, roughly grabbed her panties. Rip! The cloth tore, revealing Jae-Yu's inadequate womanhood.

"This damn kid needs to be taught a lesson!"
"Heeek?!"

Thrust! He forced his way into Jae-Yu's womanhood. His thick manhood mercilessly tore through her hymen.
It was the sound announcing the start of round two.
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Ch.328 - Christmas Eve: Round 2 And 3
Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha are the same person.
The same, yet different in appearance.
And their private parts were different as well.

"Hnngh...!"

Jae-Yu's body trembled violently. Kim Se-Won's manhood, which had thrust inside with enough force to pierce her womb in an instant, pulsed within her.
The regenerated hymen was penetrated instantly. It couldn't even resist.

She needed to escape using magic, but the moment his manhood invaded, her strength drained away.
From her lower abdomen, pleasure shot up to her brain in an instant.

"Nnngh!"

Kim Se-Won was trembling too.
Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu were the same person, but their bodies were completely different.

If entering Eun-Ha was smooth and tight afterward, Jae-Yu was stiff from the beginning.
An absolute will to never forgive the invasion of a manhood.

*Indeed, a magical girl's womanhood...!*

Perhaps because Jae-Yu had already withdrawn once, the stimulation was more intense than when he'd tasted her before. Though wet with fluids, she was so tight that he felt like he might finish just from being inside.

This was because Jae-Yu's womanhood was writhing on its own, with countless ridges stimulating Kim Se-Won's manhood.

"Acting provocative despite being such an amateur! I'll make you unable to make a sound!"

But he couldn't lose.
He gritted his teeth.
Kim Se-Won, seemingly having climaxed lightly from the sudden insertion, grabbed Jae-Yu's raised hips.

*Amateur manhood♡*

The provocation Jae-Yu had made earlier flashed through his mind.

*As if I'd lose.*

Dominance in bed had always been his.
He couldn't lose it now. He wanted to make the mocking Jae-Yu unable to make a sound. No, he wanted her to make only whimpering sounds.

Squelch! He took a deep breath with difficulty and moved his hips.

"Hik... hnng...! Nngh...!"
"A manhood must fight with a womanhood!"

Kim Se-Won wasn't one to stay still. If Jae-Yu had studied from mysterious arcane books, Kim Se-Won had engraved many techniques in his mind from the internet.

If Eun-Ha's womanhood was supreme, trying to wring out semen, Jae-Yu's was cruel, trying to crush.
Only a trained steel manhood could endure this woman's womanhood.

And he was the champion of the bed who had fought this womanhood and made her submit before!

Squelch! Squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch!

"Hnngh♡ Ah♡ A-amateur♡ This♡ Can't... outside! Hnng!"
"Seems your womanhood still has some leeway?"

With each movement of his hips, Jae-Yu's body heated up. Sweat poured out as her hips and womanhood trembled.
The trembling of her womanhood transmitted directly to his manhood, converting to pleasure.

"You don't have any leeway at all!"

Though she barely managed to speak, her lack of composure transmitted through his manhood. Her squirming womanhood tightly squeezed his manhood.

Instead, he thrust in strongly. Jae-Yu let out an ungraceful moan.
Though Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha's womanhoods were different, the locations of their weak spots were identical.
When he scraped against the area where her weak spots were particularly concentrated, Jae-Yu covered her mouth with both hands and looked at Kim Se-Won.

Though she seemed to glare, her eyes were hazy. Her mind was already marinated in pleasure.

*Eun-Ha, who was so strong against Engia Keplux and the Servant...*

Kim Se-Won's eyes gleamed. Jae-Yu, who was so strong when fighting enemies, was so pitiful in bed.
Kim Se-Won moved his hips while desperately holding back the sensation that he might explode at any moment.

Squelch! Squelch-squelch-squelch!
Squelch-squelch! Squelch-squelch-squelch! Squelch!

"Hnn♡ Ah, aahn♡"

As if following a rhythm, he scraped every corner of Jae-Yu's weak spots. Jae-Yu tightly squeezed her womanhood, moaning excitedly, urging him to wring out his semen.

"Nngh...!"

Both pulling out and pushing in were difficult. Indeed, a magical girl's womanhood.
A strong womanhood that wouldn't easily submit to an enemy!

*No!*

At that moment, a thought suddenly crossed Kim Se-Won's mind. He realized that Jae-Yu's womanhood wasn't just stiff.
The force pushing out his manhood was stronger than the force squeezing it.

*This one is trying to escape!*

She was trying to escape the pleasure by pushing his manhood out of her womanhood. Far from being strong, it was a womanhood already marked as a loser.
It was laughable.

"Who's the amateur! This super amateur womanhood!"

Somewhat childish, but direct. A womanhood that climaxes with each thrust probably only belongs to Jae-Yu (Eun-Ha) in this world.
He wondered where else there might be a womanhood that feels such unmanageable pleasure from just a few thrusts.

In Kim Se-Won's mind, the image of Optima beating Aleph a few days ago appeared.
That girl who was so strong was infinitely soft and amateur before him. She kept feeling it from just a little probing!

He had conquered such a strong girl!

"Aahn♡ No♡ Nooo♡"
"Yes!"

Kim Se-Won grabbed both of Jae-Yu's legs. He held them tightly with one hand. So she couldn't escape, so her mind would go crazy with pleasure.
To completely conquer her.

Squelch-squelch-squelch! Squelch-squelch! Squelch!
Squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch!!

"No, ah♡ Aaaah♡"

With each thrust, Jae-Yu's voice grew louder. Despite seemingly rejecting the invasion, her fluids continued to flow without drying up.
Jae-Yu gripped the bedsheet tightly to resist the pleasure. But she couldn't resist at all.

"Climax miserably, stupidly! Amateur womanhood!"
"Hik, aahn♡ Haaaaaah♡"

Splurt! Splurt-splurt-!

Jae-Yu's waist bent like a bow.
Kim Se-Won's semen struck her womb, pounding at the cervix. The sticky semen seemed to fill the womb that couldn't even put up a meager resistance.

Gulp-gulp, he felt the endless semen coming out while his manhood was thrust all the way in. Kim Se-Won felt pleasure that seemed to pierce through his head, yet he raised the corners of his mouth in a smirk.

"This, ill-mannered womanhood...! Haa. Haa."

Energy drained from his body in an instant.
But Christmas hadn't come yet.
He absolutely couldn't end it here. His competitive spirit and lust were still overflowing.

*This isn't enough.*

Kim Se-Won felt it wasn't enough.
Grab! Kim Se-Won grabbed Jae-Yu's hand, which was still feeling pleasure.

"Uh, uuh?"
"Heal me."

Her face was hazy with insane pleasure. Miserable, ungraceful. Nevertheless, Jae-Yu's face was cute.
It was seductive enough to make him want to explore more. He wanted to explore more, to conquer more.

Somehow, the scent emanating from Jae-Yu's body had changed to a lewd smell. A provocative, erotic smell.

Meanwhile, Jae-Yu couldn't make sense of the situation.

"Nng, ahnng♡"

Slurp! The manhood that had pierced Jae-Yu's body pulled out of her womanhood. Just from his manhood being pulled out, Jae-Yu lightly climaxed again.
Her thoughts became foggy.
Her heart pounded incessantly.
Through the tightly closed gap of her womanhood, a drop of semen leaked out.

*Ah, no.*

In her clouded vision, Jae-Yu looked at the pouch attached to the manhood.
No, there was no semen. What came out from between her womanhood was her own fluid.
Though he had ejaculated, all the ejaculated semen was inside that condom.

"Ahnng...."

Jae-Yu quickly covered her face with both hands, unable to bear the unbearable shame. Her covered face instantly turned bright red.

*Idiot! Idiot idiot idiot!*

Jae-Yu had been unconsciously hoping for semen to enter her.

Unaware of these thoughts, Kim Se-Won removed the condom with Jae-Yu's hand that he had grabbed. Despite having climaxed once, his manhood was still throbbing.

With a stride, his manhood, freed from the condom, approached right in front of Jae-Yu's nose. When Kim Se-Won pushed away Jae-Yu's hands, the strong smell of semen stung her nose.

*Does he want me to clean it?*

Jae-Yu, despite being overwhelmed with shame, licked the glans slowly with her pink tongue. She didn't know what was happening.
Though embarrassed, the thought that it felt good kept dominating her mind.

Lick, slurp, suck, lick.
After thoroughly licking the part where semen had come out, Jae-Yu looked up at Kim Se-Won blankly.

Kim Se-Won was looking down at her with the corners of his mouth raised.
Domineering. Full of composure.
That was the smile of a winner.

*Ah.*

Only then did Jae-Yu recall what Kim Se-Won had said earlier. It was definitely "heal me."

"No, I won't."

Though she had been pathetically dominated, she didn't want to admit defeat. Jae-Yu gulped, swallowed her saliva, and stuck out the tongue that had just been licking his manhood.

1 win, 1 loss.
It was still a tie.
In this situation, she couldn't cast a recovery spell as requested.

"Didn't you say you'd make me unable to make a sound? Your amateur manhood couldn't do that, could it? Amateur♡"

Even in defeat, the provocations didn't stop.
There would be no healing magic. A battle using only innate strength!

Jae-Yu found it secretly fun to provoke Kim Se-Won like this. Partly to escape the shame, and partly because the response came immediately.
Even now, she was very pleased with Kim Se-Won's expression as he looked down at her, his body trembling.

"Fine."

Throb, as Kim Se-Won spoke, his manhood twitched. Though he had climaxed twice, he showed that he was still going strong.

"Not making you unable to make a sound, but making you only make moaning sounds."

Crack! A sound indicating he was thoroughly angry was heard. It was the sound of gritting teeth.

"Where are you going...!"

Jae-Yu knew she would lose in a battle of womanhood versus manhood. Grab! She grabbed Kim Se-Won's manhood with her hand.

"Ah?!"

But slip, it slipped from her hand. Her overflowing fluids hadn't dried yet.

"Hah!"

He mocked Jae-Yu for losing grip of his manhood. Whoosh! A condom flew to Kim Se-Won's hand, automatically unwrapping. It was remarkably precise telekinetic control.

"!!!"

Jae-Yu's eyes widened.
The moment Kim Se-Won confidently put the condom on his manhood, Jae-Yu's body floated up on its own, drawing closer to Kim Se-Won.

"I really won't go easy on you in round 3. If you cry, I'll thrust more."

Throb-throb! Kim Se-Won's muscles swelled. His entire body was filled with strength. It was physical enhancement through magic power.

*This won't do.*

It was over. Truly terribly over.
Jae-Yu sensed it.
If that hideous manhood was thrust into her womanhood like this, she would become an idiot who could only climax.

*I need to think of a countermeasure. First, I need time to catch my breath... Ah!!*

That's right. Catch her breath.
She needed to rest once to cool down her heated body.
And Jae-Yu knew a way to do this in a short time.

Rustle, her black-dyed hair turned platinum. Her heated body quickly found stability.
Her womanhood, which still felt like it had a heated manhood inside, calmed down.
Her body, which had been emitting an erotic scent, became clean.
And her breasts became smaller.

"Come at me!"

Eun-Ha spoke with a voice full of confidence.
The third round would be different.
He had already climaxed twice, and for her, it was practically her first time.

"What? Think you can't handle it?"
"....."

He stared steadily at Eun-Ha, who was confidently provoking him. Kim Se-Won glanced at his erect manhood.
Then he looked at the tightly closed slit of her womanhood.

"Taking turns isn't bad either."

Moreover, seeing her so confidently provocative made him rather calm.
Thinking about it, his victory was practically predetermined anyway. Having both Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu, enjoying two flavors alternately, there was nothing bad about it.

"Mmph?!"

Kim Se-Won kissed Eun-Ha, whom he had pulled closer with telekinesis. It wasn't a sweet kiss between lovers.
It was a kiss full of lust, thoroughly toying with and indulging in a woman.

Slurp, suck.

"Hnng, haa♡"

Eun-Ha's eyes quickly became hazy.
It was sweet.
She felt like she was falling into those intense eyes that looked only at her.
He kept exploring her. So greedy.
A person who looks only at me. A person who loves only me.

An inexplicable sense of fulfillment filled her chest.
Eun-Ha tightly embraced Kim Se-Won with both arms.
She didn't want to separate. She wanted to stay like this forever.

"Mmm, slurp♡ Nnngh?!"

Just as Eun-Ha was about to lose herself in the kiss, she flinched as pleasure shot through her to the top of her head.

Kim Se-Won had applied the fluids coating her womanhood to his finger and began tormenting her clitoris.

"Mmm, nngh! Mmm♡"

Just kissing felt good, but now a tingling pleasure from her lower abdomen struck her.
That wasn't all. Her womanhood, responding to the pleasure, began to release fluids.

Not missing this, Kim Se-Won created dozens of thin tentacles with telekinesis.

Squelch! Tentacles coated with her fluids probed her womanhood. The tentacles knew exactly where Eun-Ha's weak spots were.
Eun-Ha suddenly recalled the memory of giving her body to Kim Se-Won all day for what he called "training."

Thrust- thrust-thrust-thrust-thrust!

"Hnng, mmph♡ nnngh♡ ah♡"

The thin tentacles mercilessly scraped her inner walls. Her body automatically submitted to pleasure. She should remove her arms and distance herself, but instead, she embraced him tighter.
This was because her body was losing strength.
If this continued, she would fall down. Her womanhood would be pierced directly by that menacingly erect manhood.

Squelch, squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch!!

"Un-unfair♡ Idiot♡"

Knowing this, Kim Se-Won persistently tormented Eun-Ha's womanhood and clitoris. Thin tentacles performed piston movements, skillfully avoiding the hymen.

Additionally, this time tentacles coated with abundant fluids tormented her nipples too. The tentacles, glistening with fluids, slurp- sucked on Eun-Ha's nipples.

It was truly as if they were living tentacles, not just telekinesis.

Shudder! Eun-Ha's body trembled finely.
Being toyed with by the kiss, even speaking was difficult. Her breath was short.

Squelch, squelch-squelch!
Rub-rub.

On top of that, the trinity attack on her nipples, clitoris, and womanhood relentlessly toyed with Eun-Ha.
She couldn't focus on any one area.
Her mind became foggy from the pleasure assaulting her from all directions.

"Hnng, hnngh♡ haa♡"

*If his manhood enters like this...!*

The outcome was obvious.
It was a mistake to have confidently provoked Kim Se-Won until just now.
She didn't have many means of attack, but Kim Se-Won had too many.

"I'm s-sorry...."
"I don't accept apologies."

Just as Eun-Ha was about to say something, Kim Se-Won completely blocked her mouth. The kiss became rougher.
In this situation, all Eun-Ha could do was gasp for breath against the overwhelming pleasure.

Ch.329 - White Christmas
"Haha♡ Haa. Haa."

How much had he tormented Eun-Ha?
Eun-Ha had melted into a puddle while suspended in the air by Kim Se-Won. She had no strength left and was completely leaning against him. Her arms, which had been embracing him, were now merely draped over his shoulders.

"Come to think of it, I haven't tried this place yet, have I?"
"Huh?"

After tormenting Eun-Ha for quite some time, Kim Se-Won licked his lips with a deep gaze. His thick fingers explored her bottom, caressing a particular spot.

"Th-there?! That's dirty! Dirty..."
"It'll be clean anyway since you transformed."

Kim Se-Won surveyed her body with gleaming eyes.
When she returned from being Re-Yu back to Eun-Ha, her body instantly stabilized. The flowing fluids disappeared without a trace. In other words, the pleasure that had been tormenting Re-Yu hadn't transferred to Eun-Ha.

In other words, there was no need for an enema.
It was clean from the start!
Pure innocence!

As Eun-Ha shook her head vigorously, Kim Se-Won used his telekinesis to hold her head still.

"It's okay."
"Wh-what's okay?!"
"I'll develop it for you."

Slurp. Once again, Eun-Ha's lips were conquered by the lust-driven man.

"Haa♡ Wh-what♡"

But this kiss was brief. Quickly breaking away from his lips, Eun-Ha trembled from the pleasure that continued even in this situation.

"From head to toe. Everything is mine. And all of me is yours."
"Th-that's... but still."
"So I'm going to thoroughly pound you as my exclusive property. Make you remember only my cock."

The tentacle that had been tormenting her nipple fell away. It roughly probed her pussy, which was dripping wet in real-time.
The thin tentacle left the hymen that had reformed during transformation intact, while mercilessly pounding her weak spots deep inside.

"Mmm, aah♡"

Eun-Ha's body shook violently at the sudden assault. Her arms, which had been resting on his shoulders, slipped down.
Her body began to fall.

Kim Se-Won naturally supported her back with his hand, carefully placing her on the bed.

"?!"

Then he flipped her body over.
Eun-Ha's tightly closed pussy was defenseless before Kim Se-Won.
Wet fluids dripped down. Kim Se-Won coated his fingers with the fluid and carefully applied it to her tightly clenched anus.

'Pussy, mouth, and anus. I'll conquer them all.'

The desire for conquest showed in Kim Se-Won's eyes.

"N-no! Doing it from behind is...!"

Slap! As Eun-Ha tried to speak, Kim Se-Won spanked her bottom. Her fair skin turned red.

Squelch! Squelch-squelch-squelch!

"Ah, mmm♡"

Even amid this, her pussy and clitoris were relentlessly forced to feel pleasure. Eun-Ha felt the stinging pain being overwhelmed by pleasure.
It was as if the pain itself had transformed into pleasure.

'Carefully. Cautiously.'

With a serious expression, Kim Se-Won spread the fluids, massaging around her anus. He continued to torment her pussy to help her relax and release tension.

"Hik, mmm♡ Ah♡ N-no♡"

Eun-Ha trembled at the unfamiliar sensation coming from her bottom.
The continuous pleasure made even this unknown sensation feel pleasurable.

It felt like previously disconnected nerves were now connecting through pleasure.

After caressing around her anus with her fluids for a while, Kim Se-Won noticed her resistance weakening.
Then, suddenly! Kim Se-Won's thick finger invaded her anus.

"Hik?!"

Eun-Ha's body jerked. She felt the thick foreign object in her anus.
The thick finger stirred inside her anus.

"Ugh, hmm♡"

From one finger to two. From two to three. Eun-Ha's anus ended up softly accepting Kim Se-Won's fingers.

'He's really going to put it in.'

Eun-Ha felt more anticipation than fear.
The violent flood of pleasure had crushed her reason and made her expect new pleasure.

"I'm putting it in."

Thud, Kim Se-Won prodded her bottom with his cock.
Eun-Ha felt the weight of the massive cock against her bottom. She felt the thick, hard, and even hot cock between her buttocks.

"Wait...! Hmmmm♡"

It was too late to stop now. She needed at least a moment to mentally prepare, but Kim Se-Won wouldn't allow even that.

With her fluids serving as lubricant, his cock pushed its way into her anus.

"Haa."

Kim Se-Won exhaled softly as he felt the sensation of her anus.
It was different.
Unlike her pussy which gave intense pleasure, this was a relatively subtle pleasure.

The sphincter tightened, and beyond that, everything constricted. It was different from the information he had.

'It's like a crazy milking machine.'

He freshly realized the difference between a magical girl and a human. Different species.
Even if the pleasure was subtle, pleasure was still pleasure.
This wasn't a human anus.

Magical girls were a lewd species that craved semen from every hole.

Slurp- Sluuurp-

"Hmmmm♡ Mmm♡"

Eun-Ha's moans grew sweeter.
This lewd girl had quickly discovered the pleasure of anal.

'Time to train her.'

Seeing this, a fire ignited in Kim Se-Won's chest.

"Hik, mmm♡ N-no♡ Stop tormenting me♡"
"As if! You're enjoying it!"

Kim Se-Won created new tentacles using the endlessly flowing fluids.
The tentacles attached to her previously neglected nipples and began tormenting her.

Slurp! Slurp-slurp-slurp-slurp!!

"Hiiiik!"

Anus, nipples, pussy, clitoris.
Merciless pleasure poured in like a waterfall.
With each thrust of Kim Se-Won's hips, Eun-Ha's bottom rose higher.

"This is...!"

Kim Se-Won was amazed to see Eun-Ha's bottom, which had been flat against the bed, rising up.
She was finding the position that gave her the most pleasure on her own.

He couldn't lose.
As her boyfriend, he had a duty to make his girlfriend feel good.

He was already pouring enough pleasure to drive her crazy, but that wasn't his concern.

Slurp! Slurp-slurp!
Slurp-slurp-slurp-slurp! Slurp!

His hips moved rhythmically.

"Hik♡ Ah♡ Ha♡ N-♡ Scary♡"

Even her words of fear were mixed with moans. Her pleasure-drunk brain had eliminated even fear.

Thud! Thud! Thud! Eun-Ha felt like her stomach would bulge out with each thrust of Kim Se-Won's cock.
It was as if her stomach would protrude in the shape of his cock.

Such a large cock for such a small body.
Yet Eun-Ha accepted it just fine.

"Not enough."

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, feeling the subtle pleasure, realized something was lacking.
Something was missing.
He couldn't tell what was missing or why, but he felt a lack.

The pleasure was sufficient. It felt good enough.
Then what was missing?

"Ah...!"

It didn't take long to find the answer.

Slurp! Sluuurp!

"Hik?!"

Kim Se-Won thrust his cock deep once more and then pulled it out. Pop! With a vulgar sound, his condom-wrapped cock emerged from Eun-Ha's anus.

"This is it!"

There was no hesitation in Kim Se-Won's actions.
He grabbed his cock and whoosh! tore off the condom.
The feeling of liberation as his cock met the air.

'Yes! This is what I wanted to do!'

Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha's twitching anus with lustful, gleaming eyes. The anus that had just contained his thick cock was now repeatedly contracting and expanding, trying to close again.

Raw cock. Without a condom, he could pour his semen directly into Eun-Ha.
He had to wear a condom for her pussy, but the anus was different.
No restrictions!

Sluuurp! His cock, now free of the condom barrier, slid into her anus.

"Hiiiik?!"

Eun-Ha trembled at the changed sensation. Hot. Something hot had pushed into her anus.

Slurp! Slurp-slurp-slurp-slurp-slurp!

"Ah♡ Mm, hmm♡ Wh-what♡ Why, more♡"

It felt strangely good.
The sensation of magic circulating throughout her body.
It was like when she was receiving magic supply.

Her entire body became sensitive.

"Ugh!"

Eun-Ha's anus began to squeeze Kim Se-Won's cock frantically.

'It's really like a pussy!'

Kim Se-Won didn't stop.

Slurp!Slurp!Slurp!Slurp!

He put his full strength into each thrust. With each movement, bang! bang! the sound of his body hitting Eun-Ha's bottom echoed.

"I don't♡ hate it♡ Mmm♡ Ah♡"

Her head was spinning. She had completely focused on her anus now. Eun-Ha gripped the pillow tightly with her weakened hands, her body twitching with pleasure.

The same was true for Kim Se-Won. The tentacles that had been relentlessly tormenting her nipples, clitoris, and pussy suddenly stopped moving.

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won focused solely on anal.

It felt good. Unlike her vulnerable pussy, Eun-Ha could enjoy this too.
Moderate pleasure. Crazy good, but less than her pussy.

Slurp-slurp-slurp-slurp-slurp!
Slurp! Slurp-slurp-slurp! Slurp!

"Ugh! I'm cumming!"
"Yes♡ More♡ Cum more♡"

He embraced the rising urge to ejaculate. Unlike when tormenting her pussy, Kim Se-Won didn't hold back.

"Mmmmm♡"

Spurt! His cock spewed out loads of semen. Eun-Ha trembled, feeling the sensation of semen filling her insides.

"Haa♡ Haa♡"

It felt good.
Kim Se-Won remained deep in her anus, savoring the aftermath of ejaculation.

"...!"

No, he tried to savor it.

Not long after ejaculating, he felt a strange sensation.

'My cock has... revitalized?'

As if he'd eaten some kind of tonic, his cock was throbbing vigorously. Was it because of the condom barrier? Or was Eun-Ha's anus special?

"Haaah♡"

With a pop and a vulgar sound, Kim Se-Won pulled out his cock, hesitated briefly, and then inserted it directly into her pussy.

"Hik?!"

Snap! With the sensation of her hymen breaking, slurp, his cock smoothly entered all the way to her womb. Eun-Ha trembled, remembering the sensation she had momentarily forgotten. A maddening pleasure rushed in, different from anal.

"This is it!"

Kim Se-Won immediately pulled his cock out with a slurp. Despite having ejaculated three times, his cock was still throbbing as if nothing had happened.

A grin spread across his face.
Come to think of it, it was like this during magic supply too.
It was like this during their first experience too.

Raw cock and pussy connection without a condom!
Eun-Ha's pussy and anus were like some kind of elixir.
An infinite power generator that allowed direct contact with his cock to move endlessly!

"L-let's rest a bit. Let's rest..."

While Kim Se-Won was having his revelation, Eun-Ha buried her face in the pillow, breathing faintly.

"Rest what? We're just getting started."

Now he understood.

Kim Se-Won grinned as he looked at her anus visible from her raised bottom. Each time her anus twitched, he could glimpse his own semen.

He wanted to pour more.
He wanted to pour endlessly.
He could do it as many times as he wanted.

"Haaaaa♡♡♡♡"

Flex! Kim Se-Won tensed his body and, ignoring Eun-Ha's opinion, pushed his cock into her anus with a slurp sound.

Eun-Ha, who had been savoring the afterglow of pleasure, straightened her back with a jerk and trembled.

The night was long.


* * *


"It's midnight."

When he came to his senses, the clock on the wall showed [0:00].
The day had changed.
From Christmas Eve to Christmas.

"Haa...♡ Haa♡ Haaaa♡"

Before him was Eun-Ha, trembling finely, her body shaking madly with pleasure.
The match? His victory had been predetermined from the start.

No matter how much Eun-Ha provoked him, unless they were competing with just fellatio, his victory was inevitable.

"Merry Christmas!"
"Hmm♡ Hmmmm... cum, cum againnn."

Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha, who was covered in semen, and smiled refreshingly.

"Ah, umm..."

Then after hesitating for a moment.

"It's a White Christmas, isn't it?"

He said this while looking at Eun-Ha, stained with slightly yellowish white semen.

"...It really is."

And looking out the window, it was indeed snowing.
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Ch.330 - Bianca, Morris
Several days after the disastrous Christmas with Kim Se-Won, on December 30th, Eun-Ha made her way to the training room provided exclusively for her.

After using her keycard to teleport into the space, she noticed a woman lying on a bed that resembled an operating table.

Iris O'Brien. The only survivor among the Villain Association executives.

*Survivor might be stretching it.*

A survivor who was just an empty shell, with her soul and essence completely drained. Still, she was technically breathing.

Eun-Ha looked at Iris O'Brien with a somewhat disgruntled expression. Or rather, she was glaring at her.

Jealousy was burning in Eun-Ha's eyes. Despite the circumstances, it was true that Kim Se-Won's hands had thoroughly explored that woman's body.

*...That's why I didn't let him go until Christmas night.*

As payment for making her jealous, Kim Se-Won was squeezed to his limit. Whether he squeezed himself dry or was milked dry, only he would know.

Even with seemingly infinite stamina, there are limits. After about 27 hours in the motel, Kim Se-Won emerged looking quite gaunt.

"Why did you call for me...?"

Eun-Ha's emerald eyes looked straight at Foriner. Beside him stood a girl exuding a mysterious aura.

Golden eyes resembling those of a predator. Though she appeared to be a young girl, looking directly into her eyes gave the feeling of being devoured.

*That feeling... it's extremely familiar.*

Eun-Ha felt as if there was another Foriner present. A being whose presence couldn't be felt at all. More precisely, a presence so overwhelming that it paradoxically couldn't be sensed.

*Plus, she resembles both Butterfly and Seo Hye-Ji...*

Familiar, yet unfamiliar. Eun-Ha stared at the girl with a question mark floating in her mind.

"Huhu."

The girl smiled brightly as soon as she noticed Eun-Ha's presence. Then she gazed at her with half-lidded eyes. That gaze was incredibly gentle, like a mother looking at her child.

"I've come to pay the price for a prank I played long ago, child."

Eun-Ha's eyes widened slightly. What prank from long ago? She thought hard and finally remembered.

[You're quicker than I expected.]
[Still, you look interesting.]
[■■■ might come to protest, but that's not my concern.]
[It might only last for a fleeting moment, but show me your power, child.]

A voice she'd heard before flashed through her mind. When she faced the moving fortress with Yoo Ji-Yeon. And when she awakened to the Vicious Form. The voice she heard then was identical to the girl's voice before her.

*So she's the one who tampered with my seal...*

Questions of when and where didn't arise. There was one thing she could guess. She felt like Foriner had mentioned it before.

The House of Evolution. The one who manages it. The one who created the House of Evolution. The Foriner of Gresorion.

Eun-Ha had been unconscious when she became the final survivor in the House of Evolution. Probably at that time, someone had tampered with her seal.

Eun-Ha shifted her gaze with an incredulous expression. Her eyes, saying "Really?" in disbelief, turned toward Foriner.

"Let me introduce her. She is the tyrant of Aidelv, another Transcendent. ■■■."

Woong, part of Foriner's introduction was deleted from her memory. Eun-Ha realized that the word Foriner had recited was the girl's name.

"Then what should I call you? Calling you Foriner... would be confusing."

Why she had come, Eun-Ha didn't know. She said she came to pay the price for her prank, but that happened nearly half a year ago.

*And she's coming to pay the price now?*

Even Eun-Ha, who might be called stupid, foolish, or thick-headed, could tell. This was just a pretext.

"Hmm... I see."

The girl's pink lips slowly curved into a smile. A secretive smile suggesting hidden intentions. A smile both mysterious and seductive.

"■■■... hmm, Bi───"
"Oh my, by the way, you can call me Morris. My contractor."

Just as the girl was about to introduce herself, Foriner stepped forward and spoke. By stepping forward, he partially blocked the girl from Eun-Ha's view.

"........"

Eun-Ha narrowed her eyes and glared at Foriner. Why was he suddenly introducing himself?
It was almost as if he was jealous of the girl revealing her name before him.

"Huhu. You're still the same. Yes. You were always possessive. You can call me Bianca, child. It's a pronunciation very similar to my original name. Morris... yes. The same goes for Morris."

Bianca seemed to find Morris's behavior amusing, as the smile never left her face.

"Bi..."
"Ahem!"
"Morris... Bianca..."

Eun-Ha felt a strange sensation as she recited the two names. The way he cleared his throat when she tried to mention Bianca's name first definitely gave off jealous vibes.

"So, why is Iris O'Brien here?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head and asked. She was curious why two Transcendents from such lofty positions were here.

*Surely they didn't call me here to give me that corpse-not-corpse...?*

If that were true, she wanted to decline by any means necessary.

"The Mute One."
"!!"
"I'm not certain. But you possess something that could potentially interfere with him, don't you? Isn't that right, child?"

Bianca smiled sweetly and waved her finger in the air. Then, poof! An object emerged from Eun-Ha's shadow of its own accord and floated in the air.

A control device. A terminal. A rectangular object whose exact name she didn't know. It was the item she had obtained when fighting Aleph.

With a gesture from Bianca, the control device descended into her hand.

"Aren't you a Transcendent from the Gresorion side? Then why...?"
"Well."

Bianca looked at the terminal with an intrigued expression before turning to Eun-Ha. Meanwhile, the terminal had moved to Foriner—Morris's hand.

"He is no longer a monster. He has transcended the monster species and become a third species. It's neither evolution nor regression. It's closer to self-modification. And it's not even the species of a contractor."
"So, you have no reason to protect him...?"

Is that really all? Eun-Ha couldn't quite understand. No matter how much of a mutant he might be, his roots would still be monstrous.

*A third species...*

But it wasn't completely incomprehensible either. Muk-Si-Ja's Servant was neither human nor monster. Nor was it an otherworldly creature summoned by Engia Keplux.

A species so powerful that it would surely bring chaos to the world. A species of the strong.

"As he said, we came to this world to cultivate Transcendents. Like heroes appearing in times of chaos and war, they emerge after overcoming hardships, adversity, trials, and choices."

Bianca calmly affirmed what The Mute One had previously said.

"However, we cannot tolerate a third party intervening during a battle. Even if we are adversaries and currently in a temporary truce."

Her slender finger slowly touched Iris's chest. Then, swoosh! It sank deep into her chest.

"So even if we settle our scores later, we first want to eliminate the irregular who dared to interfere in our battle. Perhaps one of the two species will disappear in this fight, and it will surely be a fierce battle that might give birth to a Transcendent. If so, our purpose will be achieved, which is fine by us."

Swish, swish, after poking around in her chest with her finger, Bianca eventually pulled something out from Iris's chest. It was something that emitted a faint, flickering light that seemed about to go out at any moment.

"A core..."
"Without a soul, the core will perish too. It hasn't perished yet, though."

Bianca grasped Iris's core. Flash! For a moment, the core emitted a brilliant light before being sucked back into Iris's chest. There wasn't a single wound on Iris's chest.

"Child who wanders without a soul. Open your eyes."

Bianca whispered. Then Iris's eyes snapped open.

Whoosh! A beam shot out from her eyes.

"?!"

It was truly a beam. The beam that extended from Iris's eyes hit the ceiling. Morris, as if he had been waiting for this, summoned a large screen and raised Iris's body.

"A human beam projector..."
"Child, do you know where the information about this terminal is?"

While the surprised Eun-Ha muttered blankly, Bianca asked Iris in a gentle voice. Iris nodded slightly. The beam from her eyes projected an image.

"Those who have lost their souls are not considered human. While the body is alive, there's a technique to scan through memories."

Morris approached the dazed Eun-Ha and provided an explanation. His eyes were very warm. He seemed pleased to see her amazed by what Bianca had done.

Iris projected her memories while listening to Bianca's gentle whispers. The first thing shown was a place that looked like her office. Then the view zoomed in on a terminal in the office, showing her entering a password.

"D-2... judging by that, this seems to be the day before I was kidnapped."

Eun-Ha carefully watched the screen. Five minutes passed, then ten. In the video, Iris moved around various locations, operating the terminal and repeatedly accessing databases.
Different places. Access to different information.

"........"

No significant information came from Iris. She truly seemed to know nothing about the technology to control the essence.
—Or so Eun-Ha thought.

"That was good information."
"I think we should go there."
"Huh?"

The two Transcendents had different reactions. Unlike Eun-Ha, they had found hints from the screen Iris had shown.

"Thank you for your hard work. Now rest peacefully."

Swish- Bianca swept her hand across Iris's face. The eyes that had been emitting beams closed following her movement.

*Strange? It's not like I wasn't paying attention?*

Eun-Ha looked at the two with a puzzled expression. She couldn't fully accept the fact that they had noticed something she hadn't.

"My contractor needs to gain more experience."
"Even an ordinary child would have noticed if they had watched carefully. It seems your vision is narrow. That's what makes mortals so lovable."

Bianca chuckled and approached Eun-Ha. She extended her hand, stopping in front of Eun-Ha's stomach.

"Here, take this. This is the price I mentioned."

Bianca clenched her fist and turned it over. When she opened her hand wide, there was a small black bead inside.

"What is this...?"
"It's my essence. It's also a material for awakening."
"Es...sence...?"

Eun-Ha blankly picked up the bead and brought it to her eyes. The black bead absorbed all light without any reflection, remaining pitch black.

*Material for awakening, she says.*

She couldn't believe this essence was a material for awakening.

"An essence you could have obtained if you had killed my contractor or my contractor's child. Beings born from Transcendents need to possess the power of Transcendents to awaken."

If your vessel could have withstood your original power, this wouldn't have been necessary. With these parting words, Bianca vanished. With just a blink of an eye, she disappeared without a trace, as if she had never been there.

"So..."

Eun-Ha's eyes trembled.

The words "if you had killed my contractor or my contractor's child" meant that Eun-Ha would have needed to kill Seo Na-Bi or Seo Hye-Ji to awaken.

*So that's why they said I could awaken by becoming stronger.*

Eun-Ha looked at Morris with a blank expression.

"As you know, fundamentally, Seo Na-Bi was your enemy. You were destined to fight. Though circumstances have changed now."
"...I see."

Come to think of it, Hong Yoo-Jin was the same. She carried the core of her enemy and rival, Seo Hye-Ji, inside her body. This was partly to seal it, but at the same time, by carrying the core, she had obtained Bianca's power.

*Looking at it differently...*

What a cheat. Eun-Ha realized just how cheating Hong Yoo-Jin's talent was. She had subdued the powerful Bloody White (Seo Hye-Ji) and had a record of dealing with both Engia Keplux and The Mute One. She wasn't sure which came first, but it was certain that she had beaten Seo Hye-Ji before awakening.

While Eun-Ha was feeling jealous of Hong Yoo-Jin's talent...

"Whoa?!"

Flash! Something shining appeared before Eun-Ha's eyes.

"Hold it in your hand."

As Morris instructed, she grasped what had appeared before her eyes, and gradually the light faded.

"This is... the Transcendent's emblem..."

It was identical to what The Mute One had shown.

"Your power is still lacking, but your original power is judged to have sufficient potential."

The Transcendent's emblem soon disappeared from Eun-Ha's hand, as if being absorbed.

"So all that's left is awakening."

One of several conditions had been met. Yet the road ahead was still long. She vaguely felt it was still far off. Eun-Ha thought about the emblem of awakening that had been on her hand just moments ago, and looked at the black bead in her other hand.

"Eat that. Like medicine. Ah, if you need water, I can prepare some."
"No, I'm fine."

As soon as she heard Morris's words, Eun-Ha immediately put the bead in her mouth.

"Oh, by the way───"

Crunch!

"Ugh, aaaargh?!!!?!"
"──I was about to say you shouldn't chew it, but I was too late."

Eun-Ha felt her teeth breaking and rolled around on the floor. Foriner shook his head and cast a healing spell on her.

Ch.331 - Let's Spend New Year's Eve At A Hotel
After the Transcendent from Gresorion, Bianca, left, nothing much happened.
Except for when I almost bit into the orb she gave me thinking it was like candy and got into trouble. Really, nothing else happened.

After finishing my business, I returned home and was now lying on the sofa, enjoying some leisurely time.
Since the academy's restoration took priority, the dormitories were left unattended, so I was still staying at my mother's house.

"Am I going to welcome the new year cooped up at home like this?"
"After what you did on Christmas too?"
"That's... No! That's not what I meant!"

I jumped up to protest against my mother's words.
Even so, I'm not some sex-obsessed woman. When you do something that feels like your brain might break, you tend not to think about it for a while.

*I doubt Se-Won is like that though.*

He's at an age when sexual desire is at its peak, and it's been almost a week since Christmas. He probably recovered a long time ago.

"I don't mean to criticize young people's relationships... but seeing you two, they say late-blooming passion is scary..."
"I may be 21, but Se-Won isn't! He's in his prime! What do you mean 'late-blooming'?!"

I interrupted my mother, pounding the sofa with my palms.

"I can't! I just can't! ...Aaaargh!"

I could feel my face heating up. The overwhelming scent that filled that motel room still lingered in my mind.
I quickly turned away and curled up. My face turned bright red in an instant.

"Anyway, it's almost the new year. Time flies. Should we eat out? It's been a while since we had a family dinner."

My mother sat down next to me as if nothing had happened and stroked my hair.

"Should we?"

Eating out. That sounds tempting.
Come to think of it, with everything that's been happening, we haven't had many chances to eat out.
The most recent time was that impromptu meeting with Se-Won's parents, which says it all.

"So... what should we eat? First, me—"
"Meat!"
"—anything but meat."
"No! If we're eating out, what's the point if we don't have meat?!"
"I'm saying let's eat something other than meat. There are so many delicious options. Think about it. Eel is good, fish set meals are good, raw fish is good, even pizza isn't bad. Sometimes going to a nice restaurant with good atmosphere isn't a bad idea either. Or how about pasta or pilaf? If not those, there are many options, for example..."
"Meat!!"

Mother wanted anything but meat. I insisted on meat only.
We argued like this for quite a while.
In the end, we compromised on going to a restaurant where meat could be ordered.



* * *



"That was great."

I gently rubbed my full stomach. It felt like I had truly feasted for the first time in a while.
My mother's bank account probably screamed in pain because of it. But she must have received plenty from Foriner by now, so it shouldn't matter.
That's the advantage of having a reliable backer.
Or should I say sponsor? Yes, sponsor might be the right word.

*Ding-*

While my mother was seriously contemplating where to go next, my communication device rang.

"Chae-Eun...?"

[Tomorrow at 6 PM, meet at Cheonil Hotel!!]

"Cheonil Hotel...?"
"Oh, yes. That's a good place too. The prices are insane, which is a drawback, but the service is excellent. This works out well. ...No, actually, there's a hotel bakery on the opposite side that's really good. Let's go there."
"Uh... what? Wait, wait! That's not what I meant!"

I was just reading the message on my device, but my mother grabbed my wrist.

The idea of going to a hotel just for dessert seemed strange, but it was quite delicious.



* * *



December 31st. Just one day before the new year.
I was standing in front of Cheonil Hotel, the place Chae-Eun had mentioned in her message yesterday.

"Holy Maiden. The young lady and your friends are waiting for you."
"?! What? Oh, yes."

As I was wondering if this was the right place to enter, a security guard at the door addressed me.
It seems Ha-Ram had anticipated my behavior and given them a heads-up.

*That's all fine, but "Holy Maiden" is still... Anyway, this means Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram planned this together.*

It was surprising. Chae-Eun couldn't possibly have gathered everyone at Cheonil Hotel on her own.
I have Foriner as a reliable source of funds, and Ha-Ram is the young lady of Cheonil, so it's no problem for us, but not for Chae-Eun.

Feeling somewhat dazed, I entered the hotel lobby, which displayed the grandeur befitting a five-star hotel.
Due to recent events, there weren't many guests, but everyone I saw looked like someone I'd seen on TV or some big shot.

"It's not good to stand around looking so dazed."
"Oh, Ha-Ram!"

Since this was a place I might visit once in my lifetime, if at all, I must have been standing there looking stunned. Ha-Ram had approached me and gently brushed my chin with her finger, meeting my gaze.

"Oh!"
"To think the jewel of Cheonil would be here!"

Suddenly, all eyes turned toward us. I guess it was because I called out her name.
Feeling apologetic, I looked at Ha-Ram, but she didn't seem particularly bothered.

"It's the Holy Maiden who's been the talk of the town!"
"Haha! How fortunate I am today. I thought the advertisement you two appeared in last summer was like a beautiful painting, but seeing you both in person makes you shine even more!"

The people praising Ha-Ram and me had rather creepy expressions.
They wore obvious masks, hiding their ulterior motives. There were some who genuinely admired us, but most seemed to be approaching deliberately for some benefit.

"It's been a while."

Ha-Ram, seemingly accustomed to such situations, stepped forward as if shielding me. She bowed slightly, in a modest way but not too deeply.
Well, meeting important people must be nothing new for her.

"Actually..."

The gazes of those approaching us scanned Ha-Ram and me.
Clearly, very clearly, they were after something.
I held my mental composure tightly, afraid I might say something strange.
If necessary, I would protect Ha-Ram.

"I've been suffering from back pain that just won't go away..."
"I have hair loss..."
"My knees hurt every day..."
"My daughter was born with a physical condition..."

What is this?
While I was tense, suddenly everyone started complaining about their ailments and troubles.

"Uh, umm..."

Not having anticipated this at all, I looked around with a stunned expression. Surprisingly, their complaints weren't lies.
The areas they complained about appeared darkened, showing they had been suffering for quite some time.

"Eun-Ha, what do you think?"
"Huh? Um... one at a time, please don't fight, could you line up..."

And Ha-Ram, not flustered at all, simply smiled sweetly.
I got caught up in her pace.

"Hehe. This has been good publicity."
"You planned this?"
"Of course. No matter how naive you might be, I gave you all the directions to get here, so there was no reason for me to come get you, right?"

Ha-Ram smiled contentedly as she calculated the benefits gained today.
Not financial benefits. She said they were the kind of benefits that would make my head spin just thinking about them.

"The people who approached us today are all relatively good people. People worth creating debts with. They might be helpful not just to me but to you someday."
"To me too...?"
"I don't know when, but the world will be plunged into chaos. Whether that's days or years from now, I don't know. One thing is certain: even though we call this a time of peace, it will become as chaotic as when the Great Invasion first occurred. At that time, the power of those with political influence will be quite useful."
"But will they really help us just because we healed them?"

The idea of bestowing favors to create debts is good. But the problem was:
'Will they actually consider themselves indebted?'

Ha-Ram gave me a look as if wondering what the problem was. Then she widened her eyes slightly and chuckled.

"Relieving someone of pain they would have carried for life has more significance than you might think. Your healing power might seem ordinary to you, but it's a power others can never possess, you know that, right?"
"Yes, but..."

A question mark naturally appeared in my mind. To be honest, I didn't really understand.

I've never healed others expecting something in return.
Well, I did step forward to make my existence known, but I never had the arrogant thought that healing magic was such a great power that I was "graciously using it for them."

*Come to think of it, doctors don't treat people while demanding compensation... Oh.*

"In summary, it's an action that can't hurt. I have things I can do, and so do you. I'm simply taking out an insurance policy for our future."

I realized that doctors do get paid.
That's what this is.

Ha-Ram looked at my face and smiled gently.

Insurance, huh?
Since it's Ha-Ram's doing, it might indeed help me someday.

"Ah, what the heck! Why are you so late!"

As we nearly reached our destination, Chae-Eun, who had been waiting outside the room, burst out in frustration. Well, treating people one by one and receiving their thanks had taken quite some time.

"Sorry~"
"That's why I told Eun-Ha to come an hour earlier than the actual meeting time. You were told you could come late, but you came early."
"Well... that's true, but. So, we're just waiting for Kim Se-Won now?"

At Ha-Ram's words, Chae-Eun made an awkward expression and avoided eye contact.
This is because it's been quite a while since we've met after the day Engia Keplux appeared.
Chae-Eun must have been really looking forward to meeting us.

Actually, so was I.
Thinking about it makes my heart heavy. My resolve wavers.

"Anyway, to think he'd keep beautiful girls like us waiting! He must be full of himself. Come on, let's go in!"

Chae-Eun quickly changed the subject and pulled Ha-Ram and me by the hands.
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Se-Won arrived at the hotel ten minutes before the scheduled time of 7 o'clock.

"Wow, I never thought I'd end up in a place like this."
"What are you talking about? We went to a similar place in summer, didn't we? That place had just as much money invested in it."
"No, but still... this place feels more... genuinely rich neighborhood-like. In summer, there weren't even any other guests besides us."

Se-Won fidgeted nervously beside me, clearly uncomfortable in such a luxurious setting.
To be honest, I was feeling the same way, but seeing Se-Won's reaction somehow made me feel more at ease.

*It's like he's expressing my reactions for me.*

Having someone nearby who shares similar feelings creates a sense of solidarity. I gently took Se-Won's hand and smiled brightly. He looked back at me with warm eyes.
It felt like we were in our own little world.

"Ugh, disgusting."
"This is why couples are a problem."

Naturally, Chae-Eun and Haram expressed their disgust.

"So why did you want us to meet at a hotel anyway?"
"Well, it's been a year since we became friends, hasn't it?"
"What's wrong with celebrating the end of the year and welcoming the new one in a fancy place like this?"

The two who came up with this plan smiled brightly at us.
They probably didn't care about the venue itself.
They just needed a place where we could be alone without drawing attention.
Since the Academy had collapsed, we couldn't use our secret base, and incidentally, Haram had used me to put people in her debt.

We didn't necessarily need to meet at a hotel, but there was no better place for us to talk freely without worrying about other people's gazes.

"Alright! Let's play board games! I brought enough to last all day!"
"What? Board games in a place like this??"
"That's kind of deflating... but actually, I like it."

Chae-Eun pulled out board games from her large bag with a flourish, her chest bouncing as she did. Come to think of it, this was the first time we were playing board games together as friends.

As Se-Won said, this might actually be good. While there was no particular reason to do this at a hotel, it was nice not to feel burdened.

"The couple needs to separate! No conspiring between you two!"
"You're friends before you're a couple. Show some restraint."

While saying this, Haram sat next to me, and Chae-Eun took a seat beside Se-Won.

"Anyway~ Just being in the same room with me, Haram, and Eun-Ha—the three ultimate beauties of the first year—should have your lips curling up in a smile. I wonder if you saved a country in your past life?"
"Bullshit."

Se-Won's face scrunched up at Chae-Eun's crude words.

"What's an 'ultimate beauty'...? Like, a girl who's really feeling it?"
"Why has she become so vulgar? I think she just means we're pretty."

Haram and I whispered as we watched the two of them.



* * *



Clack, roll-roll-

"Ah, a six! Sweet! One, two, three, four... let's see... Rest for 3 turns?!"

After rolling the dice and moving my piece the corresponding number of spaces, sure enough, the card ordered me to rest. I was already behind, and now being told to rest for three turns was like a bolt from the blue. It was so unfair.

"It's my turn now. ...'You have married the person closest to you. From now on, you will act together with your spouse...'"
"What? No way. That's ridiculous. Seriously ridiculous."

As Haram read the card in her calm voice, Se-Won openly showed his displeasure.
He frowned and made eye contact with me.
Apparently, he had been hoping to marry me in the game.

"Yay! It's NTR! NTR!"
"What's NTR?"
"It's netorare, like stealing someone else's girlfriend or boyfriend?"
"So, I've stolen Eun-Ha from you, Se-Won. How does it feel? Loser. Don't you imagine Eun-Ha crying out every night in the bedroom?"

Haram seemed satisfied with Chae-Eun's answer and subtly moved closer to me. Seeing her engage in such uncharacteristic dirty talk, it was clear she was in quite a good mood.

"You were just criticizing her for being vulgar, but now you're saying the same things."
"So what? That was then. This is now. Look well, loser Kim Se-Won. Eun-Ha is my woman now."

But she didn't stop at just moving closer. Haram gently wrapped her arm around my waist and flaunted it to Se-Won.

"This marriage is invalid! Invalid no matter what! Right?"
"How pathetic~ It's just a game~"

Though he was my boyfriend, it was a bit pathetic.
I didn't say anything, but I nodded slightly, agreeing with Chae-Eun's words.
Seeing this, Se-Won hung his head and trembled.

"What's the big deal? It's not real. Besides, Haram already has a partner."
"Hmm... if our country practiced polygamy, I might have seriously considered it?"

Wait, what was she saying?
Just as I was trying to comfort Se-Won, Haram dropped a bombshell. It was enough to make the dejected Se-Won snap his head up.

"But, but still... I mean, you and I are both girls, right? We're both girls."
"Then you could marry my father instead?"
"That sounds criminal."
"In a few years, we'll be twenty, and by then, even if people point fingers, they'll just consider it a matter of capability."

Haram added that this sort of thing happens quietly in the world of the wealthy.
Come to think of it, that was true. There were cases of rich men taking wives who were more than 20 years younger than them.

"Still, I don't like it. My preferences are firm."
"My father is quite muscular, you know?"
"Ah, that's true. I wondered how someone who leads a global corporation could have such a body."

I inadvertently agreed.
At the beginning of the semester, not long after I had become a woman, I had treated Haram's father, In-Cheon-Yong, who had been in an accident and was in terrible shape.
And under his direction, I had taken photos with a bunch of muscular men.

It was a very embarrassing memory.
There was one in my room, and a large print was prominently displayed at the Western restaurant I had visited with Se-Won.

"So, you don't like it?"
"No, I don't~"

Muscles are nice, but I already have someone I like.
Haram chuckled and gave Se-Won a meaningful look.

"You're lucky. Having a girl who likes you beyond just your appearance."
"Well, I am pretty amazing. Handsome face. Good body. Smart. And my combat skills aren't bad either!"
"......"

Haram's words made Se-Won boast so much that I felt an urge to smack him.
The others seemed to feel the same way, as they all just smiled without responding.

"If you lower your standards a lot, I guess that's true. I'm not sure by which country's standards you're considered handsome. Se-Won, have you never looked in a mirror in your life?"
"That's right~ You're not even as smart as me."
"Um, uh... and you can't fight as well as me...?"
"Wow, even Eun-Ha is joining in?"

Swept up in Haram and Chae-Eun's mood, I also teased Se-Won. Seeing him deflate was amusing, and I giggled.

"Really, would it kill you to say something nice? I'm still better than some daddy's girl and chest monster around here."

But what was this?
After being dejected for a moment, Se-Won dropped a massive bomb.

Despite appearances, Haram and Chae-Eun were capable women who played in the upper ranks.
Naturally, they were familiar with the emotion of competitiveness. They had tasted the feeling of competing, winning, and rising to high positions many times.
And above all, they had strong pride.

"What?"
"Sigh, Chae-Eun, be patient. Dealing with such a ruffian will only tire you out."
"Scared? Huh? Are you scared? This is why guys who are all talk are no good!"
"Well said."
"Come outside. There's a suitable place on the rooftop where we can settle this."
"Fine! Bring it on, you two! I'll give you just a taste of my telekinesis!"
"Just you wait! I'll turn you into an electric barbecue!"
"And I'll make sure you're properly frozen for storage."

What happens to a man who hurts the pride of two women? Naturally, he gets lynched. And brutally so.
In other words, Se-Won was about to fight 2-on-1.

*What should I do? What should I do?*

Faced with this sudden internal conflict, I stomped my feet anxiously, desperately trying to think of a solution.
What would be good?
There must be something that could resolve this situation peacefully!

*Ah!*

Just then, a brilliant idea flashed through my mind.

"If you want to fight, come at me 3-on-1, you weaklings!!"

That was to draw their aggro.

All three of them immediately turned their attention to me.

"Eek!"

It was cold.
Chilling.
There was a faint killing intent.
I regretted not reconsidering my idea before acting on it.

"Y-you all know, right? That I'm strong. C-come on. Just try it...!"

But the water was already spilled.
I couldn't back down now.
I stood up abruptly and wiggled my fingers.
Why was I trembling over this?

"...Sigh. I guess there's no choice."

Haram was the first to speak.

"Kim Se-Won. You handle this."
"I'll make you an ultimate beauty who climaxes like crazy."
"Huh?"

I was completely thrown to the wolves.
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Thanks to my sacrifice, the three people who had finally calmed down decided to put away the board game and take time to reflect on the past year.

But then.

"Right. I mean, who just falls from the sky like that? Honestly, I knew Eun-Ha was a special admission student when I met her before the entrance ceremony."

Chae-Eun and.

"I never thought I'd become friends with someone who fell from the ceiling and forcefully preached strange ideas."

Ha-Ram. And even.

"The problem was that her voice was somehow persuasive."

Se-Won.
For some reason, I was under concentrated fire right from the start.

"You guys had a lot of complaints about me, huh?"
"The beginning of the semester was really eventful, wasn't it? Right, Ha-Ram?"
"Indeed. Honestly, I can't even imagine what kind of mischief you would've gotten into without us. We had to sweat bullets every day trying to control a ruffian pretending to be a girl."
"And how you were openly disappointed when you saw girls changing clothes."
"At least at the beginning of the semester, you were too awkward to even look at other girls' skin. Otherwise, you would've been no different from a monkey."

It hurts.
It hurts so much.

Certainly, at the beginning of the semester, my awareness of being a boy was much stronger, so it couldn't be helped. But I never thought they would remember every single detail.

"...And above all. She's incredibly defenseless."
"I agree."
"I agree too. ...But Se-Won, the fact that you specifically pointed out that Eun-Ha is defenseless means..."

Ha-Ram glared at Se-Won with a sharp look.
She seemed to be demanding, 'What did you see?'

"Well..."

Se-Won glanced at me, then slowly averted his gaze.

"I could see her panties quite often."
"What?!"
"Ah."
"That makes sense."

My face instantly burned hot.

*When? Where?*

I couldn't figure it out at all. When on earth had I become the kind of girl who goes around exposing her underwear?

"Hmm, well then..."
"Eek?!"

Whoosh! Something sudden happened. Chae-Eun lifted my skirt without any warning.

"Hmm... mint color today. With black stockings, you could have just worn black ones."
"Oh my, how cute."
"I didn't see. I didn't see anything."
"Chae-Eun, you!!!"

My already hot face turned even redder.

"Wow~ Other kids might fantasize about seeing Eun-Ha's panties, but we get to see them in person."
"Wouldn't feeling superior about this make you a failure as a human being?"
"I really didn't see anything."
"K-K-Kim Se-Won! I saw your ears p-perking up!"
"It's true that I didn't see!"

No.
Even if we're friends, this is too much...!

My mind went blank, and I didn't know what to do.
No way.
Even though Chae-Eun is open-minded enough to stuff water bottles in her shirt and yell "paizuri," I never thought she would lift my skirt like this.

"Ahem... Then, to change the mood, let me say something a bit embarrassing."

While I was waving both hands in protest, Ha-Ram cleared her throat. Her eyes, emitting a calm light, swept over us.

"Although it started with an unfortunate incident, I'm glad. To have met you all. Besides my father, you're probably the only ones I can open my heart to, in the past or future."
"W-what? Saying such embarrassing things! Well, I also think that Eun-Ha, Se-Won, and Ha-Ram... we're tied together by a very strange connection!"

The atmosphere suddenly reversed.
If earlier I was the only one feeling sexual shame, now everyone's faces were red due to Ha-Ram's embarrassing words—words that were hard to believe came from her.

"Me too... honestly, I don't know why I ended up hanging out with you all, and I got a lot of jealousy from other guys because of it. But thanks to you, I had a good year."

Se-Won quickly joined the mood and said something equally embarrassing. After finishing his words, he scratched his cheek in embarrassment.

"I-I..."

I was the only one left.

The three pairs of eyes focused on me. It was an incredibly burdensome gaze.
Eyes that seemed to say, "We're all dying of embarrassment, so you have to die too."

"Honestly, thank you. Yeah... a lot."

With the atmosphere demanding that I couldn't be the only one not embarrassed, I thought I should try to be a bit honest too.

"Ahem!"

Under their continuing pressure, I cleared my throat.
What should I say? This moment feels more burdensome and nerve-wracking than being watched by countless people.

"Like Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram said, I was kind of, you know, a bit like that. But thanks to you all, I've become more feminine? Is that how I should put it? Hehe..."

Once I started speaking, shyness overwhelmed me, and I couldn't continue properly.
I scratched the back of my head and bowed deeply. A strange gaze pierced the top of my head.

"Yeah, that's right~"
"Hehe."
"Well, you're still defenseless, but you've changed a lot."
"And."

While my friends started speaking, thinking I was done, I felt I absolutely had to say one more thing! So I raised my head again.
As I looked up, I could see them all with warm expressions.

"Um, hehe. Even though I came out while drunk... thank you for not hating me."

What an embarrassing thing to say.
I felt like I could die of embarrassment just from saying it myself. My face, already hot, burned even hotter.

"Uh..."
"W-well..."
"It's not like we disliked you, so don't worry about it."

It seemed our faces were connected via Bluetooth. One by one, they blushed like me and didn't know what to do.

"Geez."
"Ahem...!"
"..."

And so, we spent some time in an atmosphere that was embarrassing, awkward, yet somehow refreshing.



* * *



"Then, one of the main purposes of our gathering here! Let's talk about our New Year's resolutions!"
"New Year's resolutions?"

Did we talk about that?
No, we didn't.
I only heard that we should meet at Cheonil Hotel at 6 o'clock.

Everyone seemed to have similar thoughts, looking at Chae-Eun with puzzled expressions.

"Yes. We did."
"Ah, ah~ I forgot too. Ha. Ha. Ha. Ha. Ha."

Was it just me who didn't know...?
In the still awkward atmosphere, Ha-Ram and Se-Won belatedly agreed with Chae-Eun's words.

"New Year's resolutions..."

Knowing I'd be teased if I showed that I was the only one who didn't know, I quickly focused on the topic Chae-Eun brought up.

"Since the others seem hesitant, shall I go first?"

The first to speak was none other than Ha-Ram.
With a gentle smile, Ha-Ram declared that she would begin serious studies to succeed Cheonil.

From a young age until now, Ha-Ram had consistently honed herself and had taken on some company work under the title of the Incheon Dragon's daughter.
She had led most of her tasks to good results and contributed significantly to the company's profits, so some Cheonil employees even called her the jewel of Cheonil.

"Then, what about you who brought up the topic?"

Ha-Ram looked at Chae-Eun while still smiling.

"Me? I..."

Chae-Eun opened her eyes wide and pointed at herself.

"Hehe, it's a bit embarrassing to say it out loud. For me, it's training! Intense training! Now that I have a goal, I just need to run toward it!"

After being shy, she clenched her fist. Chae-Eun spoke her goal with a bright smile.

"Have you told your family?"
"Ahaha... Yes. My parents and siblings all supported me. They even apologized, saying they felt like they'd been burdening me too much all this time."
"That's great."

Chae-Eun had been holding back on her dreams for her family's sake. But her family had been feeling sorry about her actions.
It felt like things that were slightly misaligned had now properly clicked into place.
We looked at Chae-Eun and felt a strange excitement. We were proud.

Because we met like this, because we went through so much together, Chae-Eun had changed.

"Same for me. I have a long way to go."

In the warm atmosphere, Se-Won opened his mouth. Se-Won's straightforward eyes looked at me.
It felt like something was filling my chest. I stared back at Se-Won and smiled.

"I awakened by chance, but there's still so much I lack. And..."

Se-Won showed a faint smile.
I smiled back the same way.

"I want to become someone who can stand by Eun-Ha's side without shame. For now, my goal is to become as strong as an A-rank hero."

Although I already knew, Se-Won's answer resonated in my heart. A feeling like a vibration.
My chest hurt.

"What's that~"
"Well, you're quite skilled at making your friends worry."
"W-what do you mean, making you worry?"

For some reason, my reputation among my friends always seems to be on the negative side.
Everyone giggled at my reaction.

Now I was the last one.
All eyes turned to me.

Their eyes urged me to say something.

"I..."

New Year's resolution.
I've never really thought about it in my life so far.
I did when I was with Jung Soo-Hyun, but that was just about surviving and getting stronger.

*I guess that's a goal too, in a way.*

With a slight smile, I looked at my friends.

My ultimate goal is already set.
To defeat The Mute One.
And either before or after defeating him, to walk the path of transcendence.
To become a Transcendent.

In other words...

"For me. World peace!"

To bring peace to this world.
I proudly stated my goal in front of my friends, which might seem childish and unrealistic.

But I was sincere.
To achieve that, I would have to endure loneliness, sadness, and pain.



* * *



And so, after a few days passed.

Han Chae-Eun, In Ha-Ram, and Kim Se-Won heard the news that Eun-Ha had left the academy.
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Ch.334 - From The Collapsed Laboratory
On New Year's Day, evening.

"It's been a while since I've been here."

Optima appeared at Mt. Tae-San, the midpoint between Gresorion and human territory. After looking around for a while, she plopped down on a nearby rock and gazed up at the sky.

Countless stars shone in the clear sky. Optima stared at them with her mouth open, admiring the unchanging stars that couldn't be seen in the city.

"Now, there's no reason for me to stay at the academy."

She clenched her fist tightly. Without magic power, she was just a fragile girl. Still, she had made tremendous growth compared to when she was male.

But it wasn't enough.
She needed to grow more.
She needed to grow, reach awakening, and ascend to transcendence.
For that, she couldn't afford to spend two long years at the academy.

Optima had several reasons for enrolling in the academy. The biggest was her own growth.
This had been somewhat, if not perfectly, resolved.

Moreover, her name had steadily become known, whether she liked it or not, and both Optima and Virginia had achieved quite a lot.

As for connections, she now knew three S-class heroes.
With their help, her networking problems were mostly solved.

In other words, all she needed now was to become stronger.
She needed real combat experience, fighting against multiple opponents, to grow stronger.

But one problem remained.

"I still need to explain everything to my friends."

That was it.
Even without seeing them, she knew they would feel hurt.

*Maybe I should at least ask Se-Won to come with me...*

She couldn't help but hesitate.
She wanted to be together with them.
Now. Later. Forever.

But she couldn't ask him to drop out.
Dropping out would leave him with only a middle school education. That would clearly have a profound impact on his future.
The same went for In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun.

This made it impossible for her to ask them to come along.

"Still. If I just told them... No. I can't. No matter what, I can't."

Optima spent a long time debating whether to at least talk to Kim Se-Won.

"This isn't the time for that."

How much time had passed?
Finally, without making a decision either way, Optima stood up.
She had something she needed to do.

Optima entered a small cave next to the rock where she had been sitting. Before her eyes was a gate leading to the Villain Association's secret laboratory.

"Fortunately, it still works."

She enhanced her eyes, traced her memory to activate the gate, and then sighed with relief.

Despite the mess below, the entrance was intact. Optima threw herself into the gate without hesitation.

Optima's actions were no different from when she first came here. Instead of taking the left path—the "right way" that Deltar had taken—she deliberately chose the right path.
The path Deltar had taken would have collapsed into ruins by now.
If some parts had completely collapsed, others might still be intact. She needed to find such places to reach her destination.

"Ugh!"

Swoosh! She grimaced as she felt the sudden sensation of falling. Though she was still far from touching the ground, the putrid smell rising from below was unbearable.

*Just as I expected.*

Despite the stench, she couldn't back down now.
Optima cast a transformation spell to create a thin membrane over her entire body.

Wheeeeee—

"Eek?!"

As soon as she created the membrane, a swarm of black insects attacked her. These were insects that had multiplied by feeding on all sorts of corpses.

Chwajwajwajwajwak! The swarm of insects that filled her vision couldn't penetrate Optima's transformation magic and disappeared into dust.

"Eww..."

Even though no insects had actually touched her body, Optima shuddered at the creepy unpleasantness.

But she couldn't afford to feel disgusted forever. Sensing the ground approaching, Optima discharged strong magical power downward.
Whoosh—! The wind blew, gradually slowing her descent.

Thud! After landing, Optima immediately put goggles on her face. They were night-vision goggles prepared by Foriner.
Not ordinary night-vision goggles, but ones that operated using magical power as a medium, with an exceptionally wide field of view—an item with astronomical development costs.

"I'll just have to get used to the stench."

Optima moved forward with a grimace.
The putrid smell that had been present during her descent was even worse after landing. It was so terrible that she wondered if just breathing it in might kill her.

"So I have to break down the door too."

Looking up, she could see rectangular fluorescent lights that were turned off. Unlike when Poppy had opened the door, this meant the door wasn't working.
Well, it was surprising that anything worked at all, considering most of the facility had been destroyed.

Optima placed her hand on the door and hesitated briefly.

"No. I don't want to stay in this maggot-infested place any longer."

She shook her head.
She didn't know what would happen if she carelessly broke down the door, but she didn't want to stay here any longer. Even now, numerous insects were crawling or flying behind her, making unpleasant noises.
They were multiplying by consuming rotting flesh.

Kwang! With a loud noise, the door shattered. The green-tinted view through her goggles showed a scene very different from what she had seen before.
A half-collapsed ceiling, cold air, and the bodies of former villains scattered in the corridor.

Moreover, the place was eerily quiet.
The atmosphere was desolate.
The only sounds in this space were the occasional crawling of insects or the crackling of torn electrical wires.

"Can I really get information from a place like this...?"

Optima desperately wanted to run away.
If there were villains or monsters, she might understand, but this place, where it seemed like ghosts that couldn't be punched might appear, was an object of fear for her.

*I should have asked Se-Won to come with me.*

"No. No. I can't let my heart weaken."

Slap! Optima patted her cheeks to steel her resolve.

The time had come when she could no longer rely on her friends.
One year—a time that was short yet long.
In novel terms, it's about 333 chapters, which is like a year. Perhaps even more time had been poured into those 333 chapters.

Anyway, the time had come when Optima could no longer just depend on her friends.

"Now is the time when I need to become stronger on my own."

She clenched her fist and moved forward. Tracing her memory, she began opening rooms one by one where terminals might be located.

"Come to think of it..."

Optima's footsteps suddenly stopped. In front of her was a sign that read "Breeding Room."
Due to the collapse of the laboratory, the sign was tilted about 45 degrees downward.

There was no longer any night flower scent here. It would have been strange if there were.

"No. Let's not look."

This was where people captured by the Villain Association were used as breeding material for monsters. Optima grabbed the doorknob and was about to twist it, but then let go.
Quite some time had passed, so there couldn't be anything alive in there. Looking inside would only cause heartache.

Optima deliberately averted her gaze and moved on.



* * *



She passed countless rooms, one after another.

"Finally!"

Optima's eyes sparkled as she surveyed a room where the circuits were still alive.
This place hadn't escaped the effects of the laboratory's collapse either. But the terminal was still working. The electricity was still on.

"Let's see..."

Rushing to the terminal, Optima inserted something into it. It was a USB drive, a rectangular format still commonly used.

Pababababat-!

As soon as she inserted the USB, the terminal's screen rapidly changed. It automatically accessed the database and displayed a screen.

[ ID         :          ]
[ PASSWORD :         ]

"H, I, R, Y, S... and B, I, R, Y, S."

She typed in the English words with hunt-and-peck typing, followed by the password. She didn't know what significance these had.
She was simply following Foriner's instructions, who had looked into Iris O'Brien's memories.

[ Administrator No. 3 Iris O'Brien. Welcome. ]

Flash! The screen changed, completing the login. Administrator privileges for the database. This didn't mean an Admin who managed the database, but rather the authority to access high-level information.

"So..."

After gaining administrator privileges, there was a common password.

[ Talkers peek Thug D-day ]

The Villain Association was essentially annihilated on the day Engia Keplux arrived. Though remnants existed, they weren't significant enough to matter. They were just slightly powerful thugs, so naturally, there was no one to manage this database.
As a result, the password remained unchanged.

Staring intently at the keyboard while entering each word, Optima began searching for the information she wanted in the database, as instructed by Foriner.

"Surely, there must be an explanation here about the device that controls the factor."

The information in the Villain Association's database was vast. Rather than each research facility using a separate database, they were all managed under one unified database.
This meant it would take forever to search through everything individually.

[ To control Kim Woo-Jin, a clone prepared for the absence of executives, the factor in his body... ]

"This is it."

Using the search function to its fullest, she finally found the information.
Optima's eyes lit up as she began the process of transferring the information as Foriner had instructed.

"Seriously, what's he so worried about? Isn't he treating me like too much of an idiot?"

Optima pouted as she looked at the communication terminal. It contained instructions from Foriner on how to store the information.

"Well then."

While copying the information, curiosity drove Optima to browse through other information. There might be something that could help her.

[ Author: Cha Jin-Ho ]

"What's this?"

After browsing for a while, what caught Optima's attention was the name Cha Jin-Ho.
Kim Se-Won's father. And the man who used Kim Ha-Yoon merely as a surrogate.
The man Optima had personally finished off.

"Why could Cha Jin-Ho access the database...? No, if he was even writing entries..."

Surprisingly, Cha Jin-Ho might have held quite a high position in the Villain Association.
He was an A-class hero, after all, so he must have been at least above the lowest ranks.

Optima's eyes sparkled with curiosity.

[ First, I want to clarify that this project is a subspecies of the clone project being conducted by the Association. ]

"...!!"

Optima was startled and widened her eyes.
This meant that Cha Jin-Ho had known about the existence of clones for a long time and had been involved with the Villain Association.

[ The main purpose of this project is to cultivate specialized humans. ]

Optima's mouth remained open in shock.
The reason Cha Jin-Ho had approached many women and spread his bloodline wasn't just to have talented children.

He was aiming for a pseudo-reincarnation using humans who were very similar to himself, especially those with "talent."

"That's a relief."

Optima sighed with relief as she continued reading Cha Jin-Ho's report.

This project had a fundamental problem.
It was a subspecies of cloning, but not a clone. They couldn't use the equipment for cultivating clones.

As a result, they had to cultivate directly in "human bodies," which drastically reduced productivity. With low productivity, it was difficult to see proper results.
Additionally, since the project wasn't highly prioritized within the Association, he had to find surrogate mothers on his own.

This was a plan that Cha Jin-Ho had to carry out alone, by himself, for himself.
Fortunately, this meant the number of victims was relatively small.

"This is..."

At the very bottom of the report was a list of his experimental subjects.
The highest rating was B. The rest ranged from D to F.

And this included Optima's boyfriend, Kim Se-Won.

[ Kim Se-Won: Overall Evaluation F ]
[ Potential: Control - Almost no possibility of awakening ]

"Did he evaluate Se-Won properly?"

It was a puzzling evaluation.
According to Cha Jin-Ho's assessment, Kim Se-Won was no different from an ordinary person. However, the growth she had witnessed in Kim Se-Won didn't match Cha Jin-Ho's evaluation at all.

"Se-Won is someone who trains extremely hard."

He clearly lacks talent. But does that warrant such a harsh F rating? No.
Moreover, his control is exceptional enough that he can create telekinetic tentacles, a feat that even other A-class heroes can't accomplish.

"Maybe revenge drove Se-Won's growth."

Perhaps his determination had overcome the barriers of talent. Despite any issues with the curriculum, if he could rank among the top at the academy, this seemed right.

"Does Se-Won know? Does his mother know?"

It might be better if they didn't know.
There was no need for them to learn now that their lives had been created and used for one man's reincarnation.
Knowing would only bring pain.

Especially since the object of revenge was already gone.

"What should I do? No, now that I know this, I don't have the courage to face Se-Won..."

If she saw Kim Se-Won, she might unconsciously give him a look of sympathy.
And the perceptive Kim Se-Won would surely press her to find out why she was looking at him that way.

"...Alright. I'll tell the kids about dropping out later. After I arrive at The Front Line. I'll send a message then."

After much deliberation, Optima finally made a decision and operated the terminal.
Though it felt unsettling, it seemed best to extract this information too. Following the process Foriner had taught her, she copied this information as well and inserted it into the USB.

Crack!

As soon as she extracted all the information, the communication terminal shut off. It was completely broken.

Ch.335 - How To Turn Your Life Around In An Instant
A week had already passed since the new year began.
I was sitting in a quietly moving car, staring blankly at the scenery outside.

*Should I just tell them properly?*

Still, I hadn't told my friends that I had dropped out of school.
I had resolved to tell them countless times, but I couldn't bring myself to do it.
I couldn't bear to see their disappointed faces. The thought of hearing their voices was painful. When I considered sending a message instead, their hurt expressions immediately appeared in my mind.
Above all, I couldn't bring myself to say that I had to part ways with friends I'd grown close to over the past year.

*Se-Won will... be fine, I think.*

The hardest person to talk to was Se-Won.
I couldn't tell him that he was born only to be used. Even if I tried to hide it, I wasn't confident I could keep it from him properly.

*He'll be disappointed. A lot. So much.*

More than anything, he might feel betrayed since his girlfriend, who he thought would always be by his side, suddenly disappeared.

Since I know how terrible, sticky, and deeply penetrating the feeling of betrayal can be, I've been hesitating until now.
I'm such a fool.

"Miss, we'll arrive soon."

A calm voice came from the front.
It was Chris Bizal, who had taken on the role of driver after spending time caring for the clone girls.

"Yes."

Only then did I realize that the scenery before me was familiar.

A massive wall rising high as if rejecting enemy intrusion—the last bastion.

"Thank you for your work. Please send my regards to the children as well."
"Yes."

I quietly slipped some cash to Chris Bizal. I had asked him for a favor.
To buy some snacks for the children.

As I got out of the car, a familiar scent brushed my nose.
A smell I had grown accustomed to over five years. A place that could be called my second home.

I had come to The Front Line.



* * *



Academy graduation ceremonies are quick.
Quick, but this year's was even quicker.

One reason was that the Academy had collapsed due to an unexpected incident.

Another was the arrival of Engia Keplux, The Mute One's declaration of war, and the once again changed situation at The Front Line.
Because of this, they needed to supply new forces as quickly as possible, train them, and help them adapt.

The Front Line suddenly called in rookie heroes a few days early. Though the rookies might complain about this, they couldn't refuse.
All newly graduated heroes from the Academy had to go through The Front Line. There were no exceptions.
Rookie heroes would serve at The Front Line for at least two to three years, gaining experience before deciding whether to stay, be assigned to a city, or accept a corporate scout offer.

"Ah~ We're finally heroes now."
"Why are you so excited? You idiot, don't tell me you couldn't sleep last night?"
"Ah, you caught me?"

The bus transporting the rookie heroes to The Front Line was noisy.
Most felt anxiety or anticipation about The Front Line, which they had only heard about through words or media.

Meanwhile, those who had connections with seniors already at The Front Line were swelling with pride, thinking that they, as Academy "elites," would receive a grand welcome.
Their faces already showed pride and arrogance.

A prime example was Jin Cheon-myeong, a man who had made a name for himself in the third year.

"I heard Academy graduates get luxurious private rooms?"
"Heh, I'll have to brag to my girlfriend later."
"Ah! Hey, look! Those people lined up over there! Aren't they heroes?"
"They're welcoming us so grandly. I guess elites like us get different treatment, huh?"

Through the front window of the bus, they could see heroes lined up.
There were about 900 people on the buses. Not everyone thought this way, but there were definitely those like Jin Cheon-myeong who considered themselves "elites" and were filled with arrogance.

"Hey, Cheon-myeong. When was the last time you contacted that senior you said you were close with?"
"Why? I cut him off after getting what I needed from him. It was about... half a year ago? Maybe longer."
"No, you mentioned something about red uniforms before. But none of the people over there are wearing red uniforms?"
"Huh? You're right. And there's no one wearing faded blue clothes either. ...Ah, who cares. Things might have changed. Those black outfits look good too. I think they'd suit me well."
"Yeah, right."

Chuckling, Jin Cheon-myeong, the leader of these somewhat delinquent-looking individuals, looked at the heroes before him and anticipated a comfortable, glamorous, and revered life.
He imagined ordering around heroes from schools other than the Academy and enjoying a comfortable two or three years.

"Oh."

As soon as the excited Jin Cheon-myeong got off the bus, the heroes began to move in unison.
Seeing the orderly, disciplined heroes, he already felt smug.

Watching them approach, he was reminded of his childhood visits to his father's company.
It was just like when adults welcomed him as soon as he arrived at the company entrance.

"Haha! What are we that you welcome us like this!"

His voice burst out in smugness.
Jin Cheon-myeong spread his arms wide to welcome the group of heroes greeting them.

"Huh?"

He tried to welcome them.

The heroes glanced at Jin Cheon-myeong and the other rookies, then rushed past them toward somewhere else.
The heroes' eyes seemed to say, "What's wrong with this idiot?"

"You moron."
"Shut up!"

A friend beside him mocked him. Fortunately, he hadn't shown his own excitement, though he had felt it inside.

"Damn it..."

Jin Cheon-myeong's face turned bright red as he suppressed his anger. It was utterly humiliating.
He could feel the stares from his classmates and other graduates.

Screech. Behind the fuming Jin Cheon-myeong, a car came to a stop.

"But who could possibly..."

Who could be so important that heroes would flock to welcome them? Someone more impressive than himself? Jin Cheon-myeong turned around with an irritated expression.

"What the hell?"

And then he saw her.
A girl quietly getting out of the car.
A girl with platinum hair bathed in sunlight.
The Academy first-year student known to the world as the "Saint"—Eun-Ha.

The heroes who had rushed over quickly formed two lines, creating a path to The Front Line's entrance.

"Welcome! Saint!"

Jin Cheon-myeong stared blankly at the heroes shouting as if rehearsed.

"What is this?"

His pride was hurt.
It was unfair that they, who would be spending years together, were treated coldly while Eun-Ha, still just a first-year, was treated with such reverence.
Such a welcome should have been for the graduates, for him, not for that girl.

"Wow, it's the Saint."
"She's cute even from a distance."
"Isn't she pretty?"
"Both, actually."

The graduates began to whisper at Eun-Ha's appearance. Eun-Ha had rarely interacted with second and third-year students, so few had actually seen her in person.
In fact, they had seen her more often in videos than at the Academy.

"I bought her figurine. It was really expensive."
"You otaku."
"Yeah~ I don't care because she's so pretty~"

Jin Cheon-myeong was extremely irritated by the whispering around him.
Crunch! He bit his lip and clenched his fist.

"They all gathered just to see a girl like her? While we're treated like leftovers?"
"What can we do? She's really famous."
"She's only famous because of her backing. It's just media manipulation. In reality, she's just a caged miss who can't do anything...!"

This wasn't the first time this had happened.
"A rare ability user has appeared!"
"A student with the potential to become an S-class hero has emerged!"
"An unprecedented genius!" and so on.

It was relatively common for unremarkable individuals to be elevated through media manipulation.

Just a girl with good looks who happened to gain a special ability and became famous due to strong backing—in reality, just as unremarkable as others.
Jin Cheon-myeong believed Eun-Ha was one of these. Therefore, her healing power couldn't be that useful either.

"Acting high and mighty when she's just a puppet in a scripted play."

Jin Cheon-myeong directed his anger at Eun-Ha, frustrated at being treated like leftovers.

"No, I think she's the real deal?"
"Think about it. No matter how unusual an ability is, there's always been at least one person with it in the past. But what about her? She has the power to heal people? Be realistic. There's never been a case of an unprecedented power suddenly appearing."

So that girl is just an actress in a well-scripted play. And they are the poor victims suffering because of that play.
Jin Cheon-myeong ignored his friend's words and pushed his own twisted logic.

Anger and inferiority turned his eyes away from the truth.

"Is that so?"
"I've heard rumors too..."
"Rumors are just rumors! She was active at The Front Line? Doing what? If you saw the leaked videos, you'd know! All she does is cheer from behind!"

Jin Cheon-myeong had seen the videos too.
Scenes of her healing injured people. Granting power that could turn chaotic battle situations around at once.
Footage of her activities at The Front Line.
He had seen many videos on YouTube or TV.

"Is that right?"
"I haven't actually seen her in person..."
"But would they really pull such a scam? It would be exposed immediately."

As Jin Cheon-myeong angrily spoke, opinions began to divide.

*Just a bit more!*

He could see that if he pushed a little more, more people would take his side.

"Would they pull such a scam? Have there never been scammers before? You know who my father is, right? If people like him want to create someone like her, they can do it easily!"
"The executive director of Cheonil..."
"That does make sense."

It was truly ironic.
The graduates were being swayed by Jin Cheon-myeong's baseless claims.

This was because Jin Cheon-myeong's father held a very high position at Cheonil. Anyone living in South Korea would inevitably understand how significant the executive director of Cheonil was.
His arrogance and pride came from having his father's backing.

And the graduates' growing doubt made sense when considering his father's influence.

"We need to teach that arrogant girl a lesson. Who's the senior and who's the junior. Who deserves better treatment. Don't you agree?"

A first-year rumored to be pretty and cute.
Yes, in the end, she's just a first-year. Just a girl who will soon become a second-year.

It doesn't make sense that a mere first-year would receive better treatment than them, the graduates.

This phenomenon arose due to the unfortunate lack of information exchange between grades.
With about a thousand students per grade, even famous incidents within one grade rarely spread to others.

Similarly, first-years would hardly know about Jin Cheon-myeong's infamy. Only those who had directly experienced it would know.

*I'll make you pay dearly...!*

No matter how skilled she might be, no one except someone like In Ha-ram from the first year could stop him.
Jin Cheon-myeong's anger gradually subsided. His eyes gleamed. He swallowed hard, looking at Eun-Ha's fair skin, imagining what lay beneath her clothes.

Ch.336 - How To Turn Your Life Around In An Instant
Eun-Ha, who had no idea that Jin Cheon-Myeong harbored a grudge against her, blankly received the heroes' welcoming greetings.

"Welcome!"
"We've been waiting for your arrival!"
"I wish to stand on the same battlefield with you again, miss!"

None of them showed any darkness on their faces. They welcomed Eun-Ha's appearance with bright expressions.

Eun-Ha's arrival was somewhat sudden. Just this morning, when news spread that Eun-Ha would be coming to The Front Line, everyone was startled.

For this special guest's visit, the heroes hurriedly cleaned the entire barracks and paid attention to their appearance. One might think they wouldn't appreciate wasting energy on such chores in a place where they risked their lives daily, but none of the heroes seemed to mind Eun-Ha's arrival.

Because her presence significantly increased the number of survivors and boosted morale. Moreover, she was someone who could cleanly wash away old wounds and pain, generously bestowing that grace. How could they not welcome such a person?

The result was this excessive welcome.

"Um, it's been a long time."

Eun-Ha erased her awkward expression and greeted the two people standing before her. They were Lee Tae-Seong and Jo Ye-Eun, subordinates of Kim Yong-Jun, whom she had once been indebted to.

"You seem to have changed a lot since I last saw you."
"Ah, really? I don't think so."
"Save the small talk for later. Right now, someone important is calling for you, miss."
"For me?"

Lee Tae-Seong, who was always irritable and grumbling, spoke in a somewhat subdued voice. Eun-Ha was surprised by his change. Of course, she was also surprised that someone important suddenly wanted to see her.

"While you were away, a new commander was assigned. Don't worry. He's authoritative but not as ill-mannered as the previous commander or his cronies."
"I see."

Though she didn't understand fully, she could guess enough. Anyone at The Front Line would have either experienced her power firsthand or heard and seen it.

The recently arrived commander had only heard rumors about her, but he must intellectually understand how important Eun-Ha's position was at The Front Line. Moreover, this commander was probably someone connected to Foriner. Naturally, he would be interested in her.

"Well, shall we go?"
"Your luggage has been placed in your room. You can organize it later."
"Should I help you, sis?"
"No. I should do it myself. It feels strange to receive too much special treatment."

Eun-Ha followed Lee Tae-Seong and Jo Ye-Eun, leaving behind the heroes' excessive welcome.



* * *



"Welcome. Or should I say... welcome, young lady who has contracted with a Transcendent."

When Eun-Ha was guided to the commander's office by the two, an old man wearing a uniform similar to military attire greeted her. A shiny bald head. His distinctive feature was his white but bushy beard. Despite looking old and frail, his eyes shone sharply.

"Please speak comfortably."

After briefly examining the commander, Eun-Ha bowed her head modestly.

*Indeed, as I thought, he knows. That I'm contracted with Foriner.*

He must have had direct contact with Foriner before. That is, regardless of his character, he must be someone Foriner would take notice of. Eun-Ha thought she could trust him somewhat as she accepted his guidance.

"Bring some tea. It's one of this old man's few hobbies. No need to decline."
"Ah, yes."

This was quite different from Lee Tae-Seong's description of "authoritative." Eun-Ha tried to hide her confusion as she sat on the sofa he indicated and waited for the commander.

"The reason I called you here after your long journey is simple."

The commander brought tea with skilled hands, proving his hobby was real. The tea in the elegant set had a red hue.

"It may seem ridiculous to rely on the power of a girl who isn't even an adult yet, but we need your strength. I'd like you to stay here at least until the situation stabilizes."
"Is the situation that bad? ...Hot!"
"Drink slowly. I won't say anything."

She took a sip of tea while listening and responding to the commander. As expected, the freshly brewed tea was too hot. Eun-Ha slightly stuck out her scalded tongue. It was so hot she couldn't even taste it.

The commander's eyes watching her had a warm light.

"Until the situation stabilizes..."
"Whether that's one year or ten years, nobody knows. Well, you're still young with a bright future ahead, so you can do that much, can't you?"

Unlike his warm gaze, his words weren't warm at all.

"I'm certain you'll be of great help to us at The Front Line. However, you should know we can't let you live too freely. This is the frontline that protects humanity by binding and commanding people with discipline."

*His tone is somewhat... Lee Tae-Seong was right after all.*

Eun-Ha blew on her tea with teary eyes, hoping it would cool down a bit.

*I don't dislike it.*

His words were forceful and authoritative. Nevertheless, Eun-Ha didn't dislike the old man before her. Anyway, to fulfill her purpose and achieve her goal, she had no choice but to stay at The Front Line.

Of course, she would leave The Front Line at times, but she would return. So regardless of how many years it took, Eun-Ha would stay at The Front Line as the commander said.

Eun-Ha needed to become stronger. She needed a place to hone herself.

"Of course, I'll reward you accordingly for your achievements."
"I understand."

Clack. Eun-Ha carefully put down the hot teacup and met the commander's eyes.

"You were directly chosen by Foriner, right? Naturally, you can't be an obstacle to achieving my goals."
"Oh?"
"I'll follow your orders while I'm at The Front Line, but I want you to know there's a limit to that."

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.
Eun-Ha responded with a similarly forceful and stubborn attitude.

"Hahaha! What an impudent girl!"

The commander burst into laughter after hearing Eun-Ha's words.
Bold and impudent.
Not bad.

After all, Eun-Ha wasn't saying she would act recklessly. By deliberately mentioning the Transcendent behind her, she was asking him not to constrain her too much.

She might ignore the commander's orders at times, but only when she deemed it necessary for her purpose and goals.

It was like saying she would obey willingly as long as neither crossed the line.

"Hmm... Very well. Oh my, I forgot to introduce myself."

The commander stroked his beard as he looked at Eun-Ha.
Slender but firm-willed.
Determination could be felt from her clear emerald eyes.

Soon to be a second-year academy student, was she? Despite having a bright future ahead after entering the academy, she had a reason to throw herself into this place.

The commander liked Eun-Ha.

*My tongue still hurts. I want to go to my room quickly. Should I just leave? I've already made it clear I won't always follow orders anyway.*

...Of course, the more highly the commander evaluated Eun-Ha, the more disappointed he would be when he discovered her true nature.

"My name is Jung Jung-Hyun. Saint Virginia."
"I'm Shin Eun-Ha. Pleased to meet you."

Jung Jung-Hyun extended his hand.
A hand covered in scars and calluses. A hand that showed what path he had walked.

Eun-Ha smiled as she grasped the rough hand.

*This person has impressive muscles despite his age.*

It was the joy of meeting someone of her kind.

Jung Jung-Hyun felt Eun-Ha's hand wrapped in his for a while. It felt so fragile that it might break with just a little pressure.

Moreover, the touch of her hand was unbelievably soft. Like touching his granddaughter's hand.
Yes. If his dead granddaughter were alive, she would be just like this.

"I'll change what I said."

Jung Jung-Hyun saw his dead granddaughter in Eun-Ha. Though they didn't resemble each other at all, his heart ached after feeling touched by Eun-Ha's words.

"If you keep me company occasionally, I'll provide you with conveniences."

His granddaughter had also been bold.
While his children and daughter-in-law were awkward around him, that cheeky little one would approach him confidently.

*"When I grow up, I'll be an amazing hero! I'll protect you, grandpa! I know your back is ruined!"
"You little rascal! This grandfather is still fine! Hanging around with that damned woman, you've even picked up her bad manners!"
"She's not a damned woman!! You're already bald! Baldy!!"
"Aish! Such a disrespectful kid!"*

Just as he did with his granddaughter, he wanted to lightly flick Eun-Ha's forehead, as her attitude resembled his granddaughter's.

*This is the problem with getting old.*

He had become unnecessarily emotional.
However, he couldn't change his words again once he had changed them.

"Keep you company...?"
"It's nothing much. Just visit occasionally when you feel like it."

His large hand grasped the teacup and gulped down the tea. The cup that still had steam rising from it was emptied instantly.

*How uncivilized!*

Eun-Ha knew the tea was still steaming. Was this person's esophagus made of steel?

"In return, I get a reliable backer. Isn't that a good deal?"
"Ah..."

Eun-Ha couldn't answer easily.
Honestly, it was out of the blue.

It was so sudden that she doubted his sincerity about providing conveniences in exchange for keeping him company.

*What's his hidden agenda?*

Eun-Ha briefly postponed her answer and glanced around. Focused on Jung Jung-Hyun in front of her, she hadn't properly observed her surroundings.

Then one object in the room caught her eye. She stood up abruptly and walked toward it. There was a small photograph there.

A photo with many people including Go Jo-Rim and Jung Jung-Hyun.
And in the center was Hong Yu-Jin.

"I'll do it."

Eun-Ha said while stroking the frame.
How good it was that he would provide conveniences just for keeping him company. Though it was so sudden that she was confused, if this person had been on the same battlefield as her mother, she could hear many stories.

"That's sudden. Honestly, judging by your reaction, I thought you would refuse."
"Well."

Eun-Ha smiled broadly as she held up the frame to Jung Jung-Hyun.

"It seems you know my mother, so why not?"
"What?!"

Jung Jung-Hyun jumped up with wide eyes.
Mother.
MOTHER????

His head was buzzing. Was he going senile? Had he misheard?
Jung Jung-Hyun knew the woman Eun-Ha's slender finger was pointing at.

"Th-th-th-that...!"

Jung Jung-Hyun trembled as he pointed at Hong Yu-Jin in the photo.

"You know that woman?!"
"Yes. She's my mother."
"Oh my."

Thud! Jung Jung-Hyun hit his smooth forehead and sighed.

"I wondered why you were so bold."

So she was that woman's child!

Jung Jung-Hyun felt intense dizziness and an inexplicable connection.



* * *



It took 10 minutes for Jung Jung-Hyun to return to normal.
He pressed the corners of his eyes firmly to suppress his headache. Jung Jung-Hyun couldn't figure out how to deal with that troublemaker's daughter. No, this wasn't the time. He had something he was asked to do.

"First, regarding Black Swan, that woman... I have mountains of things I want to talk about, but before that. There's someone who wants to speak with you."
"With me?"
"Come in."

Without answering Eun-Ha's question, he called someone in. Jung Jung-Hyun really didn't want to believe that Eun-Ha was the daughter of Hong Yu-Jin, the troublemaker incarnate.

*Somehow I thought she resembled my granddaughter and that troublemaker...*

If she was Black Swan Hong Yu-Jin's daughter, it made sense.

"I'll leave you two alone. Have a good talk."
"No, wait. Just a moment...!"

Despite Eun-Ha's protests, Jung Jung-Hyun left.

The person who entered in his place was a middle-aged man with an expression that seemed to bear all the world's worries.

"Hello."
"Ah, yes... Hello..."
"I am this kind of person... No, I'll speak directly. Saint."

The middle-aged man started to take something out from his chest but hesitated and bowed his head deeply.
He truly looked like a life full of worries and concerns.

*What is it? What's going on? What is this about??*

Eun-Ha didn't know how to deal with this sudden change of conversation partner.

"I am Jin Je-Hyun, Executive Director of Cheonil Group."
"Executive Director... Why would someone like you come all the way here to see me?"

An Executive Director is usually not an ordinary busy person.
Moreover, if Cheonil's headquarters was far from here.
Why would someone who should have heavy footsteps come to The Front Line, specifically to meet her? Eun-Ha couldn't understand.

"The reason is..."

While Eun-Ha was confused, Jin Je-Hyun slowly began to explain his circumstances.

Ch.337 - How To Turn Your Life Around In An Instant
I already felt my energy draining completely.

"Haah."

I let out a deep sigh as I entered the room.
From my first day at The Front Line, meeting the Supreme Commander and various other people had left me exhausted.

"Still. This might become my daily routine from now on."

I need to get used to it. I chose to walk not a path of flowers, but one of flames.
To begin with, I already know three S-class heroes personally. Knowing such amazing people and being Foriner's contractor, I have no reason to feel overwhelmed.

"From now on... I'll really have to live at a hectic pace."

Leaning against the door, I think about my future plans. Though "plans" might be too generous a term for the slightly—very slightly—reckless thing I'm about to do.
Others would strongly oppose it if they knew, but it's necessary for me. I had no intention of hesitating.

When I turned on the light with a click, I saw my luggage placed in the middle of the room. There were no signs it had been opened. As requested, they had simply moved it here.

I walk past my luggage with weary steps.
Plop, I sit down on the familiar bed.
I had no intention of unpacking right away. There was something else I needed to do first.

I turn on my communication terminal and pull up my address book.
In a separate group were three friends, labeled not by their real names but by nicknames.

"...Should I do it?"

After keeping my eyes closed for a moment, I made my decision.
I can't hesitate forever.
I can't go back on a decision I've already made.

What would Se-Won think of me? Would he hate me? Be disappointed? Feel hurt?
I don't know.

One thing is certain: no matter how anxious I feel, I won't back down from what I'm about to do.

I sent a message to my friends informing them that I had dropped out of the academy.



* * *



About two hours after Eun-Ha arrived at The Front Line.
After meeting Jung Jung-Hyun, talking with Jin Je-Hyun, and meeting Jung Jung-Hyun again to deliver her message.

In-Ha-Ram, Han Chae-Eun, and Kim Se-Won gathered at a café in the city after receiving an urgent call.
The person who called them was none other than Yang Se-Hee.

"You even called out Sua. Did something happen?"

Why the sudden urgent call? Han Chae-Eun looked at Yang Se-Hee with a questioning face.

Her usually small and timid face looked extremely serious compared to normal. She seemed so tense that she might hide in a mouse hole at any moment.

*I wonder if Eun-Ha wasn't called...*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won looked around thinking about the girl who wasn't present, Eun-Ha.
Did she not call Eun-Ha? Or has she just not arrived yet?

He hadn't been able to contact her properly these past few days because he'd been so busy.
If Yang Se-Hee hadn't called, he would have been having a short phone call with her around this time.

Converting the items seized from Iris O'Brien into Blue Diamond. And training. More training.
The plan laid out by the two Transcendents was incredibly harsh.
Because of this, he finally had some free time only today.

"I-I heard it by chance. Just by chance."

Han Chae-Eun, In-Ha-Ram, Kim Se-Won, and Ko Su-A.
Yang Se-Hee was sweating profusely as she received the gazes of all four people. With her hands clasped together, she darted trembling glances at everyone.

Han Chae-Eun unconsciously gulped at Yang Se-Hee's uncharacteristically serious demeanor. What could possibly make her act like this?

Her curiosity was piqued.
The timid girl must have a reason to go this far.

"I-I came to check because I heard the school had collapsed, and I really heard it by chance..."

Ko Su-A's eyes trembled anxiously. It looked like she might burst into tears at any moment.

"E-Eun-Ha dropped out!"

And then incredibly shocking words flowed from her mouth.

"What?!"

Something no one had expected. Even In-Ha-Ram, who always exuded a dignified and cold aura, was shocked enough to cry out.

"Wait, is that true? Not just a rumor?"

The biggest reaction, of course, came from Kim Se-Won. He hadn't been able to contact her for a few days, and now this news about her dropping out.

*She didn't say a word to me.*

To him of all people!

"Eek!"
"Tell me. I'm not angry."
"Kim Se-Won. Calm down. Your eyes are scary. You only say you're calm."

He looked like he might pounce on Yang Se-Hee at any moment. Yang Se-Hee shrank her shoulders and trembled at Kim Se-Won's intensity.

"Ah... sorry."

Belatedly realizing his state after In-Ha-Ram's words, he bowed his head slightly and sat down.

What could have possibly happened to make her make such a decision? Kim Se-Won stared intently at Yang Se-Hee, feeling both hurt and worried.

"Ah, um, yes... That's right. I-I was so surprised that I kept asking, but it's true... Teacher Choi Cheol-Jin said so... When I went to see the state of the academy, Teacher Choi Cheol-Jin was there..."

Yang Se-Hee bowed her head deeply and slowly recited her memory.
Why she went to the academy. What the academy looked like. Who was there. How she met Choi Cheol-Jin and what they talked about.

She explained the situation as best she could.

To summarize her words, "Eun-Ha dropped out and went to The Front Line."

"The Front Line?!"
"Without saying a word to us..."
"Come to think of it, I heard that the executive director's son went to The Front Line recently. Eun-Ha might get caught up in troublesome matters."
"W-what? The Front Line? Why would she go there? Huh? Am I the only one who doesn't know?"

Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, In-Ha-Ram, and Ko Su-A who still didn't understand what was happening.
After Yang Se-Hee finished her explanation, they all had different reactions.

"B-but! Is what Teacher Choi Cheol-Jin said really true? Not just speculation or something?"

She didn't understand what was happening, but she was interested. Ko Su-A thought there must be a reason why her former "rival" Eun-Ha suddenly disappeared.
But that's only if she really disappeared.

Was what Choi Cheol-Jin said true, or was it just a rumor he passed on to Yang Se-Hee? That's what she wanted to know first.

"W-well..."

Ding-

At that moment, the communication terminals of three people rang simultaneously.
Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In-Ha-Ram's terminals.

The three immediately understood the significance of their terminals ringing at the same time.

[I dropped out. I'm at The Front Line now.]

When they checked their terminals, sure enough, a message from Eun-Ha had arrived.
It was a brief message with no explanation of the circumstances.

"So it seems the rumor is actually true."

In-Ha-Ram held his head and answered Ko Su-A's question.
It wasn't a rumor; Eun-Ha had really gone to The Front Line.

"...What is she, a tiger? The timing is uncanny."
"More like a rabbit than a tiger. Eun-Ha is."

At Han Chae-Eun's quip, Kim Se-Won smiled slightly and replied. The word "rabbit" reminded him of when she had suddenly popped out from under a desk.

*Eun-Ha, who gets lonely easily, must have a clear reason for suddenly disappearing.*

"There must be a reason..."

Kim Se-Won looked at his communication terminal with a bitter expression.
He felt very hurt. Couldn't she have at least given him a hint, of all people?

At the same time, he tried to guess what Eun-Ha might be thinking.

Maybe she thought her resolve would waver if she had to talk while looking at his face or her friends' faces.

*No, that's not it. She might have thought her resolve would waver. But... the bigger reason is probably because of me.*

Even if she could tell the other friends, she couldn't tell him.
If she had told him face-to-face that she was dropping out and going to The Front Line, Kim Se-Won himself would have said he'd go too.
It was obvious. That's what he would have done.

Always. Everywhere, he wanted to be by Eun-Ha's side to protect her. He wanted to be with her.
Eun-Ha. And Jae-Yu.
The girl who was both two and one.
Forever.

He would have dropped out of the academy too, becoming a middle school dropout. Eun-Ha probably didn't want Kim Se-Won's future to be plunged into darkness because of her.

*So what should I do?*

Kim Se-Won bowed his head deeply, searching for a solution.

It might be wishful thinking, but if his thoughts were correct, was it best to just stay put? Did he have to spend the long two years at the academy?

He couldn't find an answer right away.
Kim Se-Won's face hardened seriously.

"Haah. What is this, really?"

A big sigh burst from Ko Su-A's mouth as she watched this. The atmosphere had become heavy as Kim Se-Won started to seriously contemplate.

"Why is he so stupid?"

Ko Su-A crossed her arms and looked at Kim Se-Won with a pathetic expression. Kim Se-Won looked at her with an expression asking what she meant.

*Seriously.*

Even without any information, she could tell in this atmosphere.

*So the reason Eun-Ha wasn't after my brother was because she was dating Kim Se-Won.*

She didn't know exactly when they started dating. Eun-Ha had probably had feelings for Kim Se-Won for a long time.
Come to think of it, there was a strange current flowing between them at school. She had been watching since the second semester, and they seemed to be getting closer as time passed.

In other words, the women targeting Ko Soon-Jo were herself and women other than Eun-Ha. With her biggest rival gone, she felt relieved, but also frustrated.

That Eun-Ha was dating a guy like him. What a waste.

"Why don't you just go? To The Front Line. Didn't she say Eun-Ha went to The Front Line? Then just go."

Tap tap, Ko Su-A's finger pointed at Yang Se-Hee. Yang Se-Hee was startled by the sudden attention and shrank her shoulders.

"Why do you need to think so seriously about such a simple problem?"

Ko Su-A crossed her arms and faced Kim Se-Won, who was staring blankly at her.
Tsk, she clicked her tongue without realizing it. Kim Se-Won's expression seemed to be asking "How?"

"Even if you can't settle there permanently, you could go on weekends, right? Of course, we'd need someone to help us get there..."

Ko Su-A muttered, avoiding Kim Se-Won's gaze.

She spoke up because it was frustrating, but thinking about it, unless there was a special reason, there probably wouldn't be anyone willing to take them to such a dangerous place as The Front Line.

"Ah! That's it!"

But contrary to Ko Su-A's expectation, the atmosphere lightened immediately. It was as if Ko Su-A's words were the answer.
Han Chae-Eun's face brightened as her eyes sparkled.

"Right, it's super simple~ Why didn't I think of this? Our Su-A is so clever~ Good job, good job~"
"W-wait! Don't treat me like a child!"
"What's wrong with that~ Thank you for telling us too, Se-Hee~"

She stretched her words as if really talking to a child. Han Chae-Eun ignored Ko Su-A's words and hugged both her and Yang Se-Hee at once.

"Just go... Indeed, there are people who can help."

In-Ha-Ram, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, nodded.
If they could just persuade Choi Cheol-Jin, they could go to The Front Line. Not just Choi Cheol-Jin, there was one more person who could help.

Hong Yu-Jin.
Eun-Ha's mother.
If she supported Kim Se-Won's relationship with Eun-Ha, she would certainly be helpful.

In-Ha-Ram immediately turned on his communication terminal.
Conversation, persuasion, and negotiation were his specialties.

*Right. We just need to go.*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was lost in thought.
Just go.
It was simple, why hadn't he thought of it? The sudden situation had blocked his mind so much that he couldn't even think of this.

Once he made up his mind, he could go right away. School hadn't reopened yet.

*I'll go and scold her.*

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist tightly under the table.
Even though she did it with him in mind, he still felt hurt.

He felt hurt.
Very much so.

As much as he felt hurt, he would scold her.
He would make her face him properly and pour out her true feelings.

*If it was really as I thought, I'll back down obediently. Even if I back down, I'll definitely visit once a week.*

The Front Line is quite far from the Academy District. It takes several hours by car. Just the round trip alone requires considerable stamina.
But that's okay. No matter how hard it is, he'll manage.
Kim Se-Won's eyes glistened with firm determination.

Ch.338 - How To Turn Your Life Around In An Instant
On the second day since Eun-Ha arrived at The Front Line.
The academy graduates who had transformed from hero aspirants to rookie heroes were sent to the battlefield from their very first day.
And from early morning, no less.

"I... thought I was... going to die..."

The rookie heroes were finally released as lunchtime approached.
Without exception, they all trudged toward the inner fortress in a state of complete exhaustion.

They couldn't tell if this was a dream or reality. It was hard to believe they were still alive.

Although they had entered the battlefield under the thorough protection of senior heroes, they hadn't even had time to feel protected.
That was understandable, considering this was their first experience of such a battlefield.

Monsters swarming relentlessly, the unceasing sounds of war. Splattered blood, constant vibrations.
Shouts and howls, groans and screams.
The battlefield, with its chaotic mixture of sounds, was a nightmare for these newcomers.

"Nothing beats real combat for teaching the kids."
"The kids from other schools are coming in about a month after these academy ones, right?"
"Yeah. I can already picture those rookies smirking at these ones."

Meanwhile, the heroes who were already accustomed to the battlefield watched the juniors ahead with satisfied smiles, their shoulders relaxed.
Some reminisced about when they were in the same position, while others worried whether these rookies would manage well in the future.

And in their minds was the firm belief that "repeated real combat is the only answer."
Just as they had done, these rookies would eventually fulfill their roles through repeated battlefield experience.
At the very least, they would avoid looking so lost in actual combat.

"When I see them like that, I really wonder why that young lady is so calm."
"She was composed even in the rear areas where monsters could attack at any moment. Several broke through today, but she handled them calmly, didn't she? Hopping around like a rabbit."
"Do you think we missed something? Maybe she's been at The Front Line for a while already?"
"Nah, no way."

Their conversation had naturally shifted to Eun-Ha. Watching the rookies reminded them of her.
The heroes wondered about Eun-Ha, who had perfectly adapted to the battlefield from her first appearance.

Eun-Ha had never once been overwhelmed by the atmosphere of the battlefield, despite being in the "rear area," which was relatively safe.
The heroes found this fact hard to believe.

*That bitch... again!*

Grind! Her teeth clenched.
Being at the back of the rookie formation, Jin Cheon-Myeong naturally overheard the heroes' casual conversation and forcefully clenched her fist despite her lack of strength.

It was like this everywhere.
They'd only been at The Front Line for a day, yet everywhere she went, stories about Eun-Ha reached her ears.

*This level of recognition means she must have powerful backing... No. She still can't beat me. Right. No matter how strong her backing is, she can't match an executive director of Cheonil Group. I don't know what tricks she used, but she seems to have established herself firmly at The Front Line. I'll expose her true face, reveal that she's nothing but a useless doll!*

People tend to view everything about someone they dislike through a distorted lens.
Hearing about Eun-Ha so much in just one day made Cheon-Myeong's anger grow steadily.

Manipulation upon manipulation. Such a fake existence was incredibly irritating.

*In 2-3 years, I'll be recognized by the Chairman and receive a bracelet too. The person with the highest chance of becoming Young Master Haram's partner in our generation is me! For someone like her to get on my bad side, Shin Eun-Ha, what an unfortunate woman.*

With her title as an academy graduate and a bright future ahead, she had nothing to worry about!

"Heh, hehehe...!"

Cheon-Myeong imagined Eun-Ha kneeling pathetically before her, begging.
Just thinking about it was satisfying. Executing justice in front of hundreds, thousands of people!

"Ugh!"

Suddenly, the procession ahead came to a halt.

"Hey! Why are you stopping so suddenly!"

Cheon-Myeong, who had been walking with her head down, bumped into the rookie hero in front of her and snapped irritably.
She had been enjoying pleasant thoughts, and being interrupted made her angry.

"Look at that."

The man walking ahead of Cheon-Myeong explained the situation with an awkward expression. His finger pointed beyond the procession.

"That's..."

Standing before the halted procession was a girl with a warm smile—Virginia.

"Good work on your first deployment."

Virginia greeted them with a smiling face. There was no particular reason. She just wanted to see what the academy graduates looked like.

*They're worse than the first-years.*

A rather harsh assessment followed. It differed somewhat from the heroes' evaluation.

Seeing their faces full of mental fatigue and lacking spirit, she felt disappointed. Virginia barely held back a sigh.

*It seems they didn't even notice I used Sacred Territory. I know first deployments are chaotic, but... these are supposed to be elites.*

Despite issues with the curriculum, the rookie heroes had combat abilities not much different from first-years who had just begun learning to control magical power.

Even then, they couldn't properly utilize their strength in their first battlefield experience, which made them worse than first-years considering they had spent three years at the academy.
The future looked bleak.

*I'm glad I accepted that person's request.*

There was a long way to go.
The atmosphere at The Front Line, which she hadn't visited in a while, had changed. The monsters coming down to break through had evolved.
Compared to before, the number of lower-ranked monsters had decreased.

She thought it was good that she had accepted that person's request.
With such a long road ahead, the sooner they started, the better.

*And then there's Cheon-Myeong... was that her name?*

Virginia's gaze turned to Cheon-Myeong, who was slouching and snickering. Seeing her reminded Virginia of her conversation with Jin Je-Hyeon, whom she had suddenly been called to meet privately.

*"I've heard that the Holy Maiden has been teaching fellow students in the same year. So I'd like to make a request."*

That's what Jin Je-Hyeon had said.
Just as she had taught the first-years, he wanted her to teach the rookie heroes as well.

*"He may be an unworthy son, but he's my only flesh and blood."*

Especially, he asked her to keep an eye on his son, Jin Cheon-Myeong.

*That's what happens when you spoil a child too much.*

Virginia suppressed a sigh and smiled brightly.

Jin Je-Hyeon's story didn't end there.

It was a common occurrence.
Because he had spoiled his son too much, the boy frequently got into trouble.

When he was still a minor, Je-Hyeon could handle things himself, but not anymore. Now his son was at an age where he had to take responsibility for his actions.
So even though it might be too late, Je-Hyeon wanted to help his son come to his senses now, he said.

Meanwhile, the rookies who raised their heads at Virginia's voice felt a healing sensation when they saw her.
Her smile was like warm sunshine.
It felt like a gentle embrace for their tired bodies. Looking at Virginia's smile, it seemed as if their fatigue was disappearing.

Most felt this way.

"She looks so carefree."
"Yeah, rising to fame through manipulation."

Murmurs spread from the back of the rookie heroes' formation. These were people who had fallen for Cheon-Myeong's deception.
They were unaware of what grace they had received from Virginia on the battlefield.

The first deployment had left them with no room in their hearts.
They had to use all their strength just to take care of themselves.

Why they had no injuries, whether they could kill monsters, why no one around them was groaning in pain.
How they had survived despite being unable to use their powers properly.

None of these considerations were in their minds. They were busy badmouthing Virginia as soon as they saw her.

"Really, must be nice to be so carefree. Staying in the safe rear area. We risked our lives fighting from day one."
"Who's saying otherwise?"

They even sent resentful glances her way.

*This is pretty normal.*

Virginia wasn't particularly upset by the whispered slander.

That's what the first battlefield experience is like. Besides, if there are people who like you, there are also those who dislike you.
Excessive fans create haters. In other words, it's natural that if there are people who like you, there will also be those who dislike you.

*Come to think of it... if I hadn't dropped out, I would have been their senior too. The third-years graduated and came here.*

The graduation of third-years meant her own grade would have advanced, and new members would have joined.
Virginia, who hadn't particularly interacted with second or third-year students, suddenly realized how closed off her life had been.

*Chae-Eun said she knew some seniors.*

And In Haram had said he knew people too. Somehow, even Kim Se-Won did.

In other words, she was the only one who didn't know anyone! Not a single person!

Virginia let the slander go in one ear and out the other, busy feeling self-reproach for not having built proper connections with other grades at the academy.

As a Holy Maiden and magical girl, she had formed connections with S-class and A-class heroes, but she hadn't established proper relationships at the academy.
If it weren't for In Haram and Han Chae-Eun, the connections she'd made at the academy would have been close to zero.

"You must be hungry after coming out so early in the morning. Let's go have lunch."
"Can... can we eat together?"
"Hehe... shall we?"

But she didn't show it.
While feeling self-reproach inside, Virginia maintained her act and headed to the cafeteria with the rookie heroes.



* * *



"Tsk! Even the food here tastes terrible."

She blamed the menu for her lack of appetite. Jin Cheon-Myeong, whose mood had soured since returning from the battlefield, looked at her barely touched tray and stood up.

"Hey, where are you going?"
"I'm going to buy something. I heard there's a PX or something nearby."

Cheon-Myeong was about to leave the cafeteria in an irritable state.

"Wait a minute, you."

Just then, a black-haired woman with a ponytail stopped Cheon-Myeong. She approached with a stern expression.

"What?"
"What do you mean 'what'? You need to clean up after yourself. Aren't you an adult? Don't you know that? You can throw that tray away over there. Got it?"
"...Tsk! Who are you to tell me what to do?"

Her face contorted with anger. Cheon-Myeong didn't like being lectured by a woman she'd never seen before.

She was clearly someone of no importance. For such a person to dare lecture her was too presumptuous.

"What?"

The ponytailed woman, Jo Ye-Eun, stared blankly at Cheon-Myeong in disbelief.
She couldn't imagine someone would respond like this.

"Did you not receive any home training...?"

Not even basic manners.
Not even thinking about cleaning up after herself. Even a pampered young master wouldn't act like this.
The height of arrogance. Also, a fool who couldn't properly assess her situation.

This was Jo Ye-Eun's assessment of Jin Cheon-Myeong.

"Is she an idiot?"

Unlike Ye-Eun, the person next to her, Lee Tae-Sung, took action. While Ye-Eun was stunned in disbelief, Tae-Sung grabbed Cheon-Myeong as she tried to pass by.

"Ack!"

And slammed her to the floor.

"What's this? I barely used any strength and she fell on her own. Ah~ I get it. This is what happens when you don't eat properly. Tsk tsk, hey kid. Are you okay? That's why you should eat your food."

Tae-Sung mocked Cheon-Myeong as she rolled on the floor. He was actually surprised.

*I really didn't use much strength.*

Even for a rookie, being thrown down without putting up any resistance was unexpected.

"Maybe you should have eaten some manners before your food. Hmm?"

But he didn't stop his mockery.
Tae-Sung was from the academy. In other words, he was one of those who had been oppressed by the "red uniform" wearers until last year.
Naturally, he couldn't have good feelings toward academy graduates.

If they had been quiet and shown effort, it might have been different, but with such an unlikable attitude from the start, his hand moved instinctively.

"...Ah, hey! How could you throw her down like that! I knew that temper of yours was still a problem!"
"No, I didn't throw her down, I just pulled her slightly! She fell on her own. Hey, isn't that right? Say it's true."

Tae-Sung was genuinely baffled.
While he found her annoying, he had only intended to think it. He had just pulled her slightly, but she collapsed so pathetically that he was dumbfounded.

"Ugh..."

Cheon-Myeong was in agony. Her shoulder felt like it was being crushed. She wondered if her back was injured.

*How can he be so brutally strong?*

She involuntarily grimaced. Despite not looking particularly muscular, when he pulled her, she was thrown down embarrassingly easily.

She couldn't understand why she had to suffer like this. It made no sense to be treated this way just for not cleaning up a tray.
There had to be a reason.
A reason for going this far.

*I see. So that's what it was.*

A thought flashed through Cheon-Myeong's mind as she groaned in pain. Her grimacing eyes began to burn with anger.

Why did she have to endure this? Obviously, it was because she didn't have good feelings toward Eun-Ha. Just as she had overheard the heroes talking, they must have heard what she said.

*Seriously.*

As the answer became clear, anger surged belatedly.
Gritting her teeth, she rose from her position.

"You'll regret this."

I'll make you regret it.

Jin Cheon-Myeong thought she would make them pay dearly for daring to touch her.

Ch.339 - How To Turn Your Life Around In An Instant
The rookie heroes couldn't rest even after lunch.

[Attention. Attention. Academy graduates, please assemble immediately at Training Ground 1.]

Following the man's announcement, everyone gathered at the place called the training ground.
It was called a training ground, but it was just a field—only much larger than the academy's.

"What's going on?"
"Are we doing some training?"
"Must be training, right? We heard about it yesterday. They said we'd train in the afternoon."
"Seriously? Ugh, they could at least let us rest. After running us ragged this morning."
"Can't be helped. We're rookies, so I guess we don't meet their standards."

The rookie heroes' reactions were largely split in two:
Those who had heard the schedule beforehand and accepted it, and those who hadn't.

"Everyone's here, I see."

A man stepped onto the platform in front of the rookie heroes. It was Park Hyun-Woo, the man who had led the rookies this morning.

Park Hyun-Woo grinned as he looked at the rookies still drowning in mental fatigue. He had been just like them a few years ago.
They would struggle quite a bit until they got used to it.
He couldn't indulge their complaints about hardship. Half-hearted compassion was no different from poison that created cold corpses.

*They still have it much better than we did.*

Truly, they were blessed kids, Park Hyun-Woo thought to himself. When Eun-Ha wasn't around, there were fatalities from day one.
No matter how careful they were, rookies overwhelmed by the battlefield atmosphere would panic and act impulsively. There were times when dozens died on the first day.

"As announced yesterday, the afternoon is for training. You should know that becoming a hero doesn't mean you can neglect training—that would lead not to stagnation, but elimination."

The way to avoid death was to become accustomed to the battlefield and grow stronger.
And to become a hero, one had to survive at The Front Line.

"This training doesn't just mean developing your abilities. It's about training your body. Not a single hero here thinks physical training is useless. And to put it bluntly, you're all too weak."

Park Hyun-Woo's expression turned cold. It was deliberately meant to create tension among them. There was also an intent to provoke a rebellious response.

"Is weakness all? No matter how well you did at the academy or how good your grades were, you're just greenhorns without any real combat experience. You don't even know how to fight. That's why we've brought in a special instructor for you."

"A special instructor?"

While some expressed dissatisfaction at being called weak outright, others were curious about Park Hyun-Woo's words.
One by one, curious expressions appeared as they looked at him.

"Please come out."

Park Hyun-Woo spoke with a reluctant voice.
Yes, reluctant.

He couldn't imagine this person being capable. But he had no choice. It was a direct order from The Front Line's commander, so he couldn't refuse.

"!!!!"

As soon as Park Hyun-Woo finished speaking, a girl appeared. She wore comfortable clothes—a pink hoodie and thin dolphin pants.
The girl was accompanied by a woman with a ponytail.

"No, no way!"

How dumbfounded they must have been. The rookie heroes' jaws dropped at the girl's appearance.

"Does this make any sense?! You said you'd train us! Are you just trying to get us killed?"

One of the rookies pointed at the girl accusingly. That's how indignant they felt.
After confidently saying they would train them, the "special instructor" they brought was this girl.

No matter how little ill will they had toward the girl, this was unacceptable.
And for good reason.

"Hello, rookies."

The girl who appeared at Park Hyun-Woo's call was Eun-Ha.

Eun-Ha smiled brightly and bowed to her seniors. Her long hair, tied up in a ponytail, swayed gently.
It was a hairstyle that Jo Ye-Eun, who had come with her, had helped tie.

"Ha, is this a joke? We're supposed to learn from her?"

Among those opposing Eun-Ha's appearance, Jin Cheon-Myeong was naturally the most vocal. He glared at her with a hostile expression.

"From someone who just plays around in the rear? This is ridiculous. Besides, you know what? We're academy graduates. She's barely a second-year student, practically a baby."

He growled in a low voice. He already had negative feelings toward Eun-Ha, and this absurd situation made him even angrier.

"Is it funny? That you're going to learn from me."

Eun-Ha had anticipated this reaction. In fact, it was the first thing she'd expected.
Still, she decided to proceed.

No matter how much they disliked her, they were future heroes who would support humanity. She couldn't let them die meaningless deaths.

"Funny? More like outrageous!"
"Yeah! Why should we learn from you?"
"Excuse me. This is a joke, right? There's another 'real' special instructor coming, right? Like, maybe that person next to her!"
"Ah..."

Park Hyun-Woo couldn't answer. He just wore a troubled expression, trailing off.
And for good reason—he himself found it strange. Not just him, but most heroes at The Front Line probably had similar thoughts.
Even Jo Ye-Eun, who had come with Eun-Ha, harbored similar thoughts.

No matter how good a person Eun-Ha was, or how much she was called a saint for bestowing grace upon heroes, she was a delicate girl.
Her soft skin that looked like it had never seen battle and her small stature proved this.

In reality, at The Front Line, Eun-Ha (Virginia) was perceived as a supportive figure who helped prevent allies from dying. An important existence, but far removed from combat.

Moreover, she was an academy first-year student about to become a second-year. Objectively speaking, Eun-Ha's statement made no sense.

*Once before... No. I must have seen wrong.*

Park Hyun-Woo tried to recall a scene from the past but shook his head. He must have been mistaken.

"Far from learning from you, we should be teaching you. Must be nice? Having nearly a thousand seniors spending their time on just you."

Jin Cheon-Myeong openly displayed his displeasure and even mocked her.

"That's right!"
"To think you'd waste the time of a thousand of us for just one person—this is too much, even for someone special!"

Once Jin Cheon-Myeong set the tone, everyone began speaking up.
It was absurd to be taught by someone who had just become a second-year. If anything, they should be teaching her.

"You all...!"
"It's okay. It's fine if you think it's funny."

As criticism poured down like a waterfall, Jo Ye-Eun was about to say something when Eun-Ha stopped her and stepped forward.
Despite the harsh criticism that went beyond violence to the point of trauma, Eun-Ha's expression remained calm.

"Then if you understand why you need to learn from me, will you learn without complaint?"

Persuading others with words was extremely difficult for Eun-Ha.
Fists were better than words.

*If I knock them around a bit, they'll listen.*

In the wild, the strong survive. Since ancient times, violence has been closer than law.

Eun-Ha looked at the rookies with her small fists clenched.

"Anyone can come forward. Just... about a hundred of you."

Eun-Ha said this and smiled sweetly.
At her words, the rookies who had been hurling abuse fell silent.

A hundred?
Did she say a hundred?

Was the girl before them actually an idiot who couldn't count?
They were speechless at such an absurd statement.

"Wait, miss!"
"Even so, a hundred is too much."
"What? ...Is a hundred too few?"

As Jo Ye-Eun and Park Hyun-Woo intervened, Eun-Ha tilted her head.

"You're right. Even a hundred people who don't know their place isn't enough. Two hundred... no, anyone who wants to come at me, just do it. I'll show you why I claimed to be a special instructor."

That's right.
There was no point in showing weakness to someone who wasn't even a handful. They would only look down on her.
Once they looked down on her, it was over.
To teach the rookies later, she needed to establish a clear hierarchy.

"Kuk, kukukuku...!! A hundred was ridiculous enough, but everyone?!"

Laughter echoed across the quiet training ground. Jin Cheon-Myeong was holding his stomach, laughing.
He realized how much she was underestimating them.

"...Have you lost your mind?"

Following this, Jin Cheon-Myeong's cold voice flew toward Eun-Ha.

"You think you're something special because others praise you? A girl who just plays around in the rear."

He pushed through the crowd and stepped forward. Jin Cheon-Myeong came right up to Eun-Ha's face and growled at her.

"You should speak with strength, not just your mouth."
"You, do you have no respect for your seniors?"
"Seniors? Who? These two here... well, I could call them seniors. Ah! I see. You don't know yet."

Clap! Eun-Ha clapped her hands. Then she smiled brightly with a lovely expression.

"You must not know that I dropped out of the academy."

Eun-Ha's words were like a bombshell.
Heroes who had been wondering why she suddenly came to The Front Line at this time looked at Eun-Ha in shock.

"What, the academy?"
"Why?"
"To leave such a difficult place to get into so easily..."

Being an academy graduate essentially meant having a much better future than others.
It was the most famous elite school in the country. It wasn't for nothing that academy graduates held power and received special treatment at The Front Line.

"It doesn't matter, does it? What's important here is that you are not my seniors or anything like that. In the first place, I have no intention of treating people who are weaker than me but don't know their place as seniors."

"What?"
"The more I see you, the more disrespectful you get."
"How arrogant."

Jin Cheon-Myeong's face crumpled. Behind him, numerous rookies had gathered, creating a strong sense of pressure.
The violence of numbers.
Dozens of people with hostile faces were all showing animosity toward Eun-Ha.

While Eun-Ha and Jin Cheon-Myeong were talking, his followers had come forward.

"What will you do, rookies? Let's have a light sparring match. I won't suggest one-on-one. If you want to come at me, all of you can come."

"No, really? For real?"
"This is reckless!"

Once again, Jo Ye-Eun and Park Hyun-Woo tried to stop her. No matter how strong one is, there's no defense against the violence of numbers.
Unless, of course, one is strong enough to make numerical differences meaningless.

Eun-Ha didn't listen to them.
Actions, not words. No, fists were better.

* * *

There were about 1,000 rookie heroes. Most of the year had come, making it an enormous number.
Of these, 214 harbored hostility toward Eun-Ha.
Many more were dissatisfied, but not enough to fight, so they decided to observe.
In other words, Eun-Ha was facing 214 to 1.

The massive group of 214 people faced off against Eun-Ha.

"What should we do..."
"Should we tell someone else?"
"Hmm... Park Hyun-Soo, please wait here. Stop them if necessary, okay? I'll go get some help."
"Understood."

The numerical difference was staggering.
The outcome seemed obvious.
Unable to just watch, Jo Ye-Eun went to find someone who could forcibly stop this fight.
The two of them weren't enough. They needed at least five.

*If young ones rebel, you have to trample them down. Just as barley grows stronger when stepped on once, being firmly pressed down once makes them know their place and understand the value of life, as Soo-Hyun... no, I shouldn't think about that.*

Eun-Ha sighed softly and shook her head.
Of all things, for memories of Jung Soo-Hyun to surface here—was it because this was The Front Line?
She only meant to instill manners in these kids, but now she was in a bad mood.

"I'm in a bit of a bad mood, you know?"

It was a bit regrettable, but she would have to vent her frustration too.

"So I won't go easy on you."

Eun-Ha said this while wiggling her finger.

Ch.340 - How To Turn Your Life Around In An Instant
The training ground suddenly became noisy as heroes gathered around.
Before their eyes were 214 rookies. And Eun-Ha, standing alone.

214 against 1.
Facing 214 people alone was beyond reckless. An overwhelming numerical difference has the power to overcome even differences in skill level.
No matter how much stronger you are than your opponent, as a living being, there are limits to physical and mental endurance.

"Rough estimate, there's over 150 of them?"
"Must be over 200. Isn't the young lady being too reckless?"

The heroes, well aware of this fact, cast worried glances at Eun-Ha who was confidently facing the rookies.

"What's going on? Why is she trying to fight them?"
"How would I know? Hey, Hyun-woo, do you know anything?"
"Well, that's..."

Of course, not everyone was worried. After all, isn't watching a fight the most entertaining thing? They figured she wouldn't kill the kids, no matter what. Some were enjoying the spectacle, thinking they could step in if necessary.

"Well, it's the young lady trying to teach the kids, and them rebelling because she's younger than them."
"I'd feel insulted too, if I were them."

Some who heard the situation from Park Hyun-woo nodded in agreement with the rookies' perspective.
It was evidence that not just the rookies, but most heroes at The Front Line perceived Eun-Ha as "someone who needs protection."

"Mmm...! Haah."

Despite the tension one might feel facing such an overwhelming number, Eun-Ha stretched leisurely. She seemed relaxed even though they could attack at any moment.

"Ah. Right."

As if suddenly remembering something, she clapped her hands.

"If we're going to fight, I should set up a proper stage."

Clap. Clap. Two rounds of applause. With each clap, clear magical power spread around her. Woong! A massive barrier surrounding Eun-Ha and the rookies appeared.
The barrier emitted a pure white light, just like Eun-Ha's magical power.

"W-what is this?"
"It's solid!"
"She created this in an instant...?"

It wasn't magic. It was manipulation of magical power.
Simply put, it was close to a waste of magical power.
The barrier created by her pure and overflowing core magic had a strength that most heroes would find difficult to break through.

Creating a barrier covering such a wide area had drained about 60% of Eun-Ha's magical power.

The rookies were shocked by Eun-Ha, who had instantly trapped them.

Something.
Something was wrong, they instinctively felt.
The rookies who were about to rush at Eun-Ha froze, staring blankly at her.

"Aren't you coming?"

Despite creating such a massive barrier instantly, Eun-Ha showed no signs of fatigue.
She blinked, looking at the rookies. As she tilted her head, her ponytail swayed like a tail.

"If you won't come, I'll go to you."

For some reason, they weren't coming. Eun-Ha wondered why but strengthened her body.
Tang! Her body shot forward like an arrow. The rookies' eyes widened.

No wonder, as they couldn't see Eun-Ha's movements.
None of them could track the movements of this girl who they assumed was weak because she only received protection.

"Aagh!"

With a deep scream, a person flew into the air. The attention of those stunned by Eun-Ha's speed immediately shifted to the person flying through the air.

"A person..."
"Flying through the air...?"

It wasn't that they had never seen such a scene before. However, they couldn't believe how such strength could come from Eun-Ha's small frame.
Speed and power. They were already losing in these two aspects. No wonder she confidently told them to come at her. And that wasn't all.
She had already instantly created a barrier.
Speed, power, and technique. They were losing in all aspects.

"Tsk...!"

Jin Cheon-myeong clicked his tongue. He had been overpowered by a mere girl. He couldn't help but be angry.

But there was more to surprise the rookies. Swish! Black threads extended toward the rookie flying through the air.

"W-what is this!"
"Get off! Get off me!"

In an instant, black threads attached to all 214 rookies. Something was being drained from their bodies through the threads.

"You cheating bitch!"

Jin Cheon-myeong shouted. What was being drained was magical power. Somehow, she was replenishing the magical power she had used by draining it from the rookies.

"Aagh!"
"Urgh!"

Even amid this chaos, rookies continued to be sent flying. She wasn't using any special ability. She was overwhelming them with just physical enhancement through magical power.

"What are you hesitating for! Fight! Fight! There's only one opponent!"

Jin Cheon-myeong shouted, squeezing magical power from his core. Although magical power was being drained, it was only a small amount.
With their numerical advantage, they just needed to subdue Eun-Ha before all their magical power was drained.

Eun-Ha's movements didn't stop. She had only taken down ten people so far. She was still far from overcoming her numerical disadvantage.

*They really are nothing special.*

Eun-Ha recalled the academy's training room. A place no one used. It only got crowded during exams; otherwise, only first-years who were inspired by Eun-Ha and her friends used it.

In other words, second and third-years had neglected not only their abilities but also physical training during their academy life.

Naturally, such people couldn't withstand Eun-Ha's strikes.

"Really."

Eun-Ha raised her leg. Her leg drew a smooth curve, aiming for a rookie's temple.

"Eek!"

The rookie who barely reacted raised his arm to block.

"Urgh!"

But his guard was shattered. Eun-Ha's slender leg broke the rookie's arm and sent him flying.

"Aagh! My arm! My aaaarm!!"
"You're being dramatic. You'll face arm fractures countless times in your life."

Eun-Ha chided the screaming rookie as she rushed forward.
Her violence was equal opportunity.
She attacked ferociously, regardless of gender.

"T-this can't be...!"

Watching their allies' numbers dwindle before their eyes, the rookies felt they couldn't just stand still.

"You worthless bugs! And you call yourselves graduates! Can you still proudly call yourselves graduates after getting thrashed by a girl who's just entering her second year?!"

At that moment, Jin Cheon-myeong's voice pierced their ears.

Yes. That's right.
Regardless of skill, they were seniors. It hurt their pride to be beaten by a junior without putting up any resistance.
They couldn't just stand there and take a beating from the girl they had been looking down on.

"A-anyway, if we stay like this, we'll just get beaten to death...!"

A fierce determination appeared in the rookies' eyes.
Everyone could be seen squeezing out magical power to use their superpowers.

*Oh ho.*

Eun-Ha's eyes gleamed.
She had thought he was just a rowdy guy, but he had more leadership than expected.
Though it was close to bullying, he had managed to get the hesitant rookies moving.

Eun-Ha's evaluation of Jin Cheon-myeong rose slightly.

The rookies began to move.
Flames flew toward her.
The ground shook.
Sharp winds and fierce lightning surged toward Eun-Ha.

Invisible telekinesis and bulging muscles of physical enhancement ability users were brought to bear.

Though some still hesitated, over 100 rookies began attacking Eun-Ha all at once.

"Look at that! It's working! More! Attack more!"

Jin Cheon-myeong shouted. Eun-Ha's movements stopped as all kinds of attacks rushed toward her. She spread a thin membrane over her entire body, breaking down each incoming superpower one by one.

Eun-Ha was quite satisfied with this situation.
She hadn't wanted to fight just to beat them up.

These rookies would eventually become "heroes" and serve as pillars maintaining the human race.
But they weren't mentally prepared yet. That's why she had deliberately provoked this fight.

The rookies' change was welcome. Even if the outcome wouldn't change, their change in mindset was important.
Eun-Ha smiled contentedly.

"Turn that shorty into a real shorty, you idiots!"
"..."

Her contented smile didn't last long. Her expression hardened.

Strength welled up in Eun-Ha's body. She added a buff to her physical enhancement.
Bang! The air exploded as Eun-Ha's figure disappeared. Dozens of attacks reached where Eun-Ha had been and exploded.

Boom!

"D-did we get her...?"
"We won, right? Right?"
"Huff...! Huff...! Acting so high and mighty for a shorty!"

After the massive explosion, silence fell. Thick dust obscured their vision.
It was a merciless bombardment that wouldn't even leave a corpse. The rookies were confident in their victory.

"Did the young lady get hit?"
"With that kind of attack, there wouldn't even be bones left, right?"

The watching heroes' hearts sank. Just when they thought she was doing well, she was suddenly defeated. If Eun-Ha had really died, humanity might truly be finished!

"Huff! Huff! The fight? How's the fight going?"

Jo Ye-eun, who had gone to bring people to stop the fight, arrived. Panting, she grabbed a nearby hero and asked.

"..."

The hero silently pointed at the thick dust. In front of the dust, numerous rookies were cheering and jeering at Eun-Ha.

"N-no way..."

Jo Ye-eun's face turned pale. Could the fight have ended in that short time? It was clear that she had taken dozens of attacks at once.
She could have died if things had gone wrong.

"That's strange?"

The cheering stopped abruptly.
A voice full of doubt emerged.

"Did you really think you'd win with just this?"

The voice came from beyond the dust. Whoosh! The center of the thick dust cleared as a girl's figure flew out.
Eun-Ha approached the rookie closest to the thick dust.
Whiff, a fragrant scent entered his nostrils. It seemed out of place in this brutal scene.

Eun-Ha was right in front of him.
A girl without a single wound, not even a speck of dust on her.

"And shorty... that's accurate."
"Uh, huh...?"
"As in, you'll be taking a beating."

Bam! The rookie who was staring at Eun-Ha in disbelief flew through the air.
His body flailed like an inflatable advertising figure before crashing to the ground.

"Just because I'm in the rear."

Bam!

"Just because I'm being protected."

Whack!

"Doesn't mean I'm weak."

With each word Eun-Ha spoke, another person flew through the air. The number of rookies who had been savoring victory gradually decreased.
The surroundings became stained with blood.

10 people.
20 people.
40 people.
The number of rookies kept decreasing.

There was no mercy in Eun-Ha's fists. A kind of pain they had never experienced before dominated their bodies.

Fear spread.
Just one person. A small girl dominated this place. Despite still having numerical advantage, the rookies couldn't do anything.

"No! Let me out!"
"I want to leave! I want to leave!"

Eventually, some consumed by fear began pounding on the wall Eun-Ha had created, wailing.

*As expected...*

Park Hyun-woo, watching this, was convinced.

Previously, when Eun-Ha had brought Hong Yu-jin and Kim Se-won to the battlefield, he had seen fragments flying toward Eun-Ha cleanly disappear with his own eyes.

At first, he thought he had seen things, but he hadn't.

"She was hiding her strength."

An inexplicable thrill ran through his body. Park Hyun-woo's body trembled as he watched Eun-Ha's relentless assault.
Even his eyes couldn't properly track her movements.

He had thought she was weak because she had only been supporting heroes from the rear of the battlefield, that she was someone who needed protection, but he was wrong.

"Naughty children need to be disciplined. Don't you agree? These days, too many people seem to have grown up being coddled, right? That's not good. What happens if they're still like that as adults?"

The sight of numerous people flying through the air was truly surreal.
Not enough to kill them. But enough to immobilize them.

"If you want to introduce yourself as a hero somewhere, you need to change. This isn't school."

Not a single person could block her precisely measured strikes.

"So this is tough love. For your sake. A discipline that lengthens your lifespans."

By the time they came to their senses, over 50 rookies were sprawled on the ground. The area behind Eun-Ha was stained with blood.

"The Iron Fist Saint..."

A hero watching the situation muttered quietly.

The gentle girl known as a saint was, in fact, someone exceptionally skilled in hand-to-hand combat.
Moreover, this wasn't even her being serious.
Despite taking down dozens of rookies, her breathing hadn't roughened at all. She hadn't shed a single drop of sweat.
And she hadn't even used her sacred domain.

If she had deployed her sacred domain, the rookies wouldn't have been able to show any pride for even a moment.

"Isn't she really a hero...? You know, there used to be a famous idiot duo at The Front Line, Shin Eun-Ha and Jung Soo-Hyun. Could it be the same person, not just someone with the same name?"
"No way, they were both men, right? One of them went missing and one died. Shin Eun-Ha was the one who died. Even if the young lady has the same name..."

The heroes watched the one-sided massacre with blank expressions. The fight was so one-sided that they felt foolish for having worried.

"Today's training is to drill into your heads that you're not special just because you graduated from the academy, so you can survive going forward."

Bam! Her delicate fist pierced through a stomach. The rookie collapsed, spitting blood.

"That is my role."

Eun-Ha nonchalantly launched herself toward the next rookie.
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It didn't take long for the odds to change from 214 to 1 to 50 to 1.

"How on earth..."

Jin Cheon-Myeong stared ahead with a vacant expression.
The delicate girl standing before him. And the cruel carnage she had created.
The girl had produced countless heaps of bodies without breaking a sweat.

They weren't actually dead, but the state of the freshmen was so miserable they might as well have been corpses.

"What's wrong? Is it that shocking that you couldn't take down one little girl?"

Eun-Ha's expression was cold. The more she defeated, the more disappointed she became.
But she wasn't completely disgusted. She had somewhat expected them to be this weak.

"We're... talented students gathered from across the country... h-how?"
"It's obvious. Even a gemstone in the rough means nothing if it isn't polished."

In other words, they could shine like jewels if properly polished. Eun-Ha saw potential in them.

Just as the first-years had grown, these students could also be trained to survive in this harsh Front Line.
Looking at it positively, it was impressive they had developed this much after spending three years with such a terrible curriculum.

The problem with the curriculum—which hindered growth rather than promoting it—would likely continue.

Even though it had now been properly reformed, the effects of the previous system would continue to plague humanity for a long time.

*The Villain Association and Park Sang-Heon's trolling led to such devastating results.*

That's why she had to push them harshly.
They needed to physically understand that without this kind of training, they wouldn't survive.

This was why she had deliberately revealed her abilities at The Front Line, even though she didn't need to.

"This can't be... this can't be happening! No!"

Jin Cheon-Myeong lashed out. A thin whip appeared in his hand. The fiery red whip looked ready to incinerate anything it touched.

Whoosh! The whip cut through the air. The air heated up, instantly raising the temperature.

*Hmm.*

While easily dodging the whip, Eun-Ha couldn't hide her admiration.

There was a reason for his arrogance. Like In Ha-Ram, creating weapons with superpowers required considerable skill.
It wasn't just about creating it once—he had to maintain it continuously.

The whip followed Eun-Ha's movements as if it were alive, threatening to burn anything it touched.

Eun-Ha bent slightly at the waist and lunged forward. The distance between her and Jin Cheon-Myeong closed instantly.

"Got you!"

Jin Cheon-Myeong smiled. He had anticipated she would approach to counter the long-range whip.
His hand burst into flames. Boom! He stomped the ground, thrusting his leg forward. Instantly, a pillar of fire erupted where Eun-Ha had been standing.

Whoosh! Eun-Ha charged through the fire pillar toward Jin Cheon-Myeong as if it were nothing.

"Eat this...?!"

His eyes widened.
He had expected her to break through the fire pillar. But he hadn't anticipated her emerging completely unscathed.
Moreover, her speed hadn't decreased at all.

Jin Cheon-Myeong had no choice but to throw a punch. If her speed remained unchanged, he could use that momentum.

"Oh my."

Thwack! Eun-Ha caught Jin Cheon-Myeong's fist with her bare hand. She pulled him forward, using his own force against him.

"Ugh!"

Thud! Eun-Ha's knee struck Jin Cheon-Myeong's solar plexus. His body lifted slightly as his waist bent.

"Still, you're the best among the others. Though that's not saying much."

Jin Cheon-Myeong's body collapsed lifelessly. Now there were 49 left.
Their fate wasn't much different from the others.



* * *



"How about it? If you want more, I'm happy to continue."

Whoosh! A sacred realm unfolded. Broken arms, shattered teeth, and twisted internal organs were all returning to their original state.
Eun-Ha withdrew the barrier she had deployed while expanding her sacred realm, reclaiming her magical power.

Most of the freshmen reacted similarly.
They stared in amazement at their perfectly healed bodies, then vigorously shook their heads at Eun-Ha's offer.

"Grrrr...!!"

Except for one—Jin Cheon-Myeong.
He stood up, gritting his teeth. Though his wounds were healed, his entire body trembled. His body wouldn't obey him.

He knew what this feeling was.
Fear.
He was feeling fear toward this small girl.

"I can't accept this!"

He was afraid of her. He couldn't accept that he had submitted to this woman.
His pride wouldn't allow it.

"Come at me again!"
"Hmm..."

He clenched his fist so tightly it might crumble. He couldn't contain his anger.

"I am destined to become a pillar of Cheonil! Recognized by Chairman In Cheon-Yong! Acknowledged by Miss Ha-Ram! For someone like me to fall here is unacceptable!"
"Cheonil...?"
"Yes! Cheonil!"

He shouted through gritted teeth. Eun-Ha narrowed her eyes at his display.

*Cheonil, huh.*

A company that kept coming up when she least expected it. Well, it made sense—it was a global corporation with connections to her.

*This is different from what Jin Je-Hyun said.*

It seemed Jin Cheon-Myeong firmly believed he would marry In Ha-Ram in the future and inherit Cheonil.

What an arrogant thought.
He was barely at the same level as In Ha-Ram at the beginning of the semester, yet he talked about Cheonil.

Eun-Ha looked at Jin Cheon-Myeong with contempt.

"So I... cannot fall...!"
"Then come at me. I'll thoroughly crush you."

Glancing around, Eun-Ha surveyed her surroundings.
The other freshmen had long lost their fighting spirit, even though their wounds were healed. They probably wouldn't join the fight.
That left only Jin Cheon-Myeong.

*Whether good or bad, he has the most influence among the freshmen, so I just need to subdue him.*

She had already demonstrated overwhelming power.
Now it was time to engrave in their souls, not just their bodies, how weak they truly were.
Jin Cheon-Myeong would be the sacrifice for this lesson.

Eun-Ha extended her hand forward. Just that simple gesture made Jin Cheon-Myeong flinch and raise his guard.

*Damn it...!*

He ground his teeth. Raising his guard instinctively was a sign he was gripped by fear.

"This is..."

While feeling frustrated, he sensed something building up in his body. Power was overflowing.
His eyes looked at Eun-Ha.

*This must be the buff I've heard about...*

A feeling like he could do anything. That's how much power was surging through his body.
His lips curved into a smile involuntarily.

*Arrogant bitch...!*

Enhanced by the sacred realm. Plus a buff on top! With this, he could toy with the woman before him!
He had lost earlier because he hadn't received any enhancement!

Jin Cheon-Myeong's brain pumped adrenaline. His fear subsided. Confidence overflowed.

"Get rea—!!"

Thwack!

And Jin Cheon-Myeong went flying through the air.



* * *



"Wow."
"Hmm."
"Looks like we shouldn't mess with the miss from now on."

One-sided. And then one-sided again.
Eun-Ha exercised violence overwhelmingly and cruelly.
With the healing power of her sacred realm and her own direct healing, she thoroughly broke Jin Cheon-Myeong.

The heroes watched this tragedy with pale faces.
They never imagined she had this side to her, always displaying such gentle behavior.

"Ugh... gah..."

Jin Cheon-Myeong spat blood for what must have been the umpteenth time and collapsed on the ground.

"This... can't be happening."

It made no sense.
He couldn't even touch her.
It was as if the girl before him was an A-rank hero.

This couldn't be right.
She must be using some trick. Otherwise, it couldn't be this one-sided.

"Is that all? When will you show that confident expression you had at the beginning?"
"You're... you're not enhancing me properly. You cheating bitch...!"

That's right.
The reason he collapsed so helplessly must be because Eun-Ha had lowered the intensity of the buff midway.
Jin Cheon-Myeong glared at Eun-Ha with a bitter expression.

Glancing around, he saw that others seemed to share his thoughts, looking at her as if she were a cheater.

"Do you really think so?"

Eun-Ha shook her head and sighed.

"My power is verified by other heroes. Of course, as you say, there can be variations in the strength of enhancement."

It was a pitiful pride.
They believed they were the elite, deserving special treatment.
Of course they were strong. They were talented enough to look down on others.
So they just needed to get through The Front Line and become heroes.

Having lived with the same mindset ingrained in them, it was unavoidable.
People don't change easily.
To change this, one had to thoroughly break a person.

"That's right! So you...!!"
"No. Fundamentally, no matter how much magical power I pour into someone as weak as a bug, they'll only gain bug-like strength. It's not that I lowered the output—it's that you, all of you, are simply too weak."

Eun-Ha's eyes emitted a cold light. Her voice, infused with magical power, spread to the freshmen.

Break their bodies.
Break their hearts.
Break even their souls, then rebuild them.

Now that the internal enemy (Villain Association) was gone, to counter the external enemy (Gresorion), they had no choice but to create new heroes who would shoulder the future.

Make them acknowledge their weakness.
Make them crawl up screaming.
Make them realize how infinitesimally small they are.

"What nonsense are you spouting!"
"Doesn't this scene prove my point?"

Eun-Ha spread her arms. In the direction she pointed were freshmen who had lost their will to fight.

"Even if 100 or 1,000 people like you came at me, you couldn't take me down. That's how weak you all are."

Beep beep beep- Eun-Ha's communication device rang. She glanced to see who was calling and operated the device.

"The only reason you survived your first battlefield unscathed was because of the senior heroes' protection."
"That's because we did well!"
"Is that so? How many people do you think were injured in your place? One? Two? Or maybe ten?"

Smaller.
Even smaller.
They needed to be made small.
They needed to realize how insignificant their existence was.

"No."

Eun-Ha shook her head.

"At minimum, they threw themselves in harm's way once for each of you. Some did it dozens of times. As proof, their clothes are already in tatters. But of course, you were too self-absorbed to notice such things."

Then, with a smirk, she raised the corner of her mouth.
Her eyes, looking at something worthless, pierced through Jin Cheon-Myeong.

"You were just throwing tantrums like children."
"..."

Jin Cheon-Myeong—no, all the freshmen—opened their mouths at Eun-Ha's words. But no words came out.
They wanted to refute her, but the scenes flashing through their minds made it impossible.

The heroes standing behind them with satisfied expressions.
Their clothes were indeed in tatters. Much dirtier and more torn than their own clothes, which had been ripped from rolling around.

"Don't joke around. This isn't a playground for playing house. This is a battlefield."

Various scenes flashed through the freshmen's minds.

"This isn't a place to come for honor or glory, but a battlefield where warriors fight to protect humanity. And on this battlefield, you are as weak as newborn babies."

The morning battlefield had been terrifying. It was hard enough to take care of themselves.
But had they really taken care of themselves?
If so, how had they never been injured?
How had not a single one of them died in that chaotic battlefield?

"Do you think it's harsh for me to say this to you who act like children despite being adults? Then leave right now. You can't be heroes with that mindset."

The atmosphere among the freshmen split into two distinct groups.

"That's right..."
"I remember now..."

Those who recognized and accepted how small their existence was.

"Stop lying!"
"You rose to fame through manipulation, and now you're trying to manipulate us too!"
"What right do you have!"

And those who still couldn't accept it.
Eun-Ha looked at those who were still resisting.

Indeed, they had been immersed in false pride and elitism for at least three years, if not much longer.

They were easily swayed by Jin Cheon-Myeong's words, yet absolutely refused to listen to hers.

*I see.*

Eun-Ha finally understood.
Their pride was sky-high. This pride demanded something convincing.

The reason they couldn't bend their pride even after receiving body-breaking attacks was because the person speaking didn't have enough achievements.

The reason they tended to follow Jin Cheon-Myeong's words was because he was associated with "Cheonil," had backing, and had the skills to match.

If that was the case, the answer was simple.

"Right, you say."

Eun-Ha raised her head and opened her mouth.
She closed her eyes gently and focused on the restriction within her core.
A viscous black liquid dripped from above Eun-Ha's head.
The liquid slowly fell from her crown to her toes, transforming her appearance.

"With this, would you say I have the right?"

When she opened her eyes, her emerald irises had turned purple.

"Th-that's...!"

The freshmen's eyes widened.
The heroes were the same.
The crowd of onlookers, which had been steadily growing, now numbered in the hundreds.

"Could it be, she..."

And strangely, the supreme commander of The Front Line, Jung Jung-Hyun, was also present.

Optima.
The magical girl who had protected humanity from monsters and villains for the past year.

A girl who had been active enough that while people might not know Virginia, they knew Optima—she had revealed herself here.

"And this, you don't have this, do you?"

Optima raised her right hand.
Jin Cheon-Myeong's eyes bulged as he stared at her wrist.

On Optima's wrist was a silver bracelet—a symbol given only to a select few recognized by In Cheon-Yong, and among those symbols, it represented the highest rank.

Ch.342 - After 214 vs 1 Is 2 vs 1
Silence dominated the surroundings.
The rookies.
The heroes who had witnessed this brutal scene.
Everyone just stared at the girl without saying a word.

"Y-you, how could you...?"

The one who broke the silence was Jin Cheon-Myeong, who was closest to Optima. Stammering desperately, he raised his finger to point.

The bracelet on Optima's wrist was definitely genuine. No one would dare to create a replica of such an item.

That's when he realized.
The person he had been looking down on—while he himself hadn't even been acknowledged by Incheon Dragon—was actually someone ranked among the highest of those acknowledged by Incheon Dragon.

The fact that this person was simultaneously a magical girl froze his thoughts.

His mind refused to process it. It tried to reject recognizing the object before his eyes and the person possessing it.

"No. Wait."
"Th-the young lady is a magical girl...?"
"So she studies at the academy, works as a saint, and is also a magical girl...?"

The heroes began to speak up next.
Their voices were filled with astonishment.

Magical girls were known to be active from daytime until dawn. Sometimes, he'd heard their activities extended until morning.
Just hearing about how they resolved most incidents across the country made it clear how difficult it was, and she was balancing that with her studies.

"Did she even have time to sleep?"
"Is this what youth is about...?"

Naturally, she must have lacked proper sleep time.
Even if some studious students reduced their sleep hours, it couldn't compare to the fatigue Optima must have felt every day.
The fatigue from focusing on studies couldn't compare to the exhaustion from balancing studies, magical girl activities, and duties as a saint.

Was her academic performance poor? Not at all. When someone stands out, there are always those who try to find flaws.

They had tried to find flaws in "Virginia" more than once or twice.
But they couldn't find any.

In other words, she had perfectly balanced being a magical girl, a saint, and her studies with that small body.
And since her activities as a magical girl weren't just what was publicly known, it was hard to imagine how many difficult battles she had fought.

Could this be what a living superhuman is like?
Indeed, she had every right to scold the rookies.
She could proudly say with her own mouth that being a hero was no joke.

"Come to think of it, she also helped bring down the Villain Association!"
"No, there were S-rank heroes there."
"No! Those people specifically mentioned the magical girl! They even said the fight wouldn't have been possible without the young lady's help."

The Front Line wasn't a place where information flow was blocked. News spread not just by word of mouth but also through the internet.
Of course, they were aware of Engia Keplux, who had recently rampaged through the academy.
And they knew who had contributed to the collapse of the Villain Association, including Engia Keplux.

"So that means she supported people in the sanctuary and fought herself."
"What kind of monster is she...?"

Continuing one task for hours is quite exhausting.
Moreover, the mental burden is extremely heavy on a battlefield where blind attacks could come from anywhere at any time.

Naturally, at a place where all the leaders of the Villain Association were gathered, it was clear that dozens or hundreds of attacks would have been directed at Virginia, the most irritating presence.

Various emotions swirled in the heroes' hearts, gradually transforming.

From shock to admiration.
And admiration to reverence.

Though young and small.
It was imprinted in their minds that she was not someone to be taken lightly.
While there might be stronger people here, few would have pursued their path as desperately as she had.

"Now, are you willing to listen to what I have to say?"

Looking at the dumbfounded Jin Cheon-Myeong, Optima released her transformation. Her night-sky hair absorbed the sunlight.

"Uh, uhh... I mean, yes..."

Jin Cheon-Myeong nodded with a blank expression. His tone had already become respectful.

Magical girl.
Incheon Dragon.
Virginia.
Academy.

Various words jumbled in his mind. She had far more qualities superior to him than he had over her.

*She was blessed from birth, but this is...*

In every way, she was his superior version.
A girl who had poured herself into her calling as much as she had been blessed.

*We're just too different.*

Jin Cheon-Myeong began to question whether he had truly been living "diligently" all this time.

"That's good then."

Seeing him bow his head in self-reproach, Eun-Ha smiled gently.
She didn't expect a major change. Still, she was confident this incident would be a starting point for change.

There were many spectators too. Rumors would naturally spread.
She had firmly established her position at The Front Line.

[What's so good about it?]

Just then, a sigh-mixed voice flowed from Eun-Ha's communication device.

"?!"

Jin Cheon-Myeong was the first to react to the voice. He raised his head at the familiar voice that made his heart race just by hearing it.

"C-could it be... Miss Haram...?"

The person who had spoken with that sigh was the very voice he had been recalling in his mind countless times.

[I never thought you'd reveal your identity there. It was fortunate that the heroes kept quiet when you fought Engia Keplux, but now I can't even stop this.]
"It's fine."

Swallowing the word "probably," Eun-Ha began to sweat.
She had revealed herself in a moment of anger, but now she felt like things might get very annoying.
It meant that good results wouldn't be the only consequences.

[It can't be fine. And... no. We don't need to talk about this now. ...I'll see you later.]
"Huh? Wait, what?"

Before Eun-Ha could respond, the call abruptly ended.
She felt uneasy.
An extremely anxious sensation washed over her.
Feeling like she shouldn't stay here, Eun-Ha hurriedly enhanced her body.

Flash! A light flashed from far away and instantly approached Eun-Ha.

"Where do you think you're going!"

Crack! Ice sprouted from the ground, restraining Eun-Ha's arms and legs. Following that, a crackling electrical prison prevented her from moving.

Jin Cheon-Myeong no longer had the energy to be shocked.
With his mouth wide open, he stared at the girls who had appeared before him. Their mobility to close the distance in the blink of an eye. Their control to instantly construct supernatural powers.
These were aspects he lacked.
And these girls, who looked even younger than him, were doing it as if it were natural.

He couldn't recognize one of them.
But she was big. His eyes were involuntarily drawn to her enormous chest.
Not just that. The girl with an aura of dignity who descended from the embrace of the large-chested girl caught Jin Cheon-Myeong's attention.

"Ch-Chae-Eun and Haram...?"

It was Han Chae-Eun and In Haram.
Eun-Ha looked at the two girls with a bewildered expression.
Their expressions weren't good. Even during the earlier call, In Haram's voice hadn't been pleasant.

"Ah, hahaha... H-how did you get here...?"

Her body was drenched in cold sweat.
It was a stark contrast to when she hadn't shed a single drop of sweat while facing the rookies.

*Suddenly?!*

She hadn't expected them to come looking for her the very next day after she announced her withdrawal.
Moreover, their skills had improved in the few days they hadn't seen each other. Even though she had been off guard, she hadn't expected them to approach so quickly.

"Don't tell me. You weren't trying to run away from us~?"
"She wouldn't do that, right? She's already abandoned us once, but Eun-Ha isn't so cruel that she'd do it twice. Especially when her friends have come all this way to find her."

Han Chae-Eun and In Haram began to pressure Eun-Ha. An indescribable pressure weighed down on her.
No, the electrical prison and ice barriers had disappeared, and now Han Chae-Eun's massive chest was directly pressing down on Eun-Ha.

"Ha, haha. Hahahaha..."

What should she say here?
They were clearly very angry.
Eun-Ha wanted to escape from this place immediately.

*Quickly, do something about this!*

She tried to seek help from Jin Cheon-Myeong with her eyes, but he was just looking at her as if envying her situation.

*He's no help.*

She should have sought help from someone who would actually help.

"So, shall we talk?"
"Since we've met after a long time, let's go somewhere quiet. What do you think?"

And so, Eun-Ha was dragged away, feeling like a pig being led to slaughter.
No one could stop this.
The heroes who had witnessed this scene could only wear bewildered expressions, as it was so different from the overwhelming prowess she had displayed just moments ago.

* * *

Bang!

"Eek!"

Her body trembled.
Han Chae-Eun had forcefully hit the wall right next to Eun-Ha.

"Well then. Let's hear in de~tail. Why our Eun-Ha suddenly disappeared without saying a word, we want to know?"
"Gently. Kindly. As we've always been. Right?"

Their voices seemed to boil up from the depths of hell. At least, that's how Eun-Ha heard them.

They were smiling, but it wasn't a smile.
Han Chae-Eun and In Haram pressed their faces close to Eun-Ha with expressions like broken masks.

"That's right. We just want to talk."
"Please don't misinterpret our concern for our friend."

Han Chae-Eun and In Haram spoke softly.
Even this sounded terrifying to Eun-Ha.

She hadn't expected them to follow her to The Front Line just a day after she disappeared without a word.
In other words, they were that angry!

"No. No. First, calm down. Let's calm down, okay?"

Eun-Ha looked back and forth between the two, sweating profusely.

"F-first of all! Isn't it unfair to be 2 against 1? Right?"
"My, how sudden."
"Where's the girl who was fighting hundreds just now? Hmm? Compared to that, 2 against 1 is nothing, right?"
"I-it is something! When two people who each seem like they could handle about 150 people come at me, it's definitely unfair!"

Eun-Ha desperately tried to convey her disadvantage with an urgent voice.
She couldn't withstand their alternating attacks.

*Honestly, even one of them would be tough...!*

What 150 people? It felt more like 1000.

"Sigh."
"Well. Let's calm down and hear what you have to say."

Seeing Eun-Ha looking so pitiful—a stark contrast to how she had appeared to Jin Cheon-Myeong earlier—they couldn't help but soften.
Han Chae-Eun and In Haram stepped back from their close proximity to look at Eun-Ha.

"Phew..."

Breathing a sigh of relief, Eun-Ha began to unfold her story slowly, watching the two cautiously, like a criminal.

* * *

Eun-Ha's story went like this:
Now that the Villain Association, an internal enemy, had collapsed, her goal was to defeat Gresorion and, further, to eliminate The Mute One.

This was the reason she had enrolled in the academy in the first place, and since there was no reason to stay there now, she had boldly withdrawn.
The reason she came to The Front Line was because it was the optimal place to hone herself and the closest location to Gresorion.

"So."
"What's next?"
"Uh, uhh...?"

After revealing all her circumstances, the two's reactions were quite different from what Eun-Ha had expected.

"We understand you had your reasons."
"But we want to know which part of those reasons justified disappearing without a word to us."

Zap! Two pairs of eyes pierced Eun-Ha.

"Were we that insignificant to you?"
"Me, Chae-Eun, and Se-Won. I thought we were close enough to share even our ugliest parts."
"Seems like we were the only ones who thought that..."

Their eyes rapidly changed expression, revealing deep sadness.

"Huh...? Uhh... No, no! That's not it!"
"Then what is it?"
"Why did you disappear without a word to us?"
"Were we uncomfortable for you?"
"Were we a hindrance?"
"Were we that insignificant?"
"We know we're weaker than you, but were we so useless that we couldn't even help?"
"Was your situation so difficult that you absolutely couldn't tell us?"
"Or were we not even worth that much to you?"
"So you abandoned us?"
"Ugh, that's... no..."

Eun-Ha couldn't say anything. She felt choked.
The combination of Han Chae-Eun and In Haram, built over a year, penetrated deep into Eun-Ha's heart, making it hard to breathe.

She simply couldn't explain her circumstances to their tear-streaked faces that were getting closer.

*Should I just tell them? But I don't think they'll listen at all...*

Even if her circumstances were convincing, she felt they wouldn't accept them in their current state.

"Sob...!"

As if her heart had collapsed, sobs echoed around. The more Eun-Ha watched the two girls and heard their voices, the more she was crushed by guilt.

"S-so...!"

It couldn't be helped.
Retreating would only worsen the situation.
Eun-Ha finally opened her mouth.

"I... I'm sorry. Yes. I'm sorry."

But she only opened her mouth. She couldn't bring herself to explain her circumstances.

*If I say 'because I was afraid you'd hold me back,' they'll definitely come at me harder than before.*

She instinctively realized it. No, it wasn't instinct. It was experience.
What would happen if she said something careless to these two? Eun-Ha had experienced it enough over the past year.

*For now, I'll apologize and explain when they've calmed down!*

This was the best choice Eun-Ha could make right now.

"So."
"The reason?"
"That's not all."
"You also need to explain why you revealed that you're Optima at The Front Line."

But that was assuming the two would let it go.

A dead end.
Physically, she had nowhere to retreat.
And mentally, at this moment, she had no place to retreat either. Perhaps it had been that way for a long time.

*This is screwed.*

Eun-Ha trembled.
Bang! The two girls hit the walls on either side of Eun-Ha and approached again.

Ch.343 - Caught You
A life-or-death crisis.
Eun-Ha had felt her life in danger several times before.
Most of those times were during battles, but this was different.

She was feeling a threat to her life from her two friends.

*This can't go on.*

She needed to find a way to change the subject.
She needed an escape route.
Even if she physically escaped from this situation, the two girls would surely cling to her persistently.

"Come on."
"Tell us?"

Whoof, the scent of the two girls forcefully invaded her nostrils. As she had felt earlier when Ha-Eun hugged her, these two girls were naturally beautiful.
Unlike herself, who had been changed by the Foriner, they were born with the gift of "beautiful appearance."

"Oh, by the way...! Se-Won! What about Se-Won?"
"Se-Won?"
"Now you're asking about him? After disappearing without a word. I guess you still care."

Ha-Eun looked puzzled while Ha-Ram narrowed her eyes.

"Even though you left first."
"You should have seen how heartbroken he was. I was sad just watching him. Really, when he realized his girlfriend had abandoned him and left so suddenly..."

Ha-Ram's eyes glanced at Eun-Ha.
Fortunately, she seemed to be falling for the lie. Eun-Ha's expression quickly turned sorrowful, revealing her guilt.

"Seriously, poor Se-Won. He was ready to give his liver and gallbladder for Eun-Ha."
"If I had known it would be like this, I should have at least comforted him as a friend."

Ha-Ram made a sad expression while moving her hand up and down. It was a gesture like gripping and shaking a thick rod.

"...!!!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
Her friends' words and Ha-Ram's gesture made emotions bubble up from deep within her chest.

*Not yet.*
*I need to do more.*

A little more.
More provocation.

The two understood Eun-Ha's jealousy very well.
Wasn't jealousy what made her realize her feelings in the first place? Naturally, jealousy was also her strongest emotion.

"So, then..."
"She seems quite shocked."
"We brought him here in case he might make an extreme choice, but honestly..."
"It might not be good to let him meet Eun-Ha? We'd look like terrible people."

Thump! It felt like a stake was being driven into her heart. Ha-Eun's words made Eun-Ha's eyes tremble pitifully.

*So he did come here. They just kept him far away from me.*

Unknown emotions boiled inside her.
She felt good but worried.
Sorry but wanting to see him.

The anxiety of possibly losing Kim Se-Won completely fanned Eun-Ha's emotions more than her greatest goal of defeating The Mute One.
She needed to move.

"Where is he?"

She wanted to see him right away.

She thought herself foolish. Eun-Ha found it ridiculous that she was looking for him when she was the one who disappeared first.
Nevertheless, consumed by the desire to see Kim Se-Won, she demanded information from the girls in front of her.

"..."

Ha-Eun and Ha-Ram silently looked at each other.

*Will it be okay?*
*I don't think it matters, does it?*

They had already heard why Eun-Ha disappeared.
While they resented her for moving without a word, they could understand.

She needed to become stronger. To defeat The Mute One, she couldn't waste two years at the academy.
That's how overwhelming The Mute One was. They could understand Eun-Ha's impatience.

On the other hand, her urgent questioning was also cute.

*Who would believe she was a man?*
*Exactly.*

It was adorable how Eun-Ha, who had been frozen just moments ago, was now pressing them for answers.
Is this what a girl in love looks like?
Ha-Eun found it simply cute, while Ha-Ram felt some empathy.

The two looked at each other, chuckling, then turned their gaze back to Eun-Ha.
After all, their role was to lead her to him after going around in circles.

"Go to your room."
"We told him to sort out his feelings there."
"...!!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened. Whoosh! A small breeze arose as she darted between the two and disappeared in an instant.

"She's really something."
"I wanted to tease her a bit more... but seeing her like this isn't bad either."

Ha-Eun and Ha-Ram's expressions softened. The sight of Eun-Ha running off with her platinum hair flowing was heartwarming.

"Well, I have something to do now."
"Huh? Suddenly? What is it? What?"
"Jin Cheon-myeong... the executive director's son, wasn't it? I want to have a chat with him."
"Whaaaat?"

Ha-Eun was startled.
Who? Ha-Ram? The thought filled her mind.

Who was Ha-Ram?
Wasn't she the girl with an inappropriate affection for her own father?

Since she already had the perfect ideal type in In Cheon-yong, she never even glanced at other men, yet now she was going to speak directly to a man?

"Wait. Really? For real??"

Ha-Eun couldn't believe it.

"Sigh. It's not what you're thinking, so relax."
"Come on, then what is it?"
"We can't come here every day, can we? He happens to be someone with connections. I'm going to ask him to be our eyes and ears."

Hehehe. Ha-Ram let out a laugh that suggested she had ulterior motives.

*How much is she planning to use people?*

Ha-Eun was certain Ha-Ram wouldn't use gentle methods.
That wasn't a request. It was closer to coercion.

But then again, did she need to worry about him?
He brought this on himself. He messed with Eun-Ha, so he's paying the price.

"Then let's go together. You weren't planning to leave me alone, were you? In The Front Line where I don't know anyone?"
"Yes, let's do that."

She also wanted to see the face of the guy who had messed with Eun-Ha.
Ha-Eun stuck close to Ha-Ram.



* * *



*My room?*
*Is it really my room? Is Se-Won there?*

She ran and ran.
Eun-Ha's mind was filled only with the name Kim Se-Won.

If she went to her room, she could meet Kim Se-Won. Realizing this, Eun-Ha was running at full speed without even knowing it.

When she was about halfway there.
Suddenly, her steps stopped.

"...Should I really meet him?"

This thought suddenly crossed her mind. Eun-Ha hesitated.

Even though she had a purpose, her behavior of disappearing as she pleased and then reappearing just as arbitrarily seemed truly ridiculous.
Kim Se-Won would surely be dumbfounded seeing her like this.

So she hesitated.

*Sorting out his feelings.*

Her friends said they sent Kim Se-Won to her room to sort out his feelings.
Why her room for sorting out feelings?

The answer came quickly.
Sorting out feelings meant giving Kim Se-Won time alone to abandon his pursuit of Eun-Ha and start a new life.
And the perfect place for him to reminisce about memories with Eun-Ha and let go of lingering attachments was Eun-Ha's room.

Since they couldn't let him meet Eun-Ha directly, they chose a place where traces of her remained.

"I was wrong."

Eun-Ha placed her hand on her chest. Her heart felt constricted.
She had left without a word to depart without regrets, yet now she was regretting it.

"Haha..."

A hollow laugh escaped her.

"I really am an idiot."

Bonk! Bonk! She hit her head with her fist.

An idiot.
A fool.

She was more foolish than anyone.

She had fully anticipated this outcome when her friends arrived. Yet she didn't resent them for coming to find her.

It meant they cared about her that much.
Who knew how many more people she would meet in life who would genuinely care for her like this?

"Then. I shouldn't hesitate."

Even though she had treated her boyfriend badly, Eun-Ha wanted to see Kim Se-Won once more.
She started running with her lips tightly sealed.
To meet the man named Kim Se-Won.

Even if she had to hear harsh words, she wanted to see his face. To say one word: sorry.

"Ah..."

And when she arrived at the room.

The room was empty.



* * *



"He's not here."

A dejected comment slipped out.
The room was dark.
There was no trace of anyone having been there.
Either he never came here, or he had left long ago.

Sniff sniff, she breathed in the room's air, but his scent had faded long ago.

*I see. He's already sorted out his feelings and left.*

Guilt washed over her, making her heart ache.
It was painful. Sad.

"He's already gone."

Without realizing it, a tear rolled down her cheek. She didn't know why she was crying.
She looked like an abandoned heroine.
Even though she was the one who had abandoned him.

With heavy steps, she trudged to the center of the room.
She didn't feel like turning on the lights. She just looked around carefully, wondering if Kim Se-Won might still be in the room.

"..."

But there was no trace of him in the dark room.

"Ah, ugh..."

She gritted her teeth against the rising emotions.
How dare she try to cry?
She had no right to cry.

Eun-Ha hung her head low and trembled.

"Let's go."

Let's find Kim Se-Won.
Even if it's shameful, let's grab him and ask.

She absolutely couldn't give up on him.

With this thought, just as Eun-Ha grabbed the doorknob.

"?!"

Thump! Someone pounced on her from behind.
It happened in an instant.
A surprise attack she hadn't even sensed coming.

Eun-Ha's body froze in shock. She never thought someone would ambush her in The Front Line, which wasn't even enemy territory.

*I need to move now...!*

Even if it was late, she needed to escape from this person's grasp. Escape and counterattack.
Eun-Ha's eyes sharpened.

"Got you."

No, her eyes that were about to sharpen immediately softened.
The voice whispering in her ear was incredibly sweet.
It was a vile voice that revealed glistening desire.

"You're my woman. I won't give you to anyone."
"And I won't tolerate you leaving me either."

The assailant who had pounced on Eun-Ha uttered chilling words.

"So. I'll punish you for running away from me."

And his hand grabbed Eun-Ha's chest.

Ch.344 - Time For Punishment
Gulp.
Eun-Ha couldn't say a word.
She just silently felt Kim Se-Won's touch.

"Ahh...!"

The hand gripping her chest moved slowly, caressing her.
Slowly. Sensually.
Movements that clearly knew her weak spots.
Eun-Ha couldn't hold back even for a moment and immediately let out a moan.

"P-punishment...?"

Slither— His other hand crept toward Eun-Ha's lower body. Creeping, slithering like a snake.

Eun-Ha felt strange sensations wherever his hands passed over her clothes and opened her mouth.

Punishment.
Eun-Ha realized her heart was pounding.
Whether from anticipation or fear, she wasn't sure.

"I told you."

Eventually, Kim Se-Won's thick fingers slipped inside Eun-Ha's panties. Her shy, virgin womanhood responded to his slippery touch.

"That I always want to be with you."
"Hiiik?!"

Twitch! Eun-Ha's body shuddered violently. As his finger entered her, Kim Se-Won gently bit her ear.
His breath, heavy with desire, tickled Eun-Ha's ear.

'That's right.'

His manhood throbbed at Eun-Ha's cute reaction. He ignored its clamoring to be inside her.

Kim Se-Won's gaze cooled as he became aware of what lay beyond the door.
Eun-Ha's moans were sweet and loud.
Bewitching sounds that could arouse others. This was one reason he became so excited when taking her.

Thinly. But firmly.
Kim Se-Won's magic surrounded the room. Sealing it thoroughly so not even a whisper could escape.

No matter how much Eun-Ha cried out here, no one outside would notice.

"Your answer?"
"Uhhh!, mmm... y-yes... you said... you'd always... be with... me... hng, mmm...!"

Eun-Ha couldn't focus with his fingers stimulating her. He pretended to brush against her hymen, targeting her sensitive spots.

Squelch, squelch. With each movement of his fingers, her delicate womanhood clenched relentlessly. Though only one finger had entered, she squeezed it hot and tight as if to crush it.

'Se-Won really knows my body completely.'

Despite being clothed, she felt naked. Eun-Ha was frustrated with her body for only feeling pleasure without offering any resistance.

'Ah!'

As her body grew hotter from Kim Se-Won's caresses, a realization flashed through her mind. Eun-Ha hurriedly covered her mouth with both hands.

'No. The sound will leak outside.'

This was right by the door.
If she made noise here, it would surely echo through the hallway.

With both hands occupied, she had no way to stop his caresses. Knowing this, Eun-Ha still tried desperately to muffle her sounds. She hadn't noticed that Kim Se-Won had surrounded the room with magic.

"Right? And you've been accepting my wishes too."

Slurp, his tongue traced her earlobe. The wet sound of saliva amplified the sensual feeling directly in her ear.

"Haahng...!"

Kim Se-Won's hand invaded under her clothes. Slithering like a snake, he caressed her breast and lightly pinched her nipple.
Just from this, Eun-Ha twitched as she felt a small wave of pleasure.

Eun-Ha could do nothing. She covered her mouth to prevent her moans from escaping.

"But if you run away from me like this, shouldn't you be punished? ...Or perhaps, did you act this way hoping I would do this to you?"

Squelch— A wet sound came from below. When he withdrew his hand, Eun-Ha could see his fingers glistening with her transparent fluids.

"Pervert."

Kim Se-Won condemned her.
Eun-Ha just shook her head with her hands still covering her mouth. She wanted to deny it, but couldn't.

"Ngh...! Mmm♡"

If she tried to speak, her moans would burst out from Kim Se-Won's caresses.

"Say it. With words. Why can't you speak?"

Kim Se-Won said with a mischievous expression. He employed not just his hands but also telekinesis. Invisible tentacles mercilessly tapped at Eun-Ha's womanhood.

"Hik, ngh♡ N-no...♡ Ah, aaahng♡"

That wasn't all. Kim Se-Won's tentacles grabbed her arms, fixing them in midair.
Without her hands, she couldn't suppress her voice no matter how desperately she tried. She had already revealed all her weaknesses to Kim Se-Won. There was no way she could win.
Eun-Ha finally lost the freedom of her arms and let her moans escape.

Squelch squelch squelch squelch!

He seized the opportunity.
The tentacles mercilessly struck her weak spots. They expertly avoided her hymen, which had been regenerated who knows how many times, and tormented only her sensitive areas.

"Hnnngg...!"

Her body trembled involuntarily. It had grown again. She felt pressure as if Kim Se-Won's manhood was directly stimulating her.
Once inside, it would split into countless threads, touching all her weak spots.
No matter how she twisted her body, she couldn't escape from Kim Se-Won and his tentacles.

'This is bad. This shouldn't be happening.'

Her mind was gradually being pickled in pleasure. She couldn't hold back her moans at all.

'If someone passes by right now...!'

Then she would surely fall into social ruin.

"Afraid of being caught?"

Grinning, as if reading Eun-Ha's mind, Kim Se-Won smirked.

"Let them catch us."
"...!!"

But Eun-Ha couldn't answer. Slurp! Kim Se-Won's mouth covered hers. Not just her chest and womanhood, but even her mouth was being toyed with by Kim Se-Won.

Eun-Ha felt her heart sink.
It was over now.
Completely over.
With her entire body dominated by Kim Se-Won, her moans would surely echo through the corridor.

The strong girl who had mercilessly beaten the newcomers including Jin Cheon-Myeong just moments ago was nowhere to be found.
Here was only a weak girl whose entire body had become as sensitive as an erogenous zone, with a helpless womanhood.

'He's very angry.'

There was no need to think about why he was caressing Eun-Ha so forcefully. It was clearly because he was furious that Eun-Ha had left him without saying anything.

'I was wrong, so there's nothing I can do...'

Kim Se-Won would probably toy with her until his anger subsided, and even then, he would stay.
Until she apologized and explained why she left, until he was satisfied with the answer.

"Se, Se...mmm♡ Won-ah♡"

Eun-Ha trembled with the surging pleasure and barely managed to speak.

She felt heat from her buttocks pressed tightly against him. It was where Kim Se-Won's groin was.

"F-forgive me♡ *slurp* please♡"

She could barely breathe properly because of his forceful kissing. Still, she had to say what needed to be said. Eun-Ha managed to speak while gasping for breath.

The tongue that had been playing in her mouth stopped moving at Eun-Ha's words.

"Puhaah♡"

As their lips separated, a thread of saliva formed between their tongues.

"...Forgive you?"
"Y-yes...."

She spoke while meeting Kim Se-Won's eyes. Eun-Ha suddenly realized that his persistent caresses had also stopped.

This was a chance to talk.

"So, what happened was...."
"Oh?"

No, maybe not. Eun-Ha was about to explain the situation when she saw his face and sensed something was wrong.
Kim Se-Won's face contorted. His eyes, gleaming with desire, scanned Eun-Ha.

"I'll forgive you. But."

He took something out of his pocket. Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
What Kim Se-Won pulled out was a key card. It looked exactly like the one Eun-Ha had, the one Foriner had given her.

'Foriner is involved...?'

It seemed Foriner had contacted him while she wasn't aware.
But this fact wasn't very important to Eun-Ha. Because when Kim Se-Won waved the key card, the space suddenly flipped, and the place where the two were standing changed.

"Th-this place...."

Whoosh, her face flushed.
Memories she had momentarily forgotten pushed their way back. Eun-Ha touched her heated face with her hand and quickly covered her eyes.

"Oh no...."

The place they had teleported to was familiar.
When Optima had depleted her magic. The place they had used to supply magic on the day Kim Se-Won awakened.

The place where he had continued to thrust into her even as she begged for forgiveness. The place where she had been completely pickled in pleasure, unable to utter even a simple word.
The place where she had buried her face in the pillow and only moaned.
Eun-Ha felt like just being here made her a loser.

"Where's the time to just stand there?"

While Eun-Ha was covering her face with both hands, not knowing what to do, there was a sound of something being dragged. Rustle—

"?!"

Eun-Ha flinched in surprise.
Kim Se-Won confidently pulled over a clothes rack.

Yes.
A clothes rack.

Drip, fluid flowed down between Eun-Ha's legs.

"In exchange for forgiveness, you have to wear these."

The clothes hanging on the rack were all abnormal. To be precise, they were all items that no one would wear as everyday clothes.
A bunny girl-like outfit that wasn't even a proper bunny girl costume.
A maid outfit with a skirt so short her womanhood would be visible, and so on—things she would hesitate to wear even at home. There were also cosplay outfits like a Chinese dress that were revealing but relatively normal.

"If you wear these and satisfy me, I'll forgive you."
"No, that. No...!!"

Eun-Ha's face turned bright red, almost steaming.
No matter how much she had become similar to a woman, she couldn't wear such things.

"...But you wear them just fine as a magical girl?"
"That's different! Th-this is this!"

Though hit right on target, she pushed back forcefully.
Optima, and furthermore, Virginia and Optima's Vicious Form certainly had outfits that only shameless women would wear.

"...You hate it that much?"

Kim Se-Won stroked the clothes on the rack with a dejected expression. He looked quite disappointed.

'Huh?'

Eun-Ha hesitated seeing Kim Se-Won like that.
Somehow, it felt like if she pushed a bit more, things would work out.
But at the same time, she felt anxious that her relationship with Kim Se-Won might be completely severed.
What should she do? Eun-Ha wavered.

"N-no!"

Eun-Ha's decision was quick.
She moved her trembling legs that were still weak from his harsh caresses. She approached the clothes rack and squeezed her eyes shut.

"I-I wanted to wear this first...!"

And she grabbed a hanger that touched her hand and thrust it in front of Kim Se-Won.


* * *


"Uugh... seriously...!"
"It suits you well. You're pretty."

Eun-Ha blushed and closed her legs. She couldn't help it because of the foreign sensation in her rear.

Twitch twitch! Black cat ears moved on top of Eun-Ha's head. They were items that moved according to her brainwaves.
Of course, the tail was the same. The tail, connected not to her tailbone but to her rear, swished around, stimulating her.

"Why, why this combination...!"

Eun-Ha felt like she would climax with just a little more movement. Despite this, she didn't forget to protest.
The clothes wrapping her body were none other than a Chinese dress. It was a garment with a daringly exposed side from the hip area.

"Why?!"

Unable to contain his lust any longer, Kim Se-Won embraced Eun-Ha and laid her on the bed.

"I have no intention of forgiving you, so I'm punishing you. And adding some seasoning to make you tastier!"

Then he loosened his waist, revealing his enormously erect manhood.

"Even if you cry and beg for forgiveness, I won't stop thrusting."

Eun-Ha trembled at the sight of his member, which covered nearly half her face.

Ch.345 - Time For Punishment
A foul smell wafted through the air.
Eun-Ha stared blankly at Kim Se-Won's imposing figure standing before her.
Unconsciously, she sniffed the air. The scent of a man. No, the overwhelming musk of a male.

A scent she had smelled many times before.
The scent of one with the will to impregnate a female.
The scent of a being she could never defeat.

"Even if you cry and beg for forgiveness, I won't stop taking you."

Kim Se-Won's words echoed in her mind. A statement overflowing with sadism.

"He's trying to... have his way with me..."

Thump! Her heart leaped. Eun-Ha's body responded without her permission. The heat that had been gradually subsiding flared up again.

To make matters worse, Eun-Ha's mind involuntarily dredged up memories of previous encounters, playing them in her head.

The girl who had been taken countless times by Kim Se-Won was none other than herself. It would happen again this time.
Soon, she would be pierced by that thick, long member. Whether orally, vaginally, or anally. Every opening would certainly be penetrated by that fearsome organ, making her whimper.

After all, Kim Se-Won had dressed her in these lewd clothes. Because he was desperate to have her.
Eun-Ha became conscious of the beads she felt in her rear.

"Nngh!"

Squirming, the beads began to move in response to Eun-Ha's brainwaves. Her rear contracted involuntarily, feeling the bumpy object.

"Smaller than Se-Won's... but still thick."

The anal beads consisted of several thick spheres connected together. Even the slightest movement made Eun-Ha unable to endure.
It was because her rear had already been thoroughly trained.

"..."

Kim Se-Won, who had exposed himself, looked at Eun-Ha and grinned.

The time had come.
But it wasn't time to take her yet.

He had merely exposed himself, yet the girl was already going into heat on her own. If he were to enter her now, it wouldn't be punishment. It would be a reward.

Kim Se-Won tucked himself back into his pants. He barely managed to fit it in, even using telekinesis to force it.

"Ah...!"

Eun-Ha gasped at the sight.
She had been about to be taken, but suddenly he put it away.
She looked up at Kim Se-Won with an expression revealing both anxiety and disappointment.

Having been thoroughly ravaged time after time, she had come to expect Kim Se-Won's rough treatment.
Her body already knew pleasure. It had been trained by those hands, that member.

Her nipples were already standing erect with anticipation. She was hoping Kim Se-Won would touch them.

"Were you expecting something?"
"N-no way!"

Kim Se-Won looked down at Eun-Ha with a sly expression. Despite it being written all over her face, she desperately shook her head in denial, which he found endearing.

If he followed his desires, he would have taken the adorable girl before him like an animal.
But he couldn't do that.

"Well then, let's go."
"Where are we going...?"

When Kim Se-Won grabbed her arm, Eun-Ha wore a confused expression.

First he brought her to the inner training room, then changed her into lewd clothes, and now he had backed off just before taking her.
She couldn't understand Kim Se-Won's intentions.

Despite his obvious desire for her emanating from him, Kim Se-Won was holding back with superhuman willpower.

That made her anxious.
She couldn't understand what task required such restraint. What "punishment" awaited her.
It wouldn't be ordinary sex.

Eun-Ha met Kim Se-Won's gleaming eyes.
Truly.
The uncertainty made her anxious.

"Could it be outdoors again...?"

Her heart sank. With Kim Se-Won, it was entirely possible.
He might make her wear these lewd clothes underneath, hidden by a coat, and walk around outside.

Just thinking about it made her feel like her head would explode from shame.
Right now, her body was heated from Kim Se-Won's embrace from behind, his caresses, and the tail with beads he had inserted into her rear that moved on its own.

In this state, if she went outside, she wasn't confident she could endure.
Her face would be flushed the entire time, and if the tail moved, she might let out a soft moan.

"R-really. Where are we going...?"
"...A good place."

He dismissed Eun-Ha's anxious question. Kim Se-Won smiled and put his index finger to his lips.
His smile was ominously foreboding.
Her womanhood was dripping wet even in this situation.

Eun-Ha grew more anxious.

"C-come to think of it..."

The word "punishment" flashed in her mind again. Cold sweat ran down her back.
At this rate, Kim Se-Won would surely force her to take an outdoor walk.

"W-where are we going? Hm? Where?"
"Just wait. And look forward to it."
"Mmph...!"

When she asked again out of anxiety, Kim Se-Won placed a blindfold over Eun-Ha's eyes with a gentle smile. He embraced her, wrapping his body around her as he tied the blindfold at the back of her head.

"Haaa..."

When Kim Se-Won moved away from Eun-Ha, she had a dazed expression. Her eyes were unfocused, giving her a somewhat disheveled appearance.
In the brief moment she had been in Kim Se-Won's arms, she had become intoxicated by his scent.

"Good."

A calculated action.
This state probably wouldn't last long.
He needed to make her more intoxicated with his scent.

"Heu... mmm..."

Kim Se-Won embraced Eun-Ha again. With her vision blocked, Kim Se-Won's scent penetrated even more deeply.
While Eun-Ha was dazed again, he took out a key card and waved it.


* * *


The place he brought Eun-Ha to, while still embracing her, was a room with a large bed and one wall entirely made of glass.
Kim Se-Won, carrying the dazed Eun-Ha, arrived at the room and set her down with his back to the glass.

"There. You can open your eyes now."
"Mmm..."

Kim Se-Won removed the blindfold. Eun-Ha, who had kept her eyes closed, slowly opened them.

"?!!?!!?!?!"

And then.
She was horrified.

With her mouth agape, she stared at what was before her.
Her breath caught. She wanted to say something but couldn't find the words.
Beyond Kim Se-Won's shoulder, she saw something she shouldn't have seen.

"Th-this... mmph?!"

Just as she managed to speak, Kim Se-Won silenced her with his mouth. Her intended words scattered without conveying any meaning.

Slurp, slurp- Kim Se-Won's tongue began to explore Eun-Ha's mouth.

"Mmm. Mmm♡ Huu♡"

Squelch, Kim Se-Won's thick fingers toyed with Eun-Ha's womanhood. With each movement of his fingers, Eun-Ha's waist trembled slightly.

It wasn't just her waist that trembled. Eun-Ha, feeling like she might cry at any moment, shifted her gaze back to what she had seen.

There were people there.
This wasn't some well-crafted video. She could feel their definite gazes.

People were watching her.
Watching her shameless self being caressed by Kim Se-Won and feeling pleasure.

"Mmm, ah?!"

Woong! Suddenly, the beads inserted in her rear began to vibrate. As Eun-Ha started to feel pleasure, they moved violently inside.

With both her mouth and rear being violated, her neglected womanhood dripped wet on its own.

"People are watching."

Eun-Ha was confused.
She didn't know what to do with the flood of pleasure rushing in and the overwhelming shame washing over her.

Many people were gathered, watching her. Watching a fragile girl helplessly succumbing to Kim Se-Won.

[ Wow.... ]
[ Damn. ]
[ The Holy Maiden... ]

They referred to her, pointed at her, and were surprised at the sight of her. They blushed. Some even took pictures.

No matter how many times she thought about it, it wasn't a lie.
Soon, she would be engaged in an extremely shameless act, and the entire process would be visible to everyone.
Eun-Ha felt like her head might explode.

"Hinn♡ Ah♡ Ahhh♡"

Squelch squelch!

But Kim Se-Won's fingers showed no sign of stopping. Instead, they moved roughly, as if to excite her more, touching all of Eun-Ha's weak spots.

Each time, Eun-Ha let out a fragile moan and moved her hips.
Her body, steeped in pleasure, moved on its own. It flirted, begging to be tormented more, to be pleased more.

"...Ah!"

When she came to her senses, she found herself clinging to his arm, leaning on it. It looked as if she was begging him to probe her more.
Eun-Ha's face turned bright red.

"Everyone must have seen...!"

Everyone must have seen her shameless, lewd self.
Glancing straight ahead, she could see people staring at her with blank expressions.

"Hik, mmm♡ I, I can't think straight...♡ Ahnn...!"

She couldn't even speak properly. Just from having fingers inside her womanhood. Though her limbs were fine, her entire body was immobilized as if restrained.
She even clung to Kim Se-Won's thick arm, urging him on.

Eun-Ha resented her own weak womanhood. If it had been a little less susceptible, she might have been able to resist, but her body responded every time he touched her weak spots.

"Ah, mmm♡ No, I, I mean♡"

Eun-Ha desperately tried to squeeze out words.
If things progressed further here, the "Holy Maiden" image she had built up would be completely shattered.
Until now, perhaps Foriner could somehow salvage the situation.
So she had to stop what was happening here.

"I told you. It's punishment."

Squelch- Kim Se-Won's fingers withdrew from her womanhood. Where Eun-Ha was sitting, her fluids had pooled messily.

Kim Se-Won spoke in a calm tone. As he did, he undid his waistband again, revealing his massive member.
Whoosh! The scent of male filled the room.

[ Kyaah! ]
[ Wow... ]

In response, the people outside reacted with shock. They blinked rapidly.
Eun-Ha's gaze fixed on the extreme member that appeared before her, as if entranced.

"Put it on."

Kim Se-Won was resolute.
He held out a condom he had taken from his pocket.

His will to thrust into her if she didn't comply was palpable.

"..."

Eun-Ha closed her eyes tightly and accepted the condom.
Kim Se-Won showed no intention of stopping.
Escaping this situation was impossible.

"O-okay..."

Eun-Ha reluctantly nodded.
With clumsy movements, her small hands unwrapped the packaging and put it on his member.
The condom-covered member glowed fluorescent in the dim lighting. It would clearly be visible entering and leaving her womanhood.

"Se-Won, listen to me... Wah?!"

She thought it might still be alright. She could still persuade Kim Se-Won. But as Eun-Ha tried to persuade him, her body suddenly floated up. It was telekinesis.

"Watch carefully. I have to show people how thoroughly you're being taken."

Her womanhood dripping wet.
Her rear twitching with the massive beads inserted.
And now her breasts exposed through the holes in the China dress.
Eun-Ha's floating body was incredibly lewd.

"No!"

Forced to face forward, Eun-Ha's gaze dropped downward. She couldn't properly see the people's gazes.

"Hik...!"

But there, the fluorescent-glowing member awaited.
Lifted into an M-shape, her defenseless womanhood was just above the throbbing member.

"Somehow, it seems even bigger than before?"

If she were pierced like this, she might really die.
Her mind might break from pleasure.
Eun-Ha trembled at the terror approaching her.

"Se-Won. Are you really going to... Mmph?!"

Once again, Eun-Ha's words were cut off. Her body, which had been lifted into the air, suddenly dropped.
Shwoop! The massive member penetrated all the way to her womb. Eun-Ha's womanhood spread wide. Somehow, it managed to swallow the enormous member.

"Ugh, mm..."

Eun-Ha's lower abdomen bulged from the violent penetration.

[ Holy Maiden?! ]
[ Wow, damn. That's intense... ]

People were startled in response.

Eun-Ha couldn't regain her senses from the heavy pressure she felt in her lower abdomen. An immense pleasure instantly rushed to the top of her head, as if piercing her crown.

The pleasure that hit her wasn't over yet.

Squelch- Squelch squelch squelch squelch squelch!!

"Uh, ahng♡ Ang♡ Aaaang♡"

Kim Se-Won, lifting Eun-Ha with both hands, began an intense piston motion.


* * *


The streets, still in winter, were filled with people.

This was because a rumor had spread on the internet that a special video from Virginia would be released today.

This rumor was why people had gathered in the streets despite the cold weather.

[ Eun-Ha's Secret Private Life♥ ]

And when the video started, people began to show various reactions.

"Wow..."
"Damn."
"The Holy Maiden..."

People marveled at Eun-Ha's private life, which they had never expected.
Eun-Ha, whom they thought only needed protection, was working hard on training every day.
It wasn't for show; it was a video that conveyed sincerity.

"Kyaah!"
"Wow..."

Scenes of fighting monsters.
Scenes of subduing villains single-handedly. Scenes that the public, who had been watching the "Holy Maiden," could never have imagined flashed by in an instant.

And.
Beyond this screen.

There was Eun-Ha, subdued by Kim Se-Won, unable to move.

Ch.346 - Time For Punishment
*Squeak- squeak, squeaksqueaksqueak!*
*Squeaksqueaksqueaksqueak!*

Kim Se-Won started slowly rocking his hips, as if warming up an engine, before beginning to thrust in earnest.

"Hnngh♡ Oooh♡"

Her already wet entrance accepted his thick member smoothly, gripping it tightly with greed, as if demanding his seed.

"Damn...!"

Despite feeling embarrassed and desperate, Se-Won couldn't help but marvel at how tightly Eun-Ha's inexperienced body gripped him.

"No. Nooooo♡"

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha shook her head frantically.

Her most intimate parts were exposed for all to see. She let out a sound that was somewhere between a scream and a moan of pleasure.

It was devastating.
Her life was over.

*Squeak-squeak-squeak! Squeak! Squeaksqueak! Squeaksqueaksqueaksqueak!*
Whether or not he understood her feelings, Kim Se-Won thrust even harder.

"Mmm, aah♡ haah♡"

In this desperate situation, her heart sank, but that empty space filled with pleasure.

Despite everything, her body was sending signals of pleasure to her brain. She felt like she was melting, both body and mind.
The wetness wouldn't stop.

"Hnngh♡ Ah♡ Aaah♡"

Eun-Ha's voice grew louder.
She could see people staring at her with wide eyes, their gazes fixed on her.

Some covered their mouths with both hands, others blushed.
Their reactions varied, but none of them could take their eyes off her.

"Stop♡ Mmph♡ Aaah♡ Stooop♡"
"More! More!!"

His movements contradicted her words. Every time Eun-Ha moaned, Kim Se-Won seemed to gain strength, thrusting even harder.

*Slap! Slap!*
The sound was as if her body might break. Her lower abdomen bulged visibly with each thrust, showing the presence of his member inside her.
It was a fearsome, fluorescent member that would have broken anyone else.

"Damn, how turned on are you, you pervert! Does it excite you that much to have people watching you get fucked?!"
"No♡ Nooo♡ Ah♡ Aaah♡ It's not like thaaaat♡"

She shook her head desperately. But Eun-Ha's face had long since melted into ecstasy.
Drooling messily with unfocused eyes, her reflection showed faintly in the glass.

*Squeaksqueaksqueaksqueak!*

"Aaahn♡ Mmph, aaah♡"

Eun-Ha's small breasts bounced up and down. Her pink nipples, which would never turn brown, stood erect.
And transparent tentacles tormented her breasts in rhythm with the movement.

"Not my breasts♡ Not just down there but my breasts too♡"

The tentacles flicked her nipples like fingers snapping.
But that wasn't all.

"Hwaah♡ Hik♡"

*Woooong!* The more excited Eun-Ha became, the more violently the beads in her rear moved. They wiggled and squirmed, tormenting her tightly clenched backside.

"I'm breaking♡ No♡ I'm dying♡"

Eun-Ha felt like her mind was breaking.
Kim Se-Won's scent flowing from behind her.
The tentacles tormenting her nipples.
The anal beads stimulating her mercilessly.
The massive member somehow inside her.

And finally.
The people staring at her.
Those gazes pounded her chest. Mixed with the overwhelming pleasure, her mind was in chaos.

"Ugh...!!"

As a result, Eun-Ha's body clenched unbelievably tight.
It felt twice, no, three times tighter than usual.
That's how excited she was. Kim Se-Won grimaced, desperately holding back his climax.

"You, pervert...!"
"Hnngh♡ Mmm♡ Ah, nooo♡"

It felt like his root might be torn off. When she accepted him fully, she wouldn't let go. The undulating folds tormented his member desperately.
It was a greedy body that seemed ready to suck up every drop of his seed at once.

"If you like being watched so much!"
"Ah!"

Kim Se-Won threw Eun-Ha forward. The soft mattress and pillows caught her gently.

"Let them see you up close! Haa. Haa."

A brief moment of rest. Kim Se-Won caught his breath and looked at Eun-Ha's trembling buttocks.

*This is so hot. Damn.*

Her buttocks glistened with wetness. Her fluttering tail seemed to be seducing him.
The pink entrance that had just held him was twitching, searching for him again.
An entrance that always felt virgin-like. No, it was a succubus's body.

"Kuh!"
"Hwaaah♡"

*Schlup!* Kim Se-Won couldn't hold back even for a moment and pushed himself in again.

"Even now! Even now you say you're not a pervert?!"

*Schlup!Schlupschlupschlupschlup!*

He thrust and thrust again.
Thrusting like mad.

Kim Se-Won stared at her luscious buttocks with bloodshot eyes.

*Grab!*

"Hik♡ No♡ Don't grab♡ Hnn♡ Don't torment meee♡"

He grabbed her tail that was fluttering before his eyes. When he grabbed it, the anal beads moved even more violently. All the rotation that would have gone to her tail was directed to the beads instead.

*Squeak-squeak- squeaksqueaksqueak!*
*Squeaksqueaksqueaksqueak!*

Kim Se-Won's movements became more intense.

*Ah, aaah...*

Eun-Ha, her face buried in the pillow, barely lifted her head to look ahead.
There were people there, even closer than before.
Staring at her.
Watching her being taken by Kim Se-Won, watching her feel intense pleasure.

Eun-Ha trembled, tears flowing from her eyes—whether from sadness or pleasure, she couldn't tell—as waves of sensation washed over her.
Her waist trembled uncontrollably. She pressed her body close to the bed, raising only her hips.

A position to maximize pleasure.
A position her body had already learned.

A scent that excited males wafted from Eun-Ha.

"Mmm, nngh♡ Mmah♡ Aaahn♡ Hic, aaahn♡"

*Squeaksqueaksqueak! Squeak! Squeaksqueaksqueak!*

Muffled moans escaped from the pillow. She tried to hold back, gripping the pillow with her hands, but the pleasure wouldn't diminish.

"Mmnngh, aauungh♡"

In fact, with him thrusting from behind, the pleasure was deeper and more intense. Eun-Ha felt like she was going crazy.

Pleasure blinded her. The world turned white.
The audience before her gradually disappeared from her vision.

"No... Ah♡ Aaah! Ah♡ Aaaah♡♡ Yes. More. Moooore♡ Do more to meee♡"

In Eun-Ha's world, there was only Kim Se-Won thrusting madly into her and herself, in heat like a bitch.

"Kuk!"

Kim Se-Won let out a short groan at her voice filled with heat. There was a mysterious power in Eun-Ha's voice.
The seed he had been holding back surged forth.

"Hik♡ Auuh♡ Aaaaaaah...♡"

*Spurt! Spurrrrrrt!*

It was as if it might burst through the condom. His seed escaped his urethra and filled the condom to capacity.


* * *


After climaxing once, Kim Se-Won lay down beside Eun-Ha and embraced her.

"Haa. Haa. Haa."

Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha breathed heavily, feeling each other's body heat.
It was different from usual.
Everything was different.

It felt incredibly good.
Like all his energy had been drained in one go.
His member was standing erect again, asking to be put back in, but he wasn't in the mood.
He could do more. He wanted to do more. But right now, the desire to just hold Eun-Ha close was stronger.

"I... actually, I was afraid you'd follow me. That's why I didn't tell you."
"...I thought so too. Whatever the reason, if you had dropped out and left, I would have followed you."

Eun-Ha buried her face in Kim Se-Won's chest.
It was warm. The afterglow of intense pleasure still enveloped her body, making her feel like she might respond to the slightest touch.

Afraid she might break down again if she thought about it too much, Eun-Ha took a deep breath and explained the situation.

Why she had dropped out.
Why she had left without telling Kim Se-Won or her friends.
What she planned to do at The Front Line.

"I'm sorry. For not telling you."
"It's okay."

After saying everything, she apologized.
Kim Se-Won smiled gently and stroked her head with one arm. Her silky hair offered no resistance to his caress.

"But that doesn't mean I'm giving up on you. I won't look at other women. Even if we can't meet often."
"Me too. Yes... me too."

Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won with a broad smile. Her eyes, which had been unfocused with pleasure just moments ago, now shone with warmth.

"You're the only woman for me."
"And you're the only man for me."

The two looked at each other quietly, then.
*Smooch-*
They kissed, a wet, passionate kiss.

"Pahah♡"
"And there's something I didn't tell you."
"Hmm...?"

After a long, mind-melting kiss where their tongues intertwined, Kim Se-Won decided to mention what he hadn't told her yet.

"Look up."
"Up...? Ah!"

Only then did Eun-Ha remember what situation she had been in.
People.
People had been watching her shameless display.
They had witnessed her body surrendering to pleasure in the most embarrassing way.

It was a situation she had forgotten as her mind went blank with pleasure.

"Idiot! Idiot idiot idiot! Stupid idiot!"

*Pat pat pat!* Eun-Ha immediately pounded Kim Se-Won's chest with both hands.
She could never show her face anywhere again. Her life was ruined.

"No. Calm down. Just calm down."
"How can I calm down about this?! Huh??"
"Look up!"
"What's up there! People are... people... are...?"

She looked up while sobbing and still pounding his chest.
There were still people there.

The difference from before was that no one was paying attention to her.
People were just walking normally on the street.
No one was showing any interest in her.
It was completely different from before.

"Look at this."

Kim Se-Won chuckled at Eun-Ha, who was finally understanding the situation. He held up his communication terminal and showed her something on YouToob.

It was a video titled "[Fancam] Holy Maiden's Surprise Private Life Reveal."

"W-what is this...?"
"People were watching this. Not you yourself, but you in the video."

Eun-Ha looked at the video with a dazed expression.
People were gathered in front of a large screen, watching the videos playing on it.

As she watched carefully, she saw the reactions she had thought were directed at her shameless display.
People were admiring her training and fighting monsters and villains, not her shameless self.
Eun-Ha felt dazed.

"T-then... that..."
"Have you heard of a magic mirror? Where you can see through one side but not the other. It's like an improved version of that."
"Ha, haha... hahaha...."

"Punishment."
Eun-Ha clearly understood the meaning of this punishment.
Kim Se-Won wouldn't have done this to ruin her life.
He just wanted her to experience a similar, desperate situation.

"I'm sorry. I... I wanted you to feel, at least somewhat, what I felt."
"You're mean."
"Yes. I'm a bad guy."
"Still... I'm sorry."

Kim Se-Won answered honestly. Eun-Ha knew her guess was right and immediately poked his chest.

Still. Her feelings hadn't changed.
She still liked this man.
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won's feelings remained the same.

*Talk about being blinded by love.*

Eun-Ha rested her forehead on his chest and mocked herself.
Even though it was a trick using a magic mirror, not real, such an experience would normally strain a relationship.
Kim Se-Won had gone too far.

But her love overcame it, so there was nothing she could do.
Her heart raced when she saw him.
She wished he would keep holding her like this.
Being this close to him made her smile without realizing it.

*It can't be helped.*

That's what Eun-Ha accepted.
So she apologized again.

Because she knew how desperate and shocking it must have been for him when she disappeared without a word.

"From now on, whenever I have time, I'll come to The Front Line."
"Huh?"

Her eyes asked if it wouldn't be too hard. It was a long-distance journey that took several hours one way from the Academy to here.

"But if I can see you, it's worth it."

He insisted he would do it.

"I was very lonely without you."
"Me too. I wanted to see you right away, but that would have made my decision meaningless, so I held back."
"You're a bad woman."
"Maybe I take after my bad boyfriend?"

They looked at each other and smiled broadly.
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won enjoyed this kind of small talk. It was a sweet time.
Perhaps even more so because they hadn't done it for days.

"Anyway, even if it's bad. Even if we're apart. You're the only one for me. I'll live looking only at you. If you're in danger, I'll run to you in an instant. If you're sad, I'll appear right away and hold you."
"Yes. My knight."
"T-that...! Really. Give me a break."
"Hehehe."

Kim Se-Won, who had been saying embarrassing lines with a red face, was shot down by the single word "knight."

He covered his face with his hands.
No matter how many times he heard it, he couldn't get used to it. The words he had uttered repeatedly, surrendering to emotion and circumstance, were pure cringe.

Eun-Ha liked this side of Kim Se-Won and laughed generously.

Ch.347 - Mother-in-law, This Is Fucking Delicious
The Gresorion was divided into two factions.
Among them, the headquarters of the Bloody White faction, led by Seo Hye-ji, was a floating garden suspended in the sky.

Because space was twisted, this place was hundreds of times larger than it appeared from the outside, with more than enough room to accommodate the countless growing monsters.
It was even spacious enough that they no longer needed to periodically release unmanageable monsters toward The Front Line as they had done before.

"Ugh..."

And Kim Woo-jin, the only "human" in this floating castle, this floating garden, was returning to his room feeling pain throughout his aching body.

"That Deltar, beating people mercilessly without any consideration."

Kim Woo-jin pulled his tired body along while muttering complaints. Washing up after daily training was always the most grueling part.
Today again, his body was covered in bruises. He shuddered remembering the hideous sight of his body while bathing.

"Still, I decided to become stronger."

Kim Woo-jin clenched his fist tightly, reaffirming his determination.

Every day was a continuous series of such harsh training. Though it was exhausting to the point where his vision blurred and his body had no strength left, Kim Woo-jin had to become stronger.

He was a fake.
The original "Kim Woo-jin" had died and disappeared long ago.
Nevertheless, Nabi acknowledged and accepted him as Kim Woo-jin.
He couldn't betray her expectations.
He needed to push himself ruthlessly to become a pillar of the Gresorion.

"I'll become the real one. I, who inherited Kim Woo-jin's memories. For his sake too."

Kim Woo-jin moved while repeating this determination, something he'd done countless times.
His steps were unsteady. Staggering, he traced his memory to find his assigned room.

"...Hmm?"

After squeezing out all his remaining strength to enter the room, Kim Woo-jin realized something was different about his room.
All he could see was the bed.
That was natural, since his body was screaming for rest.

But there was something bulging under the blanket on the bed.

"...Oh my."

Kim Woo-jin approached the bed stealthily with a grin spreading across his face.
Only one person in this world would do such a cute thing. His lover, Seo Nabi.

Whether she was actually sleeping or just pretending, he didn't know yet. He'd have to check.

One thing was certain—his girlfriend who had prepared this surprise (event) was absolutely adorable.

Kim Woo-jin felt life returning to his body, which had felt like a wrung-out rag. Carefully moving to the bed, he gently slipped under the covers.

*What a nice smell.*

As he drew closer, the strong scent of the shampoo Nabi had been using recently wafted toward him.

"...Hmm?"

Was he tired?
His eyebrows twitched as he sensed something unusual.
The shampoo smell was there, but it was slightly different from usual.
Pitiful.
There was a strong atmosphere that felt as if it might shatter if touched wrongly.
A feeling that he shouldn't disturb it.

*It must be my imagination.*

It was probably because he was tired. Kim Woo-jin dismissed the unexpected change as insignificant and embraced "Nabi."

"You worked hard today too."

He whispered softly to his embraced lover.
Just as he was overworked by Deltar, Nabi too had days filled with continuous training.
She was currently training intensely under her mother and senior magical girl, Seo Hye-ji. The already strong girl was growing day by day.

"And now we're going to work hard here, right?"

Kim Woo-jin's hands, which were embracing "Nabi," slowly slid downward.
His body, which had been soaked in fatigue and on the verge of collapse just moments ago, was now overflowing with vitality.

At an age when sexual desire ran wild.
He was a man too.

If his lover approached him asking to be devoured, wasn't it only natural to oblige?
She had probably been beaten to a pulp by her mother, Seo Hye-ji, so tonight was his turn to take the lead.

*"You can do it whenever you want, Woo-jin."*

Besides, hadn't Nabi already given permission in advance? Kim Woo-jin had nothing to hold him back.

Seo Nabi wasn't particularly lustful, but she was unusually devoted to him. Especially after learning that he was a clone.

Seo Nabi seemed determined to hold onto Kim Woo-jin, even if it meant offering her body.
Her actions seemed to say that she didn't want to lose him now.
So he decided to comply with her words.

His hand slowly moved down and touched her lower abdomen. The soft, warm skin felt good.
Then came the sensation of fabric. It was underwear with a small surface area. Just by touching it, he could roughly imagine its shape.
He knew it was a provocative design without even seeing it. That excited Kim Woo-jin even more.

Kim Woo-jin began to caress her slowly, taking his time.



* * *



Was humanity such a shameless existence?
Seo Hye-ji slightly opened her eyes at the sensation she felt in her vagina.
In front of her eyes was a firm chest. A firm chest she would never have a connection with in her lifetime. A pectoral muscle she unconsciously wanted to lean against.

Was there a monster who would boldly enter her room and do such a thing?
No, there wasn't.
They lived in different places to begin with.
Then there was only one person left.

Her daughter's boyfriend, Kim Woo-jin.

*No matter how much he touches, he won't feel anything.*

She sneered as she watched him focus on her vagina.
He was probably caressing to make insertion easier, but unfortunately, she was different from other women.

After all, she had been a seed bearer for monsters, including the Muk-Si-Ja, for over ten years.

The monsters would simply apply lubricant to her vagina and plant their seeds. It was mating driven by ambition and duty, without any love.

*I should play along for a bit and then send him back.*

She didn't know why he had sexual interest in her, but there was a line. She needed to send him back without Nabi finding out.
That's when it happened.

"You feel it even while sleeping."

*Hmm?*

What was this? Seo Hye-ji wondered at Kim Woo-jin's words.

Squelch- A wet sound followed.

*What?*

Where did that come from? She couldn't understand.
Her body felt pleasure from his leisurely, gentle caresses?
That couldn't be.

She had never felt a woman's pleasure before.

"This is your weak spot, right?"

Unaware of Seo Hye-ji's thoughts, Kim Woo-jin continued his caresses with a mischievous laugh.
He stroked her vagina, gradually stimulating her clitoris. Squelch- squelch- slurp- The wet sounds intensified with each movement of his fingers.

Kim Woo-jin wasn't just touching her vagina.
Moving his body, he climbed on top of Seo Hye-ji.
He brought his fingers to her breasts, wrapped in a negligee that revealed her skin, and began to rub them.

"See? They're already hard."

His voice was subtle. Kim Woo-jin could feel her nipples hardening under his fingertips.

*What? What...?*

Seo Hye-ji was bewildered.

*My body is... feeling pleasure...? That can't be.*

Her body, which had only been mocked as a seed bearer by every monster that came, was feeling pleasure? A body that had never felt anything but discomfort and pain during mating?

She was confused.
She thought he might be lying, but when she slightly opened her eyes to check, she saw her nipples standing erect, just as Kim Woo-jin had said.

The see-through negligee shimmered softly in the moonlight. Her pink nipples, which hadn't faded despite years passing and being violated multiple times and having children extracted, were standing erect.

"By the way, where did you get this lingerie? Did you get it without telling me?"

This is even better. Kim Woo-jin, excited by the unexpected bonus, caressed her more attentively.
Though her body was responding, no moans were heard. She must be completely asleep.

This is good in its own way.

Kim Woo-jin vowed to make her even wetter than usual. To make her wake up feeling pleasure.

*No way.*

Seo Hye-ji realized something from Kim Woo-jin's monologue.

"Mmm...!"

At that moment, her body trembled slightly. A moan escaped her involuntarily.
Slurp- Kim Woo-jin had taken her breast in his mouth and was rolling her nipple with his tongue.
The squelching sounds from her vagina grew louder.

*I'm feeling pleasure...?!*

Seo Hye-ji was shocked.

Kim Woo-jin hadn't targeted Seo Hye-ji.
Her room was directly above Kim Woo-jin's room.
He had simply entered the wrong room.
In other words, Kim Woo-jin was mistaking her for Seo Nabi!

He was trying to devour his mother-in-law, mistaking her for someone else!
And her body was responding, dripping with lewd juices and feeling pleasure!

*No, I have to stop this...!*

She had to stop.

"Hieuk?!"

But her body's pleasure came first.
It felt like a faint electric current running through her entire body.
The current climbed up her spine and struck her brain.

*Why?!*

Seo Hye-ji's confusion accelerated.
Until just a moment ago, she had felt nothing. Suddenly, it was as if all her bodily sensations had awakened.
She felt a tender, sweet pleasure from her vagina. She vividly felt Kim Woo-jin's tongue tormenting her nipple, biting and nibbling it.

This couldn't be happening.
This shouldn't be happening.

"Hehe."

Kim Woo-jin smiled with satisfaction as she began to respond to his attentive caresses.
His fatigue had long since disappeared.

Her vagina was sufficiently wet.
He licked his fingers, soaked with "Nabi's" vaginal fluids.
It was a very perverted action, but he did it so naturally.

The taste of "Nabi's" vaginal fluids, which he tasted for the first time, was incredibly erotic. He felt his already stiff penis expand even more.

"I'm going to put it in."
"...!!!"
"Are you awake?"

When he playfully said a word, "Nabi's" body trembled greatly.

*Put it in? What? Surely not his... reproductive organ...?!*

She had to stop him.
Caressing was one thing, but penetration was out of the question.
She wouldn't be able to face her daughter.

"I am...!!"

Just as she was about to reveal her identity, thump! Kim Woo-jin's hand covered her mouth.

"It's okay. I actually like it. I like these surprise events, even when I'm tired."

Kim Woo-jin said with a gentle smile.

*No! That's not it!*

Her heart began to pound. She couldn't tell if her heart was racing or sinking.
Cold sweat began to pour down her face.
Not only had she felt pleasure from a man much younger than herself, but she was about to have intercourse... no, sex with him? That shouldn't happen.
No matter how much she had abandoned her humanity, morality, and law, there was still a minimum duty to maintain as a parent.

"It's fine, I said."

Seo Hye-ji desperately shook her head, but it had no effect on Kim Woo-jin.

*In that case, by force...*

She had to stop him by force if necessary.

"!!!!"

At that moment, Seo Hye-ji's eyes widened.
Thanks to her enhanced vision that activated on its own, she saw it clearly.
The reproductive organ. The penis.

That thing, swollen to the point of pity, was smaller than the monsters' organs.

However, she foresaw a future where she would be pathetically moaning if penetrated by that penis.
She felt like she would lose only to that penis.

"Thank you always, Nabi."

Squelch- The wet vaginal fluids guided the penis. Her tightly closed vagina smoothly accepted Kim Woo-jin's penis.

"Mmm, uuuugh?!"

Seo Nabi's waist arched greatly.

*What is this??*

She couldn't understand.
This feeling was a first.
Just having a penis inside her. Something she had experienced countless times before.

What was this emotion filling her chest so strangely?

Seo Hye-ji didn't know what to do with this pleasure and happiness she had never experienced before.
Once penetrated by his penis, she truly couldn't move.

Squelch- squelch- squelch-

Realizing that Seo Hye-ji had become docile, Kim Woo-jin began slow, savoring thrusts into her vagina.

*Hmm?*

But something was strange.
The feeling from his penis was different from before.
It wasn't Nabi's soft, hot, tightening vagina, but a vagina that tightened mechanically, like a milking machine.

*Am I tired? No, if I were tired, I wouldn't feel like this...*

It was strange.
But it didn't matter.
This different feeling was good too.
He could interpret it as Nabi being that excited.

Slurp- slurp slurp- sluuurp-

Kim Woo-jin ignored the strange sensation he felt repeatedly and continued to move his hips.

Ch.348 - Mother-in-law, This Is Fucking Delicious
The squeaking sounds of Kim Woo-jin's thrusting were incredibly gentle.

"Hng, ah...! Aahng♡"

It was tender, loving sex that clearly showed his desire for her pleasure.

Seo Hye-ji didn't know what this emotion welling up in her chest was. She simply covered her face with both hands, not wanting Kim Woo-jin to see her gradually flushing face.

*What should I do? What should I say to Nabi?*

It felt good.
She was happy.
She wanted to stay like this forever.

Their bodies were so compatible. It was completely different from the mating she had experienced with monsters until now.
Kim Woo-jin was beginning to look like a man to her.

Those lewd squeaking sounds she had found so repulsive before now sounded wonderful. Was mating with a male—no, sex—always this pleasurable?

*I don't know. I just don't know.*

She should make him stop. But her body, her heart refused. Her reason was crumbling away.

She should push him away, make him stop, but she couldn't. Her brain commanded her not to let go of this happiness.

"You're so sexy."

Kim Woo-jin found Seo Hye-ji adorable as she squirmed in embarrassment.
Her white hair disheveled on the bed. Her face hidden in shyness. Her breasts, slightly raised with his saliva on them.
Her pussy rhythmically tightening like a machine.
And that provocative negligee she had found somewhere.

Everything was perfect.

Squeak- squeak-squeak-squeak! Squeak!

That was enough.
Kim Woo-jin decided to gradually increase his pace.
For both their satisfaction.

"Hah♡ Hnng♡ Ah♡ Ungh! Oh, no♡"

As he increased his pace, her excited moans filled the room. Her sweat-soaked body gleamed lewdly in the moonlight.

"Kuh...!"

When Seo Hye-ji started moaning, her pussy tightened even more. She even slightly bounced her hips, stimulating his cock.

"I won't lose!"

Squeak! Squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak!

He matched her rhythm, thrusting his hips. Stronger. More intensely.

Squeak-squeak! Squeak!

"Aahng♡ No, I can't♡ Hah♡"

Her pronunciation fell apart. Drool pooled at the corners of her mouth. Surely, his expression must look the same.

But Seo Hye-ji didn't care.
It felt like her brain was melting.
She was happy.

Had she ever been loved like this before?
She who had only lived as a mating target, a breeding vessel?
She who had only fulfilled her duties as Gresorion's magical girl?

No.
Never like this.

Right now, she was a woman. A woman who knew good sex, who had discovered pleasure and didn't know how to handle it.
That was enough.

"Haah♡"

Seo Hye-ji, who had been covering her face, reached out her hands. Kim Woo-jin lifted her up in response.

Squelch-squelch! Squeak- squeak-squeak-squeak!

"Ah, nng♡ Mmng♡"

He was her daughter's boyfriend.
She was a middle-aged woman with two living children.
They shouldn't be doing this.
She should stop this.

Such thoughts flew away.
They kept circling in her mind, but she ignored them.

Chu- Seo Hye-ji, carried away by the momentum, kissed Kim Woo-jin. Her reason melted away as lust took its place.

"Hnng♡"

The man before her looked so handsome.
Had he always been this magnificent? She wasn't sure.
But right now, that's how he appeared.

"F-fuck...!"

Kim Woo-jin frowned at the sensation of her pussy tightening wildly around him.
It was unbearable. That it could transform into such a pleasurable pussy—it felt good in a different way than with Nabi.

Plus, she looked sexier than usual.
Nothing about her had changed, yet she looked so seductive.

"Slurp, more♡ More♡"

Her heated voice kept begging him to thrust deeper. Kim Woo-jin couldn't even think of refusing. As if enchanted, he thrust his cock according to her words.

Squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak! Squeak, squeak- squeak-squeak!

He continued thrusting while holding up the light girl.
It was definitely an exhausting position, but strangely, he felt energized. His whole body was filled with strength.

"Ugh, I'm coming! I'm going to cum!"
"Give it to me♡ Fill my womb♡ Spray your seeds inside me♡"

Spurt! Spurrrrt!
Led by her sweet voice, he ejaculated. Seo Hye-ji felt the semen entering her womb with a melting expression.

Male semen, which had always been unpleasant and disgusting, was actually this good.
Pregnancy, which she had always dreaded. Right now, it seemed welcome. If today had been a dangerous day, she might have truly felt that way.

"Haa... Haa... Haa...."

Having released all his semen, Kim Woo-jin collapsed onto the bed while still holding Seo Hye-ji. It felt like he had used all his strength after cumming once.
He had also climaxed faster than usual.

"........"

Seo Hye-ji quietly watched Kim Woo-jin as he panted. She wasn't sure why being surrounded by his thick arms made her feel so secure.

A brief but fulfilling time.

His cock was still inside her pussy.
It was losing strength, but she didn't mind.
Only a lingering desire to do more remained.

"Hehe...."

Seo Hye-ji unconsciously smiled.
Her whole body was heated.
This unfamiliar sensation felt good.

"How was it? The feeling of spraying your seed where Nabi has been... Ah!"

She suddenly realized what she had said. Seo Hye-ji stopped mid-sentence and quickly moved away from Kim Woo-jin.

"M-mother-in-law, was it good?"

She looked at him while wrapping herself in the blanket. Kim Woo-jin was staring at her with wide eyes.

"What did you just... No. Ah, hahaha. What a joke."

He spoke blankly before laughing awkwardly. He must have thought it was a joke.

"Does this look like a joke to you?"

The surrounding temperature suddenly dropped. It was Seo Hye-ji's magical power.

"!!!!"

Finally understanding the situation completely, Kim Woo-jin sat up abruptly and stared at Seo Hye-ji.
No matter how he looked, it was Nabi.
No, it might be Seo Hye-ji.

After all, Seo Nabi looked exactly like Seo Hye-ji. Because Seo Nabi was Seo Hye-ji's daughter.

"Shit...."

Why?
His head filled with question marks.
Why was Seo Hye-ji in his room?

"...Look around you."

She spoke to the dumbfounded Kim Woo-jin, who slowly began to survey his surroundings.

"Ah....."

Kim Woo-jin looked around speechlessly.
This wasn't his room.
It was an unfamiliar room. There were no traces of himself anywhere.

He had been so exhausted that he wasn't in his right mind, and had gone up one floor higher than usual.

*Come to think of it, there were too many differences.*

The sensations he had felt during their brief encounter hit his brain.
The scent emanating from her. The feel of her pussy. Thinking about it, even her voice was slightly different.
The subtle, pitiful feeling she occasionally revealed was also different.

If he had thought about it carefully, there were definitely differences, but he had dismissed them as insignificant.
And the result was...

"I... I slept with my mother-in-law...."

His voice trembled involuntarily.
His heart sank.

He had done something he shouldn't have.
While Nabi existed, he had fucked her mother.
And he had initiated it!

Indescribable emotions, despair, and guilt churned in his chest.

"My, humans are so shameless."

He felt Seo Hye-ji's intense gaze.
Shifting his gaze, he saw she was looking at his cock.
Contrary to his guilt, his cock was still fully erect.

*This feeling is....*

He knew what this feeling was.
It was the thrill of taboo.

Kim Woo-jin's chest was filled with the excitement of the forbidden.
A relationship that shouldn't exist. An act that shouldn't be done.
Even if it was a mistake. Even if it wasn't intentional, the result had already happened.

"Look at what you've done."

Seo Hye-ji said this with a seductive voice still intoxicated with pleasure.
Kim Woo-jin's gaze turned to her.
Swish- As Seo Hye-ji removed the blanket covering her body, he saw her pussy with semen flowing out.

Gulp! Kim Woo-jin swallowed.
He was aroused.
He wanted to violate her more.

*W-why.*

Because it was something he shouldn't do.
Because he had sex with his mother-in-law while abandoning his girlfriend Nabi.
Because it felt so good.

"Mmph, mmng♡"

When he came to his senses, he was embracing Seo Hye-ji. He was kissing her and kneading her soft breasts.
Seo Hye-ji didn't reject this either.
That sensation he had felt earlier still lingered in his lower abdomen.

The pleasant tingling sensation.
He had discovered the feeling of being violated to the core of his brain by his cock.
Now he couldn't escape.

"How is it♡ Just a little more♡"

Thud! Something felt like it was falling inside his head. Kim Woo-jin's chest was ignited with desire at Seo Hye-ji's words.

"Chu♡ Mmph♡"

Eventually, the concept of 'morality' disappeared from both their minds.
Kim Woo-jin was captivated by Seo Hye-ji's lovingly curved eyes.

"This is our secret from Nabi♡ Mmng♡"

Thrust! Without warning, he inserted his cock. Seo Hye-ji accepted it without any displeasure.

It was coming again.
That sensation.
Rising.
That feeling of happiness he had never experienced before.

"M-mother-in-law...!"
"No♡ When we're alone, call me by my name."

With her pussy persistently tightening around him, he felt like he was going crazy. Seo Hye-ji placed her index finger on Kim Woo-jin's lips and whispered.

"Go on, say it. Call me Hye-ji."
"Ugh! H-Hye-ji...!"

Thrust! Thrust! He moved his hips with all his might. Her obscenely tight pussy gripped his cock, preventing it from escaping.
It was a pussy that felt like it could suck out his soul.

"Ahng♡ Ang♡ Aahng♡"

Squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-
Pleasure rose again with his relentless thrusting.

"I'm sorry♡ Sorry for being this kind of mother♡"

She moaned with each of Kim Woo-jin's thrusts.
Her body. Her heart wanted his cock. Wanted Kim Woo-jin.
The only man who loved her was here.

Squeak! Squeak! Squeak-squeak-squeak! Squeak-squeak!

He thrust like a madman.

"Ang♡ Uang♡ So good♡ More♡ Thrust more♡ Give me the semen Nabi has tasted♡"

Seo Hye-ji begged while frantically tightening her pussy.

"N-no, I can't do this!"
"Ah!"

The urge to ejaculate came quickly.
Unable to bear the insane taboo and guilt, Kim Woo-jin pulled his cock out of her pussy with a slurp!

"Mng?!"

Then he grabbed Seo Hye-ji's face and forcibly shoved his cock into her mouth.
After a moment of surprise, Seo Hye-ji soon smiled with her eyes and licked his cock with her tongue. She took it all the way to the back of her throat, sucking his cock coated with the mixed taste of semen and pussy juices.

"Kuh!"

Spurrrrt!!
Her pussy was amazing, but her throat was no joke either. Kim Woo-jin ejaculated a large amount of semen after a short while.

Gulp, gulp-gulp♡

"Haah♡ I ate all of Nabi's siblings♡"

After swallowing all his semen greedily, Seo Hye-ji looked at Kim Woo-jin with a chuckle.

*Crazy.*

She ate all the siblings.
In other words, Seo Hye-ji was completely seeing him as a man. Not as a son-in-law, but as a man.
The thrill of taboo filled his chest again.
The woman before him was lovely.

It felt like some unknown force was binding him.

The two embraced each other and faced each other like before.

"From now on, please take care of me occasionally too."

Swish- Her slender fingers stroked his chest. As she gently leaned her head against him, she felt secure and reassured.
Even though there were stronger monsters overflowing right here, Seo Hye-ji thought he made her feel the most secure.

A relationship that shouldn't exist.
After doing something they shouldn't have done, she found herself happy to the point of madness.
How many decades had it been since she felt this happiness?

Even while thinking she shouldn't, Seo Hye-ji couldn't give up the man before her.
Even if their relationship stemmed from a misunderstanding and mistake.

"And. As I said earlier, this is a secret from Nabi. Understand?"
"Yes."
"When we're alone, speak comfortably. I'm a woman too."
"...Okay. Hye-ji."

The two closed their eyes after this brief conversation.

Ch.349 - They've Become A Completely Different Person
In a dark room, A-class monster Melissa narrowed her eyes, staring at something illuminated only by the light from three monitors.

"The Engia Keplux factor... if I use this..."

The monitors displayed the Engia Keplux factor extracted from Kim Woo-Jin's body. Her analysis had revealed something astonishing.

"So that's why mutant monsters grow beyond common sense."

This factor contained a power that shook the framework of living beings—a force that instantly reached limits, broke through walls, and achieved new heights.

This explained why the rare mutant monsters all possessed monstrous power.

*If that's the case... it explains why Kim Woo-Jin, that kid, awakened at such a young age.*

He wasn't a genius. He was a special case, forcibly strengthened by the factor implanted in his body. Normally, humans couldn't withstand a monster's factor, but it must have been adjusted when he was born as a clone.

That's why he awakened quickly, but it took a long time to properly handle the awakened power. After all, this factor was originally meant for monsters to wield.

"But this alone doesn't explain why The Mute One became so powerful. There's something more."

She tapped the desk. The Mute One's strength couldn't be explained by the factor alone. He was vastly stronger than Engia Keplux, his original and father. Even with transcending barriers, there should be a clear limit as long as one lives in a physical body.

"Hmm."

Finding this method would be her task going forward.

"Hm?"

Whoosh—
Just then, the door to Melissa's research lab opened. Melissa wagged her tail and turned toward the person who appeared.

She glanced at the clock on the monitor, then looked back. Judging by the time, they must have come during a break from training their daughter.

"Any progress?"
"I've finally completed the analysis. The key now is how to use it. However..."

Sniff, sniff. Melissa's sensitive nose caught an unfamiliar scent—a male scent that shouldn't be on her master. And her master's female scent had intensified.

"Wh-what happened to you?!"

This could only mean one thing: her master had mated with that male!
Melissa trembled with wide eyes, unable to believe her master's change.

"Ah, I see. It must still be noticeable. No wonder the other monsters have been looking at me differently."

Melissa's master, Seo Hye-Ji, gave a bitter smile and placed her index finger to her lips.

"It's a secret. At least from Nabi. Understood?"
"If that's what you wish."

*Could that male have forced himself on my master? No, if that were the case, he wouldn't still be alive. He was perfectly fine this morning. Then how did my master, who despised males... could her feelings have changed?*

Melissa's eyes flashed brightly.
She knew what Hye-Ji had endured. Of course she understood why she came to hate males.
Yet she had brought Kim Woo-Jin here for her daughter, Seo Nabi.
To think that bringing him here resulted in her master's change—Melissa didn't know whether to be happy or angry.

Also, this raised a question: how did her master, who despised males, end up mating with that male?

"...I merely respect your choice."

Countless possibilities flashed through her mind, but she shook her head slightly and abandoned those thoughts.
If her master had accepted him, that was enough.

"For now, I don't recommend using this to strengthen our monsters."

She changed the subject.

"I agree. They might become food for The Mute One, or we might lose control. We need to use this factor to create a weakness for The Mute One."
"Yes, I agree. I'll look for ways to use the factor to weaken The Mute One."
"Well then..."

Hye-Ji smiled faintly at Melissa's words and gently reached out to her.
Melissa naturally bent her knees to lower herself.

"...mmm."

Soft hands stroked Melissa's head.
A simple gesture, like praising a child.
Though she should have asked her to stop, only a faint moan escaped Melissa's lips. Her voice revealed joy.

This was only acceptable when they were alone. It was best to receive it without complaint when possible.

"Keep working hard for me."
"I'll do anything for you who saved me. However..."

Melissa's eyes looked up at Hye-Ji.

"I understand. It's a secret from Deltar. I won't do this with him."
"...Yes."

Her lips curled upward.
An act permitted only to her.
That alone was enough to satisfy her.

"I don't have much time. I'll be going now."
"Yes."

Smiling, Melissa watched Hye-Ji turn away and began thinking about how to utilize the factor.

"Oh, by the way."

Just then.

"You don't need to worry about me anymore. Feel free to mate with Deltar. Isn't it about time you wrapped that fool around your finger?"
"Wh-what?!"

Whoosh—the door closed.
Hye-Ji's mischievous expression glimpsed through the closing door was etched into her retina.

Melissa realized her face was burning hot.

"What a tease."

She never dreamed her master would notice...


* * *


The day after receiving a thorough punishment from Kim Se-Won.
Eun-Ha was in a better mood than usual, having unburdened herself thanks to Kim Se-Won.
She couldn't stop smiling.

But that smile had to disappear by the afternoon.

"I see. So Kim Yong-Jun..."
"We couldn't even find the captain's body."
"We searched The Front Line thoroughly at that time, but it wasn't there."

Eun-Ha belatedly received news of Kim Yong-Jun's death.
News of deaths at The Front Line was quite common. However, deaths where the cause was unknown were not.
Moreover, he died on the same day The Mute One had infiltrated.

*He was probably killed by The Mute One.*

Judging by the bloodstains, it was likely him who tore someone to pieces in the dormitory.
Though she didn't know why he killed him, he must have done so during the chaos.

*He often acts in incomprehensible ways.*

Eun-Ha closed her eyes, then opened them to look at the two people.

"I'll avenge him for you."

In any case, her goal was to kill The Mute One. Adding their revenge wouldn't make it any more difficult.

At these words, the man and woman walking beside Eun-Ha—Jo Ye-Eun and Lee Tae-Sung—were startled.

"How?! We don't even know how or who killed him!"
"That's right! No matter how amazing you are, you're not a detective..."
"No. I know."

Eun-Ha shook her head at their words.
Although no one witnessed his death up close, everyone knew what happened at The Front Line that day.

"It was The Mute One. Only he could do such a thing. And I... my mother too... we almost died by his hand that day."
"What?!"

Their eyes widened.

Three people nearly died at The Front Line, not just one. And even Eun-Ha, who was currently providing tremendous strength to The Front Line.
Though it ended unsuccessfully, it was heart-stopping news just to hear about it.

It also meant that Eun-Ha's power was playing a significant role at The Front Line.
Eun-Ha gave a faint smile at their reaction.

"Actually, this is the second time."
"Second what? ...Don't tell me, nearly dying?"
"Yes. The reason I became a magical girl was because of him too."

She calmly revealed the fact she had kept hidden all this time.
Now that she had revealed herself as a magical girl, there was no reason to keep it secret.

Black liquid dripped onto Eun-Ha's head, dyeing her hair black.

"From that day on, I began working as Optima. To eliminate him. To get revenge. I honed myself and grew."

She mentioned only her main purpose, omitting other details like why she enrolled in the academy.

"I see..."

Jo Ye-Eun looked at Optima with sympathetic eyes.
Thinking about how much she must have pushed herself to gain such power at a young age, she felt like she might cry.
Sleep must have been a luxury for her.

"But it's still not enough. He's getting stronger even as we speak. I need to become stronger. More. More."

Optima repeated the word "more" several times.

How much stronger did she need to become?
Jo Ye-Eun saw the enormous burden Optima carried on her small shoulders.
Just as she had lived a difficult life until now, Optima would continue to face hardships ahead.


* * *


"You're here!!"

As soon as Optima arrived at the training ground with Jo Ye-Eun and Lee Tae-Sung, a loud voice greeted them.

"How can they change so much in just one day?"
"I guess a good beating really is the best medicine for disobedience."

Jo Ye-Eun and Lee Tae-Sung reacted with disbelief.

Before their eyes stood the rookies in perfect order.
They looked at Optima with sparkling eyes.

The Saint of the Battlefield and a magical girl.
The rookies had directly experienced her power.
They knew she wasn't famous merely because of powerful backing, but because of her own abilities.
They believed she could train them properly. That's why their attitude had changed 180 degrees from yesterday.

"Well, well. You've become popular, miss."
"Shouldn't we stop calling her 'miss' now? Maybe 'Magical Girl' or something?"
"It's fine. Just treat me as you always have."

The two changed their expressions from bewilderment to playfulness and teased Optima.
It was certainly surprising that Virginia and Optima were the same person—news that spread throughout The Front Line instantly.

But that was that, and this was this.
Until now, they had only known Virginia, not Optima. There was no reason to change how they had been treating her.

And indeed, that's what Optima wanted.

"But seriously, this is surprising. The guy who was most disrespectful yesterday is now standing in front like that, it's just..."

Lee Tae-Sung looked with disbelief at the man standing at the very front of the rookies.
Acting as if he were their representative, standing alone at the front, with eyes shining brighter than any other rookie.

"I look forward to your guidance today as well, Saint!"

That man's name was Jin Cheon-Myeong.


* * *


As time passed and the sun began to set...

"Phew. That's enough for today."

Optima announced the end of training with a bright smile.
Whoosh—the sacred domain she had deployed while transformed as Virginia gradually disappeared.

No one answered Optima's words. They couldn't.

*Am I alive?*
*My body should hurt, but it doesn't...*
*I feel like I should be able to move, but I can't...*

Everyone was sprawled out.
Despite being forced to move beyond their limits, their bodies weren't injured.
Their bodies could move, but their mental strength was depleted.

Completely drained.

Due to the disconnect between mind and body, the rookies sat on the ground, looking at Optima.
Today again, they were beaten to death. They realized how painful it was to be unable to die when they should.

"As expected of graduates. Your absorption rate is incomparably faster than the first-years."

Whether she understood their feelings or not, Optima just smiled brightly. She even clapped her hands, praising them.

It was honestly surprising.
Yesterday she had looked down on them as worse than first-years, but it seemed their three years at the academy weren't for nothing—their absorption of knowledge and techniques was faster than the first-years.

At this rate, they could surpass the current first-years in about three months.

They still had a long way to go, but they were relatively faster than the first-years.
If they continued like this, they could become a force for The Front Line.

"Since everyone seems able to move, let's dismiss now. You must be getting hungry too."
"..."

Despite Optima's dismissal, they didn't move. Their bodies wouldn't listen, and they were mentally exhausted, not wanting to do anything.

"Hmm... does staying here mean you can do more? Then, shall we continue until 10 o'clock? That should be good."

Jump!
At those words, Jin Cheon-Myeong, who had been sprawled at the very front, hurriedly got up. He was the one who had been hit the most and sent flying today.

"I-I was just getting hungry! Right? Right? Hahaha..."

Jin Cheon-Myeong, sweating profusely, turned around and spoke to the rookies.

"Th-that's right!"
"Ah~ I'm starving!"
"Let's go! Let's go eat! Haha, haha, haha..."

Following his lead, one by one they rose with awkward tones. They had no desire for more of Optima's training.

"What? I thought you wanted more training..."

Optima was genuinely disappointed as she thought of the training room at The Front Line.
If anyone had stayed behind, she had planned to give them individual training there.

And build some muscle while at it.

"Hey, miss. Do you have some time?"

As Optima pouted in disappointment, Jo Ye-Eun approached her.
Her face was very serious.

Ch.350 - What??? An Affair???
I returned to my room without eating dinner. I had something to think about.

"Excuse me, miss. Could you spare some time?"

Ms. Jo Ye-eun had asked me with a very serious expression. She wanted me to train not just the rookies but other heroes as well.

Most heroes at The Front Line learn to control their magic power unconsciously while fighting for their lives on the battlefield. So they don't really need to seek my guidance.

But there are exceptions. Heroes who have been at The Front Line for just about a year, gradually shedding their rookie status, were different. They're becoming familiar enough with the battlefield that they don't need senior help, and their perspective is broadening, but combat is still challenging for them.

They need more growth, but unfortunately, the quality of monsters flooding in recently has changed. Things have become much more difficult than before.

"Even The Front Line has started caring about people now..."

I recalled my time at The Front Line. Back when I hadn't attended the Academy or even a regular training school, I was treated like garbage. Back then, I was practically treated like I didn't exist. I had to survive alone.

That's not to say heroes from training schools were treated the way they are now. It was bad, not good.

Also, the quality of heroes has deteriorated since then.

"Maybe this happened because we stopped pushing people to extremes?"

The strong survive and the weak perish. In an era when no one had the capacity to look after others, that was natural in a way. The five-year gap wasn't just a small difference.

"Curriculum distortion, The Front Line's improved situation allowing attention for rookies. Plus my sanctuary and enhancement magic..."

The hero training process became distorted, and other factors removed the desperate need to survive. These factors piled up, clearly resulting in the current situation.

As a result, deaths decreased and overall combat strength improved, but recent recruits were too weak.

"No. Digging into this leads nowhere."

I shook my head to gather my thoughts. Reversing these changes would cause countless hero deaths. I needed to do my best in the current situation.

"If I do everything I can. If I push myself harder and harder..."

Eventually, all that would accumulate and lead to defeating The Mute One. I shouldn't be impatient. Impatience is poison. A poison that leads people to ruin.

"Phew."

I sighed deeply to clear my mind and shifted my thoughts back to Ms. Jo Ye-eun's request.

What I teach rookies is like advanced learning for heroes at The Front Line. It's the power they discover on their own to survive desperately on the battlefield.

Because of this, most people at The Front Line didn't really need my training. Honestly, time would solve the problem for the rest too.

Yet they asked me for one reason: my training method has a clear system—a system for learning magic power control.

If heroes who were still inexperienced trained with me, their survival rate would dramatically increase even without senior help.

But there was a problem. Teaching rookies and other heroes is fine.

It's fine, but I'm just one person. Alone. Meanwhile, the number of heroes including rookies exceeds a thousand. Naturally, I can't pay attention to each individual, and the quality of training decreases.

Even now I'm honestly unsatisfied with aspects of it, which is why I casually asked the rookies if they wanted more training.

"Hmm... I really need teachers to help me."

Unfortunately, only I can approach magic power control theoretically. It's ironic that I, the biggest blockhead at The Front Line, understand it best.

"Those who know this method are... Ah!"

Just then, the faces of a few people flashed through my mind. Mother, Se-Won, Haram, and Chae-eun. The person who taught me magic power control and those I personally passed it on to. It would be difficult with Mother, but if I asked the others!

"That's it!"

My eyes lit up. I felt it. Perfect! Legally!

"I can spend time with Se-Won!"

Isn't this a way for a young man and woman to be together without anyone being suspicious!

"Actually, I'm a genius, aren't I?"

My smile threatened to reach the ceiling. There's still time before school starts. If I ask my friends to help during that period! Then having couple time isn't impossible! No need to wait for weekends!

I hurriedly turned on my communication device and contacted everyone.

* * *

["Ah, sorry. We're going to be busy for a while."]
"...Huh?"

The request went well, but I never thought they'd refuse.

I hung up with Se-Won and collapsed on the floor with a blank expression. I sat there dazed for a while.

"No! Wait! What could be keeping them so busy!"

Then as soon as I came to my senses, I shouted in the empty room.

*Could it be...?*

My heart sank with anxiety. Se-Won definitely said "we." That meant not just Se-Won, but Haram and Chae-eun too!

"Is that what's happening...?"

Doesn't distance make the heart grow fonder?

Even Se-Won, who whispered love to me just yesterday, might have had a change of heart now that he could embrace pretty girls (Haram, Chae-eun) on either side?

"Were Virginia and Optima not enough...?"

Now that he's had a taste, is it time for the other two? Time to taste the well-bred rich girl and the one with the bursting chest? My head spun with anxiety and jealousy.

"Plus, Se-Won has figurines of Virginia and Optima...! I should have burned those."

Something sticky seemed to flow from my heart. My voice, so low it surprised even me, echoed through the room.

Yes. Maybe that's how he finds psychological comfort. He doesn't need to seek "me" out because he can see me at home!

"This is no time for training or whatever."

That can be done later. If necessary, I can push them to the brink of death. People become stronger when they overcome death.

What's important right now is holding onto Se-Won before he starts cheating!

"I need to go."

I transformed into Optima.

There's still time before my personal training session. I'll resolve everything and come back within that time.

"Foriner... no, Morris."
"My, you seem to be becoming more obsessed as time passes. If you don't fix that trait, you'll have a hard time ahead. Mainly that man."
"Shut up."

When I called his name into the air, Morris appeared, making unnecessary comments.

* * *

The call disconnected. Kim Se-Won, who had been talking with Eun-Ha, looked at the two people beside him with a regretful expression.

"How was it?"
"What did she say?"
"She wants to train heroes at The Front Line and asked for our help."

It was a tempting proposal. It would create time to be with Eun-Ha under the pretext of meetings.

"So? Did you refuse?"
"Had no choice but to refuse."
"Ooh~ You resisted well~ Our Se-Won~"
"Ugh, hey! That's disgusting!"

He recoiled as Han Chae-eun puckered her lips and tried to kiss him. Chae-eun was an attractive girl, but perhaps because of Eun-Ha's existence, she was just a friend rather than a woman to him.

"Look at this girl. All brawn and no brain!"
"Come on, you built muscles because of Eun-Ha, and you can't even beat Chae-eun? Even after awakening?"
"That's because I'm holding back! If I went all out, she'd be flattened like she was pressed in a compression machine! Want me to try? Huh? Huh?"
"Kyaa~ A sexual harasser~"
"Shit..."

There wasn't the slightest hint of the atmosphere Eun-Ha was worried about. It was just friends acting like friends, despite the gender difference.

"So, are you ready? Both of you."
"I am!"
"Me too. I'm prepared."

The two answered his question with serious expressions, nodding heavily.

"We won't have much time to do this. Within that time, we need to catch up to Eun-Ha, even a little."
"Really. I barely stopped her from dropping out to follow Eun-Ha, and now this."
"But doesn't it make your heart race? Camping with friends!"
"It's not a camp. From what I heard, it's like an expanded and modified version of the Evolution House that monsters use to evolve. ...That means it's deadly dangerous."

Han Chae-eun and In Haram made strange expressions at the mention of the Evolution House. It sounded familiar yet unfamiliar. One thing was certain—they would be walking a tightrope between life and death.

"So I'll ask one last time. I'm going."

Kim Se-Won spoke with a determined expression. Resolve could be felt in his eyes.

"To catch up to Eun-Ha. To be by her side. To protect her from beside her. Because I only have eyes for Eun-Ha. So honestly, you don't need to come along. But will you still follow?"

Han Chae-eun and In Haram silently looked at each other.

"He's something else."
"If we were going to refuse, we would have done so already."

Then they looked at Kim Se-Won, giggling. One way or another, they owed Eun-Ha a lot.

Because they were friends.
Because they were indebted to her.

They wanted to be her strength, just like Kim Se-Won did.

"We probably won't return in one piece!"
"But our hearts are the same."

The two held out their fists.

"Right! None of us can fall behind Eun-Ha!"

Kim Se-Won smiled brightly and brought his fist to meet theirs.

"What a touching friendship. I never imagined I'd witness such a scene in this bleak era."

Just when the atmosphere was good, as if he had been waiting for the right timing, Morris appeared.

"May I take your presence here to mean you're prepared to die?"

Foriner, Morris, was asking if they were ready to taste hell—to experience something so severe they might not survive.

"I want to do this."
"I need to get stronger to achieve my dream anyway!"
"If we leave The Mute One alone, it's a bad ending. But if we stop him, a different ending will unfold."

Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-eun, and In Haram each shared their thoughts. Their purposes were both similar and different.

"Catching up to my contractor... If that's possible, it would be interesting in its own way."

Blooming would require much more time, yet they aimed to catch up to the girl with the greatest talent in history. How could arrogance be so arrogant? Still, it was good. Not bad. Those who challenge the impossible are beautiful. Morris smiled faintly and waved his finger.

"One piece of advice. I've set up a base location, but I don't plan to provide food."
"So we have to find it ourselves."
"Wait. Are we going to eat tree berries or something?"
"I think he means we should kill monsters and take their meat."

Morris nodded at In Haram's words.

To truly push them to the extreme, he shouldn't provide even living conditions. But that would only lead to their deaths. So this was the minimum measure.

A large portal formed beside Morris. An ominous portal with black energy flowing out.

"I wish you luck."

Morris shoved the three into it.

"...So, what do you think? My contractor."

Once the portal closed, leaving no trace, Morris turned around and spoke. A shadow from far away slid closer, and a girl emerged from it. A black-haired girl, Optima.

"...I don't know."

Optima wore a very complicated expression. Her friends were voluntarily putting themselves in danger. She wanted to stop them. If Foriner hadn't temporarily sealed her power, she would have thrown herself in their way.

"B-but."

At the same time, what Kim Se-Won had said stuck in her mind. Optima's face had long since turned as red as a carrot.

*"To catch up to Eun-Ha. To be by her side. To protect her from beside her."*
*"I only have eyes for Eun-Ha."*

He had said these things to her many times. She should be used to it by now, but Kim Se-Won speaking seriously to his friends looked truly like a knight.

"Ugh... hearing that makes me feel like an idiot for thinking he was cheating..."

She was right.

Optima covered her red face with her hands and sat down.

"Human change sometimes produces unimaginable scenes. To think that a muscle-brained fool would become a girl in love."

Morris shook his head as he watched the embarrassed Optima.

Ch.351 - The Reason For Coming To The Front Line
Just as Kim Woo-Jin and Don-Hil had come to live in the floating city, Dolly also began living there.

To be precise, she started living there today.
There had been a heated debate about whether it was appropriate to bring in a girl who could control monsters to this place.

After lengthy discussions, Dolly ended up living under surveillance for the time being.

And Dolly...

"That's right, that's right~"

As soon as she arrived, she became something of an idol to the monsters.

Even without using her power, the aura she unconsciously emitted enchanted the monsters.

Dolly stroked the head of a monster that was acting cute. Having controlled many monsters before, she didn't particularly feel repulsed by them. Rather, she found them familiar.

"Grrrr, grrrr- Grrrk!"
"What? Big brother is training? I want to go see!"

She could even understand what the monsters were saying to some extent!

Like this, even without using her abilities, the monsters felt affection toward Dolly, and she liked the monsters that treated her warmly.

"Kr, krr- Kerruk! Keruk!"

Unfortunately, for some monsters, this "affection" had a different meaning.

One of the monsters' primary goals was reproduction. That was also why monsters were released to The Front Line every day.
And for them, affection meant finding a mate.

Monsters could forcibly transform their target's body even if they weren't ready for reproduction.
There was no way a delicate girl could handle a monster's power, but...

"Grrrr!"

Dolly was safe because female monsters were protecting her.

The female monsters bared their teeth, drove away the males, and surrounded Dolly to protect her.

"Big brother! Keep going! Fighting!"

Having unknowingly built her own faction in an instant, Dolly's eyes sparkled with excitement, completely ignoring the fierce battle happening behind her.

"Slow! Too slow! Your flame is worse than a match! Treat your magic power like your limbs! Even if you can't control your blood, be conscious of moving your magic power with your will!"
"Ugh! Kuk! Kugh!"

All she could see was Kim Woo-Jin being beaten to a pulp by Deltar.

That's when it happened.

"Grrrr. Krr. Kaek."
"What?! Big brother has more women...?"

Dolly, who had been watching Kim Woo-Jin getting beaten for quite some time, suddenly received unbelievable news from a monster beside her.

It said that from what it had observed, the scent of females around that man had increased. The monster spoke very cautiously.

"T-that can't be..."

Dolly's expression crumbled as if her world had collapsed. Thud! She sat down abruptly, her face turning pale.
She was still just a tiny child. Her body was far from what Kim Woo-Jin would see as a woman.

"If only I had been born just 3 years older."

It's regrettable.
She feels anxious.
If she had been born in a more mature state, she could have seduced Kim Woo-Jin.

"No. No...!"

At this rate, time would pass with only her being left behind in this floating garden. Kim Woo-Jin might even get engaged and married.

"I-I need to find something I can do even as a child."

Right now, anything she does would be seen as just a child's play.
She needs to overcome that.

"Ah...!"

A ray of light flashed through Dolly's mind. That's right! She had the internet, an ocean of information!

"Naughty stuff! I need naughty information!"

If she can't win with her body, she has to win with technique! Though she might have to be somewhat forceful, Kim Woo-Jin has been returning exhausted lately.
She has a chance!

Dolly rushed to her room.
The monsters hurriedly followed her, startled by her sudden movement.

"Ah."

But unfortunately, she was a minor.
She was a clone without even a birth registration.

[Adult verification is required to use this service.]

Naturally, she couldn't access obscene information.


* * *


When the sun had completely set and stars adorned the sky.
Optima returned to her room, still fanning her flushed face with her hand.

"Let's go."

There's no time to waste like this.
It's time to depart.

"I got permission from the commander on the first day, so there's no problem."

The issue is this.
The possibility that heroes would try to stop her.
To prevent this, her first sortie had to be done alone, in secret.

Eun-Ha, having released her transformation, hopped in place. A shadow formed beneath her, swallowing her small body as she fell.


* * *


The Front Line at night is quiet.
Even amidst the uncertainty of when and how many monsters might surge, people gathered in barracks or dormitories to pass the time.

But they weren't completely at ease.

"Did you know? The news about someone dying right here."
"Of course. His name was Kim Yong-Jun, a well-respected man... though he had a problem of dragging people in like an old fogey when he drank."
"What?! Alcohol here?"
"We're human, of course we drink. But we can't drink whenever we want. Only when we're off duty."

At night, heroes on guard duty at the giant wall of The Front Line, the best defense, take over.

When those on guard detect monster invasions, the standby personnel deploy. This was different from the previous method of digging trenches and waiting.

"Then, since we're both off duty, how about a drink? I'm pretty good at drinking, you know?"
"How many bottles can you handle?"
"Soju? Hmm..."

The assistant gunner, Ahn Byung-Tae, who was on guard with his senior gunner Kim Ju-Yong, thought for a moment before grinning.

"I told you I'm strong, right? I can easily handle 5 bottles!"
"Look at this guy! What 5 bottles? You look like you'd barely manage two. Want to really try it?"
"Let's make a bet. Whoever passes out first buys next time. How about it?"
"Alright. Then let's bring in the other guys too."
"That sounds good. The last place buys for everyone, and first place gets something special?"
"Hey, what is this, some kind of survival game? Going until only one person remains?"
"Come on, that's what makes it fun."

As the heroes chatted quietly but eagerly, a shadow slipped past them.

*How peaceful.*

Eun-Ha overheard their conversation as she passed by the two men.
There was no tension in their casual talk. It meant that facilities had improved, times had gotten better, and infrastructure was sufficient.
That's a good thing.

With over twenty people on guard, there was no chance of missing a monster invasion.

She slid down from the high fortress wall. The shadow was free from gravity's influence.
Eun-Ha, who reached the ground without any impact, quietly revealed herself.

"Hmm. It's fine."

Touching her face, she found that the heat had completely subsided.
She enhanced her vision to look into the distance. Her sight immediately brightened and magnified, revealing something.

*Fewer than during the day.*

That's even better.
Being fewer makes them perfect practice opponents.
Eun-Ha nodded as she roughly counted their numbers.
Evening hours often had fewer monsters compared to daytime. But today there were far fewer.
About 3,000 monsters.

Most were C to D-rank monsters, with some B-rank monsters mixed in.

"Hmm...?"

But something was strange.
Compared to the ones she saw during the day, it was very odd.
Eun-Ha opened her eyes slightly to examine their forms carefully.
First of all, they were all twisted. Instead of having the typical form of the creatures that monsters were based on, these had features placed randomly.

"...Something's off. They look like the ones I saw in the laboratory."

Human-monster hybrid entities, chimeras. The failed specimens had exactly this kind of form.
They looked like dough that had been baked without being properly shaped.

"The Mute One is trying to do something."

It was very ominous. It seemed like they were forcibly trying to break away from the conventional monster mold.
No one knows what the result of such monster modification would be, but if successful, they would become extremely troublesome beings.

*During the day, relatively well-formed ones. At night, they throw out roughly made ones like leftovers.*

It was as if humanity had become a disposal unit.
They release useless trash, and we become the cleaners who clear it away.

It didn't matter. In the end, they would all become her magic power, material for her training.

"Inhale- Exhale-"

After taking a deep breath, Eun-Ha infused her body with magic power to strengthen it.
But the amount of magic power she used for enhancement was less than usual. Just enough to fight monsters. Eun-Ha was deliberately putting herself in the worst situation.

Tak! She kicked the ground and moved forward.

"Monsters!"
"Monster invasion detected! Standby team, deploy immediately!"
"Let's get ready to go out too!"

At the same time, shouts were heard from the fortress wall as they seemed to detect the monsters' presence.

Then, woooong-! A massive barrier rose right in front of the fortress wall with a tremendous sound.

"T-this is...!"
"Could it be the young lady?!"
"The young lady! She's really out there!"

A suddenly rising barrier. And a girl running far away.
The heroes immediately recognized who the girl was. In The Front Line, only Eun-Ha could waste so much magic power and still be fine.

"Why would she do this?!"
"Hurry and break through! Don't leave the young lady alone!"
"No matter how strong she is, numbers matter!"
"Argh...! Why is this so thick! Not even a scratch!"
"Standby team! Standby team, come quickly! Hurry!"
"Command center! Please respond! The young lady is diving into a horde of monsters alone!"

The heroes frantically radioed in their panic. No matter how hard they struck the barrier with their weapons, not even a scratch appeared.

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, who had dashed forward quickly, was already right in front of the monsters.

"Grrrr..."
"Krrrk"

A fragrant scent entered through their noses. The magical girl's body odor had a fragrance that stimulated the monsters' salivary glands.

Gulp! Without hesitation, they swallowed their saliva and charged forward. The sound of massive footsteps shook the ground as they rushed toward Eun-Ha.

*I still have a long way to go to catch up to mother.*

She felt it yesterday too, but the effect of her Magic Absorption technique was very minimal. It was on a completely different level compared to when Hong Yu-Jin had used it on her.

How well she could handle this would be her challenge going forward.

Not just relying on magic.
Not just thinking about the strength and skills she had built up so far.
She needed to be able to use other powers to deal with various situations.

*I don't have much magic power. Make this a long battle. I must be conscious not to let the threads break.*

"Hup!"

Eun-Ha squeezed out her magic power, which wasn't even half remaining, and scattered it among the monsters. Black threads connected to all the monsters.

If these threads break.
Or if she gets devoured by monsters.
Or if the magic power she uses exceeds what flows in through the threads.

If any of these three scenarios happens, it would lead to death.
Eun-Ha had come to The Front Line to grow by pushing herself like this.
There was no better place to face enemies that attack relentlessly.

"Explode!"

Eun-Ha threw a punch at a monster that was charging at her, drooling.


* * *


"T-this is happening...!"

The situation of monsters swarming toward Eun-Ha was being shown on the monitor. A drone floating above The Front Line was broadcasting the situation.

Heroes who knew Eun-Ha and had benefited from her healing magic, sanctuary, or enhancement magic watched this scene in shock.

A state where she could die at any moment.
Eun-Ha's body, clawed countless times by monsters, was covered in blood.

Anyone could see that she would fall before taking down all the monsters.

"Has that barrier still not been breached?"
"Not yet! The heroes are giving it their all, but they've only managed to crack it! But A-rank heroes are joining in, so it should be breached soon!"

A hero reported in response to Commander Jung Jung-Hyun's question.
The barrier created by Eun-Ha couldn't possibly be breached by the power of mediocre heroes.

"I see. Tell them to take it easy."
"What?!"

What kind of statement was this?
When they should be rescuing Eun-Ha immediately, telling A-rank heroes to take it easy? The hero couldn't understand Jung Jung-Hyun's words at all.

"She wanted this. She said she would throw herself into danger to become stronger. On her first day at The Front Line."
"But still!"

The hero argued with an agitated tone.

It didn't make sense.
Anyone would know what a huge loss it would be if Eun-Ha died, yet he wasn't stopping her.
It could only be described as insanity.

"...There are people even I can't refuse. Thanks to that person's words, I had no choice but to grant her request."

Jung Jung-Hyun recalled the being who had appeared before him and made a request that was close to a threat.
He sighed deeply and prayed in his heart that Eun-Ha would survive.

*But was it really necessary to push herself like this for training?*

Jung Jung-Hyun thought there must be other methods besides recklessly charging in.
Of course, there was only one answer.

Because Eun-Ha couldn't think of anything else.


* * *


How many have I killed? I can't remember clearly. About 500 monsters, roughly.

"Tsk...!"

She clicked her tongue and dodged an incoming claw. A thin line appeared around her neck, and blood began to flow.

"This... is... endless!"

No matter how many she killed, the monster horde showed no signs of diminishing.
Moreover, her magic power was gradually depleting.
The delicate balance between absorption and consumption was breaking down.

"Ugh...!"

Once again, claws scraped her flesh. This time it was quite deep. Pshhh-! The bleeding accelerated.
Since she had minimized the magic power used for wound recovery, the impact was significant.

"This... won't do!"

She couldn't die shamefully on her first sortie.
Gritting her teeth, she focused on the threads connecting her to the monsters.
More.
Stronger.
She needed to absorb more magic power!

As she desperately focused on the threads, she felt the flow of magic power accelerating.
The difference was subtle, but more magic power flowed in from the monsters.

"Haaaaaaa!!"

The victory that was fading away began to shine once more.

Ch.352 - Night Training And A Naughty Gift
Heavily.
Nimbly.
I swung my arms and legs, excluding all distractions. Bang! Bang! The sound of air bursting, which I'd easily surpassed hundreds of times before, threatened to deafen me.

The body enhancement I'd set much weaker than usual made me feel as if the enemies rushing toward me had grown at least three levels stronger.

No buffs. No sanctuary.
No corruption magic or healing magic—a state closer to "Hero Shin Eun-Ha."

All I could rely on was my body and the magic absorption technique I learned from my mother.

*Eliminate waste from your movements.*

I tell myself.
Without waste. Crush enemies with the most appropriate force. Bang! The head of the monster baring its teeth in front of me explodes.

-Grrrr!!

I don't react to the presence I feel behind me. Another enemy is already approaching. I grab the headless corpse and swing it backward.

*Even while eliminating waste, never allow yourself to be surrounded.*

Simultaneously, I move forward, countering the attack before me with my own attack, forging a path.

I could feel old memories surfacing.
Days like this when Jung Soo-Hyun and I stubbornly survived together.
There were clearly fewer enemies then, but the situation was similar.

*I absolutely cannot lose focus.*

I'm aware of countless black threads. The remaining monsters number around three thousand.

"!!"

My eyes widen. No, it wasn't three thousand.
I spotted a new horde of monsters shambling toward me, drawn by the rich scent of blood.

"Haha."

A hollow laugh escapes me. But I don't stop moving.
Forward. I advance toward them instead.

I swing my fists and legs to forge a path and shoot black threads at the newly appeared monsters.

"You're all mine!"

I absorb all the magic clusters visible before me.

As I absorb, I refine.
Darker. Purer.
I refine it in my core to be even purer than my own magic.
Most of the magic extracted from monsters or absorbed when killing them is lost during refinement.

*The amount being absorbed is woefully insufficient.*

If my total magic capacity were 10,000, I'm absorbing about 1 at a time.
This was after it had increased.
I was only holding out because there were thousands of monsters attacking me.
If I continued killing monsters this way, I might actually be in danger.

After all, I wasn't receiving the monster's magic in its entirety by killing it.
And I was still using more magic than I was gaining.

I raise my leg and bring it down. Crash! The body of a monster whose head has burst twitches. Other monsters climb over the corpse to approach me.

*My feet are bare now, I see.*

Come to think of it, I was fighting without transforming. My body was covered in blood, my clothes in tatters. My shoes had gone from tattered to completely gone.

After hundreds of dragging, kicking, and slashing motions, this was inevitable.

It couldn't be helped.

"Actually, now that there's nothing left to break, it's better!"

When there's nothing left to break, nothing more can break!
I started using my legs primarily. My blood-soaked red legs stomped on and burst monster limbs.

Until I killed tens, hundreds, and thousands of them all.

*How can I increase the absorption amount?*

It was definitely a matter of proficiency.

*I need to know. I need to understand.*

I search for a method while running my insufficient brain at full capacity. I needed to figure out how to absorb more magic by focusing on the sensation in my fingertips.


* * *


"What... is this...?"

The heroes watching the monitor were speechless. Unconsciously, they held their breath and stared at the screen.

Three hours had passed since the battle began. Even the most resilient hero would have been exhausted long ago, but the girl on the screen was moving without rest.

Her appearance wasn't pitiful.
The legs she swung never lost their sharpness. Her small fists maintained their weight no matter how many enemies she brought down.

She had already easily taken down over a thousand enemies. Despite having reached a point where not just stamina but concentration should have collapsed, Eun-Ha was still moving without pause.

"Has she become that strong?"

It's utterly reckless. She's thrown efficiency to the wind.
Excessive overexertion. A decision with no way back.
No matter how reckless, this level deserves admiration.

Eun-Ha's movements had been slow from the start. Not the quick movements she had shown the day before.
In other words, she was defeating enemies with just technique and intuition, without using her full strength!

*Could I do that too?*

Seeing the small girl accomplish this, such thoughts involuntarily surfaced.

*No. I couldn't.*

But soon I shake my head.
Even fighting without properly using one's strength, moving continuously for three hours without rest is impossible.
Muscles would scream in protest before being crushed.

"So there was a reason she threw herself into this."

A heavy voice echoed. It was Jung Jung-Hyun, the Supreme Commander of The Front Line.

After witnessing countless heart-stopping scenes, he was almost becoming accustomed to it. By now, Jung Jung-Hyun was curious about why Eun-Ha was pushing herself to such extremes.

*Even though her position as a saint and magical girl is secure. Her future is guaranteed.*

Yet why?

He simply couldn't understand.

She seemed like a girl chased by something invisible. As if she might die crushed under an unbearably heavy responsibility, she seemed to be trying to escape.

*Perhaps because of that person?*

The first day Eun-Ha met him, she had shown interest in a framed picture in the room.
She said the woman in the photo, Hong Yu-Jin, was her mother.

That woman was certainly strong. She had protected humanity as an unprecedented EX-class hero.

*Is she afraid of being consumed by her mother's shadow?*

That makes sense.
She might have hidden it from others but not from her family. That's why she pushes herself so hard at such a young age.

A life of being compared to her mother until death if she doesn't push herself—the thought alone is dreadful.
Even without explicit words, the atmosphere, gazes, and unconscious tones would have bound her.

At her age, with her achievements, she should be proud, but there's no sign of that.
Besides, isn't she young enough to be his granddaughter?
Exaggerating a bit, she's at an age where he should be taking her to the supermarket to buy candy.

"Poor thing."

Jung Jung-Hyun genuinely pitied Eun-Ha.

That's when it happened.

"That, that!"

A hero pointed at the monitor screen. Something small was visible in the distance.

"More monsters are coming!"
"She hasn't even defeated all of them yet?!"
"Miss!!"

Instead of reinforcements for Eun-Ha, which should have arrived long ago, reinforcements came for the monsters. The heroes sighed, blaming themselves for not being able to go to that place.

After much cooperation among heroes, they had managed to break through the barrier Eun-Ha had erected.
But they couldn't go.

Because Eun-Ha wanted to defeat them alone.
Because Supreme Commander Jung Jung-Hyun had stopped them.

"Please escape when you can. Please."
"She's... going!"
"Forward?!"

All they could do was hope Eun-Ha would return alive.
If she just survived, she could heal herself.

Time passed.
Eun-Ha never fell. She moved her body without stopping for a single moment.
Tens, hundreds, thousands of enemies fell to her fists.

[Huff... huff...]

As the sun rose beyond the screen, only a blood-covered girl stood tall.

[Phew.]

After confirming all monsters were dead, Eun-Ha let out a short sigh.
Soon, a dazzling light enveloped her body.

"I saw it!"

For just a moment, the girl's silhouette was visible as a shadow within the blinding light!
Drip, drip, the blood and flesh clinging to the girl's body fell to the ground.

Virginia.
When the light covering her entire body faded, only an immaculate, innocent girl stood there.

Having cleansed all filth by transforming, Virginia stood in place, looking north. The direction from which the monsters had come.

After staring blankly northward, Virginia took out a communication terminal. Clearly, there had been nothing on her wrist moments ago, but it appeared on her wrist as if it had always been there.

Beep beep beep-

"Hmm?"

As she operated the communication terminal, Supreme Commander Jung Jung-Hyun's device rang. Given the circumstances, she must have called him.

"Ahem, do you need something?"

Jung Jung-Hyun cleared his throat and spoke. He felt he could do something for her now.

[Monsters are coming. The ones that come every morning. Please send out the heroes.]

Virginia precisely identified the drone filming her and met its gaze. Clear emerald eyes appeared on the monitor.

"Hmm, I'll do that. You should withdraw now. You must be very tired."
[No. That's not necessary.]
"What?"
[It's my duty to assist the heroes in the morning. It's their turn to shine now.]

*If you won't send them, I'll defeat them alone.* After saying this, Eun-Ha ended the call.
Her words were sincere—the girl on screen naturally made her staff disappear and looked north.

Whoosh- The veil blocking the front line gradually disappeared. The magic used in the veil was reclaimed and settled in Virginia's core.

[Sanctuary deployment.]

As she murmured softly, whoosh! A field of light spread across a wide area.

"Is she really going to fight like that! Send! Send the heroes immediately!"
"Y-yes!"

Jung Jung-Hyun felt his pity for Virginia grow stronger.
She's not in her right mind.
The shadow of Hong Yu-Jin she carries is too dark!

A crazy woman who quit the academy on her own and voluntarily stepped into the dangerous front line!

"She fought all night and still wants more?"
"She'll really die at this rate!"
"Morning team! Prepare to deploy now!"

The heroes hurriedly prepared to deploy, startled.
Fighting all night and wanting to fight more.
She shows no signs of fatigue.
This demonstrates her iron-like stamina.

"Now! Send them now!"

An impatient Jung Jung-Hyun even shouted.

Though he desperately wanted to scold Eun-Ha for her recklessness, dealing with the approaching monsters took priority.


* * *


Morning passed, and so did lunch.
After training all night and guiding the rookies, Eun-Ha finally returned to her room.

"Phew. Such an overreaction."

She newly realized the difference in positions.
When she was a man, no one cared when she returned. That's why she could risk her life fighting every day.

But now?
Having become the most important person at The Front Line, she couldn't fight like before.
No, she wasn't allowed to fight. Not only did she receive concern from numerous heroes during lunch,
but Jung Jung-Hyun personally summoned her and begged her never to do such a thing again.

In the end, her life-risking special training ended after just one day.
She was told that from now on, she would only be allowed to go with at least twenty companions.

"Se-Won must be having a harder time right now."

It would be a lie to say she wasn't tired. If she relaxed now, she was confident she'd collapse and fall asleep.
But Eun-Ha couldn't help thinking about a certain boy.

She was worried about Kim Se-Won, who had ventured into the modified House of Evolution with In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun, and couldn't rest easy.

"I wish I could do something for him."

There was nothing she could do.
The distance between them was too great. Besides, she didn't even know exactly where Kim Se-Won had gone.
Morris remained silent when asked.

Still, if there was a way, she wanted to do something for him.

"That's it!"

At that moment, Eun-Ha snapped her fingers. Her eyes sparkled.

What could make a man feel better?
Food, meat, and more food!
And women!

"Let's... do it!"

Her face flushed hot.
Because of the indecent thought that came to mind.

"I have to do it."

But this was the only way she could help him now. Something she could do as his girlfriend, just once!

"I-is the communication terminal connected...?"

She squeezed her eyes shut, enduring the rising shame. Eun-Ha glanced at the communication terminal wrapped around her wrist.


* * *


According to Foriner Morris, this place was designed to prevent humans from surviving.

It was like hell.
The surrounding temperature changed constantly.
Hot as a boiling bath one moment, cold as a snowy mountain the next.

With the weather being so capricious, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram couldn't help but be in poor condition.
Amid this, they were forced to fight. They had to struggle to survive.

As Morris had said, this was clearly a place where they would have broken long ago if there hadn't been shelter.

Monsters emerged endlessly.
You never knew when or where they would appear.

Ambushing from the ground.
Hiding by blending with surrounding colors.
Swooping down from the sky.
Spewing poison.
Dissolving clothes, and so on.

They attacked the three in numerous ways.

"I'm dying."

A groan naturally escaped. After experiencing a hellish day, Kim Se-Won collapsed as soon as they reached the shelter Morris had prepared.

"Ugh."
"Phew..."

It was no different for Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram.
The moment they reached the shelter, their tension released, draining all energy from their bodies. They didn't want to leave this place.

Ding-

At that moment, a sound came from Kim Se-Won's communication terminal. Since it was useless anyway, he had carelessly thrown it on the table.

"What is it?"
"What... am I hearing things...?"
"Isn't that yours, Se-Won? Check it once."
"Ugh... I'm dying here."

The communication terminal that shouldn't be ringing was ringing, so it was naturally concerning. Kim Se-Won groaned as he got up and picked up the terminal from the table.

"!!!!"

And Kim Se-Won.
Felt blood rushing to his lower body.

[Look at this and cheer up]

A message from Eun-Ha.
A message sent just moments ago.
Looking at the top of the screen, the connection was still cut off.

*Did Foriner help Eun-Ha?*

Only one person could do this.

"What is it?"
"I'm curious, tell us..."
"No, it was just an alarm going off. I forgot to turn it off earlier."

Kim Se-Won, who had been staring blankly at the terminal, quickly lied. He couldn't show this to his friends.
Then he glanced at the terminal screen.

On the terminal was the image of Jae-Yu standing in front of a full-length mirror, her face bright red.

*Is she Jae-Yu instead of Eun-Ha because it would be dangerous if she were discovered?*

She keeps changing her hairstyle, either keeping it long and straight or tying it in two ponytails.

Plus, either slightly exposing her chest or panties while clothed.
Or completely undressed, covering only the important parts with her hands.

There were more than ten photos lined up that couldn't help but boost his energy.

"...Whew, anyway, they want us to endure here for two months."
"Can we endure~?"
"We have to. We must."

Kim Se-Won gently tucked the communication terminal into his pocket and walked over to the two girls.

Ch.353 - Two Months Later
The Villain Association had collapsed.
However, remnants of its forces clearly still existed, and the same was true for The Front Line.

"...Tch."

Eva July, a spy for the Villain Association and the only one still remaining at The Front Line, let out a groan.

"What? Never seen one of your own kind before?"

In front of her stood a black-haired girl with a smug smile. A small body in a thin dress without a trace of muscle. Her appearance resembled the clones commonly used by the Villain Association, but she wasn't a clone.
The contents were male.

She wasn't like Eun-Ha who had completely transformed from male to female—this was Chris Bizal, the doppelganger.

Having revealed himself after a long time, he was dragging Eva somewhere while keeping her restrained.
The sight of a small girl forcibly dragging an adult was somewhat grotesque.

*Damn it, of all people to be caught by this doppelganger!*

With the Villain Association collapsed, she had been living somewhat peaceful days as a member of The Front Line.
But the being dragging her away was destroying that peace.

*A new organization built by the remnants of the Villain Association...! Is that where they're taking me?*

Though she was by no means a good person, she'd grown sick of that cruel organization long ago. The Villain Association had finally collapsed, and she had no desire to belong to such a place again.

"What are you planning to do with me? Don't you know? The Villain Association is now...!!"
"I know. I know, alright? Just stay quiet since I know. I'm not taking you to a place like that."
"What do you...?!"

Chris cut off Eva's words and pulled out a card from his pocket.


* * *


"Welcome. To your new workplace."

After moving somewhere through the card, he opened a door.

When the door opened, girls were swarming everywhere.
The girls all looked identical. Despite numbering in the dozens, they all had the same face, with only differences in their growth.

"C-clones... how...?"

Eva knew exactly what this was.
These were the same girls Chris had been impersonating earlier—products of the Villain Association's old Clone Project and byproducts of the Chimera Manufacturing Plan.

"Wow!"
"A new person!"

The clone girls immediately rushed over and surrounded Chris and Eva as soon as they entered through the door.

"Is she a new teacher?"
"A guest?"
"What is it? Tell us!"

The girls' eyes sparkled as they welcomed the arrival of unfamiliar beings.
They eagerly pressed Chris, clearly wanting to know who Eva was.

*This is... I see.*

Eva felt guilty looking at the innocent faces of the girls. They had been mere test subjects, but they were immature beings.
Not test subjects, but fragile beings who should have been protected.

It was strange—she had felt nothing when seeing them in the Association, but now she felt guilty.

"As you said, she's your new teacher."
"What?! Wait! I didn't hear anything about this?!"
"That's why I just told you."
"You just told me now!"

She shouted in frustration. Eva couldn't hide her shock at being suddenly dragged here for this purpose.
To care for children with hands that had been stained with blood all her life—it would have been more natural to order her to slaughter them all.

"It's Eva. Can't you understand?"
"My name is Eva, yes! I'm just dumbfounded!"

Chris looked down at Eva with cold eyes. He seemed to realize she hadn't grasped the situation yet due to the rushed abduction.

"I've been taking care of the kids alone, so I needed help. That's why I respectfully brought you here."
"How is nearly killing me with a surprise attack 'respectful'?!"
"Unnecessary resistance makes it hard for both of us. I was being considerate so you'd come quietly."

Chris added that she was saying strange things. For someone who had lived as a spy and assassin, such behavior was common sense.

"Teacher is amazing!"
"So kind!"
"What...?"

Eva felt a sense of dissonance as the girls joined in praising Chris.

Chris, who was reported to have died during a mission, was alive.
It was also surprising that these girls, who should have died long ago due to their inherent limitations, were alive, and even more so that Chris had gathered them and was raising them.

And the girls' way of thinking was somehow twisted.
Being so pure, they accepted as normal what others would find strange.

*What has this guy been teaching them?*

It was unsettling.
What was Chris, who had been a formidable member of the Villain Association, doing by gathering these test subjects?
And why had he kidnapped her specifically to be a "teacher"?

She quickly scanned her surroundings.
The building was just like any ordinary orphanage.

Except for the fact that it was run by Chris, a spy and assassin, and that the children were clones, it was completely normal.

She gathered the visible information and came to a conclusion.
And Eva's face filled with horror.

"Chris Bizal, are you...!"
"Yes. That's right."

She was certain after seeing how the children walked.
This man was trying to make the clone girls into the same kind of people as themselves!

"You crazy bastard! Teaching children such things!"
"That's rich coming from someone who started training much younger than them. You, me, and these children are all walking the same path. It's called repaying a debt."

Chris said this with a calm expression.

"And this is something the Transcendent has permitted. There's nothing to worry about."
"What do you mean, Transcendent...!"
"These children will become the Transcendent's long-term pieces. They'll grow to be helpers in the fight against The Mute One."

Chris grinned.

"And you will be the 'teacher' who helps me raise these children. It's a hundred times better than spy work where you never know when you might die. Besides..."

His smile disappeared, replaced by a sour expression. Chris paused for a moment, choosing his words.

"Ahem!"
"W-what is it?"

His sudden cough amplified Eva's anxiety.
What cruel things was he planning to do to these children that even the wicked Chris was hesitating?

"They're girls too."
"...Huh?"
"I'm saying they need to learn about being female."
"What?"

Eva stared at Chris with a dumbfounded expression.

Female?
Yes, she was female.
And these children were female too.
Chris was the only male in this place.

"Ah!"

Her sluggish brain finally started working.
Teaching them about being female—in other words, he wanted her to share her knowledge as a woman.

How women seduce women!
How to handle men!
Things that only a woman could teach, that a man couldn't!

"Teaching these young children seduction techniques, you really..."

She drooled at the thought of developing the girls from a young age. Although they were test subjects, the clone girls all had cute appearances.

"No! I mean things like how to put on underwear, you idiot!!"

Wham! Chris's fist came down on Eva's head.


* * *


The fact that Magical Girl Optima and Saint Virginia were the same person.
It didn't take long for this information to spread throughout The Front Line.

Morris didn't particularly restrict the information spreading through The Front Line. Rather, he actively spread it.

Since Eun-Ha, who had always tried to hide her identity, had revealed it herself, there was no reason to stop it.

However, surprisingly, the heroes at The Front Line didn't treat Eun-Ha like a magical girl.

It had been two months since Eun-Ha came to The Front Line.
Despite a full 60 days passing, apart from occasional requests for photos in her magical girl form, there wasn't much interest.

Rather:

"Miss! Have you eaten? I just baked some cookies."
"Miss, did you sleep well? I just got this pillow I ordered, and it came as a buy-one-get-one-free..."
"Miss, sometimes..."

The heroes were actively playing the role of caretakers.

She would wake up early and head straight to the battlefield.
After lunch, she would train the rookies.
After training ended and dinner was finished, she would go to the battlefield for a second round.
Additionally, at night, she would take 10 heroes with her as a precaution. She would set them up like a screen and fight thousands of monsters alone!

What initially took until morning to finish gradually took less time, and now it was finishing before the day ended.

As a result, she would sometimes disappear from The Front Line.
Given that she disappeared after fighting monsters, it was assumed she was also active as a magical girl.

In other words, she was moving again when everyone else was sleeping!

With such a grueling schedule that her small body could barely handle, everyone was extremely worried.

"Thank you! Thank you! *sob*..."

On top of that, she was helping others in her spare time, treating baldness and healing the injured.

It was an impossible schedule for one person to manage.

With such a lovable, small girl handling such a harsh schedule all by herself, people naturally worried:
Was she getting enough sleep?
Was she eating properly?
Was there anything she needed?
Was she tired?
Was she in pain anywhere?

It was impossible not to be concerned.

But it wasn't like Eun-Ha was doing anything to make people dislike her. While she wasn't loved by everyone, she wasn't hated either. She had built up at least a small amount of goodwill with everyone.

"Nnngh...! Haah..."

After finishing her schedule and returning to her room, Eun-Ha stretched and turned on her communication terminal.

The heart-fluttering moment she could only enjoy at this time every day. Eun-Ha checked her message inbox with flushed cheeks.

"Hehe."

[Kim Se-Won]

Today too, there was a message from Kim Se-Won. Eun-Ha opened the message with a loose smile.

[Barely survived.]
"..."

Eun-Ha's face froze.
It was because of the short message and the attached photo.

In it were In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun with torn clothes after a difficult battle. Of course, Kim Se-Won was with them.
The selfie, taken with a smile full of fatigue and accomplishment, showed that the three were very close.

In other words, he had taken a picture with two girls exposing their skin!
At first glance, it looked like he was lying in bed with a beauty on each arm. Just like a terrible man who cheats and then boldly sends it to his girlfriend!

"I'll let it slide."

Bubbling with jealousy, she eventually calmed down.
Eun-Ha hadn't just grown in power.
Her patience had also grown tremendously.

"But... next time... I won't let it go..."

Still, she couldn't just let it pass, so Eun-Ha sent a message with a photo of her pouting face.

*'Do it one more time and I'll lock you up.'*

Eun-Ha's eyes gleamed coldly.
She might just abandon everything—The Mute One and all—and lock up Kim Se-Won with his limbs bound.

Her obsession with the being who had completely made her a "woman" was unparalleled.

"As punishment, no sexy stuff for a while."

Still in a bad mood, Eun-Ha stuck out her lips and muttered to herself.
She really wouldn't send any "material" for a while.
It was perfect timing anyway. She felt like she would die of shame every time she took those photos.

That's when:

[Ah. Ah. Shin Eun-Ha, the Commander is calling for you. Please come to the Commander's office...]

An announcement rang through the speakers installed in the corridor and room.
Eun-Ha turned off her communication terminal and left the room.

"Slurp."

There was only one person who would call her at this late hour. Eun-Ha moved her feet immediately, drooling.


* * *


Munch munch.

"Ahem! Is it delicious?"
"Yes!"

Eun-Ha smiled brightly at the middle-aged man's question.
She was happily munching on jerky made from monster meat.
Jung Jung-Hyun looked at Eun-Ha with warm eyes instead of his usual solemn appearance.

His own granddaughter used to eat so innocently when she was young. But as she grew up, she started to dislike it.

But when he happened to give some to Eun-Ha, she ate it well. Sometimes when they met, she would even give him expectant looks!

"It's really delicious...!"

Munch munch munch!

As a result, Jung Jung-Hyun had become Eun-Ha's jerky vending machine.

Eun-Ha was happy to eat the jerky, and Jung Jung-Hyun was happy to see Eun-Ha enjoying the jerky he gave her!
It was a win-win situation.

"Ahem! The reason I called you is simple. Sleep well and eat well! Health is one of the virtues a hero must value."
"Okay."

Eun-Ha responded casually to Jung Jung-Hyun's words while savoring the jerky.
With how much she sweated every day, the saltiness of the jerky was very welcome.
Moreover, it was free, without any monetary demands! Eun-Ha had no reason to refuse.

"She's being tamed."

Meanwhile, Morris, who was watching this scene, commented on Eun-Ha's lifestyle.

It wasn't just Eun-Ha being tamed.
People were also being tamed by Eun-Ha.

During these two months, Eun-Ha had relentlessly pushed herself to become stronger.

The heroes who had watched this scene in real-time for two months had been conditioned to want to do something for Eun-Ha whenever she came into view.
And Eun-Ha readily accepted whatever the heroes gave her.

This change wasn't Eun-Ha's intention.
It was caused by her fragile body that looked like it might break if held too tightly, and the harsh lifestyle that didn't match that body.

"The result is good, so I suppose it's fine."

Morris watched Eun-Ha's life with a satisfied smile.

And then:

"This is sudden, but I have something to tell you."

Jung Jung-Hyun, who had been watching Eun-Ha eat jerky for a while, spoke up.

"What is it?"

Seeing his serious expression, Eun-Ha put down the jerky she was eating and stared at his face.

*Could it be that he won't give me jerky anymore?? No, he could make plenty if he wanted to...*

Her heart sank with anxiety.
One of her joys in life these days was this jerky, and it would be very sad if she couldn't eat it anymore. Eun-Ha sent him an anxious look.

"Actually, the Hero Association said they have a proposal for you."

The words from Jung Jung-Hyun's mouth were unexpected. Why would the Hero Association suddenly call for her?

"Phew... A proposal. What kind of proposal?"

Whatever it was, at least the jerky wasn't being cut off, so that was a relief.
Eun-Ha sighed in relief and waited for Jung Jung-Hyun's answer.

Ch.354 - Two Months Later
The changes over the past two months weren't limited to The Front Line alone.

After the death of the Hero Association's chairman, Go Su-Hwan (Go Jo-Rim), the association elected a new chairman.
It was Ahn Ji-Su, someone heavily influenced by Morris.
The newly elected Chairman Ahn was openly displaying his wariness toward The Mute One.

There had been no movement from The Mute One.
After appearing during the arrival of Engia Keplux, he hadn't shown any notable presence.
Yet they couldn't afford to let their guard down.
He must have some scheme and was simply waiting for the right moment.

His servants had been strong enough to overwhelm powerful heroes and fight against S-class heroes.
What if there weren't just a few of them, but tens or hundreds? What if he had the means to increase their numbers and was just biding his time?

At this rate, humanity's extinction was just a matter of time. Even with swift action, it was questionable whether they could barely prevent it.

In this situation, the new chairman Ahn Ji-Su took note of a piece of information that had flowed in from The Front Line.

The information that the Saint, Virginia, and the magical girl Optima were the same person.
It was hard to believe at first.
But after obtaining video footage showing her transforming multiple times, he had no choice but to believe it.

"To think that the two people who have been the talk of the town for the past year are actually... In that case!"

Ahn Ji-Su made his decision.
He needed to support the girl who was spreading her recognition at an unbelievable rate and growing stronger simultaneously.
He needed to put forward this versatile girl who had guaranteed power and could also support and heal heroes.

If there was any way for humanity to survive, doing whatever it took was the only option available to him now.

"Yes, this is Hero Association Chairman Ahn Ji-Su speaking."

Ahn Ji-Su decided to put his thoughts into action immediately.


* * *


After some time had passed, Ahn Ji-Su finally managed to meet with the girl he sought after being rejected several times.

Even then, he had to come to The Front Line to meet her rather than her coming to him, which showed just how much The Front Line revolved around her.

"For the past year, I have a request for you who has dedicated yourself to humanity more than anyone else."

Despite his unkempt beard, his brightly shining eyes made him look like a boy wearing an old man's skin.

Before him stood a small girl, Eun-Ha.

"A request, you say?"

A request.
What kind of request would make someone in such a high position humble himself like this? Eun-Ha couldn't understand.
People in high positions typically maintain a certain level of dignity.

Was he desperate enough to throw even that away? Or was he trying to deceive her? Eun-Ha couldn't tell.

"We are planning to wage war. Against humanity's enemy, Gresorion, to ensure humanity's survival."
"That means...!"

Eun-Ha's eyes lit up.
War!
Two possibilities came to mind.
Was he asking her to go to the front lines directly as a buffer provider?
Or was he asking her to become a healing machine by joining the Hero Association?

Eun-Ha preferred the former.
She could gain magical power and, depending on the situation, act on her own.

A war that stakes the fate of not just a nation but all of humanity would surely be intense. Many would die, and countless others would be wounded and suffer.
Yet, it was necessary because of the existence known as The Mute One.

*It's fortunate that someone has finally realized the situation.*

Eun-Ha had no idea how complacent the higher-ups were or if they were even aware of the situation.
They might even be using it as a political tool to fill their own pockets.

In fact, there was no news about The Mute One flowing through the media right now.

In the midst of all this, the Hero Association chairman personally coming here seemed like a glimmer of hope.

"For that purpose, I... we would like you to form a team with a select few heroes. A team centered around you. Like a hero's party that stands at the forefront to defeat the demon lord, The Mute One! That's the kind of team we want to create."
"What?!"

However, Eun-Ha's expectations were off the mark.
Ahn Ji-Su's request was something she hadn't anticipated.

*Form a team??*

A team.
What exactly was she supposed to do with a team?
And suddenly talking about demon lords and hero parties. She was dumbfounded by these unexpected terms.

Still, she understood the intention.
Ahn Ji-Su wanted individuals who could reach The Mute One first and fight against him.

"An elite hero group. We're calling it Stellarlis. It's a Latin word meaning 'star.' Literally asking you to become humanity's star."

Ahn Ji-Su continued speaking as he looked at Eun-Ha, whose eyes were wide open.

"Since ancient times, stars have served as guides. Like those stars, I want you to pioneer and guide the path humanity should take. So that heroes can follow the star's guidance and face the great enemy, the monsters."
"Stellarlis... Are you asking me to form a team with S-class heroes?"
"No."

Ahn Ji-Su shook his head firmly.

"You know them well since you have connections with them. They are thoroughly individualistic. Having been hurt and transformed throughout their lives to reach the monstrous power of S-class, they cannot mix with others. Besides, Pungsin and Jin Jae-Han..."
"Ah..."

Ahn Ji-Su's voice trailed off.
The arrival of Engia Keplux. And the collapse of the Villain Association. During that process, Jin Jae-Han's younger brother, Jin Yong-Han, lost his life.

Jin Jae-Han had been secluded in his home, grieving the loss of Jin Yong-Han. He might not recover if things went wrong.

Another S-class hero, like Yoo Ji-Yeon, would likely follow Eun-Ha's words obediently, but she too was different from others.
She would only look at "Eun-Ha," not the "team," and could greatly disrupt the team's atmosphere.

"Then which heroes will join me?"
"I'd like to select heroes with potential. For that, we'll carefully consider and select those who have some skill but have room to grow further."
"Those with potential..."

Eun-Ha lowered her head, letting her words trail off. She hadn't fully grown yet either. She didn't know how far she was from awakening to draw out her original power.
And if they weren't complete from the start but in the process of becoming complete, they could support each other and build trust.

"..."

He silently observed Eun-Ha's reaction.
At this point, she was almost convinced. Ahn Ji-Su felt relieved that he hadn't been completely rejected and gave her a serious look.

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha closed her eyes and fell into thought.
The sudden call from the Hero Association. And the new chairman personally visiting and addressing her respectfully.

*He's realized how dire the situation is for humanity. And he probably thinks I'm the most important figure in the current situation.*

Not bad.
The purpose of this team aligns with her own.

The ultimate goal is The Mute One.
By defeating him, she achieves her revenge, and humanity finds peace.

She might not know who the team members will be, but she knows who would be best.

"I have one condition."

Eun-Ha, who had been thinking with her eyes closed, opened them.
Looking straight at Ahn Ji-Su, she raised her index finger.


* * *


"Ah, finally back to school."
"I never thought I'd be so happy to come to school~!"
"We still have two years left. I don't know if we'll be able to attend for the full two years, but I think it's best to attend while we can."

Kim Se-Won stretched as he spoke, followed by the two girls.

The hellish two months were finally over.
It was still hard to believe how they had managed to survive.

The boys and girls who had been in hell just yesterday were now passing through the academy's main gate.
Every day had been a series of thrills.
They couldn't let their guard down for a moment.
They had regretted it many times.
But they survived in the end. They defeated all the monsters and were able to face the Transcendent with their own eyes.
Because they had goals they wanted to achieve.

"But why are all Transcendents so small?"
"How would I know? By the way, that person... she looked a bit like Don-Hil. Ow~ my shoulder. Have my breasts gotten bigger lately...?"
"More precisely, Don-Hil resembles her. My guess is that when creating the magical girl, she referenced her own appearance. Like creating an alter ego."

The two nodded at In Ha-Ram's words.
The girl they met in the hell that was a modified version of Jin-Hwa's house. The girl who introduced herself as Bianca definitely had similarities with Don-Hil.

"But Se-Won's right? Both Foriner and Bianca."
"I'm telling you! Is there some kind of restriction?"
"There must be something we don't know. Or maybe it's just their preference? By the way... there's been a concerning piece of news recently."

In Ha-Ram wasn't particularly interested in Transcendents. She brushed off the previous topic and brought up a new one.

"Concerning news?"
"After being locked up for two months, everything seems concerning. Don't tell me our Ha-Ram's taste in men has changed~?"

Han Chae-Eun looked at Kim Se-Won with a sly expression.

While she and her friends stood out just by walking around, only Kim Se-Won was ordinary.
But over the past year, Kim Se-Won had undergone many changes.
His impression had become sharper. He had become a reliable man, not just an immature boy of his age.

In fact, right now, those watching them as they went to school weren't just boys but also included girls.
Girls who blushed as they looked at the handsome Kim Se-Won.

On the other hand, Chae-Eun's view of him hadn't changed, whether before or now. He was just a very close male friend to her.

What about In Ha-Ram?
What if, during these two months of seeing everything there was to see, In Ha-Ram's preferences had changed? Chae-Eun was secretly hopeful.

It would be problematic if she had genuinely fallen for Kim Se-Won.

"Unfortunately, no. I haven't changed at all since I was 10 years old."
"Is that so~."
"So what's concerning you? Has your company started a big project or something?"
"Not that either. There's been a very noticeable piece of news from The Front Line lately."

In Ha-Ram chuckled and turned on her communication terminal.
It was a very common live streaming and video site, YouToob.
There was a girl there who was doing something crazy, fighting thousands to one every day.
And she had been doing it for two months.

"No matter how I look at it, that's Eun-Ha, right?"
"It really is! Wow, our Eun-Ha is fighting monsters alone?!"
"Isn't she doing even more than us? Her movements are slower than usual, but sharper. She's deliberately fighting with reduced strength."

The act of deliberately reducing one's strength and fighting thousands of monsters was madness. A moment's carelessness could cost her life.
It could only be seen as completely insane.

"While we were rolling around in that hell, Eun-Ha wasn't idle either."

Kim Se-Won stared intently at the video.
A girl who constantly pushed herself. He deeply regretted not being there with her.

*This time, I want to be of help to her.*

For his own purpose. He would do anything.

"Well, she wouldn't have quit school and gone to The Front Line for nothing~. We've gotten stronger, and Eun-Ha must have gotten stronger too."
"I wonder if the gap has narrowed a bit. But..."

In Ha-Ram glanced at Han Chae-Eun's chest. Then she looked at her own chest.

"There are areas where we've become much stronger than Eun-Ha."

In Ha-Ram chuckled.
While Eun-Ha's body remained the same, the two girls' chests had somehow grown a little.

Ch.355 - The One Thing That Changed In A Place That Seemed Unchanging
A New School Year.
The beginning of a new year.

The academy, completely destroyed by Engia Keplux and rebuilt from scratch, started the new year as if nothing had happened.

Peculiarly, since classes remained the same as students advanced grades, Kim Se-Won found himself in the same place as a year ago.

"Wow, it's exactly the same."
"Nothing's changed. Literally nothing."
"Well, not entirely... but it's comfortingly familiar."

Kim Se-Won looked around the classroom while chatting with Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram.
The seats were the same, the classmates were the same. Only the grade level had changed.

*Why does it feel so empty?*

If there was one difference, it was Eun-Ha's empty seat. Kim Se-Won felt a strange emptiness in the otherwise full classroom.

The seat next to Han Chae-Eun that should have been occupied was completely empty. It belonged to Eun-Ha, who had suddenly dropped out two months ago.

"I can't believe it's been a year."
"Others can definitely tell when they look at you."
"Seriously. You're the one who changed the most in just a year."
"Planning to establish dominance from midterms? I'll show you that more than just my body has changed."

Kim Se-Won puffed out his chest and deliberately provoked the two, trying to hide the emptiness he felt.

"Oh please~ I can already see you getting crushed."
"Trying so hard won't change anything."

Unfortunately, his act didn't work on the two girls.

"Hmm. By the way, how long has it been since the teacher returned?"
"Look at him changing the subject because he's embarrassed~"
"Kim Se-Won, you're just... never mind. Yes, it's nice, isn't it? How long has it been since we've seen them at school?"

Ha-Ram chuckled and gently closed her eyes. In the past, she wouldn't have cared about someone disappearing from school.
But now things were different.
Just one empty seat made everything feel so lonely.

All of this changed after getting involved with Eun-Ha.

"Our Se-Hee is still so small and cute~"
"W-wait... wait...!! I... can't... breathe!"

Ha-Ram's gaze shifted to Chae-Eun, who had moved to another spot. She was still embracing the tiny Yang Se-Hee with her now-larger chest.

Yang Se-Hee flapped her small arms, struggling for air.
Though she had scolded Kim Se-Won with words, it seemed she felt the same loneliness.

*And so do I.*

The same was true for him.
Change doesn't always bring welcome events.



* * *



The afternoon came after the opening ceremony.
One might expect a short day of classes after the ceremony, but the academy was firmly prepared to conduct full lessons.

"Geez. Look at him."
"His body's here but his mind is elsewhere."

After lunch, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram returned to the classroom and glanced at Kim Se-Won sitting next to them. With his chin resting on his hand, staring out the window, he made quite a handsome picture.
A year ago, they would have scolded him for looking pathetic in that pose.

"Must be nice. Yeah."
"By the way, Chae-Eun, have you ever had a boyfriend?"
"N-no? Hahaha... I'm the ultimate iron wall, that's Han Chae-Eun~"

Caught off guard by the sudden attack, Chae-Eun scratched the back of her head with an embarrassed expression.

"Same here, actually. Well, seeing him like that is annoying but somehow enviable."
"You too?"
"Yes, me too. My love requires a lot of preparation to become reality."

The girls looked at each other, then at Kim Se-Won. At the end of his gaze must be his friend.
She must be getting stronger, working alongside sweaty heroes.

"Oh right! Ha-Ram, does Se-Won know about that?"

In the continuing silence, Chae-Eun loudly brought up a new topic, forcibly bringing the two together.

"About what?"
"I just heard this from a senior I met today, but apparently the Hero Association is doing something really interesting. That senior has connections with the Hero Association."
"Hmm. The Hero Association..."

Ha-Ram recalled information she had heard this morning. Among the reports her subordinate had sent, there was something that seemed to match what Chae-Eun was about to say.

"So, what is the Hero Association doing?"
"They're planning to form a hero group under the Hero Association's supervision. It's called Stellarlis! How about that? Don't you feel a strange sense of connection?"
"Ah."
"That's... interesting."

The same word appeared simultaneously in all three of their minds.

Astra.
From Alpha to Delta. There was a time when they worked with Optima, each with their own code name.
And this "Astra" meant "star," just like "Stella," and both were Latin words.

For anyone who knew this, it was such a strange coincidence that they couldn't help but feel connected.

"Even for a coincidence, this is something else."

Kim Se-Won smirked, raising the corner of his mouth. Though it didn't have any deep meaning, he felt strangely good about it.

"Coincidence... is it really a coincidence?"

In contrast, Ha-Ram cast a suspicious glance.
It was an incredible coincidence. But was it truly just that?

"Are you talking about Foriner?"
"Come on, no way~"
"I think it's a plausible theory."

Astra. Stellarlis.
Stars shining in the dark universe.
If one were to stretch it, it seemed to symbolize someone who would become the savior of this gloomy world.

And that someone was probably Eun-Ha.

"Come to think of it, there are quite a few things around us related to or reminiscent of space."

Kim Se-Won rested his chin on his hand and fell into deep thought.
Eun-Ha.
Astra.
Stellarlis.
The eyes containing the universe, believed to be possessed only by Transcendents – the Eyes of All Creation.
Above all, Eun-Ha's hair color, shining in the sunlight, was like stars in the night sky.

"Isn't that a stretch?"
"I think it's a stretch too. Just coincidences piling up. But this Astra and Stellarlis... that doesn't seem like a coincidence."

Even while criticizing Kim Se-Won, Ha-Ram didn't stop thinking. The information Chae-Eun brought felt like it was calling to them.

"Tsk. You two always think you're right. So, what's the deal with this Stellarlis?"
"It seems the Hero Association is planning to select heroes through some kind of competition? From among current heroes."
"Current heroes... so that doesn't apply to us."

Her subordinate hadn't included eligibility requirements in the information she received. They must have deemed it unimportant.

"Then let's participate."

At that moment, Kim Se-Won made an unexpected suggestion.
His intuition was telling him. That he must get involved with this "Stellarlis."
That he had to.
It felt like his core, not his heart, was telling him so.

"Wait, did you even listen to what Chae-Eun said?"
"Huh? Because I listened, I'm saying we should participate."

How could they participate when they weren't even heroes, which was the basic requirement? Ha-Ram looked at Kim Se-Won with an incredulous expression.
Kim Se-Won looked back at her as if to ask what she meant.

"Tell me how we're supposed to participate when we don't qualify."
"Well, obviously—"

That's when it happened.

[You've become the galaxy in my heart. Forever be the star in my universe~]

Both girls' gazes converged on one spot.
A sweet female voice rang out from Kim Se-Won's communication device, though no one knew who had called or when.

"You..."
"Quite openly displaying it, aren't you?"
"W-what's wrong with that? H-hello?"

Kim Se-Won answered the call hurriedly, his cheeks flushed. Whoever was calling at this time had impeccable timing.

[Se-Won...!]

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened. A smile unconsciously formed on his lips.
The voice in his ear was incredibly welcome. And lovely. It was a sweet voice that seemed to have hearts attached to every word.

"Switch to speaker mode. Hurry."
"Don't argue, just switch it."

The two girls realized who was calling Kim Se-Won from his change in expression.

"Ahem! Uh, yeah. Yeah. I'm at school. Yeah. Yeah."

Kim Se-Won ignored the two girls and nodded shyly.

It had already been two months since he'd seen Eun-Ha.
Yes, two months.
Though they occasionally sent photos, nothing compared to seeing each other in person. Both Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were thirsting for each other's presence.

"Switch it right now!"
"Don't we have the right to hear our friend's voice too?"

Unable to bear it any longer, the two girls grabbed Kim Se-Won.
They didn't want to watch a couple flirting right in front of them, but they also wanted to hear their friend's welcome voice.

"Ugh, seriously...! You've gotten unnecessarily strong...!!"

Kim Se-Won couldn't resist the two girls clinging to him. The call mode was forcibly switched to speaker mode.

[Ah. Well...]

Their private conversation ended in an instant. Eun-Ha couldn't hide her disappointment as her voice trailed off.

"What? You want to see Se-Won but not us?"
"I'm hurt. Have you forgotten how much we helped you this past year in just a few months?"
"That's so mean. After all our efforts."
"All our hard work. Sob sob."

The two girls quickly took control of the conversation.

[Huh? No, no. I missed Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram too. Yes. Really. Truly. Ahahahaha...]

Suddenly made to feel guilty, Eun-Ha didn't know what to do.

*Scary women.*

Kim Se-Won, the victim, looked at the two girls pretending to cry with a grimace. Their expressions remained unchanged, but their voices were as sorrowful as if they'd lost their country.

[A-anyway! The reason I called isn't just that]

Feeling this wasn't working, she forcibly changed the subject. Eun-Ha began to explain one of the reasons for her call in a flustered voice.

About Stellarlis, which had just been the topic of conversation.

"What?! Eun-Ha, you're a judge?!"
"What does that mean?"

Eun-Ha's story was shocking.
Not only did she bring up Stellarlis, which they had just been discussing, but she said she was one of the judges selecting heroes.

"Don't tell me, you...!"
"Are you participating in Stellarlis too?"
[Umm... that's how it turned out. Hahaha...]

Eun-Ha answered with an awkward voice. Unfortunately, her request had been rejected, but Stellarlis itself needed her.
And her real intention was to come to the Academy district then and make time to see them, at least briefly.

"Wait, Eun-Ha?!"
"You won't come to the academy but what are you doing elsewhere?"

It seemed that Chae-Eun's earlier shout had reached the ears of other students. One by one, classmates began to gather around Kim Se-Won, Chae-Eun, and Ha-Ram.

"Eun-Ha! Can you hear me?"
"E-Eun-Ha...! Ow! I-I'm here so stop pushing...!"

Yang Se-Hee, who had approached like a puppy, was struggling, caught between their classmates.

[Se-Hee...! Aww... it's good to hear your voice even if I can't see you.]

Eun-Ha heard Yang Se-Hee struggling. Her voice melted as she spoke.
Se-Hee's cute voice was always pleasant to hear.
Like a small puppy.

"...I guess there's no choice. Can I switch to video call?"
[Hm? Oh. Yeah. That's fine.]

After looking around, Kim Se-Won sighed deeply and changed the call settings. A large hologram appeared in the air, showing each other's faces.

"It's Eun-Ha!"
"Where are you?"
"Didn't you drop out?! Why did you drop out?"

As soon as they saw her face, the students bombarded her with questions they had been holding in their minds.
Though they didn't talk to her often, her presence had been noticeable. When someone like her disappeared suddenly, they were dying of curiosity.

The hologram in the air showed Eun-Ha wearing clothes mixed with white and blue. Behind her were well-maintained soil and a massive wall.

"Wait! Quiet! Let's ask questions one by one! One per person! Okay?"

It had become too noisy for conversation. Chae-Eun stood up, making her chest bounce, and silenced the students.
The power of her chest, which had grown even larger than a year ago, was impressive.

"So? Where are you?"
[Here? Where is here... Oh.]

At Kim Se-Won's question, Eun-Ha turned the screen. In that moment, she seemed to detect something and made a sound.

Swoosh! As the screen turned, it suddenly zoomed in as if being sucked in. Bang! A sound of flesh tearing was heard.

"Kyaaaa?!"
"What is that?!"

Red blood and flesh appeared on the screen before quickly receding. A monster had exploded right in front of Eun-Ha.

[Oh. Sorry. A monster came so I had to kill it. Hahaha...]

Eun-Ha apologized with an embarrassed voice.
The problem was that she had unconsciously extended her left hand. Her communication device was on her left hand.

[Anyway, where is this... it's The Front Line!]

Eun-Ha answered cheerfully, trying to cover up her mistake. As she turned the screen, a chaotic battlefield came into view.

[Miss, are you alright!]
[I'm fine!]

She was seen responding naturally to one of the heroes.

"They called her 'Miss.'"
"It kind of suits her..."

This wasn't the first or second time they had seen monsters being killed. The students quickly adapted to the gruesome scene and watched the screen.

Blood and flesh were everywhere as heroes desperately fought monsters.
Boom! Thud! Bang! Numerous sounds erupted simultaneously.
Monster screams. Hero shouts. All mixed together in a cacophony of noise.

[Anyway, I'm at The Front Line. I think I'll be coming to the Academy district next week for Stellarlis.]

The students stared blankly at Eun-Ha's face as she turned the screen back.
Her radiant presence in the brutal battlefield was extremely incongruous.

[Let's meet then.]

Regardless, Eun-Ha just smiled brightly.

Ch.356 - The One Thing That Changed In A Place That Seemed Unchanging
"Stellarlis? What's that?"
"Anyway, is that when she's coming?"

As Virginia mentioned Stellarlis, it became the topic of conversation. Virginia stood still on the battlefield, watching her classmates' reactions.
Not much information about Stellarlis had been released yet. The reactions from her classmates were perfectly natural.

"Hmm..."
"So that's it."

However, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram showed noticeably different reactions from the others.

They seemed to already know about it.
Virginia's gaze briefly shifted toward In Ha-Ram. As the young lady of Cheonil Group, she could have obtained various information in advance.
Perhaps she had told them. Or maybe Chae-Eun had heard it from an upperclassman. It could be either.

*If Se-Won heard about it...*

For a moment, Virginia's eyes turned cold. It was just for an instant, something only someone standing right in front of her would notice.

If Kim Se-Won had brought this information, there was only one person who could have told him—Choi Ju-Min, the female researcher in charge of hero equipment development.

"Oh?!"
"That thing spread out on the ground...!"
"Phew... now that it's there, we're finally free."

Fortunately, no one noticed Eun-Ha's cold gaze. Only Kim Se-Won shivered briefly, feeling an inexplicable chill.

The children's topic changed again thanks to something that caught their attention.
The Sacred Domain—an infinite power device that prevented rest even when you wanted it.
While it was reassuring for heroes, it held nothing but terrible memories for the children.
The nightmares created by the Sacred Domain would surely haunt their dreams.

*It's too early to feel relieved though.*

Virginia giggled as she watched the relieved children through the screen.

Over these two months, Virginia had achieved significant growth. Her control over magical power had become more delicate, and though not as good as Hong Yu-Jin, she had also mastered the Magic Stealing technique.

Thanks to Virginia's growth, she could now extract magical power and shape it into spells.

Though very few people could use it, now people other than Virginia could use the Sacred Domain!

Giggling, Virginia looked forward to seeing the children's reactions when they found out about this.

The sound of clapping hands came from beyond the screen. Someone had opened the door and entered the classroom.

"Alright! Everyone get ready to leave!"
"Huh?!"
"H-Hong Yu-Jin teacher?!"

The children's eyes widened.
It was a welcome face they hadn't seen in a very long time.

"Ah! It's Mom! Hello!"

Eun-Ha greeted Hong Yu-Jin with a bright smile, using the corners of her mouth that were threatening to stretch into a grin.

The reason why The Mute One was quiet.
There was a reason why they were too busy to even spy on humanity's movements.
Conversely, this meant they couldn't properly react to the fact that Hong Yu-Jin had survived.

That was precisely why Hong Yu-Jin was able to return to work.

"When did you get here?"
"Will we be able to see you regularly now?"
"Teacher! Teacher! More importantly, Eun-Ha is over there! She dropped out without saying anything!"

The children rushed to greet Hong Yu-Jin, whom they thought they'd never see again.
Their reactions varied widely.
Some genuinely welcomed her, while others took the opportunity to tattle on Eun-Ha's behavior.

"You... No, never mind. Yes. My daughter. Are you doing well over there?"
"Yep!"

The children's bodies visibly stiffened on screen.
Hong Yu-Jin's sudden return was surprising enough, but the natural conversation between Virginia and Hong Yu-Jin temporarily froze their brains.

Mom.
Daughter.
These were terms used between mother and daughter, not teacher and student.

"Oh! Right! I figured out a new technique! Look!"

Regardless, Virginia cheerfully turned the camera. Her face disappeared from view, replaced by a battlefield where blood and flesh were flying.

"Yap!"

With Eun-Ha's cute voice, a dark shadow fell over the battlefield where monsters and heroes were engaged in fierce combat.

The heroes' bodies flinched momentarily before moving again. Though startled, the shadow had no effect on them.

On the other hand...

-SCREEEECH!

The monsters were different. They writhed in agony from the sudden pain.

Their magical power was instantly drained by the shadow extending from the ground. But that wasn't all.
Their bodies crumbled. They rotted and collapsed.
With a squishy sound, their flesh curled inward, emitting a putrid smell.

Seeing it up close, it was an incredibly bizarre and horrific transformation. Even though they were enemies, it was pitiful to witness.

This was a technique that combined corruption magic with the Magic Stealing technique through the Sacred Domain.
It was also the result of no longer hiding Optima's identity and being able to handle opposing powers to some extent.

"What a hideous technique you've developed."

A deep sigh escaped from Hong Yu-Jin's lips.
Clearly, Virginia hadn't thought deeply about it.

Good thing + Good thing = Better thing!

The result of this simple logic was that hideous technique.
But such a technique wasn't something one should use with a bright smile. It was a technique that would instill fear in anyone who saw it.

"I'm still not strong enough for it to work on B-rank monsters... but it's pretty useful, right? I've been working hard at The Front Line for two months!"

While Hong Yu-Jin looked dumbfounded, Eun-Ha remained cheerful. She seemed to have been tainted by the madness of the battlefield.

Even if it didn't work on B-rank monsters, this level of power was tremendously destructive.
No matter how endlessly monsters poured in, most would be lower-ranked monsters.
Virginia's technique made these monsters hesitate and tremble with fear.

Moreover, the technique covered nearly half of the vast Sacred Domain, so when Virginia swept away the lower-ranked monsters, the numerical advantage naturally went to the heroes.
Even B-rank or A-rank monsters would have no answer if they were continuously outnumbered.

*Good thing she's not an enemy.*

If—truly if—Virginia were to turn against them, the targets of that technique would be heroes.
Any hero who witnessed that technique even once would tremble with trauma.

"Uh..."

While Hong Yu-Jin was dumbfounded, everyone else just stared blankly at Virginia and Hong Yu-Jin.

It was surprising enough that Hong Yu-Jin, who had been on extended leave, suddenly appeared, but it was equally shocking to learn that Hong Yu-Jin and Virginia were mother and daughter.

Those close to her didn't seem particularly surprised, but that wasn't important right now.

"Is that rumor true...?"

The statement about being at The Front Line for two months.
And the rumors spreading recently about the magical girl's identity.

Click—things fell into place.
How many individuals referred to as "girls" would be at The Front Line in the first place? Most people only entered The Front Line as adults.

In other words, there was a very high possibility that Eun-Ha was the magical girl Optima—that the rumors were true!

"I-Is that true?! Huh?!"

In the midst of the silent call, a girl's face suddenly filled the screen. It was Go Su-Ah, who looked remarkably similar to Optima.

"Is what true?"
"That! The magical girl!"
"...Oh!"

At Go Su-Ah's words, Virginia nodded.
There was no need to hide it anymore.
Virginia smiled broadly. Black viscous liquid dripped down from above her head.

With a rustle, the girl's appearance changed.
She revealed herself as a girl in somewhat indecent attire that could instantly capture men's attention.

Magical Girl Optima.
The girl who had been shrouded in mystery.
And she turned out to be a classmate they had lived with for a year!

The children couldn't process this overwhelming flood of shocking information.

"Ah... aah..."

Go Su-Ah was no different.
The only difference was that her face had turned as red as a radish.

The girl she had considered her rival, the one she admired and wanted to emulate, the one she had changed herself to compete against—that girl turned out to be Eun-Ha herself, and now everyone in the class knew it.

She felt like she would die of embarrassment.

"W-what do I do... oh my god...!"

Go Su-Ah covered her face with both hands and stomped her feet.

"But wait."

A voice of disbelief broke through. It was the first thing said after their overloaded brains had finally reset.

"Why is someone who was already strong getting even stronger after just two months?"

Is getting stronger that easy? It's difficult both in theory and practice. There's a reason heroes struggle so hard to move up just one rank.

She got stronger by throwing herself into The Front Line? This too is easier said than done.
Everyone nodded at Kang Ba-Da's casually spoken words.

"Don't get careless and be careful not to get blood on you."
"It's fine, it's fine. When I transform back, everything gets clean right away! Hehe."

It was time to end the call. Hong Yu-Jin threw out a statement that would cut off all topics.
After all, the reason she came to the classroom was to take the children away.

"Sigh, you make it impossible to worry about you. Alright! This is no time for that! I'm going to work you all hard in place of my daughter who's standing there with her mouth hanging open."

Hong Yu-Jin pulled out a round stone from her chest.
The stone, containing a pure white light, was glowing on its own.
A very familiar, sacred light.

"T-that!"
"No way?"

The children instinctively felt uneasy.
The light coming from the stone Hong Yu-Jin was holding was very familiar.
Like they had seen it somewhere before.
Like they had just seen it.
If they turned their eyes now...

"Ah...!!"

Kang Ba-Da's gaze shifted to the video call on the communication terminal.
The color of the light panel shining on the battlefield floor and the light from the stone in Hong Yu-Jin's hand were exactly the same.

In other words, that light was Eun-Ha's magical power color!

"Looks like you've figured it out. Good."

Hong Yu-Jin grinned and flicked her hand.

"For the next two years, all grades including you will be under my guidance. Let's walk a path of flowers together, okay?"

And she led the children down a path of fire.

* * *

Dragging his tired body toward the dormitory. The dormitory, which had collapsed along with the academy, was now completely restored.

"Stellarlis."

With each heavy step, Kim Se-Won uttered the word he had heard.
As he had felt earlier, it was indeed a strange connection.
According to Eun-Ha, Stellarlis wasn't a name she had chosen.

No, that's not what's important.
The interviews and practical exams to select participants for Stellarlis were only open to "heroes."
Currently, he couldn't participate through normal means.

"Hey. Remember the alias we used to use?"
"What? Astra? Are you talking about that connection or whatever again? Don't you think our Se-Won has gotten a bit sentimental~?"
"It's been a while since I heard that name. Come to think of it, it's been quite some time since we operated under that name."

Han Chae-Eun teased Kim Se-Won while In Ha-Ram reminisced about old memories.
Just a few more steps and they would part ways. Kim Se-Won firmly grabbed both girls' hands and headed somewhere.

"W-wait!"
"Where are we going?"
"Just follow me for a bit."

A familiar path.
Just as the academy and dormitory had been restored to their original state, the secret passage was also intact.

"Hey, you two."

After passing through a long corridor and reaching the secret base known only to his friends, Kim Se-Won looked at the two girls with shining eyes.

"Astra. Let's use that."
"What are you suddenly talking about?"
"Use it... Do you have some activity planned as Astra?"

In response to their questions, Kim Se-Won raised the corners of his mouth.

"We can't participate in Stellarlis right now. One of the application requirements is to be a hero."

He pulled out a black half-mask from his pocket. Kim Se-Won put the half-mask on his face.
The light seeping through the window revealed only his silhouette.

"Then, we have no choice but to use another method, right?"

If it can't be done, make it happen.
To be with Eun-Ha.
To walk the same path as her.

This was his only wish.

Ch.357 - Stellaris Selection Screening
Six days had passed since Eun-Ha revealed Stellarlis's existence to her classmates.

Eun-Ha stood in front of the mirror with a bright smile.
Come to think of it, she hadn't had many opportunities to wear clothes like these lately. Partly because she had been focused on training, and partly because she hadn't had a chance to meet Kim Se-Won.
That's why she wanted to wear something as pretty as possible this time.

To look good for someone else?
Of course not.

For her, there was only one man—Kim Se-Won.
She only wanted to look good for him.

"Surely not everyone from class will come just because I told my friends? It's a weekday."

Yes, it's a weekday.
Just as her classmates couldn't come because they were at school, naturally Kim Se-Won couldn't come either.
Rather than having all her classmates rushing over just to see her, she would much prefer to finish the evaluation quickly in the morning and go on a date with Kim Se-Won.
If possible, she wanted him to be the first person to see her like this.

"Hmm... Ah!"

After agonizing over the pile of clothes spread across her bed, Eun-Ha suddenly seemed to remember something and clapped her hands.

Come to think of it, it didn't make sense to wear these clothes as is.

While it was known that Eun-Ha and Optima were the same person, "Han Jae-Yu"—who was merely her with loose hair and casual clothes—was still unknown.

People can amazingly become unrecognizable with just a few changes.

In other words, it would be better to choose clothes that suited Jae-Yu rather than Eun-Ha.
After all, she would be going on this date like that anyway.

"Black hair. Come to think of it, I need to wear a different bra too..."

She would wear two types of clothes on one body.
Being a magical girl was incredibly convenient—if adjusted properly during transformation, she could change not into her magical girl outfit but into casual clothes she had prepared in advance.

"I'll think about it after I transform..."

Knock knock.

"Huh?"

Just as Eun-Ha was about to transform, someone knocked on her door. She froze for a moment, then hurriedly moved. She had fortunately piled the clothes at an angle not visible from the door.

"Yes~"

This all took about five seconds. Eun-Ha opened the door, wondering who could be visiting at this hour.
There weren't many people who would look for her in the evening.

"Ah."
"Um, excuse me!"
"What is it?"

Awkward movements, like trying to force a frozen body to move. Eun-Ha tilted her head, looking at Jin Cheon-Myeong who had come to her room.

"I heard you're going to the Academy District for a while!"
"Ah, yes."

The fact that Eun-Ha was going to the Academy District tomorrow to select members for Stellarlis wasn't particularly secret.
It just wasn't widely known to the general public, though rumors were already rampant at The Front Line.

"So!"

Jin Cheon-Myeong spoke with an attitude that showed no trace of how he had been when he first entered The Front Line.
Strong determination blazed fiercely in his eyes.
A determination that said: I must say this!

"What is it?"

Eun-Ha wondered what he could possibly want to say. What could be so important that he would visit at such a late hour?
The Jin Cheon-Myeong before her looked extremely nervous.

Almost as if he was about to confess something.

"Could it be!"

Suddenly, a flash of insight crossed Eun-Ha's mind. In this situation, there was only one confession Jin Cheon-Myeong might make!

"Please give me a training plan for the three days you'll be away!"
"Sure!"

That had to be it!

Jin Cheon-Myeong was becoming addicted to the exhilaration he felt as he grew stronger.
Training, which he had neglected until now, was naturally difficult. Despite the difficulty, he was gaining confidence from the small changes he and his comrades experienced each time they went into battle.

They were developing a bond where they entrusted their backs to each other in battle. What you might call camaraderie.

This fact was well known not only to him but also to Eun-Ha and the heroes.
Moreover, Jin Cheon-Myeong was increasingly displaying his unique leadership skills and blossoming as a leader day by day.

He had transformed from someone who attracted attention for negative reasons to someone who attracted the most attention as a promising talent in a positive sense.

"The saying that both machines and people improve when hammered turns out to be true."

Indeed, tough love works.

"And this!"

After handing over the training plan she had prepared in advance, Jin Cheon-Myeong gave her something in return, as if they were bartering.

"What is this?"
"A gift from us!"
"A-a gift...? Th-thank you..."

Jin Cheon-Myeong smiled shyly as he spoke.
It wasn't something he had prepared alone—it was a gift the rookies had pooled their money together to buy, each contributing a small amount.

It was a gift acknowledging Eun-Ha as their mentor.
Though bewildered by the unexpected present, Eun-Ha accepted it into her arms.
She was dying of curiosity about what could be inside the large, tightly wrapped package.

"Then I'll go copy this and distribute it to everyone!"
"G-good work."

Jin Cheon-Myeong spoke energetically and rushed off toward the administration office where the copier was located.

"He's so passionate... It's hard to believe he's the same person who used to be like a school bully. Come to think of it, didn't Haram say something about this...?"

She wondered how a person could change so dramatically, even if it was her own doing.
Eun-Ha quietly closed the door and placed the large bag on her bed.

"Still, it's a gift."

Memories from the past two months came flooding back.
Beating them. Training them.
Beating them again. Training them again.
Beating them nearly to death, then training them again.

"...Is this really a gift?"

Though slightly anxious, she decided to open it.

"W-what is this?"

Eun-Ha's mouth fell open as she lifted the gift.
Though she couldn't identify it precisely, it was clearly a luxury item at first glance.
And it was a bag! A handbag!

"Even if each rookie only contributed ten thousand won..."

It must have cost nearly ten million won.
Eun-Ha stared blankly at the luxury handbag—the first she'd ever owned in her life.



* * *



A week had passed since the phone call with Eun-Ha. Just a week, and there shouldn't have been any special changes.

"Where did they go?"

But there were.
Hong Yu-Jin looked with disbelief at the four empty seats.
One belonged to someone who had dropped out.
The other three belonged to that dropout's friends.

"Hmm."

Just as she was about to take attendance, a message arrived on Hong Yu-Jin's communication device.
It was from Kim Se-Won, one of the three absent students.

[Joining Stellarlis]
"Were they that kind of students?"

Was the explanation insufficient?
Or was it concise and adequate?
Either way, these students had remarkable initiative.
The only problem was that it wasn't exactly proper behavior for students.

"Sigh."

Hong Yu-Jin put her hand to her head and sighed deeply.



* * *



The selection process for Stellarlis, the new hero group actively supported by the Hero Association, was planned to be very straightforward.

First, a document screening.
Then, a battle royal among all who passed the document screening.
Only the last three survivors would be able to work alongside Eun-Ha.

The existence of Stellarlis had spread among all heroes from A-rank to C-rank who had made a name for themselves, so the number of applicants was substantial.
A whopping 250 people!
That was 250 people excluding those already affiliated with hero groups or corporations, and those stationed at The Front Line!
Considering that 12 A-rank heroes were among them, it was an impressive number.

"But are you sure this is alright? It's called document screening, but it's practically a free pass. There wasn't even a proper interview."
"I have no interest in personality or past achievements."

If someone has a bad personality, just beat them up.
If they're weak, beat them up and train them!
Having already created an excellent case study with the rookie heroes including Jin Cheon-Myeong, Virginia was confident.

Virginia explained calmly from her seat at the judging panel.

"I really wish that were the case."

New Hero Association Chairman Ahn Ji-Su sighed as he glanced at Virginia.
How could they select a hero group that would stake humanity's survival in such a haphazard way?

It had been a mistake to accept Virginia's conditions rather than trying to reverse them.

"Wouldn't it be better to conduct a proper evaluation even now?"
"I agree. Even though the Villain Association has disappeared, remnants surely exist. Who knows what might happen if one of them becomes one of the final three in this sloppy evaluation."
"It's fine."

Between the two concerned middle-aged men, Virginia slowly shook her head.

"That's why I set conditions."
"The conditions... that they must be active heroes..."
"Only heroes who have been active for more than three years can apply for document screening. However, the three who survive the battle royal will be accepted. I will welcome those three as comrades regardless of what tactics they use... Good grief..."

Jung Jung-Hyun rubbed his forehead and sighed.
It was incredibly sloppy.
What if someone crashed the event and became one of the last three survivors?

They hadn't even considered preventing that, yet they insisted on "welcoming the last three survivors regardless of what tactics they use."
Didn't they value their lives?

Moreover, the Villain Association had a history of planting spies everywhere.
They had even infiltrated the Hero Association and Cheonil Group, organizations known for their strict personnel selection.
Surely some must still be active as current heroes.

What if someone harboring a grudge for the destruction of the Villain Association planned an assassination?

Despite how incredibly careless this was, Jung Jung-Hyun and Ahn Ji-Su had no choice but to accept Virginia's unreasonable demands.
The Transcendent behind her actively supported her.

They might have been able to block other high-ranking officials by working together, but they couldn't stop a Transcendent.
After all, he was practically a god who had saved humanity.

"Hmm..."

Jung Jung-Hyun made a humming sound and pulled out a small pouch from inside his clothes.

"Nom."

He immediately fed a bite to Virginia beside him. Their actions were very natural.

"Mmm~"

Jung Jung-Hyun smiled somewhat sloppily as he watched Virginia grin happily as if it was delicious.

"It's like feeding a pet."

For some reason, The Front Line was excessively protective of Virginia, with Jung Jung-Hyun at the forefront.

"By the way, I'm still nervous in front of cameras."
"Haha. You don't look nervous at all. Both you and the Holy Maiden seem quite natural."
"Ahem! I was just worried you might be nervous."

Their gazes meet the camera.
Once the battle royal begins, cameras installed throughout the evaluation hall will broadcast the fighting heroes live across the country.
But for now, since the heroes haven't arrived yet, they're only showing Virginia, Jung Jung-Hyun, and Ahn Ji-Su.

In other words, every move the three make is currently being broadcast nationwide, except for their voices.

[It's finally starting! In this Suji Stadium equipped with all kinds of protective devices! A brawl among 250 heroes!]

At that moment, the MC who had been waiting on the opposite side of the three began to speak. His voice, with tension cranked to the extreme, echoed as the camera turned to him.

[Ah! But don't worry! There's no risk of death! The Holy Maiden sitting at the judging panel has already taken measures!]
[Now! They're entering! 250 heroes who will become humanity's hope! Only the last three survivors will get to work with the Holy Maiden, Virginia!]

As soon as the MC finished speaking, doors at both ends of the massive stadium opened.
All different kinds.
Heroes of different races, genders, ages, and experience began to enter with solemn expressions.

Among them were many famous heroes.
Of course, some were infamous as well.
After all, the document screening was merely a formality.

[Find the final three! The Holy Maiden Selection Battle! The last three will be guaranteed the honor of receiving full support from the Hero Association and the government!]

The heroes stood in their designated positions, glaring at each other.
Since the stadium was so vast, they could stand at least five meters apart.

[Then... battle! Begin!]

Bang! The MC fired the gun he was holding into the air.
The sound was loud enough to echo throughout the entire stadium, piercing the heroes' ears.

"Yeehaw!"
"You'll regret leaving us out!"

Simultaneously, people in somewhat delinquent attire crashed into various parts of the stadium.

"As expected."
"As expected indeed."

Just as Jung Jung-Hyun and Ahn Ji-Su had anticipated, intruders had arrived.
Not just them—most of the heroes participating in this evaluation had expected this.

"Vermin."

The first enemies to deal with were these uninvited guests who didn't know their place.
The heroes unanimously squeezed mana from their cores. Without anyone taking the lead, they moved to eliminate the intruders.

"W-what?! What...!"

Crack! Suddenly, ice pillars rose in the stadium, trapping the intruders.

"Aaaagh!"

Rumble! Lightning struck, burning them black.

"Ugh, aaagh?! M-my arm...! My arm!!"

The intruders' limbs bent in directions they shouldn't, sending their bodies flying.

In an instant, the thirty intruders were dealt with. The heroes looked at each other in confusion, asking with their eyes, "Was that you?"
But none of them had used their powers yet.

"Let us join too."

Whoosh—someone fell from the sky. Having apparently hacked the sound system, their voice echoed throughout the entire stadium.

Two women. One man.
New intruders who had taken out thirty people in an instant.

They were wearing something similar to techwear. All of them wore half-masks, making it impossible to identify exactly who they were.

"250 versus 3... should be enough for a warm-up!"
"I never imagined I'd be doing something like this in my life. I'm seriously wondering if I made friends with the wrong people."

The girls on either side of the man responded confidently.

"Come on. What do you mean wrong friends? Where could you find better friends than us?"

Despite facing the hopeless odds of 250 versus 3, their conversation showed no sign of tension.
The three sudden intruders.
The only man among them turned his gaze toward the judging panel.

"Ah...!"

Virginia, whose eyes met his, blinked in surprise before her face lit up.

"W-what...?"

The heroes wore confused expressions at the situation that had unfolded so quickly.

"We should deal with those guys first."

One thing was certain.
They were also intruders.
Uninvited guests.

Ch.358 - Stellaris Selection Screening
There was a special application on the communication terminals of high-ranking officials in the Hero Association.
It was an app that could access the Hero Association's database.
Shin Ji-Soo, the new president of the Hero Association, was investigating the three figures who had barged into the meeting hall.

She didn't expect to find out everything at once.
However, if they had ever been heroes, or even hero aspirants, that information would remain in the database.

"Hmm..."

But there was nothing.
The database couldn't even recognize the three of them.

Appearance.
Voice.
Power level.
Magical wave patterns.
She investigated in various directions, but there were no perfect matches.

*Could it mean they've been villains from birth?*

That was one possibility to consider.
They appeared quite young on the surface. Strangely, even though she couldn't properly discern their facial features or voice characteristics, she could sense their "youth."

*If not that, then...*

She pondered, resting her chin on her hand.
Though they might be mere grunts, the ability to subdue dozens of people who first invaded in an instant was impressive.
Their power was too strong to be attributed to mere youths. They possessed real combat experience.

Young age and combat experience brought one thing to mind: The Front Line.

*Surely there aren't still people like that these days?*

Beings that were occasionally seen until a few years ago. In the past, there were sometimes those who didn't join hero training institutions but directly plunged into The Front Line.

"No, that can't be..."

Shin Ji-Soo shook her head, immediately denying this possibility. If this were true, it would be a topic of discussion, whether good or bad.
A topic unrelated to strength. For example, there was the existence of the "Fool Duo" who were active a few years ago.

Moreover, there was definite evidence that they weren't from The Front Line.

Namely, Go Jo-Rim (Go Su-Hwan).
The former Hero Association president, Go Su-Hwan, was one of the rare executives highly respected within the Association.
Though not completely incorruptible, he was considered quite virtuous.

He felt sorry for those who entered The Front Line recklessly at a young age without going through training institutions.
After all, The Front Line was such a harsh place that 99 out of 100 would die in vain.

So the former Hero Association president worked to prevent such individuals from appearing.
He introduced extensive support systems so that even children in poor circumstances could enter training institutions, and even requested cooperation from The Front Line.
So it didn't make sense.

"You seem quite interested."

Glancing sideways, Shin Ji-Soo addressed the girl sitting beside her. Just her presence was enough to calm one's mind and body.
Virginia turned her head at Shin Ji-Soo's words. A pleasant scent, perhaps of flowers or something else, wafted from her.

"Yes, quite."

Virginia's eyes curved into a smile.

"Then do you think they will be the final three?"
"If they are who I think they are, if they've walked the path I imagined..."

Her eyes sparkled with certainty. Despite her slightly questioning tone, her inner meaning seemed as if she had already glimpsed the future.

"But there are only three of them. The heroes don't seem pleased with the intruders. Can just three people defeat 250 heroes, including some A-rank ones?"
"I agree."
"Yum."

Jung Jung-Hyun, who had been silently observing the conversation, offered some jerky. Virginia chewed on it with a grin.

"Overcoming adversity right before one's eyes is also a virtue of heroes. They can do it."
"Oh?"
"You seem to trust them quite a bit?"
"If they are defeated... well, I'll just have to team up with the three who survive. But that's just my humble wish."

After saying this, Virginia carefully extended both hands toward Jung Jung-Hyun. Her eyes blinked rapidly as she looked up at him.
She wanted one more piece.



* * *



250 versus 3.
No matter the skill gap, it's a numerical difference that's hard to overcome.

If it were 250 C-rank heroes against 3 A-rank heroes, the latter would have the advantage.
However, the hero faction had a significant number of A-rank and B-rank heroes.

"Are you alright?"

Splatter, a B-rank hero, spoke with confidence. The man clad in red armor gave Kim Se-Won a menacing look.

"What do you mean?"

Astra Alpha, Kim Se-Won, shrugged his shoulders and extracted magic power from his core.
As if this was a signal, something poured out from his pocket.

Teardrop-shaped, streamlined objects: Blue Diamonds.
Including the ones he had captured from Iris O'Brien, all had been modified, and their number exceeded 50.

The heroes' gazes fixed on the Blue Diamonds flying through the air.
He was controlling each object with telekinesis. Just from this, they could roughly gauge the boy's skill.

*At the very least, B-rank!*

The precise telekinetic control of dozens of objects, each moving differently. It was an achievement hard to believe for someone so young.

"Let's go."

At Kim Se-Won's words, something stabbed into the floor with a "tang!" Somehow, the girl beside him was holding a battle scythe made of ice.

Whoosh! A thick fog obscured the surroundings. Just entering the area brought a piercing cold that enveloped one's entire body.

"W-what?! I can't see!"
"Fog?"
"Damn...! What kind of cold...!"

The heroes shivered. Their bodies trembled involuntarily at the sudden drop in temperature.
They couldn't just stay still. The rate at which the temperature was dropping was alarming.

They had to move their bodies to generate heat or they'd freeze to death. Alternatively, they could blow away the fog or protect their bodies with magic power.
The heroes were forced to make a choice.

"This is nothing!"

As the heroes tried to deal with the fog in their own ways, a finely branched electric shock launched a surprise attack. It was the moment they released their magic power.
The electric shock seemed to know the heroes' positions precisely, attacking sharply and fiercely.

"Ugh, aaargh?!"
"How annoying!"

All those who tried to counter suffered damage.
C-rank heroes had their entire bodies paralyzed, while those above merely had their power release hindered.

"We're weaker than you. A 3 versus 250 fight is absurdly reckless."

The boy's voice was heard from within the fog.
There was no sense of ease in his voice.
It was serious and heavy.
His intent to hunt without being bound by methods was evident.

"Kugh?!"

Bang! The fog was torn in half, and a heavy body was flung outside. A physical enhancement ability user was slammed into the wall without being able to use any power.

"Ugh..."
"Kheuk!!"
"Ack!"

Bang! Bang! Bang!
Three more heroes were slammed into the wall. Their bodies were bent in grotesque directions. It was the power of the Blue Diamonds controlled by Kim Se-Won.

The icy fog freezes bodies and obscures vision.
When trying to extract magic power, piercing electric shocks penetrate.
If one hesitates, unable to do either, the merciless Blue Diamonds distort space and blow away the enemy.

*We don't have much time.*

However, it wasn't entirely advantageous.
Kim Se-Won assessed the condition of his two friends.

As expected, In Ha-Ram, who had consumed the most magic power, seemed to be struggling. Han Chae-Eun, who had become a streak of lightning, was visibly consuming stamina.

Surrounding the entire vast hall with ice fog requires considerable magic power, and turning oneself into a sonar to continuously detect and pursue the generation of magic power also demands concentration.

*Quick resolution is the only answer. We need to take advantage of this moment when the other heroes, especially the A and B-rank ones, haven't properly grasped the situation yet. As expected, we have at most 5 minutes...*

This was the conclusion they had reached after several discussions.
No matter how much they had survived in hell for two months, there's a limit to how strong they could become. Naturally, just getting stronger wasn't enough to escape from hell.

*We need to end this in one go, the way we've been doing it.*

Kim Se-Won sent a signal using the Blue Diamonds. The three scattered people gathered together.

"According to the plan, you two target the smaller ones. Don't forget the distractions."
"Distraction using fog and afterimages... it won't work if we're not precise."
"Heheh~ Just trust me~."

And he would target the big shots whose potential had been reduced due to continuous interference. He was the only one here who could exert the strongest power in an instant.

"A tactic with no backup. A tactic that only works once... we must succeed."

Kim Se-Won muttered softly and carefully moved his steps.



* * *



"Huh, huh..."

Shin Ji-Soo watched the unfolding situation with her mouth agape.
It was hard to believe.

A-rank heroes. B-rank heroes.
With limbs frozen and bodies electrocuted, they fell one by one to merciless blows.
To make matters worse, some heroes attacked each other, resulting in one side falling or mutual destruction.

The number of heroes in the hall was decreasing at a terrifying rate.

If they tried to counter, they faced electric shocks or were directly hindered by the girl who fired them. If they stayed still, their bodies continuously froze.
Moreover, afterimages were strategically placed between heroes, making them attack each other. In some cases, only blurry shadows were visible.

In this situation, one had to release all their power at once to escape the dreadful fog. But even if they thought of this method, it wasn't easy to execute.

Using all one's power meant potentially falling oneself.

Even as they hesitated, heroes continued to fall without respite.
Pierced by ice spears, electrocuted through the chest, limbs twisted.
Thanks to the sanctuary Virginia had set up around the hall, the heroes avoided death. Without it, they would have died or lived as cripples for the rest of their lives.

"J-just three people are overwhelming 250...!!"
"Hmm... I see. Though it's 250 people, it's essentially individual battles. They're also exploiting the psychological aspect of not wanting to waste power recklessly."

While Shin Ji-Soo was in shock, Jung Jung-Hyun assessed the state of the hall.
From the outside, they could clearly see the situation inside the fog, even though those inside couldn't see a foot ahead.

"Fighting! Fighting!"

Jung Jung-Hyun glanced at Virginia, puzzled by this mysterious situation.
There was a reason they could see into the fog that should be impenetrable. More precisely, someone had interfered with the fog to make it visible from the outside.

Jung Jung-Hyun instinctively felt this was related to Virginia.

"Transcendent...!! Is that person so interested in this selection?"

And the answer came quite quickly.
As far as he knew, only a Transcendent could perform such bizarre feats that defied common sense.

"And that boy was an awakened one...!"

After this brief surprise, Jung Jung-Hyun observed the boy taking down the heavyweight heroes with his arms crossed.

That boy's power wasn't that of an ordinary superpowered individual. It was the power of a chosen one, an awakened superpowered individual who had broken down a massive wall and been reborn.
While the two girls handled support, that boy was in charge of the main force.
His attacks, coordinated with the droplet-shaped machines, were merciless violence against which defense was meaningless.

That's not to say the other two girls' powers were overshadowed. The three were simply dividing roles.

"Hmm..."

Jung Jung-Hyun narrowed his eyes, deep in thought.
Their fighting style was peculiar.
It wasn't the way ordinary superpowered individuals fought.

"I see!"

Jung Jung-Hyun's eyes lit up.
Their role division was akin to hunting.
A method to hunt an enemy they could never defeat alone.
A tactic that transcends compatibility and power differences.

Digging traps that are hard to navigate.
Sealing movements to prevent resistance.
Delivering a powerful blow to end it.
It's also a method that can't be used once it's been broken.

There are teams with similar fighting styles, but Jung Jung-Hyun couldn't shake the feeling that the three's fight resembled hunting.
It was as if they had been in a place where they couldn't survive without fighting like this.

"Mmm~."

A cheerful laugh was heard. A sound of contentment. When Shin Ji-Soo glanced to the side, sure enough, Virginia was smiling.
Her gaze towards them was very warm. A sense of pride was evident.

*Are they acquaintances? Ah!*

Acquaintances of Virginia. Upon accepting this information, Shin Ji-Soo's eyes widened.
To be precise, they weren't associated with "Virginia" but with "Optima."

The mysterious youths who once acted alongside Optima.
The three never acted together. But it was these three.
A boy who mainly used telekinesis.
A girl with the rare ability to handle electricity.
And a girl with the equally rare ability to handle ice.

The abilities of the youths who acted with Optima matched those of these three. Additionally, their detailed identities couldn't be ascertained, and their appearances and impressions were similar.

"I never expected that was the proposal you first made to me."
"Huh? ...Oh! I honestly... hehe. I didn't expect it either."

Virginia scratched her cheek and slightly averted her gaze.
Bringing acquaintances to a place meant to select those who would bear the significant mission of leading humanity. Even if it wasn't intentional, it could potentially cause controversy.
No matter how favorably people viewed Virginia or Optima, there are always those who would latch onto gossip.

"But well... at that level."

Virginia looked at Kim Se-Won, In Ha-Ram, and Han Chae-Eun again. Her expression showed pride in their growth.

Moreover, this was being broadcast live nationwide through cameras covering the stadium.
Though they had barged in, they were overwhelming 250 heroes, so there would be few who would complain.

"With such strong backing, I believe any controversy will be suppressed."

Virginia said with a bright smile, implying that even if there were controversies, they could be quelled with power.

"And if not?"
"Then I'll go on strike. I'll hide away somewhere where no one can find me."
"Hah..."

Shin Ji-Soo wore an incredulous expression.
She couldn't believe such an irresponsible statement.

"She's just saying that, isn't she?"

However, Jung Jung-Hyun seemed to interpret it differently, offering jerky. The jerky he extended bypassed Virginia, who was licking her lips, and went to Shin Ji-Soo.
Virginia looked at Jung Jung-Hyun with a pouty expression.

"What do you mean?"

Shin Ji-Soo accepted the jerky with a sour expression. It was a taste she'd never tried before, but it was quite delicious.

"She may have made an irresponsible statement, but her actions wouldn't be the same. Though it's just been two months, looking at what this child has done, one can't help but feel that way."

Jung Jung-Hyun handed jerky to Virginia with a pleased smile. Her face lit up.

She throws her life on the line and desperately hones herself.
It's evidence of how much she can't give up and how much she's invested. Not to mention her actions over the past year.

Jung Jung-Hyun believed that this girl would eventually eradicate the great enemy, Muk-Si-Ja, for the sake of humanity.

"Besides, if the Transcendent doesn't do it, we can. That's what power is for."
"Aren't you being too direct, sir?"

Shin Ji-Soo looked directly into Jung Jung-Hyun's eyes.

*Is it blood relation?*

A deep and affectionate gaze, as if looking at a granddaughter.
His behavior of constantly hovering around Virginia, like an overly doting parent, couldn't be explained unless they were blood-related.

"Oh! The last one!"
"What?"
"Already?"

At Virginia's words, the two's eyes widened.

While they were conversing, the fog had already disappeared.
Kim Se-Won, In Ha-Ram, and Han Chae-Eun were looking at the last remaining A-rank hero with their shoulders heaving.

250 versus 3.
Of the 253 people in the stadium, only the three intruders remained.
They were teenagers who had overcome an impossible fight against formidable opponents.

An illustration of Jae-Yu (Eun-Ha) is scheduled to be released.
Initially, it was a commission for personal satisfaction,
but somehow it turned into an outsourced job.
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Ch.359 - Selection Screening Completed
It felt like I could lose my breath at any moment. Kim Se-Won fought the urge to clutch his chest as he turned around.

When he looked up, a familiar girl stood there. The girl called Virginia. She smiled brightly as her eyes met Kim Se-Won's.

Their eyes curved as if to say, "It's been a while."

But only for a moment.
Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, who had caught their breath, stood on either side of him.

"We're all that's left."

Kim Se-Won's voice spread widely. It reached every camera and echoed throughout the country.

Astra Alpha, Beta, and Gamma.
These people who had defeated numerous powerful enemies simultaneously removed the half-masks they had been wearing.

"!!!!"

Ahn Ji-Su's eyes widened in shock. Beep! At the same time, the database that had been running continuously sounded an alarm.

[Kim Se-Won]
[Han Chae-Eun]
[In Ha-Ram]

Information about them that had been elusive until now began to reveal itself instantly.
The recognition interference caused by their outfits and half-masks had disappeared.

"S-students...? The ones who defeated 250 people are second-year academy students?"

The common thread between the three was that they were all academy students.
And they were all students in Class A, the same as Virginia.
Virginia's friendly greeting wasn't just because they worked together as Optima, but because they were also classmates.

"Well, well... the young lady of Cheonil."

A voice of disbelief came from beside him. Ahn Ji-Su nodded in agreement.

The two people's gazes turned toward In Ha-Ram standing next to Kim Se-Won.

The young lady of Cheonil. The jewel of Cheonil.
The young lady who had maintained a cold demeanor to keep everyone at a distance in her private life wasn't here.

If it were anyone else, it might not be surprising, but to think even that young lady would participate in this reckless operation.

They had thought she was just a cold young lady with good abilities and lineage, but that wasn't the case.

[W-what is happening?! 250 versus 3! These underage superhumans have overcome an overwhelming numerical disadvantage!]

The MC who had been enthusiastically commentating throughout the battle shouted, perhaps aware of this fact.

"Hehe...! You pass!"

Virginia said this and then rose from her seat. All cameras focused on her sudden movement.
She kicked off the ground and flew into the air. With a graceful spin, Virginia landed lightly in front of the three.

"Oho."

Ahn Ji-Su and Jung Jung-Hyun quietly marveled at her movement, which was devoid of excess and seemed to defy gravity.

"This makes the two months of special training worth it, right?"
"Absolutely."
"I seriously thought I was going to die~ I don't know how I survived each day trembling with fear."
"But still. Here I am in front of you."

Kim Se-Won took a step forward. The distance between him and Virginia narrowed in an instant.

"Yes."

Virginia looked up at Kim Se-Won with a shy smile.
Their eyes met. There was warmth in their gaze.

Kim Se-Won had become remarkably dignified over these two months.
He had changed so much that she could hardly believe this was the man she had fallen in love with. It was remarkable.

Kim Se-Won felt his heart racing as he looked at the smiling Virginia.
She was lovely no matter when he saw her. She was lovelier in person than in photos or videos.

The two months apart had felt like twenty years. He wanted to get closer and look at her.

He wanted to talk with her.
He wanted to embrace her.
He wanted to spend time alone with her.

But he couldn't. Kim Se-Won clenched his fist and tried to hide his expression.

"It's going to be tough from now on. You all know that, right?"
"We know."
"That's why we're here~"
"You're not the only one. We'll follow you as we've always done."

Days of fighting monsters alongside academy duties.
It would surely be too much even with two bodies.
It would place a heavy burden on those shoulders.
Virginia felt both sorry and grateful as she smiled with her eyes. She couldn't help but smile.

Even though they were far apart, she could finally see her friends in person.
She could hear Kim Se-Won's voice.

She would be able to see the faces she thought she wouldn't see for a while more often than expected. Virginia let out a sigh of relief and looked straight at the three.

"Well then! Show me the results of your two months of training."
"...Huh?"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened at Virginia's words.

"This wasn't the end?"
"I didn't expect this."

Han Chae-Eun spoke in a somewhat dumbfounded voice, and In Ha-Ram shook her head.
Regardless, Virginia was already taking action. Black liquid dripped onto her head.
Her platinum blonde hair turned black, and her kind green eyes changed to cold red ones.

"Shouldn't I personally experience the strength of the people who will be working with me?"

Optima smiled broadly.

"Then let's have the final test. Show me the results of your two months. ...But before that."

Whoosh- The three people's bodies glowed brightly. Black lines extended from Optima's hand, connecting to the three.

"T-this...!"
"Not just physical strength but magical power too?!"
"Sigh. I didn't think this was possible."

She restored their physical strength and bodily damage with healing magic. Then, by refining magical power through an adaptation of magic stealing techniques, she forcibly replenished the three people's magical power.
A power that could restore everything except mental strength.

Whether the three were surprised or not, Optima grinned and focused on the restriction within her core.
Optima began to transform once more.

"Ha, haha..."
"No way."
"Really, aren't you taking 250 versus 3 too lightly?"
"It's fine! I'll change you so you can handle even 3000 versus 1!"

Whoosh! Red wings extended from Optima's back.
From Virginia to Optima.
From Optima to Optima - Vicious Form.

The girl who had undergone a two-stage transformation smiled at her friends in front of her.

"Come at me. With all your might."

Optima completely shattered her friends' full power.



* * *



"This is insane. A scoop! An incredible scoop!"
"What kind of scoop are you talking about during class!"
"Ack!"

Bang! A pen flew precisely into Jung Ba-Da's forehead as he suddenly jumped up from his seat.

"Urrrgh...!!"

The pain was so intense that it felt like his forehead might have been pierced. Jung Ba-Da trembled for a while, clutching his forehead.

"A-anyway, l-look at this...!! Look at this!"

The students' attention turned to Jung Ba-Da.
With Hong Yu-Jin already in a bad mood because three students were unexpectedly absent, everyone wondered what could be causing such a commotion.

When Jung Ba-Da maximized the hologram on his communication terminal, the live broadcast of the Stellarlis selection examination came into Hong Yu-Jin's view.

"Haah..."

Hong Yu-Jin felt a throbbing in her head. On the screen were Virginia, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram facing each other.
She already knew the three had skipped class for this, but seeing them proudly showing their faces made her head hurt.

"What's that??"
"Isn't that Kim Se-Won over there?"
"Ha-Ram and Chae-Eun are there too?"
"Eun-Ha is also... Oh! Come to think of it, wasn't that Stellarlis selection thing today!"

The students turned on their communication terminals one after another to watch the broadcast.

"250 versus 3?!"
"They said even A-rank heroes participated, and they won against them?"
"A-are they really the same grade as us...?"

The caption "Mysterious intruders who defeated 250 opponents!" was scrolling at the bottom of the broadcast screen.
The students couldn't help but be shocked. They knew these people were stronger than them, but they never imagined they would be strong enough to defeat A-rank heroes.

"Ah. Really... whose daughter is she."

Hong Yu-Jin fell into contemplation about how to handle this.
She wanted to barge into the venue and turn everything upside down.

[This makes the two months of special training worth it, right?]
[Absolutely.]
[I seriously thought I was going to die~ I don't know how I survived each day trembling with fear.]
[But still. Here I am in front of you.]

The voices flowed from the broadcast screen.

[Yes.]

And the expression Virginia made on screen was that of a girl in love.

While she could accept that the magical girl had revealed her identity, this was clearly evidence that she was dating Kim Se-Won.

'Should I really overturn everything and return?'

It was clear that more troublesome matters would arise.
It was surprising enough that there was a man dating the Saint, but he also appeared at the venue with other women?
Truly, truly troublesome matters would arise. Just thinking about how to clean up afterward made her feel like going crazy.

[The final test is a 3 versus 1 against me!]

But looking at the screen again, Virginia had already transformed and was beating up the three.

"...Maybe not."

It seems her concerns might not become reality after all.

It's hard to imagine someone liking a person who beats them up as soon as they meet.
Hong Yu-Jin let out a sigh of relief.

"Wait."

But that's one thing, and this is another.
Hong Yu-Jin's eyes gleamed dangerously.

"Jung Ba-Da. Come forward."

Student rights? This is just punishment.
Her voice, suppressing anger to a cold calm, echoed throughout the classroom.



* * *



In the waiting room of the stadium.
Ahn Ji-Su and Jung Jung-Hyun, bewildered by the unexpected outcome, were having a very serious conversation.

"To think they were friends of the Saint. And to be on the same team as those friends."

"The 250 heroes who participated in this selection will surely protest."

Even though it was a selection test, allowing intruders in this way would certainly lead to protests about why they had to go through interviews in the first place.

Heroes knew the interviews were just for show, but this was definitely something they could latch onto.
Moreover, public opinion from ordinary people and other heroes who didn't know the details of the interviews could also turn against the defeated heroes.

"You need not worry about that."
"?!"
"Y-you are...!"

At that moment, a figure appeared before the two, cutting through space.
A voice whose age and gender were difficult to gauge. A being like a small boy or girl.

"I've already prepared a solution."

It was Morris, Virginia's contractor.



* * *



[Self-proven! Virginia = Optima!]
[The results of the Stellarlis selection examination judged by the Hero Association, The Front Line, and the Saint herself?!]

"Articles are coming out right away."

Eun-Ha looked at her communication terminal with a bitter expression after turning her friends into a mess.
As expected, articles were being written. Not only that, but all communities were buzzing.

Skimming through, positive public opinion was about 70%.
That was much more than she had expected. Moreover, most of the negative opinions seemed to come from those who enjoyed stirring up trouble because they had nothing better to do.

"Is this also Morris's power?"

Even for good events, positive public opinion can't be the majority. Morris must be influencing public opinion from behind the scenes.
Eun-Ha turned off her communication terminal and turned around.

"Ugh... my back..."
"Please. Stop talking like an old grandmother."

There were her friends, changing into new clothes after removing their tattered techwear.

'They're big. Have they gotten bigger?'

Eun-Ha stared at her friends' chests with wide eyes. She rubbed her eyes and looked again.

'They really have gotten bigger.'

Even though they hadn't met for two months, she wouldn't fail to recognize her friends' chest sizes.
They had definitely grown.

Han Chae-Eun, who was already well-endowed, and In Ha-Ram, who was never lacking, had both grown even more.

'Compared to those two...'

Eun-Ha's gaze naturally fell downward.
She couldn't help comparing with her own chest.

'W-well, I don't lose when it comes to waist or hips...'

The difference in chest size is too great. Their large breasts contrasted with their slim waists, making their style look even better.

'I look shabby.'

She felt anxious.
Men typically prefer women with larger breasts, don't they?
Having been a man before, she understood that psychology well.

'What if Se-Won...'

She was also worried.
Being physically separated for two months naturally made her concerned.
Would a vigorous young man like Kim Se-Won really have restrained himself while living with two pretty girls? Could the overflowing energetic Kim Se-Won really have held back??
Many thoughts swirled in her head. Eun-Ha shook her head vigorously to dispel those thoughts.

'But why are my breasts so small??'

However, she couldn't escape the main issue.
Eun-Ha suddenly felt resentful of her magical girl body that never aged no matter how much time passed.

"A-ahem...!"

Unable to bear it any longer, Eun-Ha transformed. Her hair turned black as she revealed herself as "Jae-Yu."
Jae-Yu's chest was slightly larger than Eun-Ha's. Still small compared to the two in front of her, but at least a bit bigger!

Besides, she needed to transform anyway.
Jae-Yu quietly took off her casual clothes while transformed. It was an outfit she had set aside to wear on a date with Kim Se-Won.
She had decided to show it to Kim Se-Won first.

"Hmm~?"
"My, my."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram were surprised by the sudden transformation but quickly saw through Jae-Yu's intentions.
Their eyes curved. With sly smiles on their lips, they slowly approached Jae-Yu.

"So that's what you're concerned about~."
"Well, it's about time Eun-Ha started worrying about such things."

Bounce! Bounce!
Four massive mountains attacked Jae-Yu!

"Mmph?!"

The massive mountains pressed from front and back!
The unstoppable violence of fat!
Jae-Yu took massive damage to her chest!

"Huh? The first thing you do when seeing your friends after two months is this? Huh??"
"My whole body still hurts. Do you know? The pain we suffered being beaten without being able to resist even once?"

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram pressed against Jae-Yu with a hint of petty revenge.
The overwhelming violence of breasts that Jae-Yu would probably never possess was impossible to withstand...

"Haha...!"

After being tormented for about ten minutes, the two finally seemed satisfied and moved away from Jae-Yu.

"I-I thought I was going to die..."

Large yet elastic breasts. Jae-Yu took deep breaths as she recalled the sensation she had felt on her face. Then she touched her own chest to compare.

'I haven't completely lost!'

Her texture is better! The lack of volume is a flaw, but still! Jae-Yu desperately engaged in mental gymnastics to maintain her composure.

'Still, I wonder if there's some magic that can temporarily make breasts bigger...?'

She had a feeling Morris might know if she asked.

---

I actually received the rough draft I posted yesterday a long time ago!
In fact, it already had base colors
I don't know what the final version will look like, but I even have a personal variation prepared, so I'm really looking forward to this part


https://image.novelpia.com/imagebox/22/22ffb37a690ee4c74d7c7876ddb42bbf_2907657.png


Ch.360 - How Was I?
The result of 250 versus 3 was the defeat of 250 heroes.
Naturally, the heroes who lost weren't in a good mood.
To think that 250 of them had been defeated by children who weren't even experienced high-ranking heroes, but mere youngsters who were still wet behind the ears.
Even though it wasn't a direct confrontation, a defeat was still a defeat. Their pride was inevitably wounded.

"Welcome, gentlemen."

What was this?
The heroes looked around urgently with startled expressions. Around them, they could see others with similar thoughts.

"You seem rather bewildered. I understand completely. Until just moments ago, you were all gathered in the waiting room, swallowing your anger."

No one asked who the person before them was.
Everyone listened attentively to Morris's words and stared at him.

After all, there could only be one person capable of using such a strange power to instantly transport 250 people to an entirely different location.

"Still, since we're already acquainted, there's no need to be so tense. ...Or perhaps you'd understand better with this appearance?"
"!!!!"

Morris smoothly ran his hand over his face. The heroes gaped as they stared intently at Morris's transformed face.

"I was the interviewer for all of your evaluations."

Sometimes a solemn middle-aged face.
Sometimes a beautiful woman with wide eyes.
Sometimes a very ordinary man who could be found anywhere.
Morris's face kept changing.
All were interviewers the heroes had seen.

Subsequently, a question arose simultaneously in their minds. Why had a Transcendent gathered them here?
Them, who were merely losers?

"As you know, I am Foriner, the contractor of the girl known as both a magical girl and a saint."

Snap! As Morris flicked his finger, a large screen appeared before the heroes' eyes.

"You've all seen this advertisement. Those with overwhelming power. They are the servants of humanity's greatest enemy, Muk-Si-Ja's Servant."

Everyone nodded.
Though their reasons might differ, the catalyst was that advertisement.

"Mere servants. Despite being just servants, they were able to stand against S-class heroes."

Overwhelming power.
Servants where each individual possessed strength comparable to at least an A-class monster.
No matter how many times they watched, the power of these beings made them swallow nervously without realizing it.

"Although the servants couldn't inflict proper damage on S-class heroes, the fact that they could stand against them is enough to recognize that they are equal to or greater than other A-class heroes. No, they might even be A-class monsters."

Deliberately.
The reason why a Transcendent was showing that advertisement personally.

*Could it be...?*

Suddenly, an assumption entered one hero's mind.

"Yes! Exactly what you're thinking!"
"Huh!"

His thought was read the moment he had it. Morris's finger pointed directly at him.

"You are destined to fight such servants. And despite knowing this, you boldly declared you would join my contractor's team."

A smile spread across his lips. Foriner had no intention of letting 250 talented individuals go to waste.

Differences in power. Differences in talent.
Differences in gender. Differences in age. He wanted to throw all these away and bind them together.

"I highly value your courage."

After all, what mattered was will.

Whoosh- The screen disappeared. Once again, the heroes' attention focused on Morris.

"Those who will act alongside my contractor have already been decided, but that doesn't mean I intend to discard the rest of you."

Morris quietly told the heroes.
That Stellarlis was merely a team representing a single group.
And that the heroes were also welcome to join that group.


* * *


"Then shall we go on a date?"

Ha-Ram said this as soon as she changed clothes and grabbed Chae-Eun's arm.

"Good work today."

As they came out of the changing room, Se-Won, who had been waiting in front, waved at them.
A smile played on his lips. Se-Won was probably also looking forward to what would come next.

"You too. Don't torment Eun-Ha too much just because you got beaten up badly today. ...Ah, not Eun-Ha, but Jae-Yu."
"A man shouldn't keep too much bottled up~"
"As for you two...!"
"You two."
"What?"

Suddenly, Ha-Ram and Chae-Eun's expressions changed. Their eyes curved into half-moons as they looked at Se-Won with mischievous expressions.

"What do you mean 'you two'?"
"Seems like you know something?"
"Oh my, could it be that you peeped into the changing room? How shameless."
"Kyaa~ I'll never be able to get married~"

The two covered their chests with both arms simultaneously.
They were clearly teasing him.

"I was just waiting and happened to hear! Your 'kyaa kyaa' screams were so loud!"
"Sure. We understand. You don't need to make excuses since we know. The one you most wanted to see wasn't us but someone else. So, how was it? Seeing Jae-Yu buried in your chest."
"Even though you could see it anytime if you wanted to~ The fact that you still want to see it makes you a beast. A beast."

Pure mischief.
Anyway, these two always worked well together when teasing someone.

At times like this, it would be only right for me to take Se-Won's side.

"He is a beast."

And I nodded in agreement with them.
I couldn't even lie and say he wasn't a beast.

"Especially in bed... ugh...!"

My face flushed involuntarily as I thought about the bed. Regret immediately washed over me.

*I shouldn't have thought about that.*

Though Se-Won would win by a landslide in terms of physical strength, in bed, I would lose completely even with a truckload of advantage.
In bed, I was unreasonably weak, and Se-Won was ridiculously strong.

*Is this what they call... training?*

Glancing at the two, I saw them staring at me with surprised expressions.

"Oh my..."
"How beastly must he be..."

I could see their cheeks slowly turning red.
Even though they often made lewd jokes, they were still virgins without any practical experience.

"Haaa... No, I'm not some animal in heat..."

My expression turned sulky at his outright denial.

"White Christmas."
"I... I can't completely deny it."
"Mmph!"

Se-Won hastily retracted his words.
Though it was his own doing, it must have been quite embarrassing.
Anyway, having much to feel guilty about, Se-Won urgently moved behind me, embraced me, and covered my mouth.

"White Christmas?"
"It did snow that day... Don't tell me you two went outside in that weather?! Have you gone mad with lust?"
"No, it's not like that! Who would go out in that weather? We'd freeze to death!"
"Looking at your behavior, it doesn't seem that way."
"Be honest. What did you do to Jae-Yu?"

Anyway, outside the bed, I was the winner.

"No, just listen to me. Why would I do such a thing?"
"We are listening. Why specifically mention White Christmas? Hmm? Surely you didn't turn Jae-Yu snow-white on Christmas day, did you?"
"And look at your expression earlier. It's already been 2-3 months since Christmas, but if you're still holding onto it, that says it all, doesn't it? It must have been that intense."

Se-Won was interrogated by the two, who had become thoroughly intrigued, for 30 minutes.


* * *


Having finally been released from Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram, Se-Won and I moved to a nearby café.
Rather than wandering around, we had too many stories we wanted to share.

"By the way."

But before that, I opened my mouth about what I was most curious about.

"Yes?"
"What about the academy?"

Though my mother might seem like a casual person normally, she's different when acting as a teacher. Should I say she's faithful to her role? She becomes very exemplary.
In other words, she wouldn't tolerate absences without a good reason.

"Uh, well..."

But instead of answering, Se-Won started sweating profusely. He also gently avoided my gaze.
Actions speak louder than words, I guess.

"You skipped without permission."
"Ha, hahaha..."

I didn't particularly intend to blame him.
I already knew why Se-Won, or rather, my friends including Se-Won, had skipped school on a weekday.

"Thank you."

So I honestly expressed my gratitude. Hehe, a smile escaped me without realizing it.
Actually, I had somewhat expected Se-Won to act this way.
After all, the reason I went to The Front Line without telling Se-Won was because I was afraid he might drop everything and follow me.
So it worked out.

For the time being.
I'm not sure how long "for the time being" will be, but for now, Stellarlis won't recklessly rush to where Muk-Si-Ja is.
If it's short, maybe a year. If it's long, I estimate about three years.

Stellarlis is a newly established group. Naturally, they're lacking in personnel, preparation, everything.

"Still, be careful. Mom must be really angry, right? Who knows what she'll do to you when you go to the academy tomorrow."
"What do you mean by 'what she'll do'?"
"Hell training. Very occasionally, when Mom gets angry, there's something she makes us do... ugh!"

My body trembles.
Training that became a trauma, something I don't want to remember.
I cautiously guess that my friends might have to do this.

"Ah, anyway! Under the pretext of becoming a member of Stellarlis, it might get even worse."
"...!!"

Se-Won gulps.

"If you're saying it like that..."
"It might really make 3000 versus 1 possible, like I said earlier. For me... it wasn't possible when I was a man."

Unless it's now that I've become a magical girl, back then I really had talent like a dirt spoon, or even worse.
No matter how full of determination you are and how supportive your environment is, it's meaningless if your body can't keep up.

"You've awakened too, right? Then really... yes. She might do it. Plus, Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram are similar."

None other than an EX-class hero.
Come to think of it, the talent gap between my mother and me was as different as heaven and earth.

"Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram too..."
"Yes. Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram too. Right. ...It'll be harder than what Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram did together for two months."

Come to think of it.
If I think about it.
No, no. Let's not get too deep into this.
I swallowed the words I wanted to say.

"S-so, about that..."

No, I couldn't hold back.
My face turned red even before I started speaking.
Unable to look at Se-Won's face properly, I bowed my head deeply.

"So, about that..."

I repeated what I was saying and fidgeted with my fingers.
Glancing at Se-Won, I saw him wondering what I was trying to say.

"D-did you use what I gave you well? Were you able to withstand Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram...?"

When people endure hardship for two months in a row, they tend to become defenseless.
That would be no different for Ha-Ram or Chae-Eun.
In other words, did Se-Won withstand the onslaught of two defenseless, beautiful girls? Or did he not?

To prevent this, I had been sending Se-Won lewd photos for two months.
The total exceeded a hundred.
Images that weren't thoughts a normal person would have, but pure lewdness, flashed through my mind.

"..."

Se-Won silently nodded.

Ch.361 - How Was I?
Se-Won and I had completely forgotten our original plan.
An awkward silence hung in the air.

"..."

We both blushed and hung our heads low.

*Se-Won must have enjoyed it.*

My heart was racing. It felt ticklish too.
I was happy, but embarrassed.

Taking those risqué photos was mortifying, but seeing Se-Won's reaction gave me a sense of accomplishment.

*I protected him. I protected my boyfriend from those friends who are way more stylish than me!*
The thought forced its way into my head.

"Um... first of all, s-sorry?"
"Huh?"

He suddenly apologized awkwardly. I blinked in surprise as I looked at him.
Se-Won was scratching his cheek, avoiding my gaze.

"I received them and appreciated them all but... I c-couldn't... use them. Yeah."
"Couldn't use them? Why?"

I asked carefully.
Why couldn't he use them? Why?
Were they not sexy enough? Were they not satisfying or exciting enough?

"Ah~ Well. They were really. Really good...? I wanted to hug you right away if you were in front of me..."
"You can hug me now."

Se-Won's voice grew quieter. He kept glancing around nervously, concerned about people watching us.
All my attention was focused on him. I ended up mumbling my response too.

"But. Han Chae-eun, that guy..."
"Chae-eun?"

My heart sank.
What did Chae-eun do? For a moment, I could almost see her enormous chest before my eyes.
What could she have done with those overwhelming breasts that prevented Se-Won from properly using what I sent him?

I ran a mental simulation. Despite everything, Chae-eun and I have been close friends for over a year. Above all, we're genuinely close friends!

"N-no way!"

My face quickly filled with horror.
Chae-eun's behavior patterns are obvious.
Too exhausted to care, she must have wandered around their place without a bra, wearing just a thin t-shirt!

With her nipples poking through! Her shirt hanging like a curtain due to her large breasts, her navel clearly visible!

It wasn't that my photos weren't sexy enough. They lacked realism!
No matter how sexy, photos are just 2D.
Meanwhile, breasts bouncing freely, liberated from the constraints of a bra, are beyond 3D—they're 4D!

"That's right."

And Se-Won's confirmation was the final blow!

"Ugh..."

I could only slump my shoulders in defeat. I looked at my small chest with resentful eyes.

Right now, I'm not "Eun-Ha" but "Jae-yu."
Even though they've grown, my breasts that can't even beat Ha-ram's had no chance against Chae-eun's.

I wanted to blame Se-Won but couldn't. Being a man once, I understood perfectly.
No matter how much a man claims to be uninterested in large breasts, if he actually witnesses Chae-eun's chest, his eyes would instinctively be drawn to them.
When hanging out with Chae-eun, I always notice countless men with their gazes fixed on her chest.

"She was exhausted and walking around defenseless. But more than that, Han Chae-eun has a nose like a dog. A dog's nose. She could even smell monsters approaching later on."
"Right? But still, Chae-eun's breasts... Huh?"

I snapped back to reality.

A dog's nose?

Right. Chae-eun has an exceptional sense of smell. Maybe because she's a big eater, but her sense of smell is incredible. Sometimes she'll suddenly exclaim, "I smell something delicious over there!" and dash off.

Of course, with a nose like that, she would have detected the night flower scent permeating the room. That's what Se-Won was concerned about.

"Phew."

I sighed in relief at Se-Won's words.
I stroked my chest, confirming that what I'd been thinking was just my imagination.
That's when it happened.

"Wait, what did you say? Breasts? Brea-sts?"

Se-Won grinned unpleasantly. His eyes seemed to wriggle like worms.

"So that's what you're worried about."

His thick finger poked my chest.
Hit right on target, I couldn't respond.

"I-I really can't help being worried."

I finally answered honestly. I had no choice.

Originally, it shouldn't have bothered me at all, but when everyone around me is well-endowed, I can't help but be conscious of it.

My mother, Chae-eun, Ha-ram.
Even Nabi is like that. She's bigger than me too!

My only solace is Se-hee, my fellow small-chested comrade.

"I see~"
"Stop staring. It's embarrassing."

Embarrassed, I glanced at Se-Won and covered my face. His expression had become even more unpleasant.
His mouth was curled up in a grin that nearly reached his ears.

He must be pleased to see how self-conscious I am.
He's happy to know that I want his love.

I heard the quiet sound of a chair being pulled back. Deliberately loud footsteps approached step by step.
With my eyes covered, the sound seemed even louder.

"In that case."

My body twitched involuntarily. His voice, resembling the sound of wind, tickled not just my ears but my entire body.

"I'd like you to help me release what's been building up for two months."

Lewd! Obscene! Vulgar words!
My already red face grew even hotter. I felt like I might explode or melt away.

"I-I-I-I-I-I..."

My lips kept trembling.
Two months.
For two months, he had to endure Chae-eun and Ha-ram's unintentional temptations, plus the sexy photos I sent.
Could I withstand Se-Won who had been forced into celibacy all that time?

No, absolutely not.
It would be my downfall.
Catastrophe.
The apocalypse.
The second coming of White Christmas.

"J-just a moment, bathroom!"

So I decided to run away first.

* * *

When I returned from the bathroom after cooling down, Se-Won greeted me as if nothing had happened.

Instead of the suggestive conversation from earlier, we began slowly sharing stories about what had happened during the past two months.

Though we started off track, we had a lot to tell each other.

"So when they don't listen, I go like this—bonk! And then they behave."
"Bonk? Isn't it more like a crushing sound?"
"No, no! I'm not that violent! I did it like this. Like this!"

Bonk! I tapped the table with my hand, using minimal force.

"Pfft!"
"I-I'm serious!"

It's frustrating that he won't believe me no matter what I say. I really, truly disciplined the disobedient ones this way.
I only beat them severely enough to think they might die on the first day!

"Anyway! What about you guys?"

I pushed out my lips and changed the subject.

"Us? Us, huh. Hmm..."

Se-Won fell into deep thought. His eyebrows twitched, revealing his distress.

"Every day was hell."
"H-hell?!"
"The place we stayed had forced entry and exit at set times. Naturally, we had to recover from fatigue and do everything within those set times. If anything, that's what helped us survive."
"Was it that bad?"

I looked at Se-Won with eyes full of concern.

"The weather outside changed constantly, with seasons shifting almost hourly. What we thought were insects turned out to be monsters. Some could mimic water. Every one of them was powerful—the weakest had just evolved to B-rank... There was nowhere safe."

Well, having a place to sleep peacefully, even with restrictions, was a huge advantage.
Nothing wears down your mind like not getting proper sleep while worrying about enemies that could attack at any moment.
If they couldn't even sleep properly, their survival chances would have approached zero.

"Really, monsters aren't just what I've seen before—there are incredibly diverse types. Because of that, we had no choice but to work together to prepare for creatures that could appear anytime, anywhere."
"So... what you showed today was the result of that cooperation?"
"Yes. Though we struggled for our lives for two months, there was a limit to how much our strength could grow. I made significant progress, but that's because I awakened."

The difference between those who have awakened and those who haven't is stark.
The biggest difference is the potential that power-users possess.
When breaking through the massive wall and transforming into a body suitable for using supernatural powers, one's potential also increases.

In other words, even with the same training methods over the same period, I would have achieved greater results than Ha-ram and Chae-eun.

"You did really well."

I pulled Se-Won's hand and placed it over mine.

I know the feeling of not making progress no matter how hard you try.
My response was meant for Se-Won, but also for Ha-ram and Chae-eun who weren't here.
They must have been frustrated.
Unlike Se-Won who showed visible growth, the two of them probably didn't.
I should definitely tell them next time we meet.

"I heard about it too. How reckless you were."
"Ah, hahaha..."

Se-Won's hand covered mine. He patted the back of my hand gently.

"I didn't see it myself, but I heard how hard you worked too. You really did well."
"Hee, hee."

A warm smile spread across Se-Won's face. Being praised so directly made the corners of my mouth lift involuntarily.

"Still, I thought I'd at least be able to land one hit on you."
"N-no way! Absolutely! Absolutely not!"

I might be a mess in bed, but outside of it, I must have complete victory!
That was my unnecessary, stubborn pride.

To defeat Muk-Si-Ja.
To protect my pride, I will stay ahead of Se-Won.

"I see. That's why I like you."
"Ugh...!"

Attacking suddenly like this.
That's unfair.

"Uuu."

A strange sound I'd never normally make escaped my lips. I fidgeted with my mouth, trying to choose my words.
I gave up, feeling like my voice would sound weird no matter what I said.

"I like how you always try hard. How you look forward and keep moving toward your goals."
"Th-that..."
"So. Always stay ahead of me. Don't worry about me. Even if you don't look back, I'll always be following behind you."

Oh really!
I stomped my feet. I squeezed my eyes shut and hung my head low.

Despite being a sex fiend!
Despite having that huge thing!
Despite being thicker and bigger than when I was a man!
Despite playing with my figurine instead of me!
When I could make him taste both flavors completely if I just said the word!!

Absurd, random cries echoed emptily in my heart.

My heart was unnecessarily pounding.
Why does my lower abdomen feel tight?
This is strange.
Was I always like this?
What changes have I gone through during this past year?

I was too confused to do anything.

"I'll only look at you forever. The reason I could endure these two months was because I only thought of you."
"Augh...!"

I abandoned human language.
Only strange moans flowed out.

This is more embarrassing than when he whispered directly into my ear earlier!

I can't hear any surrounding sounds.
All the murmuring voices around us have disappeared completely. They've been transformed into muffled sounds, as if I'm underwater.
In contrast, only Se-Won's voice came through clearly.
It felt like only Se-Won and I were in a small space together.

*A small space...!*

Then, my mind pulled up an unnecessary memory.
Not long after Se-Won started working as Astra Alpha.

That day when we infiltrated the villain's hideout!
That day when we were trapped in a narrow cabinet, and for the first time, the physical distance between us became zero!

"Uuuugh."

My mind was in complete disarray.

Is this why I fell for Se-Won?
No, that's not it.
This behavior, saying these things so directly—it only started after we began dating.

Still, Se-Won also continuously runs toward his goals.
And so do I.
Because I like that about him.
Because he treats me naturally despite knowing I was a man.
That's why I liked him.

"I-idiot!"

But that's that, and this is this.
My embarrassment reached its critical point, and I yanked my hand away from Se-Won's and ran back to the bathroom.

Ch.362 - How Was I?
"Haa. Haa."

Who goes to the bathroom right after they've already been there?

Unless they ate spicy food the night before and their butt is on fire. Or they have an upset stomach. Either way, it's not normal behavior in a café.

"What am I going to do?"

I touched my cheeks. My hands were cold from the cool sink, making the heat in my face feel even more intense.

"Really. Am I an idiot...?"

Was I talking to myself?
Or was I talking to someone else?
It didn't matter either way.

"I'm actually the older one."

The older one.
Three whole years older.
And yet I'm showing such an embarrassing side to Se-Won. I really am a mess.

I looked at myself in the mirror above the sink. There was a girl with a flushed red face.
A girl with no trace of ever having been male, neither in body nor mind—just fragments of memories in my head.
Right there in front of me.

"Haaaah..."

I let out a deep sigh.
Pathetic. At the same time, I was surprised by how much I'd changed.
And a question came to mind.

"Thinking about it, I changed way too quickly."

One year. Just one year.
Even for someone who adapts easily, could anyone really change this much in a year?
It wasn't just accepting the transformation from male to female, which is why I couldn't help but question it.

*Maybe...*

Maybe, I thought with a flash of insight, this was the natural order of things.
A person's mind and character don't change so easily.

Yes. It's strange.
So when did it start?
What triggered such a dramatic change?
Not just falling for Se-Won, but what was the turning point that changed "me" as a person?

"Moris... Yes... Was it then?"

After about ten minutes of silent contemplation,
After searching through my memories over and over, I found the answer.

The day I first learned about Dolly.
The day I saw a girl shivering in weather that wasn't even cold because her body was so weak. That day, I received a gift from Foriner.

He said it was a gift to help me use magic better.

This was true—since then, I had gradually come to understand magic.
Naturally, my power grew stronger, and as I understood magic and gained precise mana control, I even became able to crystallize magic.

It doesn't make sense to say this was just the result of my limited brain working hard.

From then until now.
I had been undergoing rapid changes, knowingly or not.
A completely new girl had begun walking in the footsteps left by Shin Eun-Ha, who used to be a "man."

To be honest, this is just speculation. I have a strong hunch, but no concrete evidence.
But I couldn't think of any other explanation.

I was born dense, and I lived as a dense person for twenty years.
I wasn't good with books and couldn't handle complex or serious thinking.
That's human nature—not easily changed.

That's why Jung Soo-Hyun only taught me simple fighting techniques.
Build a solid foundation. Not fancy techniques, but endlessly stacking the basics—that was how I would become stronger.
And it actually worked.

"Stronger. Heavier. Just a fist that crushes the monster in front of you."

My clenched fist was small.
The memories of my days with Jung Soo-Hyun remained, forming the foundation of my fighting style.

It's still the same now. Only, other elements have been added, making me stronger.

*The core remains the same, but I'm changing.*

And the starting point of that change was definitely when Foriner gave me that gift.

Since that time of the coordinated attack by Gresorion and the Villain Association, I had been changing from the inside.
My quick adaptation and internalization of being female was probably a byproduct of this change.

"Phewww..."

I sighed deeply with my eyes closed.
The heat that had been burning my face escaped with my breath. Looking in the mirror again, my face had returned to normal.

*Yes. I needed to change.*

Moris wants me to change. I can't survive without changing.
And I really did change.

During this past year as a magical girl, I acquired the Vicious Form enhancement, artifacts, physical strength, magical power, and achieved a lot of growth.
Growth means change.

Without change, I'd be stuck in a box, going nowhere.
My thinking becoming more flexible and less dense. My growing stronger.
Even becoming a woman and rapidly falling in love with Se-Won, probably.

"Isn't that right, Moris?"

I asked Moris, who had naturally appeared behind me.

He nodded with a slight smile. He must have seen right through all my thoughts.

"I admit it was a significant catalyst. My gift served to make the framework that confined you more flexible. As a result, you gained a better understanding of magic, and your transformation occurred as a side effect. ...However, don't you have something more important right now?"
"Something important?"

The Foriner sighed slightly in the mirror and pointed to the side.
Following his finger, I saw the door. The bathroom door I had rushed through.

[AAAACK?!]

"Seems like you're too late."
"Se-Won?!"

I heard Se-Won's scream from outside.
Startled, I hurriedly opened the door and went out.

"Where do you think you're going, student? Hmm? Did you think leaving one short message would let you off the hook? Hmm?"

My mother was there.
With a forced smile on her anger-filled face, she was gripping Se-Won's head with one hand.

It looked painful. Her squeezing fingers seemed like they would burrow into his skull if given a little more time.

"Ha, haha..."

It was an expected outcome, if I had expected it.
I never thought she would track down Se-Won's location and come to catch him herself.

"It hurts! It hurts, teacher~"
"Nnngh..."
"Aaaagh!"

And Se-Won wasn't the only one caught.
Naturally, the other two who had skipped school today were also in my mother's grasp. Somehow she was holding all three with just one arm.

*The date. Ruined.*

I could feel her unwavering determination to never let go. I turned my head to check the time, and sure enough, if we hurried back, we could make it to the afternoon training session.

"You know, I skipped lunch looking for you all. Hmm? Unauthorized absentees need to be thoroughly prepared for what's coming."

Whip! My mother turned her head.

"Eek!"

Our eyes met.
Her intense gaze, like that of an apex predator, bore into me.

Dangerous.
Those eyes are dangerous.

"G-good luck everyone! Don't forget to pay the bill...!!"

An alarm went off in my head.
Don't get involved.
Getting involved would be disastrous, my soul told me. In other words, experience.

So I
made a run for it.

"Where do you think you're going?"

GRAB!

But I was caught within two seconds.

"L-let's all go have f~un training together!"
"That's right. They say pain shared is pain halved, and happiness shared is happiness doubled."
"We can't let you be comfortable all by yourself."

I think it's too much that they're desperately trying to drag me down with them just because they got caught.



* * *



Our pleasant date didn't even last an hour.
Standing on the academy grounds that I had already dropped out of, I looked at the students with a vacant expression.

Of course, I had released my transformation a while ago.

"How did it come to this?"

The expressions on the students' faces were quite different from before.
If they were just students before, now they looked like test-takers with fierce determination?

One week.
In just one week, people had changed.
They had changed so much that all my serious contemplation earlier about how people don't change easily seemed foolish.

"Mom, what exactly did you do...?"
"What else? Reconstruction."
"They got wrecked?"
"Re. Con. Struction."

My mother told me she had completely reconstructed their mindsets from head to toe.
She said she had to use somewhat forceful methods because it was difficult to quickly undo the effects of the curriculum they had received since childhood at the coeducational school.

"Hmm. I see."
"Are you upset that I ruined your date?"
"No... well, I expected this would happen."

Even though I expected it, I couldn't help pouting a little.
Disappointment is disappointment, after all.

*I even prepared condoms in advance.*

But what could I do?
The outcome was already determined, and Se-Won and I couldn't avoid it.
I was conscious of the rectangular condom box in my pocket.

*Wait, isn't this completely perverted?!*

Suddenly, this thought occurred to me. My head started heating up on its own.

*Training... Have I been conditioned?*

When I meet Se-Won, I find myself secretly looking forward to it.
Even though I just get ravished in bed, I've become soaked in that pleasure.

"I see. Reconstruction..."

Perhaps it wasn't just the second-years who had been reconstructed. Maybe I had been reconstructed by Se-Won too.

I glanced over the second-year students. For some reason, I felt a sense of kinship with them.
The students were changing enough for me to feel that kinship.

Just as the world had shifted to a three-way conflict between the New Gresorion, Gresorion, and humanity...
They too were preparing to fight.

"I need to change more too."

I need to completely shed my unchanging past and transform to fight against the great abyss.
There's still plenty of time.
I'll change alongside Se-Won, and we'll walk forward together.

For that, I needed a short-term goal.

"Mom, I have a favor to ask."

So I decided to ask my mother for one thing.

Ch.363 - Counseling With Sewon
"Kraaaaaaah!"
"Kirahhhhhk!"

Countless deformed monsters rampaged, devouring one another. The species once known as "beasts" could no longer be recognized in their forms.
Their appearances were grotesquely twisted and melting.

"There's plenty of material. All I need is time."

The Mute One gazed at the monsters fighting and splattering blood in the massive pit. His eyes were filled with anticipation.

From beasts to monsters. His servants' forms changed with each battle, evolving beyond the category of mere beasts.
He hoped to filter down the once countless beasts to just a handful through this process.

"This is fermentation. To ferment the poison that will exterminate humanity requires more time."

He was increasing the number of specimens that could accept even a portion of his power and evolve.
Perhaps two years. After spending about two years like this, once their numbers reached a certain threshold, he would have them breed to multiply.

"Beings born from the mating of those who carry my blood and those I've fermented... comparing them will be necessary."

With an abundance of raw materials, such experiments were possible.

"Though somewhat troublesome, I only need to cultivate the strongest specimens."

He was a being of overwhelming power. Yet conquering this world alone would be cumbersome.

Not difficult, but cumbersome. Humans were tenacious creatures.
Each individual was ridiculously weak, yet somehow, even after a thorough cleansing, some always managed to survive. Truly fascinating.

"A thorough purification is necessary."

He needed to grow stronger and increase his numbers.
By strengthening his servants, they would no longer lose to mere S-class humans.
Once all the S-class, humanity's hope, were eliminated, the possibility of his transcendence failing would disappear.

"Except for just one..."

The Mute One's mouth corners stretched into a grin.

"Ha! As if!"

There was indeed one being who had been growing frantically since becoming a woman.
But that woman had no possibility whatsoever.

Even with a changed body and magic, her fundamental nature remained unchanged. And it never would.

"I know that bitch better than anyone."

He knew because he had mentally pushed Hong Yu-jin and kept her close, waiting for an opportunity.
She was inherently lacking in intelligence.

Since there existed realms in this world that couldn't be reached by mere instinct and sensation alone, she would never pose a threat to him.

"...Though nothing is absolute."

The Mute One thought of Eun-Ha's contractor.
Who was it that made the impossible possible? A Transcendent.
She might be hiding a few moves he hadn't anticipated.

He rested his chin on his hand, deep in thought.
He hadn't collected information recently. He no longer felt the need to be sensitive to information.

"A few incomplete specimens should be enough."

It would be sufficient to eliminate the sprouts.
The Mute One narrowed his eyes, gazing down into the pit.


* * *


I placed my hand on my chest. I could feel my heart pounding loudly.

*How long has it been since I last came to Se-Won's room?*

I couldn't remember.
Even though we were close, Se-Won and I were still a man and a woman. We rarely met in his room, usually meeting at the academy or outside.
Besides, since our relationship was a secret, I had even less reason to visit his room.

*The last time I came was...*

My gaze unconsciously drifted to the desk, then slid slightly downward.

"Ahhhhhhh!"

Suddenly overwhelmed with embarrassment, I rolled around on the bed.

*What's with the 'rabbit-like woman' thing! Seriously!*

Even though I was consumed by loneliness at the time, I hated myself for saying such embarrassing things so casually.
It was nothing short of a dark history.

"What's wrong? Why are you suddenly rolling around?"
"N-nothing... Just. Yeah. Just. *inhale* - *exhale* - It smells nice. Hehehehehe."

Not wanting to dig up my embarrassing past, I buried my face in the pillow and tried to act natural.

The bed was deeply infused with Se-Won's scent. Especially the blanket and pillow were so intense that when I lay on the pillow and covered myself with the blanket, I felt like I was being embraced by him.

"Here. Drink this."
"Thanks."

Se-Won handed me a cup of cocoa. While he gave me cocoa, he was gulping down water. He must have been thirsty after being thoroughly trained by his mother.

*Should I prepare water next time? If I prepare some for Haram and Chae-Eun too, it won't seem suspicious.*

I remembered seeing it in a manga. A heroine offering a towel and an energy drink to the sweaty protagonist.
Not bad. No, it's perfect! Even better!

I could get close to sweaty Se-Won! I could pretend to approach Chae-Eun and Haram while boldly looking at Se-Won!
I could vividly observe his increasingly well-balanced muscles up close!

"What are you thinking about so seriously? You've been like that for a while."
"Huh? Oh, ahhh. Nothing. Hehehehe. Just thinking how it's been a long time since I came to your room."
"Ah~ Right. First time since you appeared from under the desk last time."
"Ugh...!"

He remembered!
I flinched involuntarily, feeling like he'd hit the bullseye.
My mouth wanted to grin stupidly. No, I can't let that happen. If this continues, I'll lose control.
I'll become a silly girl who just nods and agrees to everything!

I desperately tried to think of something to calm myself down.

"...Ah."

There was no need for that.
My mood plummeted because of an object that caught the corner of my eye.

"Huh? That? How is it, I decorated it pretty well, right?"

Se-Won's voice came from beside me. He had sat down next to me and was proudly pointing at 'my' figurine displayed in the showcase.

Regardless, I examined the figurine with half-open eyes. There were no visible traces of any secretions.
No magical reaction or residual energy was detected either, so it was probably fine.

"So what did you want to talk about?"
"Mmm."

Se-Won quickly changed the subject, perhaps noticing my expression. I nodded vaguely, trying to calm my feelings.

*Okay. That's enough.*

It was like a drastic remedy.

"I want to change."
"Change?"

Se-Won's eyes filled with questions. Well, it was a sudden statement.
Change.
For what purpose? In what direction? It would be hard to grasp.

I smiled broadly and gently leaned on Se-Won's shoulder.

"Yesterday, I suddenly thought. Unlike other superhumans, magical girls have a different awakening method. I thought that method might be change."
"Why did you think that?"

Se-Won's arm carefully held my shoulder. Our distance closed a little more.
His breath became more distinct in my ear.

"Morris has been guiding me. Though forcefully, he's been changing me as if this is the path."
"...Is that why you changed in just a year?"
"Yes. The transformation from 'me as a male' to 'me as a female,' which might have taken several more years, was compressed into one year."
"I see. Change... change..."

Se-Won rested his chin on his hand, deep in thought.
He nodded occasionally, seeming to agree with what I'd just said about changing so drastically in just a year.

"Still. I don't dislike it."

Rapid changes are bound to have many side effects. I don't know if Morris eliminated them well or if they just haven't appeared yet.
I don't know, but for now, I didn't dislike it.

"As long as you're by my side. That's enough for me."

Because I found someone to be my support.
A man who will always look only at me.

"Is that so."
"Mmhmm."

The hand that was holding my shoulder gently moved up and stroked my hair. The gentle caress felt so good that I unconsciously closed my eyes to savor it.

*Yes. Forever. With Se-Won.*

It felt like a small flame was kindling in my heart. Though small, the flame was warm and made me feel good.

"I'll help you with anything I can. Just like you helped me awaken."
"Thank you. But..."

I was delighted that Se-Won readily offered to help.
But suddenly a question came to mind.
How did Se-Won awaken?

People who have awakened don't clearly explain why they awakened. Even those who love attention avoid this topic.
If there's one commonality, it's that regardless of gender, age, talent, or strength, they all faced an immense wall.

"How did you awaken?"

But!
My boyfriend!
Se-Won!
Might tell me!

I shot him a gaze full of expectation.

"...Uh..."
"Why are you avoiding my eyes? Hmm? Tell me. How. Why. For what reason did you awaken? Was it because you were in danger? If so, I've been through that dozens of times. What is it? What? Hmm?"
"Sorry. That. I absolutely can't tell you."

Se-Won refused, sweating profusely.


* * *


*How can I tell her to her face that I want to possess her forever and make her mine?*

Kim Se-Won felt his body rapidly becoming drenched in sweat as he desperately searched for another topic.
No matter how much he liked Eun-Ha, there were things that could and couldn't be said in this atmosphere.
Besides, his motives were very impure, making it impossible for him to speak.

"Come to think of it. You said you needed change, right?"
"Suddenly changing the subject?"

Zap! A cold yet stinging gaze pierced Kim Se-Won.

"That made me think of something."

Kim Se-Won forcibly endured that gaze and pushed his topic.
Eun-Ha gave him a dissatisfied look for a while, then sighed softly.

*Change... Well, I did say I wanted to be alone with Se-Won to ask about this.*

She didn't like that Kim Se-Won was avoiding her question. Still, she had to take this bait.
Change was what she was most concerned about right now. So if she couldn't think of anything, she thought to ask someone else.

*I feel like I'm missing something.*

A part of her heart tingled. It felt like she was missing something that was right in front of her.
It was too dark under the lamp.

"First... experience might be important?"
"Experience? For example?"
"Anything. Experiences you haven't had much of. Doing things you've never even thought of might reveal something."
"Hmm..."

Eun-Ha groaned but nodded.
Certainly, various experiences tend to make a person grow. Mature, one might say.
Wisdom comes to those with many experiences.

"Then should I do some volunteer work? After all, I am a s-saint... Ahahaha..."
"Volunteer work?"
"Yes. Do you have any other ideas?"
"Me? I..."

Kim Se-Won kept glancing between Eun-Ha's face and straight ahead.
Then, closing his eyes tightly, he spoke.

"Pregnancy. I think I remember saying before that magical girls change species when they get pregnant... or maybe not... I think I heard it from Foriner."
"P-pregnancy?!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened like a rabbit's, and her body flinched. She unconsciously stepped back, her face turning bright red.

"I-idiot! Idiot, idiot, idiot, idiot!"

Small hands pounded Kim Se-Won's shoulders. Her embarrassment had instantly reached a critical point, making her feel like her brain would fry.

"You want to get me pregnant that badly?! Is that it?! Huh?!"
"Ow! R-really hurts! Ack!"

Kim Se-Won screamed in pain but didn't dodge Eun-Ha's fists.
His true feelings were that he would if he could.
But since this was something difficult to even joke about, he was submitting to her punishment.

*Truly, when the time comes...*

Kim Se-Won screamed in pain but fantasized in his mind.
Eun-Ha gently stroking her swollen belly. Himself watching over her.

When the girl who was once his friend became his girlfriend. And then his wife. Just thinking about it made his body tense up.
He felt an indescribable satisfaction, a sense of conquest, and a premature sense of achievement.

Pregnancy would be definitive proof that this small girl was solely his. Simultaneously, it meant wanting to stay by her side forever, taking responsibility for her.

But that couldn't happen.
Before his determination to take responsibility for everything, there was The Mute One, Eun-Ha's ultimate goal.
Frustratingly, his power couldn't reach The Mute One.
Consequently, without Eun-Ha, defeating The Mute One would be impossible.

"I-i-i-i-i... d-don't..."

Eun-Ha's pounding subsided.
Still red-faced, her eyes were welling up with tears.

"I... I don't... dislike it either."

Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won as she spoke.

Kim Se-Won felt blood rushing to his lower body as he embraced Eun-Ha.

Ch.364 - Attack Of The Babies
Just as Kim Se-Won was about to pounce on Eun-Ha.

A middle-aged man in a black uniform passed through the academy gates after completing his paperwork. He walked forward, recalling the information he'd received earlier. There was someone he needed to meet.

"Oh my. How interesting."

Jung Jung-Hyun, who had come to the academy alone despite offers of escorts, looked around the academy with curious eyes.

It should have been time for students to return to their dormitories after finishing their daily routines, but he noticed students gathered in the spacious training hall, still practicing.

"Things are changing, I see."

The academy's standards had been rapidly declining. Not just this academy, but other training schools as well. This wasn't just a rumor but a confirmed fact.

Yet contrary to that trend, the students visible in the training hall were sweating and honing themselves diligently. It was a sight that naturally brought a pleased smile to his face.

"What a shame."

At the same time, he felt apologetic.
This war should have ended long ago. These young children shouldn't have to desperately strive to become stronger.
His generation should have ended it, but the monsters were too powerful and persistent. To make matters worse, with internal enemies like the Villain Association emerging, the war continued even now.

Carrying guilt in his heart, he continued walking. He hadn't come here just to look around the academy.

"Really now. I wondered who would visit at this hour."

As soon as he arrived at the faculty office, the door slid open. A woman with an incredulous expression greeted Jung Jung-Hyun.

"It's been a while, comrade."
"It's been a while, old man. You could have called before coming."

The woman, Hong Yu-Jin, extended her hand.
Meeting an old comrade here gave her mixed feelings, though she was also glad.

"Why so surprised? I thought your daughter would have told you already."
"What? Told me what?"

Hong Yu-Jin said this while guiding him away from the faculty office toward a reception room in a less frequented area.

"...Oops, come to think of it, I never mentioned it."
"Are you getting senile already? You know, they say doing complex tasks with your hands helps delay dementia. Maybe you should try that."
"Perhaps I should. My wife has been showing interest in string figures lately, so maybe I should join her."

A sheepish laugh escaped him. Jung Jung-Hyun watched Hong Yu-Jin's slender yet sturdy back as she walked ahead, reminiscing about the past.
She hadn't changed, then or now.

"So this is what they call a magical girl."

During the ongoing war since the Great Invasion, Hong Yu-Jin had revealed her identity only to a few comrades, including himself.

Magical Girl Black Swan. It was an embarrassingly childish term considering her age. The memory of everyone feeling proud that she trusted them enough to share this secret came flooding back.

"I never imagined magical girl powers could be hereditary."
"They can't be hereditary. ...My daughter just had really bad luck."
"What a cruel fate indeed."

Jung Jung-Hyun gave a bitter smile.
A daughter consumed by the shadow of her extraordinarily talented mother.
As Hong Yu-Jin said, Eun-Ha truly had bad luck.

"I should look after her too."

The back of the girl fighting thousands of monsters alone looked terribly lonely.

She couldn't rely on anyone. She had no choice but to push forward alone, desperately.
Jung Jung-Hyun decided to support this girl with such a cruel fate, even if only from afar.

"...But if she was starting a new life, couldn't she at least have used a fake name? If she was going to lie about her age, she could have lied about her name too."

Jung Jung-Hyun teased Hong Yu-Jin, raising the corner of his mouth into a smirk. There was no need to continue with such an uncomfortable topic.

"Tsk. Don't pretend that's how you figured it out."
"Hahaha."

Jung Jung-Hyun let out a hearty laugh as he recalled the students training in the hall.

"Then as now, it's the young ones who suffer. And you're the one who brought about this change?"
"Don't change the subject. Just explain why you came. And strictly speaking, things changed because Eun-Ha was being stubborn."
"Your daughter... or should I say son? Is she really alright? She's carrying such a heavy burden at such a young age."
"She won't collapse under that weight. Even if it happened because of bad luck, it's the path she chose."
"That's not what I'm asking. I'm worried she might self-destruct."

Hong Yu-Jin's face contorted.
Indeed, Eun-Ha had been continuing with reckless training.
She seemed like she was desperately running away from something.

Jung Jung-Hyun was essentially asking, "Shouldn't you, as a parent, be concerned about this and offer some help?"

"It's fine. She won't end up like I did. I'm making sure of that."

Hong Yu-Jin smoothed her contorted expression and bowed her head. They had arrived at the reception room.

"Like you did, huh. Yes, that did happen. But I want you to know that wasn't your responsibility. Jo-Rim thought so, I thought so, and the others thought so too. Anyway, has that also become just a memory now? Time really flies."

Jung Jung-Hyun looked at Hong Yu-Jin with eyes full of nostalgia. Behind her, he seemed to see countless people.
Comrades who had faced life and death together.
True comrades who had fought back-to-back in dangerous times.

Though it was a time he never wanted to return to, sometimes he missed it.

"What memory? Anyway, it's different from my time. Eun-Ha has someone to protect her. And I'll make sure nothing like that happens again."
"Time really is amazing. I never thought that impulsive girl would grow so much. ...And someone to protect her, you say?"

Jung Jung-Hyun's eyes lit up.

"Haha, perhaps I worried too much."

He realized his concerns had been mere delusions.
Eun-Ha wasn't a lonely child.
Though she might be under pressure, she clearly had someone by her side.

"Who might that be?"

He was curious.
Jung Jung-Hyun's eyes took on an unusual gleam.
It was almost menacing.

"Old man. You're not..."
"I'm just curious, no need to be so wary."

Hong Yu-Jin immediately wore a disgusted expression.
To think he would treat a child he'd barely met like his own granddaughter.
Jung Jung-Hyun's expression was the very definition of doting.

"What have you done?"

Hong Yu-Jin sighed deeply, mentally addressing Eun-Ha who wasn't present.

She understood.
Eun-Ha had always been that way.
Especially with her lovable appearance, she easily drew sympathy and attention.

"Did you really come here just to ask that? To ask if Eun-Ha is lonely and in danger?"
"The conversation just flowed this way. I came to tell you that I want to lend a hand too."

Hong Yu-Jin sighed deeply, rubbing her face. How long had it been since he'd seen her like this? Jung Jung-Hyun wore a somewhat satisfied expression as he chuckled.

"I heard she'll be at The Front Line for a while. I'd like to be of help to her during that time at least."
"Help. By that, do you mean openly feeding her jerky and doting on her like a pet?"

Hong Yu-Jin recalled a scene she'd watched on YouTube yesterday. It was a video edited to show only scenes of Eun-Ha after work.
In it, Jung Jung-Hyun was regularly feeding Eun-Ha jerky.

"A-ahem! Anyway, that child is humanity's hope. You know that very well. I just want to lend her whatever strength I can."

Regardless, it was undeniable that Eun-Ha was humanity's hope.
The path ahead would be far more treacherous than what she had walked so far, so he should help her.
...Of course, as Hong Yu-Jin suspected, he did have slightly doting thoughts.

"Fine. Your intentions are good."
"Then, let's get to the main point."

The long small talk was over.
Now it was time to reveal the real reason he had come here.


* * *


News that Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram had joined Stellarlis spread throughout the academy in no time.

Despite the large student body making it difficult for even the most sensational rumors to spread quickly, this time was different.

As a result, the three had to endure crowds of people from the dormitory all the way to school.

"Ow, my back."

Kim Se-Won didn't care about the crowds surrounding him. He showed no interest in the female students who were flirting or trying to make physical contact.

He was simply frowning and rubbing his back, which had been overworked yesterday. Normally, Eun-Ha would have treated his exhausted body, but this time was different.

"It's marking. Marking."

Anticipating that unfamiliar girls would cling to him once he became a Stellarlis member, Eun-Ha had deliberately not treated Kim Se-Won.
As a result, his body was covered with red, swollen lip marks.

"Something smells good!"
"Really? Ah! It's true!"

One of the female students clinging to him said this. A subtle, pleasant fragrance was emanating from Kim Se-Won.

"You're mine."

This too was Eun-Ha's marking.
From last night until dawn, Eun-Ha hadn't left Kim Se-Won's side for a moment.

"She's my girlfriend, but she's a bit scary."

He never expected such a side from the innocent Eun-Ha. He knew she was jealous enough to feel threatened by her own figurine, but he hadn't expected her to go this far.


* * *


Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, who had come to the Hero Association early in the morning to see the new members of Stellarlis, was facing an unexpected person.

"It's been so long! Right? Right?"
"Ah, hahaha..."

The woman expressing her delight with her whole body was Yoo Ji-Yeon.
It had been just over two months since the final battle with Engia Keplux, so from Yoo Ji-Yeon's perspective, she was naturally happy to see Eun-Ha.

"I've been so busy with aftermath cleanup and whatnot."

Slap! Yoo Ji-Yeon moved very close to Eun-Ha. It had been two months since they last met—almost three months now—making her rather on edge.

Still, just being near Eun-Ha made her feel at peace.
For Yoo Ji-Yeon, Eun-Ha was her reason to live and her sanctuary.
This wasn't quite what you'd call affection. Since Eun-Ha's existence was essential for Yoo Ji-Yeon to live as a human, it was more of a desperate, somewhat mysterious emotion rather than affection.

"I'm also glad to meet you, unni..."
"Ah! There you are! Perfect, both of you are here. The Association President is calling for you!"

Just as Eun-Ha opened her mouth, a man in a black suit wearing sunglasses approached from a distance.

"Both of us?"
"Yes. He's gathering all available heroes right now. This way, please."

The man, who appeared to be a security guard, showed not a hint of leisure. Eun-Ha and Yoo Ji-Yeon stared at each other blankly before nodding.

Something seemed to have happened.


* * *


"First, I apologize for calling you all here so urgently. I'm sorry."

Following the security guard to a large multipurpose room, they saw Shin Hero Association President Ahn Ji-Soo ascending the platform. He was in the middle of addressing the hastily gathered heroes.

"Perfect timing! Saint and Silver Flash! Welcome!"

Ahn Ji-Soo's face brightened when he confirmed that Eun-Ha and Yoo Ji-Yeon had just entered the multipurpose room.

High-ranking heroes were either difficult to summon or too busy to meet. So when a magical girl known as the Saint and an S-class hero appeared, it felt like a ray of light.

"Ahem! The reason I've called you all here so urgently is this."

After confirming that the two had taken their seats, Ahn Ji-Soo continued. Beep! As he operated a remote control, light projected from the projector.

"What?!"
"The front fortress has been completely destroyed...?"
"No way?"

The screen behind Ahn Ji-Soo showed the front fortress with a huge hole in it.
It wasn't unprecedented for the front fortress to fall. If not for the expressions of the security guard and Ahn Ji-Soo, someone might have asked why they were showing this.

"This happened about 30 minutes ago. It took less than an hour for the front fortress to collapse."

Ahn Ji-Soo swallowed hard as he spoke.
The heroes all inhaled sharply, their eyes widening.

"And those who accomplished this numbered only twenty."
"Could it be a swarm of A-class monsters?!"
"Even if A-class monsters swarmed, it's never been breached this quickly before!"

The heroes began speaking one after another in response to Ahn Ji-Soo's words.

All of them had spent years at The Front Line. They naturally knew that it would take considerable time for the front fortress to be breached.

Exceptionally, Magical Girl Don-Hil had once destroyed it instantly using the power of an artifact, but there were virtually no other precedents.

"We must lend our strength to The Front Line. It would be nice if those twenty monsters were the end of it, but considering monsters' reproduction rate, that's unlikely. This might just be the beginning!"

Bang! Ahn Ji-Soo slammed his hand down as he spoke.

As he said, monsters' reproduction rate was remarkable. They couldn't deny the possibility that smaller monsters would pour in following those twenty.

Even if the forces at The Front Line could stop them, they couldn't prevent casualties. The depletion of manpower at The Front Line would lead to a decrease in humanity's overall defense.

"We must stop them! If the damage increases, innocent civilians' lives will be at risk! Furthermore, it could become a crisis for the entire nation!"

Everyone nodded at Ahn Ji-Soo's words.

Ch.365 - Babies And The Magical Girl
"We're almost at the front line."

The pilot's voice came through the headset. Eun-Ha monitored the outside situation by connecting her communication terminal to the transport's cameras.

She wasn't the only one doing this. Other heroes were also watching the outside situation through their own communication terminals.

"A monster I've never seen before... no, this is The Mute One's...!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
Though the creature had a form she'd never seen before, it somehow looked familiar.
It resembled The Mute One's Servants with their hastily given names like Aleph, Bet, and Gimel.

*If that's the case, I understand why it's so strong.*

Every movement was desperate.
To an eerie degree. Their movements inspired an indescribable terror that made one's skin crawl.
A fear and desperation of death if they failed. The Mute One had clearly done something to them.

The heroes at The Front Line were trying to stop these monsters they'd never seen before, but they were being overwhelmed by the sheer difference in power. They couldn't even put up a proper resistance.
This was despite having more A-rank heroes deployed than usual.

*It'll still take about 10 minutes to reach The Front Line.*

10 minutes. A short time, relatively speaking.
But in the current situation, 10 minutes was far too long.

*I don't know how many will die in those 10 minutes.*

Eun-Ha racked her brain in urgency.
If she just waited for the transport to reach the battlefield, how many would die?

*The heroes are exhausted. Even if they're not completely wiped out, at least dozens will die.*

She shook her head.
A decision needed to be made.
Even if it was reckless, even if it caused trouble.
It seemed better than bearing the weight of lives lost before her eyes.

"I'll go ahead."

Eun-Ha made her decision.
Moving on her own would be faster right now.

"What? Wait...!"

She ignored the pilot's response and tossed aside her headset.

"Ugh...!"

Wooooong!! As soon as she removed it, the intense noise flowing into the transport hit her ears. She couldn't help but wince.

"Wait! It's too dangerous! Going alone when we don't know exactly how strong the enemy is...!"

The hero sitting right next to her tried to stop Eun-Ha.

"Huh?!"
"It's fine."

Just as he reached out to stop her, a slender arm blocked him.

"Eun-Ha will be fine. It might actually be better if she goes ahead now."

It was Yoo Ji-Yeon, an S-rank hero. Her eyes held strong trust.

"...She's right. If I don't go now, more heroes might die. And I've fought them before. Even if they're stronger now, it should be within an acceptable margin."

Eun-Ha ignored the noise assaulting her ears and slipped into the shadows.
Swoosh- The shadow moved. She escaped through the barely-there gap in the transport.

"Hnngh!"

As soon as she emerged from the shadow, a fierce wind hit her. It took her breath away. She held her breath and created a thin barrier of magical energy.

"I'll proceed to the combat zone ahead of you. Follow me."

After sending this message through her communication terminal, Eun-Ha looked toward her destination.

The distance was quite far.
If it took 10 minutes by transport, she could get there ten times faster by overdriving her core and using Vicious Form.

*This will drain my magical energy quickly.*

Though concerned, she didn't stop.
She focused on the limiter in her core. With a creaking sensation, Eun-Ha's appearance changed.
From Eun-Ha to Optima.
And from Optima to Optima - Vicious Form.

Swoosh! Dark red wings extended from her back and fluttered in the air. Bang! With a sound of air exploding, she shot forward at a tremendous speed.
Leaving a dark red trail behind her, Optima's form rapidly headed toward the combat zone.

It took less than a minute to reach the combat zone.

*To control my magical energy...!*

Optima reversed the flow of her magical energy to rapidly reduce speed. Her wings extended forward to slow her down while simultaneously creating magical footholds in front of her.

Crash! Crash! Crash!

With the sound of magical footholds breaking, Optima's form descended in a zigzag pattern.

"Insane!"
"What reckless...!"
"That's madness!"

The heroes were shocked by Optima's reckless action. It was practically suicidal.
She had accelerated to an invisible speed while ignoring the air pressure against her body, then drastically reduced her acceleration at the end.
This wasn't a combat physical ability but an act using magical energy. It was clear she had used a considerable amount of magical energy.

Then they realized.
This wasn't a suicide attempt. It wasn't a reckless fall, but a charge aimed at a target.

"But to do something like that would drain all her magical energy...! Yet she looks like she has plenty to spare!?"

The heroes marveled at Optima's magical energy capacity and control.

*The damage isn't too severe. But everyone looks exhausted... They must have fought desperately before being forced to retreat.*

As she approached the battlefield, she assessed the situation accurately. As An Ji-Soo had said, there were 20 monsters. Not a single one had been taken down yet.
Also, there were 30 heroes confronting the monsters. Not that many. They must have risked their lives to protect the retreating heroes.

*At least the second line of defense hasn't been breached yet. We need to end this here.*

If monsters could grow to their full fighting capacity in at most a year, humans needed at least 15 years. Add to that the difference in reproduction rates, and preserving manpower became crucial.

She squeezed magical energy from her core. Boom! With a dull impact like a fist pounding her chest, massive magical energy gathered at her fingertips.

"First, one shot!"

Woooong! A massive magic circle appeared in the air. The magic circle glowed dark red and greedily absorbed magical energy.
Kwaaaaa-!
Then Optima's magic and finishing move, Apocalypse Buster, was fired.



* * *



The heroes' morale was at rock bottom. So low it seemed to be digging into the earth's crust.

An enemy unlike any they'd seen before.
Not only that, but just twenty of them had broken through the front line of defense and were now threatening the second line.

"Damn it...!"

His teeth ground together involuntarily. Just twenty monsters.
They could handle thousands of monsters that swarmed in every day, but they couldn't take down these twenty.
And this was despite having an unusually high number of upper-tier heroes like B-rank and A-rank.

"Prioritize the wounded! Leave the dead! We need to save those who can still be saved!"

One of the remaining A-rank heroes at the front shouted angrily, urging those at the rear.

They had to hold on somehow.
They just needed to hold until reinforcements arrived to have a chance at victory.

"If only we had an S-rank."
"If it weren't for the Villain Association, we would have had at least one..."

The heroes carrying the wounded ran while trying to redirect their frustration and resentment by blaming others.
In desperate situations, the first thing that comes to mind is the "what if" scenario.

-Humans, weak.
-Monsters who, couldn't kill, such humans, also weak.

The humanoid monsters, covered in red, hard shells, looked down on the heroes with awkward speech.
The desperate appearance they had shown until just now was nowhere to be seen.

Because now they knew.
They had discovered that humans were much weaker than themselves.

-With just, us.
-Exterminate them.

They raised their claws. Inflated their muscles.
Bared their teeth and exuded ominous magical energy.
Sharp tentacles, thick tentacles writhed.

"Let's buy time until the retreated ones bring reinforcements! 10 minutes! We got word that reinforcements from the Hero Association will arrive in 10 minutes!"

Their bodies were already in tatters.
Only 30 remained.
Even though they were all A-rank, the monsters before them were so strong that this number seemed insufficient.

Nevertheless, the heroes had no intention of backing down.
Unlike those who retreated, their limbs were still attached. They could still breathe properly.

Moreover, they were A-rank heroes.
Except for the S-ranks who were called "inhuman," they were top-tier heroes.

So if they could move, they had to protect.
What kind of heroes would they be if they couldn't hold out for just 10 minutes?
That couldn't be.

-Grrrrrr!!

The monsters, back in combat stance, lunged forward to slaughter the heroes.
They planned to take down the 30 first, then feast on the flesh of the weaker ones who had fled.

The heroes also squeezed magical energy from their cores, preparing to block the attacks.
Death approached before their eyes.
Hearts pounded.
Legs trembled.
Cold sweat poured down like waterfalls.
Yet not one tried to flee.

-If we, exterminate, you, we will...!!
-?!

That's when it happened.
A sensation like something sharp piercing the brain. A sudden chill down the spine.
Sensing a threat to their lives, the monsters scattered instantly. Those who had been forced into life-or-death battles from birth were especially sensitive to such dangers.

Kwaaaaa-! A merciless torrent of magical energy poured down where the monsters had been.

It was Apocalypse Breaker, a variant of transmutation magic that altered everything it touched.

-Kraaaa!
"Tch!"

Optima clicked her tongue as she landed where the Apocalypse Breaker had been fired. There was almost no damage.
Only one creature had lost an arm.

*I rushed it and lost precision. I shouldn't have been so hasty.*

If she had been calm from the start, she could have taken down at least one. Optima hid her regret as she faced the monsters showing hostility toward her.

Right now, there was something more important than fighting them.

"Optima!"
"It's the Holy Maiden!"

Optima sensed the heroes behind her and focused on the limiter inside her core. With a creaking sensation as the limiter twisted, a bright light enveloped her.

Fwoosh- The dark red wings turned white. Eventually, they emitted a pure white light, asserting their presence.

-What, is it?

The monsters became even more wary as the girl before them suddenly transformed.
Her appearance, aura, and power had all changed.
It was as if she had instantly been replaced by a completely different person.

While the monsters hesitated, a sacred domain unfolded. Brilliant light colored the surroundings.
An unfair domain that gave strength and energy to allies while lowering morale and stealing power from enemies.

Moreover, the domain deployed by Virginia - Vicious Form was more powerful than usual. Its range was also wider, reaching even the retreating heroes.

"What's this?"
"My body is healing...! It's a sacred domain! A sacred domain!"
"The Holy Maiden has come!"

The retreating heroes simultaneously turned around. If their bodies were recovering, if Virginia was there to continuously heal them.
They could fight as much as needed.

"As expected of the Holy Maiden!"
"The power feels stronger than usual!"
"Is this the sacred domain we've only heard about?"

The A-rank heroes who received the power of the domain cheered as they felt their bodies rapidly recovering.
Just one girl had appeared, yet morale that had been plummeting suddenly soared to the heavens.

-What, is it?
-Power is, draining...!

Meanwhile, the monsters were bewildered.
Their power was draining away. They could clearly feel their bodies becoming heavier.

-It's that girl.
-That, female...!

Soon after regaining their senses, the monsters' hostility focused on Virginia.
Anyone who wasn't a fool could see that this girl was the cause of the situation's reversal.

*This should be manageable now.*

Virginia glanced back to check the heroes' condition.
She had pushed herself to close the distance. She was even using Vicious Form. As a result, about 20% of her magical energy had already drained, but this was something she could replenish.

"Don't worry."

Clang! Virginia struck the ground with the staff in her hand. At the same time, the staff turned black and disappeared.

"An S-rank hero will arrive in 8 minutes."

Her radiant platinum hair turned black. The dazzling white wings turned dark red again.

"Or rather..."

She slightly turned her back to look at the heroes.
Hope shone in the eyes of the A-rank heroes. The retreating heroes were running back from the distance.

Individually, they might be weaker than those monsters, but victory was clearly possible.
The corners of Optima's mouth and eyes curved into a smile.

"Let's take them down before the S-rank hero arrives."

Bang! Optima's form shot forward.

Ch.366 - Getting Information From Babies
The appearance of Optima. And the presence of the sanctuary was enough to completely turn the tide of battle.

"We can do this! We can do it!"
"Let's beat these damn bastards to death and avenge those who died!"

The heroes shouted, unable to hide their excitement.
Power surged through their bodies.
Now they could fight back.
They were no longer afraid.

"Now it's our turn to hunt you!"

Even the injured and the heroes who had been carrying them joined in. A fierce determination could be seen in the heroes' eyes.
Their pride in having defended this place all along had been shattered, so they needed to make up for it.

"Hup!"

Boom! The sound of a massive metal collision echoed. Optima's fist sent one monster flying far away.

Optima, who was drawing all the monsters' hostility, chased after the one she had sent flying.
She cut across where the monsters had been, creating distance.

-Such a small female!

As Optima gave chase, several monsters began charging toward her. Four of them.

'So that makes five I've drawn away.'

She glanced behind her, counting.
The heroes had fifteen monsters. She had five.
A direct confrontation would obviously result in her defeat. Even weakened by the sanctuary, these creatures were strong enough to toy with A-rank heroes.

'That's enough.'

Confidence filled Optima's face.
This wasn't a fight she needed to win anyway. There was no need to take risks or fight desperately to defeat them.
She just needed to buy time until Yoo Ji-Yeon arrived.

"I see!"

A hero nodded, watching the monsters being led away by Optima.
No matter how strong the magical girl was, it would be difficult to win against that many.
Yet the reason she deliberately took five of them was obvious.

The clustered monsters were each terrifyingly strong. Naturally, it would be impossible to defeat them while they were grouped together.

"Two A-rank heroes should form one team! Lead the lower-ranked heroes! We'll aim to defeat them one by one!"

Hero Joo Gwang-Hyun shouted, understanding Optima's intention.
The heroes, accustomed to group action, quickly formed teams and faced off against the monsters.
One monster per team.
With the sanctuary, it was a manageable fight.

'Why?'

Meanwhile, as she chased after the flying monster, Optima wondered.
It was a sudden question that flashed through her mind.

"He wouldn't act without reason."

The Mute One wouldn't have sent out just twenty monsters without purpose.
She vaguely felt there must be some strategy.
Twenty creatures strong enough to toy with A-rank heroes. What was the reason for sending them out without any other minions as escorts?

'Are there more servants?'
'Or is he testing the strength of his servants?'
'If not that, then...'

Looking at the monster flying ahead of her, she thought continuously.
Even as she felt her head spinning, she didn't stop thinking.

She felt uneasy.

"I'll tie up your feet."

The flying monster finally hit the ground. It rolled violently, getting covered in dust.
Swoosh! She didn't miss the opportunity. Black threads extended from Optima's hand, attaching to the monster in front of her and those approaching from behind.

"While I'm at it, I'll replenish my magic power too. You're basically mobile gas stations."

Over these two months, her magic stealing technique had developed considerably. The time it took to refine others' magic power into her own and the amount she gained had increased significantly.

'Don't get scared.'

Optima maintained her confident facade.
In a battle between thinking beings, bluffing was an important tactic.

'I shouldn't be scared... but I'm terrified.'

This was her honest feeling.
When she jumped off the transport, she confidently said she could handle the fight, but honestly, these creatures were stronger than her.
One-on-one might be different, but this was one against five. Naturally, her chances of winning were slim.

It was already suicidal, and the sanctuary had only opened up a tiny, very small possibility.

'As long as I don't get surrounded, I can buy enough time.'

Optima moved, aware of the monsters behind her.
She focused on the monster in front of her. It seemed her hand had hurt it quite a bit, as the monster showed its hostility with a low growl.

-Female, kill.
-Arms, legs, cut off.
-Use as breeding stock.

Optima's eyes narrowed. They were evolving from beasts to monsters, becoming a completely different species, but it seemed the beast habits still remained.

"What do you mean breeding stock!"

Heat rushed to her head.

"There's only one person who can plant seeds in my womb!"

The monsters looked puzzled at Optima's outburst. They seemed unable to understand her words, tilting their heads.

-Garden, one person?
-It's fine. Womb, sturdy.
-Female, can handle up to ten.
-Right. One female can give birth at least ten times.
-Strong female, strong male, strong offspring.

"You, you crazy bastards...!"

Optima hugged her shoulders, shrinking her body.
Their words were sincere. They spoke proudly, as if they had done it before.
Ten monsters, ten times each.
One person giving birth to a hundred monsters—a memory surfaced in Optima's mind.

It was the memory of the horrific breeding room she had seen in the Villain Association's laboratory.

'It's disgustingly unpleasant, but that's actually good.'

Being selected as breeding stock wasn't good, of course.
But this useless, completely unexpected chat had wasted a minute.

'Stay calm. If I respond without getting surrounded, I can buy enough time.'

Tap! Optima moved. She extended her arm toward the monster she had damaged earlier.
It was a large monster with impressive muscles that would make anyone smile just by looking at them.

-Where do you think!

The tiny fist reaching out seemed laughable. The large monster reached out to crush Optima's hand.

'You fell for it?'

Just then, Optima's outstretched arm went down. The monster's arm missed its target as she dove inside its reach.
It was a shallow feint.

'That's strange.'

She was puzzled. No, moving came first. Diving into its embrace, Optima instantly exploded her magic power.

-Ugh?!

Boom! The ground shook as the monster's jaw shot skyward. Optima had kicked it upward.
The monster's groan was accompanied by a sizzling sound. Its blackened jaw began to rot and crumble.

"That's one down!"

The jaw kick had shaken its brain. The monster felt its body not responding. Thud! The large body fell backward.

'I couldn't kill it.'

The large monster seemed as tough as it was big. Of course, it was still alive.

Optima ignored this and advanced toward her next target. The monster would be immobilized for about 10 seconds, and she needed to use that time.

Her next target was a monster with tentacles on its back, dripping with saliva.

"How about you?"

She pretended to extend her fist again. But this time, it didn't react like the previous monster.

'Learning? Or did this one already know?'

The monster's face showed signs of confusion. It hastily recalled the feint it had just witnessed, trying not to fall for the same trick.

'So they can learn.'

Optima's eyes gleamed.
She continued advancing. She still hadn't opened her clenched fist. Pretending to dive in, she lowered her center of gravity.

The monster reacted nimbly. Numerous tentacles twisted around to restrain Optima. The monster's arm reached for her slender body.

Just as the arm and tentacles were about to reach her, Optima's form soared into the sky.

-I won't fall for such tricks... Argh!!

Crash! The monster's body sank downward. Its crown turned black and began to rot.

"Five of you can't even catch one of me?"

That was the second one.
She couldn't kill it, but she had temporarily immobilized it.
Optima taunted the remaining three.

'This doesn't feel right.'

But her expression wasn't good.
Her magic power was sufficient.
She wasn't injured or in pain.
Moreover, the morale of the heroes fighting the other monsters was continuously rising.
There was nothing bad about the situation.

Yet Optima's intuition whispered.
That this situation wasn't entirely good.

It was the sensation of gradually approaching the truth.
The closer she got, the more unsettling it felt.
It was a truth she needed to know, but it seemed it would be accompanied by a great ordeal.

Optima's gaze swept over the monsters.
Eyes filled with malice. Wild eyes that only desired survival and reproduction.
And the atmosphere they emitted was like that of warriors who had overcome adversity.
They were survivors who had overcome countless hardships.

'Yet their speech is somewhat awkward.'

It was as if they had been forced to fight from the moment they were born. They were made to prioritize honing their combat abilities over mental maturity.

"How long have you been alive?"

After taunting them about not being able to catch her, she followed with an unexpected question.
The monsters looked at each other in silence. Again, their expressions were puzzled.

"..."
-...

A strange atmosphere flowed. The monsters glanced at each other.

-3 months, it is.

One monster, unable to bear this awkward and strange atmosphere, spoke up.

-3 months and 3 days.
-After birth, countless nights passed. More than 100! I survived the longest!

The last monster to speak puffed out its chest.
It was pride in having survived the longest.
Clap, clap, clap, the other two monsters applauded with respect.

"I see."

Optima's face contorted.
There was no sense of deception in their words.
They were true to their instincts, almost too purely.

'Such strength despite being born so recently.'

It was absurd.
Strength that could toy with a large army including 30 A-rank heroes. And it came from monsters that had only lived for about two months—it made no sense at all.

Yet the evidence was right in front of her.

'There's no sign of reinforcements coming.'

Instead, the two monsters she had knocked down earlier seemed to be regaining consciousness, their bodies twitching.

'Is he using forces strong enough to toy with A-rank heroes as throwaway cards?'

If so, it meant The Mute One could create even stronger beings or mass-produce beings with similar strength.

'I need to reduce their numbers, even a little.'

She couldn't be certain this was the right answer.
However, she felt the need to change her approach.

She squeezed her core as if pounding it hard. Black light enveloped Optima's body, and her outfit changed.

Optima - Vicious Form.
Following this, her body was covered in dark red mist, and wings extended from her back.

"I need to end this quickly and devise a countermeasure."

One thing was certain.
Eventually, heroes would have to fight such monsters.
If so, they needed to find a way for heroes to respond on their own. There was no guarantee she would be there when heroes and monsters fought.

The Mute One probably also possessed gate technology, so if they began a full-scale invasion of cities, the damage would be immeasurable.

-Grrrr
"I really was planning to kill you."

The two monsters Optima had knocked down got back on their feet.
They were standing but staggering. The damage hadn't fully healed yet.

-Female...!!
-I'll rip off your arms first!

Their eyes were alive with malice.
The determination to survive.
The will to reproduce and leave offspring was palpable.

"...I see."

Whoosh! Optima's form instantly moved backward. She created distance to keep all five monsters in view.

"The reason they're forced to fight from birth. Their unusually strong desire for life and reproduction."

The monsters' origin was beasts.
They were in an ambiguous stage, changing into a completely different species due to some factor.
Therefore, their reproductive capacity was probably unparalleled.

"Like the House of Evolution, you're using isolation, Mute One."

These monsters are the fierce ones who survived in an isolation even more cruel than the House of Evolution.

They must have been forced to struggle in a vast space.

Killing to survive.
Eating their killed brethren to continue living.
Doing anything to survive. Pushed to the extreme, their survival instinct hypertrophied.

In the process, their senses became keen, and their eyes naturally filled with killing intent.

How many beings died to create those twenty?
Hundreds?
Thousands?
Tens of thousands?
It's impossible to estimate.

And another question arises.
Two months. Could they really become that strong in just two months?
No, it's impossible. Unless they were born as blessed geniuses, ordinary beings couldn't grow like that.

'I might need to consult with Morris.'

What's certain is that the more time given to The Mute One, the closer humanity moves toward extinction.

"We're fucked."

Optima grinned. Her lips trembled slightly.

If this was correct, they couldn't afford to give him time.
It might be more important to push back against The Mute One to prevent him from increasing his servants, rather than spending time on her own or humanity's growth.

"Haha."

A weak laugh escaped her.
Despite pushing herself to grow so much, the mountain she needed to overcome was so enormous that its peak wasn't even visible.

Ch.367 - A Baby's Strike
Even for an Optima, fighting against multiple opponents is burdensome. Of course, this only applies when those opponents are as strong as or stronger than her.

And the monsters before her were definitely similar to or stronger than Optima. If not for the sanctuary, they wouldn't have been able to do this.

In this situation, Optima had two choices:
Buy time, or eliminate them all right now.
The problem was that both options were difficult.

Keeeing! The wings on her back cut through the air. In the blink of an eye, the girl's form disappeared, reappearing in front of the monster she had first knocked down.

"Just die quietly!"

Her fist carried genuine emotion. Kwang! Her punch landed precisely on the monster's solar plexus.
The impact was so intense it seemed like it might pierce through. She could see the shockwave spreading behind it.

"Kuk!"

The monster let out a short scream.
The heavy punch made its mind go blank.

There was no way to win against these creatures in a direct confrontation. She needed to maximize her slim chances of victory.
From her chest, an artifact—the Heavenly Scale—emerged.

*If they were cultivated using methods similar to the House of Evolution, no matter how many they've bred, these twenty must be all of them.*

If she could dissect and analyze their bodies, she might find clues to their common weaknesses.

*I'll eliminate all twenty and recover their corpses.*

To do that, she needed to take on some risk.
The Heavenly Scale emitted light. The blinding brilliance empowered Optima tremendously.
In an instant, her strength increased exponentially. The Heavenly Scale was an artifact that granted power proportional to the price paid.

*If I don't finish this in 8 minutes, I won't be able to move for days.*

Gulp, she swallowed.
Eight minutes. That was how long until Yoo Ji-yeon and the other heroes would arrive at the battlefield. Optima had temporarily received power with an 8-minute constraint.

"Hup!"

She channeled strength into the fist pressed against the monster's solar plexus. Pueong! With an explosive sound, a large hole appeared in the monster's chest.

"Kuh!"

The pain felt like her entire body was being crushed. It was the backlash from her increased power. Her body couldn't handle it.
If not for a magical girl's recovery ability, if not for the sanctuary, this power would have been nothing but self-destructive.

Even attacking caused damage to herself. But she couldn't show any sign of weakness.

"...Solid defenses mean nothing to me."

Optima quickly composed her expression and turned around.
One more down. Complete silence. Four remained.

*One with tentacles, one small one, one with average build. The last one is... hmm?*

While scanning the remaining monsters, Optima witnessed a strange sight. One monster's body was trembling like an aspen leaf.

*What's that? Why would it suddenly act like that?*

Fear? It seemed unnatural. Optima made a mental note to keep an eye on it as she moved toward the tentacled monster.
Pat! Leaving an afterimage where she had been, she reached the tentacled monster.

Chwak! As soon as it sensed Optima's presence, numerous tentacles rushed toward her. The slimy secretions on the tentacles gave off a sweet scent and strange sensations just by being near them.

*I need to kill this one as quickly as possible.*

Disgusting. Optima not only held her breath but also created more mist with her transformation magic to envelop her entire body.

"Don't try anything perverted, you freak!"

Even while cursing, she pulled her body back sharply.
Sharp claws pierced the spot where Optima had just been. Realizing they couldn't win one-on-one, the monsters attempted to coordinate their attacks.

Sharp trajectories came at her one after another. The tentacles probed for openings, striking at blind spots. Huuuk! Yellow smoke spewed from a mouth, spreading everywhere.

All the monsters except the trembling one were targeting Optima.

-Female, strong.
-Strong female. Subdue her.
-Mate and produce stronger offspring.

The monsters' eyes glowed ominously. Their gazes mixed bloodlust with carnal desire, creating a sticky, chilling look.

"Kuh...!"

Her expression involuntarily twisted in disgust. Optima could barely dodge the fierce consecutive attacks despite her creaking body.

*I don't know the effect of that yellow smoke... but it's definitely troublesome.*

The smoke restricted her movement.
The extending tentacles constantly probed for blind spots.
The aggressive claws robbed her of breathing room.

*Using the artifact early was the right choice. If I hadn't...*

Without the artifact's power, she might have been captured already. Just imagining it made her body shudder.

"Ah, seriously!!"

Optima cursed her mind for conjuring such incorrect future scenarios.

"Kim Se-Won! Kim Se-Won! Kim Se-Won! Kim Se-Won! Kim Se-Wooooon!!!!"

She desperately called out the name to clear the vicious thoughts from her mind.

"Ugh!"

The situation didn't improve at all. The subject in her mind just changed to Kim Se-Won. No, it was actually worse.
Now she was remembering everything he had done to her!

*This is actually better.*

Yes. Mentally, it was better to keep thinking about being with Kim Se-Won.

Having finally shaken off those unseemly thoughts, Optima looked for an escape route.
As expected, it was shrinking in real-time. It was almost non-existent. Everywhere except where monsters were charging at her or places vulnerable to other attacks was covered in mist.

"If there isn't one, I'll make one!"

As her escape routes were increasingly blocked, Optima clenched her fist. Her tightly clenched fist struck the ground. Kwang! The ground shook as if an earthquake had occurred, creating a depression.

The shockwave spread outward. The yellow mist dissipated. The trajectory of the claws distorted. The tentacles writhed, missing Optima.

In that moment, Optima's form soared into the sky. Chwak! The crimson thread-like wings on her back undulated.

-?!

The monsters' eyes widened.

"You can't do this, can you?"

Optima grinned, sneering at the stunned monsters.

-Slurp.
"...Huh?"

But the monsters' reactions were quite different from what Optima had expected. They were licking their lips.
Optima sensed something was wrong.

The power strong enough to lift her high into the air.
Their greed intensified.
A strong female, a tough female. Most human females they had encountered were like dolls, showing neither will to live nor intention to resist.

That's why they felt possessive toward this "strong female who fiercely resisted"—something they'd never seen before. There were strong females among their kind, but this one felt different, special.

-That one is mine.
-I will take her.
-The owner will be the last one standing.

Rather than treating her as communal property to be used until she bore offspring, they each wanted her for themselves.

The instinct to continue their species.
The desire to possess that girl drove the monsters.

Teong! Three of them simultaneously took to the air.

"Insane!"

Optima was shocked by the monsters' sudden action. She could clearly see transparent membranes forming beneath their feet.
It was the same technique she had used when joining the battlefield.

Pachang! Pachang! Pachang! The sound of breaking glass echoed repeatedly.

They were performing a technique they had never properly used before, one they had only seen once, purely by instinct. Though somewhat slower, they were definitely reaching Optima's altitude.

"This is dangerous."

Her body trembled.
The obsession of beings forced to focus on instinct rather than learning was frightening enough.
They grow through combat. They get stronger in real-time during a single battle.

Thinking that there might be more than just these twenty such beings, her resolve became even firmer.

Humanity had no time.
The claim that they needed time to grow was a sin born of ignorance.

"Still, fortunate."

Optima's form shot forward. Pang! The sound of air bursting followed belatedly.

"First time trying it, pretty difficult, isn't it?"

If they were unskilled in aerial combat, they were merely moving targets. Without proper maneuverability, they couldn't exert the same strength as on the ground.

Their focus on instinct left them lacking in rational thought. Thanks to that, she saw her chance for victory.
Though it was a lucky break, she couldn't miss this opportunity.

*About 4 minutes left.*

She glanced briefly at the entity still on the ground. It was still just trembling.

Now wasn't the time to worry about that. Optima's form darted across the sky. The monsters, bound to the sky and desperately trying to move, couldn't react to her movements.

Chwaralak! Black tendrils extended from Optima's palm. Her magical power materialized, binding the monsters struggling in the sky.

-Kugh!
-The strength...!

They couldn't move. Their bodies began to rot from the points of contact, spreading a foul odor.

"This is for trying to toy with me."

The monsters' bodies contracted.
Magical power drained from the black tendrils. It felt like not just magic but blood was being drained from their bodies.

The extracted magic formed a sphere in front of Optima.

"And this is for coveting my womb."

Optima's gaze turned cold. Targeting a woman who already has someone is a sin. It's something that shouldn't be done.
Especially when the species are different!

As Optima clenched her outstretched palm, more magic was drained.

"And this!"

She controlled the magic gathered before her. Engraving the spell formula that appeared in her mind, she converted it into a single spell.

Optima's finishing move, Apocalypse Breaker.
Magic condensed in front of the magic circle. Woong! With a massive vibration, it compressed even smaller.

"For having lewd thoughts while I have Se-won!!"

Kwaaaa! The magic was released from the magic circle. The compressed magical power unleashed, transforming into a ferocious torrent of malevolent energy.

Nothing remained where the Apocalypse Breaker had swept through.

"Haa... haa... haa..."

Her chest, larger than Virginia's, heaved. She had consumed a considerable amount of magic due to her fervor.
Optima, breathing heavily, looked at the empty sky before shifting her gaze.
To the monster that was still trembling.

"Only you're left!"

She didn't understand.
Why was it just trembling like that? When other entities were swept up in desire and tried to possess her, why did this one just stand still?

One thing was certain: she couldn't give it time.
Keeeing! Optima's wings trembled.
Two minutes left.
She needed to defeat the defenseless monster within two minutes and go help the heroes.

Optima descended rapidly.
If she could just deliver a full-powered blow to the defenseless monster, she could also break free from the Heavenly Scale's constraints.

"With weight!"

She clenched her fist.

"One shot!"

And extended it. Kwang! The strike, enhanced by momentum, hit the monster's head hard.

-Krrrrrrrk...

The monster rolled on the ground without offering any resistance.

"Tch...! Disgustingly tough...!"

Optima frowned. She had intended to kill it with all her might, but it was still alive.
Its vitality was incredibly tenacious.

Ppudeuk! Grinding her teeth, she clenched her fist. If once wasn't enough, she'd just keep hitting it until it died. Optima kicked off the ground, closing the distance to the monster.

She wrapped her fist in transformation magic.
Whether due to Optima's strike or just the same as before, the monster was still trembling.

"Just! Die!"

She kicked the monster's body. Pingeureureu- The monster's body spun and rose into the air. Kwang! She drove her fist right into its solar plexus.

"You! Sex-obsessed! Beast!"

Still not having vented her anger at being toyed with by the monsters, Optima's fists struck fiercely.

After what seemed like countless blows, Peoseoseok! The carapace protecting the monster's body fell off.

"Finally...!"

At last, she could finish it.
Optima's face brightened.

Just as she was about to deliver the final blow.

Pook!

A sound that shouldn't have been heard reached her ears.

Ch.368 - The Strengthened Baby's Counterattack
A sound that shouldn't be heard.
The sound comes, followed by the sensation of being pierced by something.

"Kuh...!"

With a surge, feeling something rising from within, I slowly lowered my head. My eyes fell upon a purple forearm.
An arm that had pierced through my stomach and out through my back.

"This... can't be..."

Was I too careless? Maybe I was too hasty. To ruin everything when it was almost done—I knew this shouldn't happen, yet I ended up doing it anyway.
I was still a fool.

"Kuhuk...!"

Surge! Blood rushed up. My internal organs were damaged. My mouth was filled with the taste of blood.

Indeed, this monster, this species is dangerous.

A species mutating into what hasn't even been named yet from a beast—simply called a "monster."
Their changes were progressing at an unimaginably rapid pace.

*I had to get unlucky with the timing of its evolution. Just my luck.*

There must have been some trigger.
Intense desire. That's probably what it was, I guess.

-Kr, kuhehe! Hahahahaha!
"Ugh, aaaaaaaargh!"

The pain arrived belatedly. A scream escaped my lips unconsciously as agony pounded through my entire body. It happened just as the evolved creature burst into maniacal laughter.

"Kuuh...! You, bastard!"

The moment I tried to resist, trusting my recovery ability, something spread throughout my body through the arm connected to my stomach.
Purple liquid dripped from the monster's purple skin.

*Poison...?*

I knew this sensation all too well.
Though I hadn't experienced it directly, I had seen several victims and imagined this was the kind of pain they felt.

Poison.
And an extremely potent one at that—a deadly poison that surpassed a magical girl's healing power.

The monster's poison began burning through my insides as if dissolving them. My organs twisted and the poison coursed through my blood vessels, spreading throughout my body.
It felt like molten iron was tearing through my entire body.

My vision gradually blurred. My head felt like it would go numb from the pain.

"Kuhuk!"

But the poison didn't even allow me the luxury of enduring the pain. It stimulated my core, tormented my entire body, and arbitrarily robbed me of my ability to think.

My body trembled. My magical power began to rampage wildly, refusing to be controlled.

Still, I could manage. Though it was rampaging, I could control it.

-Not a chance.
"Ack!"

At that moment, with a violent thrust, the monster pushed my body forcefully. With no strength to resist, I flew far and rolled across the ground.
It hurt.
Something like bile was surging up from inside.
Saliva dripped down, flowing along my jawline.

The magical power I had barely managed to control went berserk again.

"Damn it!"

I gritted my teeth.

"Ptui!"

Barely managing to prop myself up on the ground, I glared at it. My vision was so blurry that I couldn't tell what expression it was making.

*Body recovery comes first.*

Even as the poison raged, the magical girl's body had sealed all the external wounds. The holes in my stomach and back were completely healed.
Only the inside was still a mess.

*Fortunately, it's not as bad as The Mute One, it seems.*

Ji-yeon unnie, Jin Jae-han, and mother.
Having witnessed the condition of the three people who suffered from The Mute One's poison, I knew.
The fact that I could still control my magical power meant this poison was less potent than The Mute One's.

It was a blessing in disguise.

My body was staggering and my vision was blurry, with pain like needles stabbing all over my body.
Despite my throbbing head, despite the pain making me want to die, I could somehow manage.

"A weakling like you trying to pull tricks...!"

I couldn't collapse here. I taunted it with all my might, putting on a bluff.
I taunted it because running away was impossible right now.
If I tried to flee pathetically, I'd only end up getting caught.
But if I fought back, there was a tiny chance.

"Stay down like the trash you are!"

Tang! While taunting, I charged toward it. If my body could move, I could do this.
The magical power granted by the artifact was still quite abundant.

"Seven-tenths of my controllable magic for recovery...!"

Again, I gritted my teeth hard. Despite the pain that made me feel like I would go insane, my mind was becoming clearer.
Though my vision was still blurry, I could roughly make out the creature's position in my mind.

Paat! As I approached, it disappeared from my sight.

*It's almost as fast as Chae-eun.*

I could handle this.
I'd counter with technique, not power.
I'd save my strength for the final blow.

I listened not with my ears, but with my entire body.

"Here!"

Whik! I turned my body to evade its claws. Since I couldn't block in my current state, this was the next best option.
By a hair's breadth, I deflected its force and dove into its inner space.

*I don't have much time. But I can't be hasty.*

I aimed for the head.
I targeted the head that I had pounded several times before.
No matter how strong its healing ability was, it couldn't match mine.
The accumulated damage must still remain.

Kuwung! I struck its jaw. Its brain rattled and its body staggered greatly.
Taking advantage of the gap in its guard, I continued my combo.
Philtrum, chin, Adam's apple, temple.
Pababak! I struck all the vital points.

-Kuuuh, uuuaaa!!

The body that had been staggering pathetically suddenly tensed up.
Not me, but it.
With a fierce roar, the air trembled. Magical power invaded my body through the air.

"Kuuh...!"

That alone was threatening to me. For a moment, I almost lost control of my magical power.
Hurriedly, I distanced myself from it, escaping the intense magical vibrations.

-I will live!

But this time, it seemed to be its turn.
The purple figure became like an arrow. In the blink of an eye, it closed the distance between us, coming right up to my face.

"The one who'll live is me!"

I clenched my fist.
I would crush the approaching creature with my fist.

-I can't die so meaninglessly. I! I will escape this life where death is forced upon me!

It was a desperate cry.

-I will live! Live and become stronger! I will violate you and create a strong offspring with my blood!

The creature, which had been on the brink of death from the moment it was born, desperately demanded me. I had no intention of losing either.

I thrust out my right fist. The creature's purple fist similarly aimed for my fist.
At that moment, I changed the direction of my thrust. Tak! My fist collided with my left palm.

I lowered my posture. With my elbow pushed forward, I brushed past the creature's fist.

*Now!*

My eyes flashed. At the moment when it was about to thrust its fist to match mine, its solar plexus was completely exposed.

I redirected all my magical control to my back. Kiiiing! The wings on my back screamed as they gave me momentary acceleration.

"You're not the only one who wants to live!"

A time less than a second feels like a minute.
Feeling the acceleration, I shifted my magical control to my elbow. Ominous magical power appeared on my extended elbow.
It was my specialty magic, Corruption Magic.

The distance between us gradually closed.
Though it was just a fleeting moment, it stretched into dozens of seconds, moving slowly.

*Just a little, just a little more!*

It was stunned and didn't think to move.
If my elbow could just touch its solar plexus, victory would be certain.

"Haaaaaaaa!!"

With all my might, I tried to thrust my elbow into its solar plexus.

"This is the end...!"

And.
My elbow barely touched its solar plexus.

-Kuk!
"?!"

At that moment, my vision suddenly went dark. My eyes widened in shock.

"Urk?!"

The pain came belatedly. Only then did I realize what had happened to me.
It had withdrawn the arm it had extended and began to squeeze me as if embracing me as I dove into its space.

"Aaaah...!"

I couldn't breathe. My entire body felt like it was being crushed.
The pain was so severe that I couldn't help but scream.

Shuuuu- Pajijik!

To make matters worse, the artifact's time limit had expired.
As soon as the time I had initially set as a constraint to gain strong magical power ended, the backlash hit my body.

*Is this... the end?*

My heart sank.
It continued to squeeze its arms as if trying to kill me.
I couldn't control my magical power, and my body wouldn't listen.
And now the artifact's backlash too.

I was full of the will to resist, but all means of resistance had disappeared.

-The more I look at you, the more I like you. Woman.
"Kuk!"

Its movements were swift. Tak! While squeezing me with one arm, it lifted me up by the throat with its other hand.

I couldn't breathe.
I didn't even have the strength to struggle.
Black mist invaded my blurry vision. My eyes were closing.

"Se... won..."

With my last ounce of strength, I called out my boyfriend's name.



* * *



-The female is mine.

The monster, which had achieved evolution during the battle, smiled with satisfaction as it looked at Optima, who was poisoned by its venom.

Desperate desire brings about evolution.
This was how it had grown.
Whenever it desperately yearned for life, its body awakened to great power.

This battle was no different. Thanks to its desire for the female before it and its yearning to live, it had evolved.
It had become stronger than other individuals and had even acquired a trophy—what more could it ask for?

"Who belongs to you?"

At that moment, a voice filled with rage struck the monster's ears.

-?!

Goosebumps covered its entire body. A danger signal. A threat to life that could lead to death if not careful.
Simultaneously, kuwung! The arm holding Optima was about to be crushed.

-Krrrrrk!!

It quickly retreated, avoiding the complete loss of its arm. Looking at the place where the magical power had been unleashed, there stood a human male.

"That person is my woman."

The male, Kim Se-Won, displayed strong possessiveness as he waved his hand. The formless power that had almost crushed the monster earlier enveloped it again.

In the meantime, Kim Se-Won held Optima in his arms.
A familiar scent. A familiar warmth.
Hearing the faintly familiar welcome voice, Optima opened her eyes slightly.

"Ah... hehe, is it my knight?"
"Yes. Your knight has come."

Kim Se-Won smiled gently.
Her body was hot, but there was no immediate threat to her life. Her core told her so.

She didn't even have the energy to ask 'how?'
Instead, in her blurry vision, she saw a portal closing behind Kim Se-Won's back.

Perhaps Morris was involved.

-This, power...!

The monster instinctively realized what form the telekinetic force was taking as it approached. Tung! It quickly thrust its fist to disperse it.

"I don't know how you ended up in such a mess."
"But we're here now, so don't worry!"
-?!

Jjeojeojeojeok! The surrounding area suddenly froze. It was just as the monster had responded to Kim Se-Won's telekinesis.

*How should I respond?*

Transparent ice came crashing down. No, the surroundings were already frozen.
Cold rose from the frozen ground. Somehow, its legs were already frozen solid.

Pajijik! A flash of light darted forward. A movement infinitely close to a curve. Repeating short sprints endlessly, the surroundings were filled with flashes.

-What, is this...!
"Where are you looking?"

Its eyes couldn't keep up with the speed. Why? Is this new female stronger than the previous one?
No.
The quality of the magical power, the atmosphere.
It's on a different level.

Then there's only one answer.

-Have I... weakened?

Wukshin! Pain was felt in the chest area. Hurriedly lowering its head, it saw its own chest turning black.
Not just the chest. Inside the chest, the core was screaming.
Corroded and altered, the core was not functioning properly.

-That's when...!

When it had embraced Optima.
In that fleeting moment, Optima must have done something.

The sense of achievement and superiority that came from defeating Optima and taking her was instantly reversed.
Fear.
Death was rushing towards it in the form of a flash.

-This, can't be! This can't be!

It roared as if spitting blood.
It couldn't die here.
After evolving through desperation, it couldn't die so meaninglessly!

"You're noisy."

Kim Se-Won's cold voice pierced through again. Kuwung! Heavy telekinesis pressed down on its head.

"Can't you see Jae-Yu is sleeping?"
"......Wow, that's cruel."

Han Chae-Eun, who had been circling around the monster, stopped abruptly. And with a disgusted expression, she looked at the carnage Kim Se-Won had created.

The monster, weakened by the sanctuary and further weakened by the corruption of its core and body, became a lump of blood in an instant due to Kim Se-Won's telekinesis.

"Come on, let's go back. We need to treat Jae-Yu."
"I see. If we go back now, it'll be just when break time ends."
"Tch, I thought I could show off a bit in front of Eun-Ha... no, Jae-Yu."

The battlefield was already being cleared up with the arrival of S-class hero, Yoo Ji-Yeon.
So there was nothing more to do here.

As the three turned their backs, a black portal opened in the air.

Ch.369 - Are You Planning To Leave Me Alone In The Bathroom?
Swoosh! Dozens, hundreds of sword strikes split apart in an instant, butchering the monster.

The monster that had given A-rank heroes and other Front Line heroes such trouble died so pathetically it made one wonder if it had really been that strong after all. Unlike the monsters that Optima had faced, it showed no signs of evolving.

"Phew."

With a short sigh, Yoo Ji-Yeon sheathed her sword.
The sanctuary really was wonderful. Strength overflowed through her body.

"And yet Eun-Ha is..."

Ji-Yeon looked with a bitter expression at the place where Optima had disappeared. When Optima was in danger, she had been rescued by men and women who appeared through a black portal.

Thanks to them, she survived. That was fortunate, but part of her wished she could have been the one to save her.

"Regrets are regrets."

Emerging from her thoughts, Ji-Yeon surveyed her surroundings.
Optima's solo advance was difficult to call a good decision, even being generous.

Her life held tremendous value to humanity.
Though harsh to say, her life was worth as much as or more than that of an S-rank hero.
In other words, whether A-rank or below, compared to Optima's life, they were insignificant.

But in the end, many people survived. Thanks to Optima's independent action.
By arriving about 10 minutes early, countless people—especially high-value A-rank heroes—mostly survived.

"How many heroes died in this battle?"
"About 30, ma'am. Mostly C-rank... No A-rank casualties. We focused on defense rather than combat, so that's why."

A hero nearby answered Ji-Yeon's question. He looked with a somber expression toward the bodies of his comrades beyond the front line fortress.
Thirty was by no means a small number. Though small compared to those who survived, it was absolutely not insignificant.

"I see."

If Optima hadn't come, at least 50—possibly 100 or even 200—would have been sacrificed.

Even considering the many heroes at The Front Line, this would have been painful.

"I'll stay at The Front Line for a while. We don't know when another monster like that might attack."
"R-really, ma'am?!"
"Yes."

Ji-Yeon answered firmly.
Normally, she would have just gone home.

*It's rubbed off on me from Eun-Ha.*

But somehow, the righteous look in Eun-Ha's—Optima's—eyes that she had seen on the transport had stuck in her mind.
The will to reduce hero casualties had seeped into her heart.

She knew intellectually that the number of heroes equated to humanity's defensive power. But like other S-rank heroes, Ji-Yeon was a woman who lived according to her own desires.

"I-I'll inform headquarters right away!"
"No. I'll go myself. Please take care of the fallen heroes and repair the damaged front fortress."
"Y-yes, ma'am!"

At Ji-Yeon's response, the hero hurriedly activated his communication device.
As she said, recovering the bodies of fallen heroes and reclaiming and repairing the front fortress were the most important tasks.

*I'll need time to persuade those self-centered people too.*

Ji-Yeon's gaze turned to the monster's remains, reduced to finely shredded flesh.
Even though it had fallen without putting up resistance against her, it was by no means weak.
It was powerful enough that A-rank heroes, just below S-rank, couldn't properly resist it. And this was only possible because of the sanctuary. Fighting bare-handed would have taken longer.

*S-ranks can't just keep handling these alone. We need to step up and protect things for now. Meanwhile, we need to find countermeasures.*

The question was whether the S-ranks would listen.
Of the two S-ranks in Korea, one was busy chasing married women, and the other was shut in at home, traumatized by his brother's death.

"I'll have to rely on Eun-Ha's power."

Fortunately, one of them seemed somewhat favorable toward Eun-Ha. Let's set aside the complicated issues and leave it to Eun-Ha.

"Then for the married-woman-lover... should I hire a young, pretty married woman to persuade him?"

That was the problem.
Ji-Yeon turned away, racking her brain about how to persuade Baek Seung-Yoon, the S-rank hero.
Since she'd committed to staying at The Front Line, she needed to go back and rent a room for the time being.


* * *


Just as the battle at The Front Line ended.

Bright light illuminated the dark room. On the screen projected through a projector, footage played of a monster toying with heroes.

"—This is another appearance of The Mute One's 'species.' Their high combat ability seems acquired, but they have superior adaptability and growth compared to our monsters. This appearance is almost like..."
"A mutant."
"...Yes, that's right."

Melissa nodded at Seo Hye-Ji's words.
Their growth rate was abnormally fast. This meant they were a species based on monsters, but also a mutant variant among monsters.

"Our children would only meet their deaths fighting that species."
"I agree. Unless it's a specimen that has passed trials and received a name, it would be impossible."

Seo Hye-Ji's eyes watched the monster toying with heroes.
That thing was dangerous. Even though they were preparing for a massive war, the difference in caliber made those preparations seem meaningless.

"A small elite force? Or did they just send a few as an example? If not..."

The Mute One was cunning. Since nearly dying from being intoxicated by his own strength, he had become more cautious in his movements.

"The intention to demonstrate power difference is clear. There must be other intentions too. Growth, for example."
"It seems that way."

Seo Hye-Ji crossed her legs with a groan. Her delicate appearance made it hard to believe she was the mother of two children. True to her status as an active magical girl, she looked like a girl herself, but with a seductive aura.

Growth.
As she said, those specimens grew even during battle. One even molted, showing a completely different appearance in an instant.
There were too many variables.

"I need to change the plan. I don't want to move rashly, but we can't just sit still either."
"Yes."
"Tell Deltar to train the other children more harshly. Our children are strong too. They have the power to adapt and grow stronger."

The area around Seo Hye-Ji rapidly cooled. Magic power tinged with cold swirled around her.

"I should be tougher on Nabi too. She's working hard, but... it's not enough."

Nothing about The Mute One's forces had been revealed. Only now were fragments showing what kind of species he was creating.
Even wanting information, their defenses were too solid to easily penetrate.

So they had to move diligently.

"Melissa. You need to work harder too."
"Yes. I will find a use for the factor."

She immediately bowed upon hearing this. Her actions showed clear and strong loyalty.

"But... master."
"Do you have something else to say?"
"...Well, actually."

Melissa glanced nervously at Seo Hye-Ji.
The scent of a female.
Somehow, the scent conveyed that she was experiencing peace of mind.

It was a scent that humans like Kim Woo-Jin, Dolly, and Seo Na-Bi couldn't detect—only monsters with keen senses could smell it.

It had grown stronger since she first noticed it.
Was Kim Woo-Jin taking the initiative? Or was Seo Hye-Ji devouring him? It wasn't her business.

"No. I misspoke."
"Is that so? Well, you've always been like this occasionally."

Seo Hye-Ji guessed what Melissa had swallowed back and chuckled. She probably had mentioned it before.
About mixing bodies with her daughter's boyfriend.

"Think of it as a momentary pleasure. I don't intend to take him from Na-Bi."
"I understand. My words were presumptuous."

Melissa answered with her head bowed. She didn't miss the very small "for now" that Seo Hye-Ji had let slip.
There was no need to worry about this. Melissa decided to forcibly change the subject.

"But what do you think? I believe humans have noticed that The Mute One's forces have grown too strong to handle."
"Humans and we cannot harmonize. Still, if we have one key card, we might join hands temporarily."

A common enemy.
Even sworn enemies who growl and fight each other will join hands when a third enemy appears that neither can defeat alone.

"I never thought the day would come when I'd consider joining hands with that person."

A smile formed. The saying about living long enough to see everything certainly applied to her current situation.

Seo Hye-Ji left the room, thinking of her rival, Hong Yoo-Jin.

Melissa nodded as she watched her master walk away. It was time to set aside the ongoing war between species for a while.

After leaving the room, Seo Hye-Ji walked down a long corridor.
Monsters passing by would instinctively sniff, then tremble and bow their heads.

*It's probably only a matter of time before I'm found out.*

She couldn't completely silence the monsters. Even among monsters, communities and factions existed.
Some would try to curry favor with Seo Na-Bi, who would likely succeed Seo Hye-Ji's position in the future.

"But..."

While wondering if this was a relationship she shouldn't have started, she noticed someone. A man training beyond a glass window.

A smile formed on Seo Hye-Ji's face.
A gentle yet heated gaze. Her eyes curved as she smiled softly.
She looked like a girl in love.

Seo Hye-Ji stared at the man in her sight, unaware she was smiling.

"It's nice. Even if it's a wrong relationship."

The person in Seo Hye-Ji's gaze was Kim Woo-Jin.
Her heart raced at the sight of him.

She reached out toward the boy she shouldn't touch. Her hand stopped at the glass window.

Though they hadn't actually touched, somehow her heart felt warm.

"Someday, when this fight is over."

It wouldn't be bad to go somewhere with the seed in her womb and Na-Bi's young brother.
And to avoid being discovered, she needed to deal with The Mute One quickly.


* * *


Woong! A black portal opened in midair.
Ding-dong- Just then, the speaker installed on the ceiling rang, signaling the end of break time.

"What should I do?"

Kim Se-Won, emerging from the bathroom, looked with a troubled expression at Optima in his arms.

His whole body was burning up. A sweet, sensual scent flowed from Optima's body. A dangerous fragrance that sent blood rushing to his lower body just from smelling it.

Kim Se-Won knew exactly what was happening to Optima's body.

Magic power deficiency.
If left alone, Optima would be unable to control her heated body when she woke up.

"What do you mean, what should you do?"
"Aren't you her knight? Shouldn't you wake the princess with a deep kiss?"

In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun teased the troubled Kim Se-Won, their eyes curving. Though they giggled, concern for Optima was evident in their eyes.
The two girls' gazes toward Optima wavered momentarily.

"...Tsk."

Kim Se-Won clicked his tongue as he looked at Optima.

*A kiss would have some effect, but there's something more effective.*

He couldn't say it out loud in front of his friends.

"More importantly, class is about to start. What about Jae-Yoo?"
"We'll take care of it, so go ahead."
"That's right. We'll cover for you!"

In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun were reliable. They would come up with plausible excuses.

"No. It's Hong Yoo-Jin's class. Even if I'm a bit late, I'll come, so just go ahead. It's not as serious as it looks."

Kim Se-Won was grateful for his friends' willingness to help.
But Hong Yoo-Jin was different.

Being more knowledgeable about "magical girls" than Kim Se-Won, she would know there was no immediate need for treatment.

The reason Optima's body was heating up and emitting a sensual scent was due to magic power deficiency, not something life-threatening if left alone.
It was a phenomenon caused by her body instinctively craving magic power.

"...I see. So you're faster than I thought?"
"Ah! Hmm~ I see~ Our Se-Won is the quick type~"

Hee-hee, Han Chae-Eun snickered. Seeing her look down on him with curved eyes made him want to show her just how impressive his stamina was.

*Control yourself.*

He had Optima. Kim Se-Won suppressed his rising anger and sent the two girls ahead.

They weren't being serious.
Why was Optima suddenly at The Front Line?
What was that monster?
How did she end up in danger? Their teasing was just to hold back their curiosity about these questions.

"Phew."

In the bathroom, now alone with Optima, Kim Se-Won entered a corner stall.

"Foriner called suddenly so I went, but I didn't expect this."

His eyes showed concern as he looked at Optima.

It was only because several factors had aligned. If they had fought that monster while both in normal condition, he likely would have lost.
And Optima had faced several such monsters. That was the information he received on the way here.

"No. I can hear about that later."

He shook his head vigorously. This wasn't the time to be lost in thought.

He had told the two that there would be no problems, but in truth, he couldn't leave her like this.
Optima was poisoned. The monster's venom. Her magic power was decreasing in real-time as she neutralized the poison.
He needed to provide at least first aid.

Kim Se-Won sat Optima on the toilet and carefully held her chin. As he brought their faces closer, her faint but hot breath came toward him.

*Control yourself.*

He shouldn't do it now. He wasn't confident he could control himself.

"Chu-rup."

His tongue invaded her soft lips. As if it had been waiting, Optima's tongue entwined with his, craving magic power.
Kim Se-Won transferred just enough magic power for Optima to resist.

Ch.370 - A Public Toilet Is Too Much! (Or Not)
Their lips parted. Their intertwined tongues separated, creating a long thread between them.

"Hoo... hoooo..."

Kim Se-Won exhaled deeply as he gazed at Optima standing before him. Even when he tried to look away from her, he couldn't.
Blood was already rushing to his lower body, about to burst.

*Hold back. Hold back!*

Crunch! Kim Se-Won bit his lip, enduring the surging desire. He was able to resist only because he had withstood the unconscious temptation this girl had been exuding for the past year.

"Inhale- exhale, inhale- exhale, inhaaale- exhaaale... I'll come after school."

He took deep breaths to compose his body and mind. As Kim Se-Won gestured in the air, whoosh! All sorts of items poured out from the pocket connected to the subspace provided by Morris.

"I should prepare before that."

Kim Se-Won picked up the items he had taken out from the subspace.



* * *



Click. With the sound of the door closing, Optima regained consciousness.

Her body was still hot.
A sign of insufficient magical power. Her head was foggy and her entire body sensitive.

*Has the poison been completely neutralized...?*

Even in her dizziness and desperate need for magical power, Optima calmly examined her body.
She couldn't feel any trace of the poison injected by the evolved monster.
Her body was hot simply because she lacked magical power. She felt no signs of going berserk or any pain.

*Then... where am I?*

Realizing her body had somewhat recovered, Optima finally tried to assess her surroundings.
It was time to open her eyes and figure out where she was.

"Mmm... Mmm!?"

When she opened her eyes, everything was dark. Something was blocking her vision.

*What, what is this?*

Optima couldn't hide her confusion.
Clank! When she tried to move her arms, they wouldn't budge. Her legs were the same.
Something was firmly restraining her limbs.

"Mmm! Mmm!!"

On top of that, she had a gag in her mouth, making it impossible to speak properly.

Legs spread in an M-shape and arms immobilized behind her head.
She was completely restrained. Two long rods at the back of her knees and neck. Her arms and legs were bound to these rods, unable to move at all.

"Mmm...!"

Cold air brushed against her body. Perhaps because her body was hot, it felt even colder.

*No, no...!*

That wasn't it.
Optima trembled, feeling her heart sink.
Though she couldn't move, she could feel the air directly against her skin. In other words, she was naked right now...!

*Could it be, this place is...*

In that moment, the faces of the Mute One and the evolved creature that had injected her with poison flashed through Optima's mind.

*Was Se-Won coming to save me just a hallucination... Maybe I was so poisoned that I even had hallucinations.*

Thinking this made her feel depressed.
At the same time, she couldn't help but imagine what would happen to her.

*To moan and whimper under a monster's cock.*

There was no need to break her will to resist.
She was already restrained so she couldn't resist at all.
Her fate was simply to be a breeding vessel, pinned down by monsters and accepting their cocks.

*Is this how monsters enjoy themselves?*

Optima couldn't help but sigh as she lowered her head.

The poison that had been in her body was completely neutralized. She didn't know if she had detoxified it herself or if the monster that had injected her had removed it.

One thing was certain: being detoxified didn't mean she was in a good situation.

Her body was craving the magical power it lacked. It was emitting a seductive scent to attract males.
Moreover, her body was more sensitive than usual to prevent her from feeling resistance.

"Mmm...!"

*I can feel my nipples getting hard.*

Every time the cold air brushed against her, she couldn't help but feel pleasure.
Her body was more sensitive than usual, and with her vision blocked, it became even more sensitive.

To make matters worse, Optima felt her pussy was soaking wet. The love juices flowing from her pussy dripped down her buttocks, drop by drop.

*This stupid body!*

Her body was hot. It wanted a cock. She wanted a male's semen to fill her womb.
What her body wanted was directly transmitted to her head. Her brain was commanding her to think like a lewd woman.
Optima shook her head vigorously, denying this with all her might.

No matter how weak her pussy might be, ready to collapse after just one thrust, this was unacceptable.

*Only Se-Won will do!*

Kim Se-Won was the only one for her.

How much time had passed since Optima regained consciousness?

Clunk.

"!!"

Suddenly, she heard the sound of a door opening.
With her eyes covered, the sound was even clearer. Her body involuntarily flinched.

*It's coming. It's coming. It's coming...!*

Her heart pounded violently.

*No. No...!*

She wanted to resist but couldn't.
It was because she hadn't fulfilled the condition she had agreed to in exchange for using Heaven's Scale to gain magical power.
Right now, Optima had magical power but couldn't use it—she was in a state of magical impotence.

Creak- Clunk!

"...Hoo- Hoo-"

Her heart felt like it would burst.
She heard the door open and the lock being secured.
Right next to her.
Optima exhaled roughly as quietly as possible, feeling like she had aged ten years.

"What's this? Did someone spray air freshener?"

While Optima was catching her breath, the voice of an unknown person was heard again. Flinch! Optima's body trembled.

"Sssip-."

She heard rustling sounds. His tone was strangely excited.
The seductive scent flowing from Optima's body was exciting him.

*I'm going to go crazy.*

Her head was so dizzy she felt like she would go insane. Optima was forced to listen to the sounds that began coming from the stall right next to her.
Tap tap tap! The sound of a hand moving in a steady rhythm.

If that was all, she could say she just heard something she shouldn't have.

*Why are you doing that while watching me fight??*

As if that wasn't enough, the man who had entered the next stall was watching a video of Optima fighting.

Thanks to her heightened hearing, the sound from the communication device was transmitted directly to Optima's ears.

*I mustn't make a sound. I mustn't...*

She squeezed her eyes shut under the blindfold. Tap tap tap, the rhythmic sound. Her brain transformed this sound into the most similar scene.

A ferocious cock appeared in her mind. The scene of it being thrust into a small pussy, about to tear it apart.
The sound from the next stall sounded like being pounded by Kim Se-Won's cock.

It was so vivid. The body of the magic girl in heat completely restored the memory that had been gradually fading.

Even though she had no intention of doing so, Optima felt her pussy twitch with each tap sound.
As if she was really being pounded by Kim Se-Won, twitch twitch, it tightened on its own.

"Mmm, mmph...!"

Optima endured her moans as much as possible, hoping the man's masturbation would end as soon as possible.



* * *



After school.
As soon as all his classes were over, Kim Se-Won rushed out.
The place he was heading to was a bathroom in a secluded corner on the third floor. Although it was mainly used by third-year students, hardly anyone went there because it was so out of the way.

*I surrounded it with magical power so no sound would leak out, and I secured the lock firmly. I also installed Blue Diamond just in case.*

He had made thorough preparations, setting up defenses to immediately intercept and repel anyone who tried to break down the door.
Kim Se-Won was doing everything he could to protect Optima.

*I'm dying. Really.*

Blood was still rushing to his lower body.
Even though he had been suppressing it with all his might, even using telekinesis, he had periodic erections throughout class, which was torture.
That's how threatening Optima's body scent was.

"Phew! Ugh...!"

The bathroom he finally reached after running his feet off was nothing short of hell.
Perhaps she had become more aroused while being left alone all day, but the bathroom was filled with Optima's seductive scent.

She was like a living aphrodisiac factory. There was no need for Viagra. Kim Se-Won felt his suppressed cock coming back to life, becoming rigid again.

He shuddered to think what disaster might have occurred if someone had come here.

Kim Se-Won carefully closed the bathroom door. Click! He immediately locked it as well.

As soon as he locked the door, he checked the stall where Optima would be. Fortunately, there was no sign that anyone had touched it.

"There's no sign that anyone opened the door. ...Ugh!"

However, judging by the strong squid smell coming from the next stall, there had been a victim.
Glancing at the next stall, he saw many tissues stuffed into the trash can. The toilet had been clogged for a long time, so they had no choice but to stuff them there.

Gulp.
If that was the case, what state would Optima be in after causing such a victim? Kim Se-Won maintained his tension as he unlocked the stall.

"Ugh...!"

As soon as the door opened, whoosh! A strong and seductive smell assaulted Kim Se-Won. His head instantly became dizzy. His reason was immediately shaken.
Kim Se-Won barely held onto his sanity and looked straight ahead.

"Mmm♡ Mmm♡"

There was Optima, soaking wet between her legs and moaning.
Moans that could break one's reason just by hearing them. Her pink nipples were standing stiffly erect.
Transparent fluid was slowly flowing from her tightly closed slit.

"I did the right thing. Really."

Kim Se-Won sighed with relief.
If, just if, he hadn't tied Optima up, she might have been taken by another man.
A magic girl in heat with her reason crumbling would have done anything to survive.

*That absolutely cannot happen.*

That was unacceptable.
Though not as much as Optima, Kim Se-Won also had considerable possessiveness.

No matter what he had to do, he wouldn't let anyone take his woman.
Even if it was somewhat extreme and selfish.
That's the kind of man Kim Se-Won was.

"It's okay. It's over now."

Kim Se-Won slowly approached Optima and whispered in her ear. In response, Optima's body twitched.

"Mmm, mmph...!"

She even had a light orgasm.

*You've become such a pervert that you can't even look me in the eyes.*

Kim Se-Won felt a strange sense of fulfillment seeing the perverted state of Optima that he had created. Or it could be called a sense of superiority.

*No, this isn't the time.*

After briefly looking at Optima, Kim Se-Won came to his senses and removed the blindfold and gag.

"Heh, hehehe..."

Her completely relaxed eyes gazed at Kim Se-Won hazily.

Ch.371 - A Public Toilet Is Too Much! (Half Right)
Transparent saliva dripped from the corner of her mouth. Her open lips should have looked sloppy, but instead, her pink lips stood out alluringly.

Thump! Kim Se-Won felt his lower body pounding. It throbbed as if about to tear through his pants.
He wanted to devour the girl right there.
He wanted to make her moan while sucking on her soft breasts.

But this was school.
It wasn't appropriate to take the girl in front of him in a place where someone could come at any moment.

"Let's go back now."

He began undoing Optima's restraints one by one. He removed the handcuffs binding her arms and put them away in subspace along with the rod.

That's when he heard a loose, flirtatious laugh.

Kim Se-Won, who was about to move to undo the cuffs on her legs, stopped abruptly and stared at Optima.
They were close enough to kiss if he just lowered his head slightly.

"Don't you want to? You tormented me so much outside last time♡"
"But this place is...!"

Her unfocused eyes looked directly at his lower body. Was there some aphrodisiac effect in her gaze? He felt his manhood swelling uncontrollably.
Looking at her felt like he might be sucked into her eyes.

The illusion of falling into a pool filled with her fluids.

Dangerous.

"So this is what happens when left in a magic-deficient state for too long."

Gulp. He swallowed involuntarily. As he stared, Optima's half-open eyes curved.
Her freed hand reached forward, slipping between Kim Se-Won's thighs before slowly moving upward.

"Ugh...!"

Slowly, teasingly, she moved. From bottom to top. From top to bottom. Her slender fingers teased him.
She deliberately circled around the tip, teasing him further.

"Mmm...♡"

Squelch, squelch-

Unable to wait, Optima began pleasuring herself with her other hand. The wet sounds filled the small bathroom stall.

Optima's eyes grew more lustful.

Her gaze said, "Are you still going to resist?"
The fingers that had been inside her narrow crevice emerged and appeared before Kim Se-Won's eyes.

Her thin fingers, covered in sticky fluids, emitted an even stronger, more obscene scent than the alluring fragrance coming from Optima's body.

"Hmm? Why here?"

The hot breath that escaped Optima's lips flowed directly into Kim Se-Won's nostrils.
He tried to ignore it. He also tried to ignore the wet fingers in front of him and her moist eyes.

He wished he could ignore her pleading face too, but that was impossible.
Some unknown force was holding him in place.

"We can't do it here?"

She smeared her fluids on his lips as if applying lip balm. Slurp, Kim Se-Won licked it unconsciously.

The mixture of saliva and her fluids went down his throat.
Thump! His core pulsed strongly as if her fluids had touched it directly, making his entire body heat up.
Now it wasn't just his lower body that was hot.

"Look at this."

Optima held Kim Se-Won's face with both hands.
She forcibly directed his gaze downward. He could see her soaking wet entrance.

That crevice, which he had penetrated and released into many times, was tightly closed as if it had never allowed a man before. Inside would likely be a hymen that regenerated each time as well.

"I'm tied up like this? I can't resist anything."

Her suggestive words seeped into Kim Se-Won's ears. It was a soft, ticklish sound, almost like a whisper.

"There's only us here."

This seduction was unlike Optima. Kim Se-Won felt the thread of reason he was holding onto about to snap.

"No one will come."
"No one will say anything."
"And... when you're this swollen. Are you going to hold back?"

Once again, Optima's hand stroked Kim Se-Won's pants. His arousal twitched at the stimulation.

"...!!"

As if this wasn't enough, Optima used her index and middle fingers to open her tightly closed entrance.
The pink flesh, still dripping with fluids, both lewd and innocent, was revealed.

"Haa... haa..."

Optima seemed even more excited, breathing heavily. Sweet and alluring. Her body scent and breath mixed, becoming even more provocative.

"No...!"

Kim Se-Won squeezed his eyes shut.
This shouldn't happen. This was school. He had repeated it countless times.
Zip- Optima moved first.

"Hehe. If it really wasn't allowed, this wouldn't have happened, right?"

With one hand, she skillfully undid his buckle and pulled down the zipper. His swollen manhood sprang out.

"Is it painful?"

Squelch- Using her fluids as lubricant, she spread it on his tip. She gently caressed it like comforting a small child.

"Ugh!"

Kim Se-Won moaned from just that small stimulation.
He was already in a state of extreme arousal. Though he had been suppressing it with reason, direct stimulation was hard to resist.

"You always make me look like a fool. You're actually a coward?"
"What...?"
"A fool who acts tough but is weak♡ Pathetic♡ Chicken♡"

She continued to provoke him with suggestive words. Words that scratched at a man's pride.

"...!"

Snap- Soon, the sound of reason breaking echoed in Kim Se-Won's head.

"You're the bad one."
"Kyaa!"

Kim Se-Won's large hands grabbed Optima's thighs. The soft thighs that he wanted to keep touching were firmly held, making her even more defenseless.

"Making you unable to move like this. What are you going to do?"

Optima smiled softly. It was a clear provocation.
Try it if you can.
Her behavior was quite different from her usual tone. Provoking only after he had fallen for her seduction.

Words that incited a man's anger.

"I'll do this!"

Squelch! Kim Se-Won fell for her provocation. He thrust himself deep inside her without hesitation. The moment the innocent crevice was violated by his grotesque manhood.

"It's going in too easily?"

Kim Se-Won felt puzzled.
It was different from any sensation he had felt before. Like pushing into soft tofu, there was only a very slight resistance.

Squelch-!

Even the resistance of the hymen that he usually felt when entering for the first time wasn't there, so he thrust all the way to the base in one go.
His fierce thrust made her lower abdomen bulge visibly.

"Hnnngh...♡"

Optima's body trembled. She squeezed her eyes shut and bit her lip.
She was forcibly holding back the pleasure that was rushing in like madness.

"Or so you thought?"

That's when it happened.
Optima's expression changed dramatically. Her face, which had been holding back pleasure, became seductive.
Her face said this was nothing.

"Huuuuh♡"

But that didn't mean there was no pleasure at all.
Light returned to her hazy eyes. Optima let out an excited moan from the pleasure spreading from her lower abdomen throughout her body.

"Ugh?!"

Kim Se-Won could only widen his eyes.
Squeeze! The entrance that had been soft suddenly seized his manhood. Every wall inside gripped him as if determined never to let go.

It was like a carnivorous plant that lures prey with sweet fragrance and delicious smell, then captures it in an instant.

"Urgh!"

He gritted his teeth and resisted the intensely tightening walls. At this rate, he would just be squeezed pathetically.

"I need to take control!"

Grab! He tightened his grip on her thighs and moved his hips.

Squelch! Squelch!

He thrust in more forcefully, then pulled out all at once.

"Did it work...?!"

Kim Se-Won overlooked one fact.
Though he had been suppressing it with reason, his manhood, affected by both direct and indirect stimulation and Optima's body scent, was already prepared to release.

"D-damn!"

Spurt! Spurt!
With the sudden withdrawal came a dizzying pleasure that shot up his spine directly to his brain!

It was an embarrassingly quick release. Thick fluid splattered across Optima's smooth stomach, chest, and face.
Kim Se-Won was dumbfounded at how quickly he had finished.

"What a waste."

Optima genuinely lamented as she licked the fluid on her face with her tongue.

"That was really fast?"

She glanced at Kim Se-Won with upturned eyes, clearly mocking him. Not satisfied with what was on her face, she scooped up the fluid on her stomach and put it in her mouth.

"...I guess I'm on the faster side then?"
"Ah! Mmm~ I see~ Our Se-Won is the quick type~"

That's when it happened.
Flash! In Kim Se-Won's mind, the faces of his friends who had mocked him hours earlier overlapped with Optima's.

Clench! He gritted his teeth. He clenched his fist so hard it turned white from lack of blood.
As a man, he couldn't accept the stigma of being premature.

His manhood, which had just released, rose again in response to his feelings.

"Now it's all or nothing."

He dismissed the possibility of others coming.
He temporarily forgot that this was school.
Kim Se-Won decided to thrust into the lewd woman in front of him until she begged for forgiveness.

Even if Optima currently had the upper hand, her body was fundamentally very sensitive.
He would deliver pleasure beyond her threshold in an instant.

"Can you really satisfy me when you finish so quickly? Se-Won is just a pathetic premature ejaculator who can't satisfy a woman?"

As if reading his thoughts, Optima's provocations continued. Even as she spoke, she kept licking up his fluid to replenish her magic.
His thick fluid was drawn into her red tongue.

"Oh really?"

Kim Se-Won's mouth twisted up hideously. He glared at Optima who was mocking him.

"It'll be different now."
"Different how...?"

Whoosh! Tentacles sprang from behind Kim Se-Won's back. They were created with precise telekinetic control.

"...Huh?"

Optima's mocking expression changed. She stared blankly at the dozens of tentacles writhing before her.
There were so many that space seemed distorted. Unlike usual, they were a vivid red color.

Grab! His powerful hand seized the rod binding her legs. Crack! The rod broke in two with his grip.

"Haaah..."
"Um, that...?"

His eyes flashed sharply. Optima, with both arms and legs now free, stared blankly at the man in front of her.

Perhaps due to consuming the fluid he had released so pathetically, Optima had regained some of her senses. Of course, she clearly remembered everything she had done.

In front was Kim Se-Won.
On the sides and behind were walls.
She couldn't use magic.
Her body was slightly weakened from her recent climax.
There was nowhere to escape.

"S-Se-Won, let's calm down a bit..."
"Calm down? No way."

His ominous gaze looked like he was about to tear something apart. Kim Se-Won tapped her entrance with his re-hardened manhood.

"I'll send you to heaven."
"D-don't you mean hell?"
"The destination is the same."

Kim Se-Won took off his top and carelessly threw it behind him. Responding to his emotions, the muscles across his body bulged.
These were solid muscles he had trained for Optima.

"W-wait. No. I said no."
"Yes!"

Squelch!

"Eek?!"

Kim Se-Won thrust his manhood in roughly, preventing Optima from resisting. Unprepared, Optima's body twitched from the pleasure her aroused body gave her.

Just being penetrated brought dizzying pleasure.
And this pleasure was just the beginning.

Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!

A violent and merciless piston movement began.

"Ah! Ah♡ No. S-Se-Won, ugh, mmm...♡"

With each thrust, her mind went blank. Her head flashed white.
Kim Se-Won didn't listen to Optima's responses. Without stopping his thrusts, he lifted her into the air. Telekinesis was convenient in this regard.

Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!

"Nngh?! Ugh, ah. Stop... Se... Aaaah♡"

With each thrust, fluids splattered everywhere. Optima couldn't even speak properly. That luxury had disappeared from the moment she was first penetrated.
With each thrust, her excited moans echoed throughout the bathroom.

The seductive and bewitching girl who had been provoking him to anger was nowhere to be found.

"Do you see this?"

Kim Se-Won skillfully pulled something out from subspace. A long rod with an intimidating size gleamed darkly.
The shape of the dildo, detailed from tip to base with even the veins precisely represented, was very familiar.

"Ugh, ah...♡ No way...! Aah♡"

Even in her overwhelmed state, Optima clearly saw the object.

It was a replica of Kim Se-Won's manhood. It was identical to the one currently hitting her womb.
Even the slight upward curve was the same.

The dildo Kim Se-Won had taken out was covered in Optima's fluids. It served as a kind of lubricant.

"W-where are you going to... mmm♡ ah♡ ah♡"

Memories of her first anal experience flashed back in her mind. Optima's rear entrance twitched! visibly.

"No♡ Now, ugh, now, if you do that...♡ Ah♡"
"I'm not asking for your opinion."

Whoosh, the thin tentacles moved. They bound Optima's limbs, suspending her in the air.

"Where was all this resistance when you were seducing me? Hmm?"

The tentacles transformed and attached to Optima's chest. They rolled her nipples before sucking them in at once.

"Haaaaaah♡"

Even the pain-inducing force was now perceived as pleasure. Optima arched her back dramatically and climaxed.

"I, I. Came. I came♡ I felt it♡"
"I'm not done yet."

Squelch, squelch, squelch, squelch- The wet sounds echoed. He treated her like a large masturbation doll, using his full strength without restraint.

"Ah, ah♡ Hic! Huuuh♡"

Waves of pleasure from her lower abdomen dominated Optima. A woman's pleasure wasn't temporary.
It slowly colored her entire body from toes to head with pleasure.

Slurp! Slurp! Slurp!

While Optima was trembling with pleasure, Kim Se-Won launched his surprise attack.

Thrust!

The dildo modeled after Kim Se-Won's manhood was thrust into Optima's rear entrance.

"Aaaaaaah?!"

Optima's waist, already trembling with pleasure, arched like a bow again.
Pleasure. Everything was pleasure.
The body of the still-aroused magical girl accepted even the sudden attack as immense pleasure.
The wave of pleasure transformed into a huge tsunami. The towering tsunami struck Optima's head.

"T-two Se-Wons...♡"

Front and back. From head to toe, she was being violated by Kim Se-Won. Optima felt like her mind was breaking.
Unceasing pleasure was violating her brain randomly.

Squelch-
Squelch-
Squelch, squelch-
Squelch, squelch-

His manhood and the dildo began to violate Optima.

"Where's that provocative attitude now? Hmm?"
"Hic, ugh. Aaah"
"Your pathetic body that can't resist when penetrated. You provoked me knowing this would happen, right? You wanted to be taken not just to feel good, but to the point of madness, right?"
"Stop, stooooop♡"

When he thrust into her front, it pushed out from her rear.
When he thrust into her rear, it pushed out from her front.

The alternating assault of pleasure was something beyond limits.

Optima shook her head desperately in resistance. All strength had already left her body.

"For a female who doesn't know her place and provokes me, there's no forgiveness!"
"Sorry, ugh♡ mmm♡ hic, I'm, uuuh♡ I was wrong♡"
"It's too late!"

Kim Se-Won continued thrusting without losing momentum. No, he put in even more strength.

Even while crying from pleasure, Optima's entrance was tightly gripping him.
No, it was more significant that she had said sorry, that she was wrong.
He was intoxicated by the sense of conquest rising in his chest.

Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!!

No matter how aroused a magical girl's body was, she couldn't defeat an obsessive man who had awakened solely for her.

"Ngh! Ngh! Haa♡ I'm sorry♡ I'm sorryyyy♡"

Optima no longer felt pleasure as pleasure. It was an unknown sensation driving her mad. It felt good. She wanted to feel even better.
But she felt a sense of crisis that she shouldn't.

Optima, apologizing desperately while panting vulgarly, was hard to recognize as the magical girl who had stood firmly on the battlefield protecting humanity.

"Kuhk!"

The satisfaction of having subdued such a magical girl followed his sense of conquest.

"Here's the magic you love! The fluid you wanted so badly!"

Kim Se-Won didn't resist the approaching sensation of release. Thrust! He thrust his manhood deep into her womb.

"Ngh?!"

The manhood thrusting so deeply inside her. Optima's eyes widened.
She knew what this action meant. She could anticipate what was coming.

Spurt! Spurt!
As Optima's body jerked violently, fluid poured directly into her womb.

"Hngh♡ Ugh♡ Ah♡"

Slosh, slosh, the thick fluid overflowed from Optima's entrance and dripped down.
With each drop, Optima's body twitched. Her frail body, long since lost all strength, leaned against Kim Se-Won, panting.

"It's over now..."

The sensation of magic rising.
Her body, which had been craving magic, finally began to stabilize.
Optima felt Kim Se-Won's body heat as she went limp.
It was finally over. The long magic deficiency had been resolved and the sex had ended. Optima felt relieved.

"You don't think this is the end, do you?"
"Huh?"

For a moment, her breathing stopped. She thought her heartbeat might stop too.

"I didn't mishear, did I?"

Optima mustered all her strength to lift her head.
There was the face of a beast, still filled with sadistic intent.


* * *


"Phew."

Finally satisfied.
Kim Se-Won smiled as he looked at the unconscious girl indecently positioned on the toilet.

White fluid was flowing from both her entrances. Even though she had lost consciousness, her body was still trembling slightly, as if still feeling pleasure.

"I'll have to continue when we get back."

Staying here any longer would be dangerous.
Kim Se-Won took out tissues from subspace and began cleaning up.
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Ch.372 - Magically Impotent Virginia!
When I came to my senses, it was dawn.

"Ugh."

As soon as I regained consciousness, various sensations washed over me.
Judging by the subtle, lingering sensation in my lower abdomen, it seems I was taken advantage of even while unconscious.

I blinked and stretched my hand upward.
My thin, delicate hand came into view—so frail that even now I wondered how I had managed to kill monsters with it.

I tried to focus for a moment, attempting to move my magical power.

"Still not working, I see."

It seemed I was still paying the price for not fulfilling the artifact's conditions.

To be honest, it's confusing. I could clearly feel magical power in my core—it was full of it—but I couldn't move it according to my will.

*If Se-Won hadn't shown up, by now I would be...*

My body trembled involuntarily at the ominous thought. I quickly shook my head, forcibly pushing the thought away.

"I guess I'll be no different from a regular person for a few days."

An unwanted state of magical impotence. Instead of wandering around playing saint or magical girl, I needed to hole up somewhere quietly.
That would be safest.

Maybe I should think of it as a temporary vacation.
Besides, it's not entirely bad. I've gained the experience of knowing I need to be more careful when using artifacts in the future.

I sighed softly and looked around. Someone had brought me here, and I was lying on a bed.

"Is this the room attached to the training hall... I should shower first."

I glanced at the note placed beside me and picked it up.

[Sorry for being rough.]

It was written in neat block letters. Se-Won's handwriting.

As I got up from the bed and started walking, my gaze unconsciously drifted to the trash can.

"...Ugh."

My body instinctively flinched.
And for good reason—the trash can that should have been empty was completely full.

I didn't need to rummage through it to know what it contained.
Tissues used to clean my unconscious body and used condoms, most likely.

"Seriously. What would you have done if it wasn't me?"

I sighed deeply, but I could feel the corners of my mouth turning up.
A strange confidence? What should I call this feeling?

Yes, it must be a sense of superiority.
I fell into a self-indulgent feeling of superiority, thinking that no other woman could have handled Se-Won's sexual appetite.

*Not bad. I can't imagine myself dating anyone else anyway.*

I carefully considered that if it hadn't been Se-Won, I probably would have been alone my whole life.

No one else would have understood my past.
Even if someone did, I couldn't imagine them staying by my side.

"Yes. That must be right."

I nodded to myself and headed to the shower.
Without my magical power, I needed to go somewhere safe, and for that, I needed to clean up first.



* * *



Mother was looking at me with an exasperated expression.

"So. You can't use magic for a while due to artifact aftereffects?"
"Yep! That's why I've come to stay with my mom~."

When I answered with a bright smile, she put her hand to her head and let out a deep sigh.

"I heard you were deployed to The Front Line, but I never expected you to return like this... Well, I suppose I should be grateful you're not dead."
"What are you muttering about?"
"Nothing."

Mother said this and then pulled a beer from the refrigerator.

"Drinking again?"
"It's the only pleasure I have in life, what can I do?"
"If you like it so much, why don't you at least clean up after yourself?"

I scolded her, pointing at the large plastic bag filled with empty beer cans.

I didn't intend to just freeload. Mother's house was always a mess. If I cleaned it up in exchange for staying here, it would be a fair trade.

After gathering all the visible cans, a small mountain formed. The large bag I had prepared, which came up to my waist, was completely filled.
Even after compressing the cans as much as possible, it was still this full.

"Nngh...!"
"You really do get weak when you can't use magic, huh?"

Mother said with an incredulous expression. Then she added, "Even I didn't get that weak," as if speaking from experience.
As expected of a senior magical girl, she must have had similar experiences.

"What can I do? No matter how much I train, this body doesn't build any muscle. I've been barely living like a normal person thanks to magic, but now I can't even do that."
"What's that you're keeping there?"

Gulp. Mother took a swig of beer and pointed at my head.

"Well..."

I glanced back, conscious of the back of my head. I had tried my best to hide it, but it seems Mother noticed anyway.

"It's like insurance for emergencies. I can't use insurance for something like this."

I pulled out what I had hidden behind my head.
My magical power, emitting a small light and floating in the air.

Yes, this is my insurance.
A joker card to be saved until I absolutely, absolutely need to use it.
I was too shocked by the artifact's side effects during the monster fight to use it then.

"I suppose that makes sense."

Mother nodded, seeming to accept my explanation.
She put down her beer can and lifted the bag of cans with one hand.
The bag I had struggled to drag was lifted so easily. It was a moment that made me realize just how weak my body truly was.

"Unless it's ridiculously heavy like that, I can still do most things."
"If it's that heavy, you could move it in smaller portions instead of all at once."
"...That would hurt my pride, so no."

I turned my gaze away sharply.
To be honest, moving it all at once was the only option that had occurred to me.
So the pride excuse was just that—an excuse.

"That's so like you. That excuse."

It seemed I couldn't fool Mother as she chuckled.

"So, how was it?"
"Dangerous. Very dangerous."

I continued our conversation while gathering scattered clothes from around the room.
This place was such a mess—I wondered if trash was ever thrown away here. Plastic bags that had contained clothes, hangers, and snack wrappers were scattered everywhere.

"It was growing abnormally fast. It seemed like they were using a system like the Evolution House, forcing growth through death and killing, but it was strange even accounting for that. And A-rank heroes couldn't even touch it."
"If the growth was abnormally fast... even during battle?"
"Yes."

I sorted the laundry into what could be washed together and what needed to be washed separately, then put the former into the washing machine first. There was so much that I struggled to fit it all in.

"Similar to a mutant... Did The Mute One implant its DNA? And genes too...?"
"That's highly possible. Mutant genes. Specifically, if they're Engia Keplux genes, the rapid growth makes sense. We need countermeasures. There could be plenty of situations where I can't fight or participate in battle like now."
"Foriner... Right. I should investigate more about what was handed to Morris. That information comes to me too."
"Really? To you too? How is it going? Any progress?"

After adding detergent and fabric softener, I confirmed the washing machine was running and returned to the living room. I'd have to spend the time until the laundry finished cleaning.

"There is. But... commercialization, you could say. It takes time to make a proper, usable product and mass-produce it. Apparently the Villain Association put some kind of protection on even that crude item."
"But I brought back the blueprints too?"
"It seems there were differences between the blueprint and the actual item. The one you captured worked properly, but there's no guarantee that building according to the blueprint would be effective, so they're trying to make both versions."
"Hmm..."

I retrieved the vacuum cleaner that had been stashed in the corner of an empty room. As soon as I heard the small whirring noise, I started pushing it across the living room.

"Don't be too impatient. You know impatience can be poison, right?"
"...I know. But it's not as easy as it sounds."

The monster that appeared this time is extremely dangerous.
While A-rank monsters are treated as precious forces rarely shown on the front lines, The Mute One threw them away like lab rats.

They must be confident.
Confident that they can quickly recover even if all their powerful monsters die.

"Well then. Let me report my progress too."
"Waaah?!"

Quickly but thoroughly, I had vacuumed the entire house when Mother suddenly pounced on me, forcing me to sit on the sofa.

It was an ambush I hadn't even sensed coming.
Mother held me tightly with one arm while taking a swig of beer.

"First, I've decided to make a comeback."
"Comeback?! Wait, I thought you were just going to train me as a consultant for Stellarlis??"
"I'll do that too, but I'm also returning as a hero. I may be weaker than before, but I can use my power properly now. And it seems The Mute One can't move on its own."

"Otherwise, it wouldn't just send minions," Mother added.
She was implying that if The Mute One could move freely, it would have disguised itself as another monster to observe the situation.
I nodded in agreement.

"But you know."
"Hmm?"

A sly voice sounded in my ear. With an ominous feeling, I looked at Mother, who was grinning unpleasantly while staring at me.

"Phew-."
"Ugh! Beer breath!"
"You drink plenty yourself, what's the problem?"
"That was in the past! I can't drink these days! Really, until just two years ago..."
"Oh? You drank when you were underage?"
"Ah."

My thoughts froze. I realized that I reunited with Mother only after becoming an adult.

"You used to sing about alcohol~ alcohol~ and now you're completely shameless? Hmm?"
"No, that's... I just tried it out of curiosity and it happened to be pretty good..."

I avoided her gaze as I answered.
Yes, I tried it just once out of curiosity. That's all there is to it.

"Sure. You can try things out of curiosity. I won't scold you for that. I was similar."
"Right? It's just curiosity, what can you do? Haha, hahaha. Curiosity is really dangerous~ I was terrified when I got drunk and put my arm around a monster thinking it was a person!"
"That's a bit problematic?"
"Ack! Aaaack!"

My mouth is the problem.
Mother's arm tightened around me. As a fragile girl rendered helpless by the artifact, all I could do was scream.

"Well, at least you're alive. Anyway, what I was going to say was."
"Wh-what is it...?"

I covered my mouth with both hands, carefully speaking to avoid another slip-up.
Honestly, I was curious about what Mother wanted to say.

"Looking at you now, I think you'd make a good housewife."
"Eep...!!"

My face instantly turned red.

Marriage? Me? Where? To whom?

Without needing complex thoughts, the conclusion came immediately.
Se-Won.
From the beginning, there was no man I could marry except Se-Won.

*We've already done the meet-the-parents thing. Yes, really. There's only Se-Won.*

With this thought, my mind started wandering into fantasy.

Me in a pure white dress, smiling shyly.
The ceremony beginning, doors opening, and Se-Won standing at the end of the long red carpet in a tuxedo.
Slowly walking down the red carpet holding Mother's hand, approaching the end where Se-Won waits.

And then...

*"Do you, Kim Se-Won, take Shin Eun-Ha as your wife, promising to love, respect, honor, and care for her through joy and sorrow for the rest of your life?"
"I do."
"And do you, Shin Eun-Ha, take Kim Se-Won as your husband, promising to love, respect, honor, and care for him through joy and sorrow for the rest of your life?"*

"Kyaaaaa!!"

I shouted without realizing it.
My mind, already past the critical point, was burning hot and felt like it would explode.

It's true that I'm good at housework.
I may not be good at cooking! But excluding cooking, I've become skilled at housework since childhood, partly forced by Mother—that's a fact of facts!

"How about learning to cook too? It's better than capturing him with just this..."
"Mmph!"

Mother put her hand on my face. Her fingers slowly slid down toward my lower abdomen.
My face reddened again.
She seemed to know.
That we were living quite—no, very—promiscuously.

"Capturing his stomach would be more effective."

Eventually her fingers moved up to my upper abdomen. The slow movement tickled.

"You can't cook either, Mom."
"What! You! Didn't you see last time? I wasn't just sitting around while you were gone! I've improved enough to be praised by the cooking class instructor!"

She shouted. Come to think of it, I remember her making some pretty decent food.

Food. Food, huh.
Not bad. No, actually good.
I won't be able to meet Se-Won often or always be by his side in the future, but we have a new connection through Stellarlis.
If we want to meet, we can find any excuse to do so.

"Then... will you teach me?"

I looked up at Mother's face.

Handing a towel and drink to Se-Won, sweaty from training.
And then quietly offering a lunch box at just the right moment when he's hungry. Watching him enjoy it by my side.
How would that feel?

One thing is certain—just thinking about it makes me happy.
The proof was that the corners of my mouth turned up involuntarily.

"As much as you want."

Mother looked at my expectant face and gently curved her eyes.
A smile that looked gentle even through her drunkenness.
A mother's smile that I wanted to see forever.

Ch.373 - Magically Impotent Virginia!
After staying at my mother's house for a day, I decided to go to the academy.

There wasn't much to do alone at home, and I couldn't train since I couldn't use magic. I considered just lounging around at home, but I thought it wouldn't be bad to meet my friends during this opportunity.

Since I had withdrawn from school, I couldn't just enter the academy as I pleased, so I was granted permission to visit only during lunch time.

As morning passed and lunch time arrived, I visited the academy cafeteria after a very long time.

"What? Does that mean Teacher Hong Yu-jin is retiring?"
"No, that's not it. It seems she's planning to work both positions."
"Academy work plus Stellarlis... That must be incredibly difficult. She's made a tough decision."

Amid the attention drawn by my sudden appearance, Se-Won also looked at me with a peculiar expression.
He seemed to choose his words carefully before swallowing them back, with a somewhat bitter yet understanding look.
I understood too. Even someone as clueless as me could figure out why my mother had made such a decision.

"I see. Teacher Hong Yu-jin made such a decision..."
"But is Teacher Hong Yu-jin really that strong? Honestly, I know she's strong, but I can't quite grasp just how extremely powerful she is."

Chae-eun, sitting across from me, sent a curious gaze.
Certainly, everyone at the academy knows my mother is "strong" since she can intimidate students with her presence alone.

However, they don't know "how" strong she is.
It's difficult for mere students to gauge the power of someone so immensely strong. Even for exceptional students like Haram or Chae-eun.
And honestly, I don't know either.

"She's an EX-class hero, so she's definitely strong... but like he said, I'm not sure exactly how strong."
"I agree. Rumors say she once single-handedly annihilated an army led by dozens of A-class monsters."
"What?!"

Se-Won, who had looked puzzled, was startled.
EX-class hero.
A rank granted only to my mother.
Many people wonder about the strength of this exceptional EX-class that could be called an extra rank.

In fact, some voices occasionally suggest it's just a name, exaggerated by rumors.

"Hmm... I probably couldn't land a proper hit on her even if I went all out. Yeah, that's for sure."

Still, it's certain that she's strong.
Even if I borrowed power from Heaven's Scale with the strictest restrictions, I wouldn't stand a chance.
That's the gap between my mother and me.
It was true even when my mother couldn't fully exert her power, but now it's even more so.

No matter how fast I grow, I'm still just running on the ground. I can't reach someone who exists in the sky.

"Maybe for a while... hmm. Still, if I awaken, I might get to see a glimpse of how strong mom is. So it's reassuring. Since mom readily offered to help."

I smile bitterly.
If it weren't for me, she wouldn't have gotten involved with something as conspicuous as Stellarlis.
To be honest, I felt sorry about that. It's not like my mother hid her past and took a position as an academy teacher for no reason.

Still, with my mother's help, humanity might be able to relax a bit from its tense state.
That much is fortunate.

"!!"
"That strong? Wow..."
"Truly, it's mind-boggling."

My friends' reactions were all similar.
They're among those who know my strength best.

My power is slightly stronger than or similar to A-class. Add various supplementary powers like sanctuaries, and I can face off against A-class monsters.

Naturally, the monsters that invaded this time had strength comparable to A-class monsters, and there were many of them. They weren't beings I could handle.

"So now I should aim for Sister Ji-yeon rather than mom as my goal... I guess. Above all, I can't use any power right now anyway."

It's truly a story that brings a bitter smile to my face.
Thanks to Se-Won, all my magic has recovered, but I couldn't avoid the price of the artifact.

I'm a magic eunuch for a while.
Without magic, I'm just an ordinary girl.
Literally a magic eunuch Virginia.

"Hmm."
"That's right."

At my words, Haram and Chae-eun exchanged glances. With bright, mysterious smiles, they simultaneously looked at Se-Won and me.

"Then it's Se-Won's turn to step up."
"You need to protect your girlfriend well~"

The topic suddenly changed.
Two sly gazes creepily examined Se-Won and me.

"Of course."
"Huh? Umm??"

Se-Won firmly held my hand under the table and nodded.
Meanwhile, I couldn't understand how the topic had suddenly shifted from my mother to Se-Won and me.

"Heh, hehe."

Whatever the change in topic, this skinship was welcome.

Hands that had grown rough from continuous training while I was gone.
Large hands.
Gentle hands that transmitted warm heat.

Knowing whose heart and actions these were for, I couldn't help but smile.

"I agree too."

Thud, someone sat down beside me. I didn't need to look to know who it was.
Naturally, neither I, Se-Won, Haram, nor Chae-eun showed any discomfort despite the sudden appearance.

"Welcome, Mom. Where were you called to earlier?"
"Ah~ It was nothing. A second-year student needed counseling. Seems they're worried about their future career."
"I see."

While continuing the conversation naturally, I sneakily stole a piece of meat with my chopsticks.

"Nom nom nom."

Meat is the best indeed.
My own meat had long since been finished. I was just considering asking for more.

"Anyway, Se-Won. I'll turn a blind eye for now. Eun-Ha is completely defenseless right now."
"Really, you can't use any magic at all?"
"Yeah."

Se-Won seemed newly shocked, as if finally realizing it.
Perhaps due to both my words and my mother's, Se-Won gripped my hand even more firmly, as if filled with renewed determination.

"Then, is Se-Won really the only option...?"
"Really? Isn't there any other workaround?"
"Well..."

I glanced around.
People's interest in my rare appearance seemed to be waning, with fewer eyes on us now.

"There is exactly one exception."

Thinking there wouldn't be much issue now, I brought out something I had hidden behind my head.

A small ball of light emitting a soft glow floated above my hand.

"My reserve magic. I can control this somehow. It's just a consolation, but it might be enough to catch a very careless opponent off guard."

I laughed at how ridiculous it sounded even to myself.
Catching an opponent off guard sounds impressive, but in reality, it's practically useless in combat.

The amount of magic contained in the reserve is quite substantial. But the problem is that I can't use this magic directly.
It's like having a knife hidden in your pocket but with your arms and legs completely bound—essentially useless.

"Se-Won."
"Really. Really hold Eun-Ha's hand tight! Got it?"

Sensing danger from my words, Haram and Chae-eun earnestly implored him.
That he must always be by my side.
That he shouldn't take his eyes off me for a moment. Anyone watching would think Haram and Chae-eun were my parents, not my mother sitting right beside me.

"Well, there's no need to worry that much. I can't use magic, but it's not like I can't use it at all."
"How?"

My condition is such that it would be better to have no magic at all than to be unable to control it.

If I had no magic and faced a crisis, I could simply use another magic crystal from my mother.
But now, that magic crystal is just a burden. It's hard to accept because it's not my own magic.

"It takes a while... like this."

I placed my finger on the ball of magic floating above my hand.
When I pulled my finger away, a thin thread of magic remained attached to it.

"If I move it like this, it's possible."

Smiling, I moved my arm.
Following the trajectory of my finger, a picture formed in the air. Neat circles overlapped, with various symbols embroidered between them.

"Since there's reserve magic outside and I can control external magic, I can cast spells by drawing magic circles like this."

It took about three minutes to complete. The result was a visual representation of the magic in my mind.

"Is this the actual form of the magic you usually use?"
"What kind is it?"
"Enhancement magic."

Tok. When I tapped the center of the magic circle with my finger, magic spread around.
To me, Se-Won, Haram, Chae-eun, and my mother.
The magic was evenly distributed among the five of us.

"With enough time, I can somehow activate a sanctuary. It won't cover a wide area, but it should last about an hour for a reasonable range."

It wasn't a lie.
Assuming I use all the reserve magic solely for maintaining the sanctuary.

"So."

I tapped the magic circle still floating in the air. Whoosh! The magic that had been distributed to the five of us, including me, was reabsorbed into the magic circle.
Like unraveling a ball of yarn strand by strand, I dismantled the magic circle and returned it to the reserve magic.

"Please protect me for a while."

Finishing the task instantly, unlike when I was drawing the magic circle, I looked at Se-Won.
For now, no, since long ago, Se-Won has been my knight.

I'll make sure this embarrassing reference I made in the heat of the moment stays with us forever.

"Anytime."

Se-Won extended his hand to me with a warm smile. His hand landed on top of my head, slowly stroking it.

"Heh, hehe."

Se-Won's affectionate gaze.
His touch, neither too firm nor too fast, stroking my head just right.

Seizing the moment, I quietly closed the distance between us. The palm-width gap quickly narrowed to barely enough space for a finger.

Then I closed my eyes and felt Se-Won's touch.

"...Ah."

How much time had passed like that?
Suddenly, Se-Won's arm stopped. A disappointed sigh escaped me without realizing it.

"Did you like it?"
"N-not really? I was just surprised."

I don't know how long he had been stroking my head.
Belatedly overcome with embarrassment, I told a lie.

"Ugh, it's sickening to watch."
"Really, it would be nice if you realized there are two single people right in front of you."
"Would you include me too?"
"Hehe. Then that makes three."

Haram and Chae-eun's envious comments about our relationship brought me fully back to my senses.

"W-what are you saying!"

I quickly distanced myself from Se-Won, pretending nothing happened.
It was a poor excuse, as my face was already completely red.

"But then, you can't transform either?"

Just then, Se-Won forcibly changed the subject. Se-Won is truly the only one for me.

"Sh-should I try?"

Fearing the two might interfere, I quickly took Se-Won's bait.

"Transform... transformation..."

To be honest, I was curious too.
I could undo the transformation at Optima, but the reverse might not be possible.
It wouldn't be bad to try it now that I thought of it.

It's really strange, but I don't know exactly what process the transformation goes through.
It was as natural as breathing.
I don't know if magic control is involved in this.

"I'll have to try."

I closed my eyes and focused on the seal in my core.
I could see my power, chained and bound.

Eventually, my power presented two choices:
Would I use the pure white power?
Or would I choose the pitch-black power?

I chose the white one.

Flash! Instantly, my consciousness receded. I returned from the place of the seal to reality.

"...It works?"

When I opened my eyes, my outfit had changed.
The transformation itself was successful.
Though I was still a magic eunuch.

"This is no different from cosplay."
"Cosplay... should we go again?"
"Huh?"

Cosplay? What was this sudden remark? I looked at Se-Won, tilting my head.

Then I remembered there was a day when Se-Won and I cosplayed during one of our dates.
Immediately, my face turned bright red.

The shameless outfit I wore then.
The memory of being curious about being a "woman" and secretly lifting my skirt to look at my panties.
Taking pictures with Se-Won while cosplaying as Optima when I was Han Jae-Yu!
That date was full of moments I'd rather not remember.

"N-no way!"

I shouted with my face as red as a tomato.

Ch.374 - Magically Impotent Han Jae-yu!
Just as it had always been.

[Ah, don't go!]

Morris was spending his time watching Eun-Ha's every move from his own space.

"Hooh."

Morris's face was extremely lecherous as he observed the conversation between five people including Eun-Ha. It was enough to give anyone goosebumps—a sensitive person would immediately report him to the police.

"I can't miss this."

Of course, Morris wasn't one to care about others' gazes, so he stared at the screen with his naturally creepy expression.

How long had it been!
How long since he'd had a chance to play with his contractor!
This was an unexpected playground of amusement.

"A cosplay shop... This is worth considering. The day has come to show off my sewing skills again."
"Really, you're so devoted to your desires."

But a girl's voice came from directly in front of Morris.
In this always solitary, windowless enclosed space, there was another being besides Morris.

"You're no different when it comes to being devoted to desires, aren't you? Bianca."
"Huhu. That's true."

Bianca, the being sitting on the sofa opposite Morris, was lying on the plush sofa watching her contractor and her daughter with a bored expression.

"I wish our kids would do something fun too."
"Isn't something fun about to happen right now? Like a time bomb. You never know when it'll go off."

Two Transcendents who would never normally join hands had been forced to cooperate because of the existence of The Mute One.
And this had become an opportunity to spend time sharing information with each other.

"Well, that's true. Adultery... should we call this adultery? They're not exactly in-laws..."
"Huhu. Is there any need to be bound by words? And if you want something interesting, how about getting the other woman involved too?"
"That's impossible. In our time, a girl that age would be old enough to marry... but by today's standards, her body is too underdeveloped."

Bianca shook her head from side to side.
There were four beings on the screen Bianca was watching.

Her contractor, Seo Hye-ji.
Seo Hye-ji's daughter, Seo Na-bi.
Seo Na-bi's boyfriend, Kim Woo-jin.
And a clone nearly identical to the original, Dolly.

Bianca was secretly hoping for something more chaotic, a complete mess to unfold.

"Underdevelopment can be solved easily, can't it? Since ancient times, males have been more sensitive to visual information. If physical maturity is prioritized over mental maturity, wouldn't the rest naturally follow?"
"Really, you're such a pervert."

A slight smile spread across Bianca's previously expressionless face.
While scolding Morris, she was mentally considering 'how' to get Dolly involved in that situation.

"Still. It would be fun."

It seems Bianca would need to go through many channels to exert influence. For the time being, thinking about how to naturally guide things would be her pleasure.

"Then there's one problem..."

The screen Morris was watching changed.
The sky above a bustling downtown area.
Though there was no notable change in the sky, Morris groaned with his chin in his hand.

Currently, his contractor couldn't use magic. Although the boy by her side had grown considerably, it wasn't enough.
He might need to intervene.

"Don't forget our role."

Just as Morris was about to reach for the communication terminal, Bianca's voice stopped him.
A gently chiding tone. Morris remembered that a Transcendent's role was merely to set the stage.

Transcendents couldn't directly intervene except with their own contractors, but even with their contractors, reckless intervention wasn't right.

"Indeed. This too shall serve as an adversity to overcome."

Morris lowered his arm and began to look at the screen with an interested gaze.

"Yes. We lay the groundwork for the chosen ones."
"And guide them through various experiences so they can transcend—that's our role."

The two quietly watched each other's screens.



* * *



Really, an unexpected legal day off.

"In your current state, there's not much you can do anyway, right? Then it's better to go on a wholesome date. Don't you agree?"

He flinched slightly when she looked at him while saying "wholesome," but today, having a date that was nothing but wholesome would be fine.
After all, there would be plenty of opportunities, and even Kim Se-Won himself knew well enough that focusing too much on lust wasn't good.

Kim Se-Won accepted Hong Yu-jin's suggestion eagerly, thinking such opportunities were rare. Even before Eun-Ha could answer.

"Are we really going there...?"

Eun-Ha—no, the girl with smooth, long black hair, Jae-yu—looked up at Kim Se-Won with an anxious expression.

"Mom said she'll give us spending money, so have a good time."

No matter how legal this date might be, and even with her parents' solid support!
She couldn't believe they were really going to a cosplay shop.

"There are other places we could go..."

Sensing Jae-yu's uneasiness, Kim Se-Won trailed off, pretending to think.
Of course, since Jae-yu had already expressed her dislike, he had thought of other places too.

There would be plenty of opportunities in the future, so there was no need to push his desires.

"What about you? Is there somewhere you'd like to go?"
"Me? Me?"

Cosplay shop OR Kim Se-Won's other option.
Here, Kim Se-Won offered a new choice.
Jae-yu was flustered but quickly searched for a suitable place.

"First, somewhere we can talk alone!"

Sightseeing, shopping, and enjoying a date while walking around was good too. But right now, she wanted to sit quietly and talk more.
A place where they could be alone would be even better.

"I'd liiiike..."

She looked up at Kim Se-Won, trailing her words. Jae-yu's eyes curved as she smiled broadly.

"Cute."

Kim Se-Won liked this side of Jae-yu.

Someone who smiles easily.
Not just in front of others, but especially in front of him. And particularly when they were alone, she smiled so much, and Kim Se-Won loved it.
His heart raced every time he saw it.

"As long as I'm with you, anywhere is fine."
"Really?"
"...Except the cosplay shop."

After brightening up at her welcoming words, he became dejected at Jae-yu's follow-up. Kim Se-Won had secretly been hoping.

"D-do you really like seeing me in weird clothes that much?!"

Seeing his obvious disappointment, Jae-yu shouted in frustration.
Wearing different, unusual outfits was one thing, but that place was full of extremely indecent clothes.
Just thinking about wearing such clothes herself made her shame go wild.

"Of course!"

There was no way Kim Se-Won would miss this!
A different outfit!
Imagining Jae-yu, who was awkward but suited to a girl's body, with a different flavor than when she was Eun-Ha, appearing before him feeling embarrassed—he wanted to take her straight to a motel!

"P-pervert... Even for me, something revealing is too much."

Seeing Jae-yu's face turn red as she hung her head, Kim Se-Won's lips twitched.
He barely suppressed the words "Then what about that indecent magical girl outfit?" that rose to the tip of his tongue.
There was nothing to gain by bringing up the magical girl outfit here.

"I'm just joking, of course. Even I wouldn't force you to do something you don't like."

Kim Se-Won uttered words he didn't mean while thinking of an alternative.

"Besides... honestly, it's not good for us to attract attention right now."

There's always that small chance.
Eun-Ha stands out too much. On the other hand, Jae-yu isn't completely safe either.
If someone has a very keen eye, they might notice that Jae-yu is actually a magical girl.

Kim Se-Won's eyes lit up as he opened his mouth.

"It's not good because...?"

Gulp! Jae-yu swallowed as she looked into Kim Se-Won's eyes.

What on earth was he going to say?
Where could they go with few people?
What place was he hesitating to mention?
They had agreed to have a wholesome date today, so it surely wouldn't be a motel.
Then what options remained?

Jae-yu's thoughts accelerated rapidly, eliminating numerous possibilities.
The more she eliminated, the fewer remained. She simply couldn't figure out what he was going to say.
Jae-yu waited for Kim Se-Won's words with confused yet expectant eyes.

"Let's go here."

Instead of saying their destination out loud, Kim Se-Won turned on his communication terminal and showed her the screen.

"!!!!"

Jae-yu's eyes widened.
Kim Se-Won took her expression as an answer and started walking.



* * *



The Academy District cannot be accessed by ordinary means.
Yes, ordinary means don't work.

Woong! A small portal opened in an alley of the Academy District.
Following it, a magical girl with snow-white hair and red eyes, Don-Hil, appeared, with Kim Woo-jin following her.
For Don-Hil, who could traverse space, entering and exiting the Academy District wasn't difficult.

Both were dressed in casual clothes different from their usual attire. They could easily be mistaken for a couple on a date.

"This is our first time moving around like this, right?"

Seo Na-bi looked at Kim Woo-jin standing beside her with an excited expression.
She couldn't help but be happy that a date with Kim Woo-jin, which she had thought impossible, had unexpectedly come true.

"We were always in secluded places or locations full of criminals. After that, we were only in the Floating Garden."

This was no different for Kim Woo-jin. He smiled faintly at Seo Na-bi, who was in high spirits.

"So just for today, let's forget everything and be a normal couple."

Wanting to have a date with no regrets, as this might be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, Kim Woo-jin finally managed to reach out and grab Seo Na-bi's hand.

"...Yes! Just today. From tomorrow, we have to fulfill the mission given to us, so just today."

Seo Na-bi smiled warmly as she raised her arm. The hand holding Kim Woo-jin's moved from below to above, touching her chest.
Slipping her hand out of his grasp, she covered his hand from above.

"My heart is racing so much right now."

Thump. Thump. Seo Na-bi wasn't lying. Kim Woo-jin could feel the intense heartbeat beyond her soft chest.

"Mine too."

Not to be outdone, Kim Woo-jin also lifted Seo Na-bi's hand and placed it on his chest.
The two hearts connected by their hands gradually began to beat in the same rhythm.

"Yes, so..."

Just as she was about to say something, Seo Na-bi's gaze turned toward the outside of the alley.
It was mere coincidence that her eyes turned that way. She just noticed something passing by in her peripheral vision.

Seo Na-bi felt the words she was about to say vanish from her mind. That's how surprising the figure that caught her eye was.

"Is that... Kim Se-Won?"

But Seo Na-bi took this as nothing less than fate.
Outside the alley, Kim Se-Won was walking somewhere with a girl who looked vaguely familiar.

Seeing Kim Se-Won was one thing, but it didn't make sense that Kim Se-Won, who had only had eyes for Eun-Ha since the beginning of the semester, would be so close with another girl.

Even the beautiful Han Chae-eun and In Ha-ram, who always hung out with him, would make people's eyes widen, yet he only had eyes for Eun-Ha.

"What's wrong? Did something happen?"
"This is strange."

Seo Na-bi focused on the girl with Kim Se-Won.
A small girl. A girl she felt like she'd seen somewhere before. She couldn't tell much from the barely visible side profile.

"Follow me."

Her lowered voice echoed in the alley.
Seo Na-bi strode forward, still holding Kim Woo-jin's hand.
She was angry.
Abandoning Eun-Ha to play with another woman was unacceptable.

"Wait, is it Eun-Ha? Optima is also Eun-Ha, so maybe she's just wearing casual clothes like me? No, it might not be."

Seo Na-bi's red eyes glowed ominously.
Even though they were enemies now, until recently, Eun-Ha had been her only friend at the academy.
On the battlefield, they were enemies. But this place wasn't a battlefield. So she wanted to protect Eun-Ha as a friend.

Having completely shattered the good mood from earlier, Seo Na-bi forcibly dragged Kim Woo-jin along as she began to follow Kim Se-Won's back.
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Kim Woo-jin sighed softly as he watched the white-haired girl, Seo Na-bi, walking ahead of him.

*The date is ruined.*

The girl who had been so excited about their date just moments ago was nowhere to be found. A small dissatisfaction built up in his heart.

*She was singing "Eun-ha, Eun-ha" earlier. And she's still the same even after finding out Eun-ha is Optima. I guess she still can't make friends, just like before.*

Still, it was understandable enough that Kim Woo-jin followed behind Na-bi with a bitter smile.
When she was young, it was him. As she grew a bit older, it was Eun-ha.
Having made only two friends in her life, and even those only because the other person approached first, these two people were extremely important to Na-bi.

*That man over there... I think I've seen him a few times before.*

Following Na-bi's gaze led to a couple. The man among them was someone he remembered seeing before.
Kim Woo-jin carefully observed the man Na-bi was staring at.
He had developed muscles and grown a bit taller. His face had become more defined, with no excess fat. Overall, he gave off a stronger impression of "masculinity."

*Does it matter?*

Though he must have seen him several times, he couldn't remember when or where he had seen this apparently insignificant person.
Probably not someone important.

Kim Woo-jin stopped trying to recall and watched Na-bi, who was following the couple with a sense of mission in her heart.

"Is it that important? Important enough to prioritize following that man over our date?"
"Sorry! It'll be quick! Over soon!"

Na-bi was so focused that she didn't even look back. Her gaze was fixed solely on Kim Se-Won.

*She left Eun-ha behind to go on a date. And they look like they're having so much fun! They're definitely lovers! Not friends at all!*

Her red eyes burned fiercely. If looks could kill, there would have been a huge hole in Kim Se-Won's face.

His expression was more gentle and affectionate than she had ever seen before.
Was this really the same man she had known at school? The same wall of a man who had only ever looked at pretty girls around him with care, the Eun-ha-loving iron wall?

*This is why men are no good. They say "I love you" on the surface, but when another woman directly seduces them, they fall so easily.*

Surely, that black-haired girl must have stolen Kim Se-Won from Eun-ha in the same way.
This isn't just cheating! It's adultery!

*Anyone who makes Eun-ha sad should be squashed flat!*

But if she used her power to kill Kim Se-Won, Eun-ha would be the saddest of all, so she couldn't do that.
So what method should she use?
Na-bi, with fire in her eyes, thought about how to make Kim Se-Won pay.

"First... Yes! This is it!"

Seeing this scene of infidelity alone wouldn't mean much. It would only have meaning if Eun-ha joined in.
Na-bi suddenly seemed to remember something and raised her communication terminal.

It was mostly a toy now, rarely used, but Na-bi would occasionally look at it with a nostalgic smile.

Click! Click! Small shutter sounds came from the communication terminal.
Na-bi was taking pictures.

*Pictures, huh.*

Kim Woo-jin, who was watching, thought it wouldn't be bad to capture a photo on a day like today.
He had his communication terminal too. It would be a good way to preserve memories.

Today was a rare day when they could actually go on a date. Since every day was a grueling series of training sessions, he couldn't afford to give up on this date.

*Take some pictures. Bring up an appropriate topic to make her lose interest in those people... Somehow continue the date.*

He needed to guide her, not forcibly drag her along.
Kim Woo-jin pondered how to successfully continue the date with Na-bi.

After all, no matter how much a friend was involved, it wasn't pleasant to have his girlfriend giving another man such passionate attention.

Meanwhile.

Ding-

Jae-yu's communication terminal suddenly rang.
Right now she was on a date with Kim Se-Won. She didn't want to be disturbed unless it was absolutely necessary.
That's why she had set everything to silent except for messages or calls from specific people.

*If I'm getting a notification now, it must be something important?*

Jae-yu raised her arm to check who had sent the message.

"Huh? Nabi...?!"

Surprisingly, the person who had sent Jae-yu a message was someone completely unexpected. She hadn't even thought to silence notifications from her because she never expected to receive a message from her.

"What's wrong? Did something happen?"
"Ah, no. It's nothing major. I just got a sudden message from Nabi."

Startled, Jae-yu quickly turned on her communication terminal to check the message.
She was honestly bewildered.
After all, she was the magical girl Optima, and Seo Na-bi was the magical girl Don-Hil. They were enemies.
Because of this, she had thought they wouldn't be contacting each other anymore.

"Huh...?"

After checking the message with her fingers, Jae-yu tilted her head. It was a confusing situation, yet somehow familiar, giving her a sense of déjà vu.

"This is Se-Won and me?"

At the top of Na-bi's message were several attached photos. Pictures showing Kim Se-Won's back and side profile.

There was a girl near him, but she was very cleverly hidden behind Kim Se-Won's large body, making it difficult to identify her.
However, she didn't need to see to know who this girl was.

It was Jae-yu herself.

[I think Kim Se-Won is cheating!]
"...That's what it says. Wait, that means... Huh? Really? Huh? Huh? Is Nabi here? Why?"

Despite her confusion, Jae-yu suppressed the urge to turn around immediately.
The fact that Na-bi had taken this picture and sent such a message meant something.

Na-bi was nearby.
And she was watching them in real-time.

"Then..."

Na-bi would probably follow them all the way.
At this point, a clever idea popped into Jae-yu's head.

"Se-Won."

Jae-yu announced a change in their destination with a sly smile.
Although she really didn't want to go there, it was the perfect place to tease her friend.

She had no intention of actually wearing anything herself.
She would sweet-talk Kim Se-Won into wearing something strange, and at the right moment, spot Na-bi and make her a victim too!

Jae-yu clung to Kim Se-Won's arm with a mischievous smile.
From behind, she could hear a small "Ugh!" sound of someone unable to contain their anger.

*This reminds me of when I tricked Se-Won.*

Clinging to Kim Se-Won's right side, she cleverly hid the communication terminal in her left hand.
In that position, Jae-yu sent a reply to Na-bi.

[What is this? Why is Se-Won with another woman?]

She couldn't help but smile. A playful smile.
It looked as if Kim Se-Won was cheating with another woman.
Although both Jae-yu and Eun-ha were the same person, Na-bi probably hadn't yet recognized the identity of the girl in the photo.

*Nabi knows that Optima is Virginia, but... I guess letting my hair down and wearing casual clothes really does change my appearance a lot.*

The smile on Jae-yu's face changed to one of satisfaction. Well, even ordinary people couldn't recognize her now, so Na-bi would be no different.

*I'm glad I learned how to do makeup from Haram and Chae-eun! Mom helped me today too! Anyway!*

Plus, she had even done basic makeup for the date.

This made the impression of "Jae-yu" and "Optima" even more distant. From head to toe, there were many similarities but also many differences.

[I'm not sure yet. Nabi, I have a favor to ask because I can't move right now...]

Jae-yu executed her plan with a playful face.
The operation named "I Live While My Friend Dies"!

Jae-yu grinned and led Kim Se-Won, whose arm she was holding, toward a place she had visited once before.



* * *



Without ever looking back or showing their faces directly, Jae-yu and Kim Se-Won moved forward.
They arrived at a cosplay shop, a place Jae-yu had previously said she absolutely did not want to visit.

Jae-yu and Kim Se-Won had moved deep into the store to lure out Na-bi and Kim Woo-jin.

"W-what is this place...?"

Kim Woo-jin wore a blank expression at the sight he had never seen before.

He knew nothing about subculture and had no interest in it. If not for today, he might never have had the chance to see it in his lifetime.
In the midst of this, he was now seeing a store filled with all kinds of costumes, so it was no wonder he was confused.

"This is... pretty cool."

After a moment, Kim Woo-jin scanned the interior of the store with curious eyes.
From the back of the store, he could faintly hear people talking.

"So, we're going in there? What if we run into them?"

"We still have to go. We need to see the scene of infidelity with our own eyes! It's Eun-ha's request!"

There wasn't even a clerk around. They were busy attending to Jae-yu and Kim Se-Won who had entered first. Na-bi looked at Kim Woo-jin with a determined expression.
Thump! Na-bi's hand grabbed Kim Woo-jin and moved into the store.

"I'll see it with my own eyes, take decisive evidence, and send it to Eun-ha. Eun-ha seems to trust Kim Se-Won too much and isn't convinced yet!"
"Uh, yeah... if you say so."

Only I can help Eun-ha! Only me!
Na-bi pushed forward with her assertion, undaunted by the unfamiliar costumes she was seeing for the first time.

"So, let's go."

Na-bi began to move carefully toward the direction of the voices.
Kim Woo-jin followed her, glancing at the clothes displayed around them.
He thought about how Na-bi would look in them, and it wasn't a bad thought.

She couldn't walk around outside in these clothes. But when they were alone, or at night.

*Not bad at all.*

Even the revealing outfits designed to seduce men didn't seem like a bad idea.

As Na-bi and Kim Woo-jin were gradually closing the distance with Jae-yu and Kim Se-Won...

"But, will this really be okay?"
"Hm? What?"

Kim Se-Won suddenly said this.
Jae-yu, who had been pondering what to make Kim Se-Won wear, blinked at the unexpected question.

"I mean, I might see Na-bi."

Kim Se-Won, who could sense Na-bi's magical power, spoke while accurately identifying where Na-bi was.

"And in... those kinds of clothes."

Kim Se-Won's finger pointed beyond.
Beyond were not the hero suits that Jae-yu was currently selecting to highlight Kim Se-Won's muscles, but rather hero suits that female heroes would wear to appeal to others.
And that wasn't all—there were many other costumes prepared as well.

"..."

Jae-yu's body froze.
In this place where men's outfits were just 2% while the rest were all women's, there were plenty of outfits designed to seduce men.
There were even outrageous outfits made of strings rather than fabric, which said it all.

*If, if Nabi wears that...?*

Na-bi.
And Na-bi, who had an even better figure than Jae-yu, wearing such a shameless outfit in front of Kim Se-Won—what would happen?
Just imagining it made her dizzy.
The future looked too uncertain, making Jae-yu's body tremble.

*This, this is really the only way...!*

No.
Absolutely not.

If Kim Se-Won were to see Na-bi in such a shameless outfit. If his heart wavered even for a moment.

Even if it was extreme.
This was the only way to not lose Kim Se-Won!

Moreover, Na-bi wasn't just some unknown woman, but a friend.
Especially for Jae-yu, whose trigger for realizing her romantic feelings had been jealousy toward a friend, she felt dark emotions bubbling up in her chest.

"So why don't you make the first move?"

With a grin, Kim Se-Won pulled out an outfit hanging on the rack.

A blouse with exposed shoulders and a crop top-like shortness that revealed the waist.
Plus a rather short skirt—a maid outfit that would only appear in subculture.
This outfit, which combined cuteness and shamelessness, was the revealing outfit that Jae-yu had mentioned first.

"Ugh...!"

Jae-yu's body trembled again.
The dark emotions that had been bubbling up subsided momentarily.

Revealing for revealing. Shameless for shameless.
Kim Se-Won had brought out a countermeasure himself.
If she refused, it would be as if she thought Kim Se-Won wasn't worth it.

Jae-yu accepted the outfit for now.
She absolutely didn't want to wear it, but she hadn't expected the situation to unfold like this.

*I've fallen into the trap I set myself.*

Jae-yu was being forced to make a choice.
She weighed her sense of shame against her desire to not lose Kim Se-Won to someone else, her jealousy.

"...I'll go put it on."

No, there was no need to weigh them.
Shame had lost.
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"Nnngh...!"

A groan escaped my lips as I became conscious of the clothes I was holding.
I was sure my face was as red as a radish right now.

"No NTR. No NTR. No NTR...!"

I entered the changing room while repeatedly chanting my desperate wish.
Seriously, why am I always surrounded by pretty girls with perfect bodies?

"Mine aren't so small that people would make fun of them..."

I put down the maid outfit I'd brought and stood in front of the mirror in the changing room. When I transform into Yoo-Ha, they get bigger than usual, probably at least a C-cup.
Really, they're not small enough to be mocked anywhere.
Yet compared to the girls around me, they seemed small and pathetic.

"Wasn't the Korean average AA or A?"

I pushed my lips out in a pout while resentfully touching my chest. Not that this would make them any bigger, but I was still hopeful.

Right. Even though hero candidates tend to be well-developed, the average hasn't changed much.
Which means my chest is above average!

But the problem is the girls around me.
Chae-eun has monstrous breasts, and both Haram and Nabi naturally draw attention with their big chests.
My friends have power that my relatively small chest—which gets even smaller when I release my transformation—can never compete with.

"Should I... ask him to focus on touching my chest later? I heard somewhere that they grow if a man touches them."

I don't care if it's just a superstition.
Besides, the act of touching my chest might make Se-Won fall even deeper for me.

That's why I had to endure the embarrassment this time.
I must protect Se-Won no matter what.

"Sigh. Let's just change clothes."

To protect him, I couldn't afford to dawdle here any longer. I quickly started undressing.

Rustle— Thud.

"Huh?"

After taking off my outer clothes, blouse, and skirt, I heard something fall to the floor.
The sound of something very light dropping.
It was so quiet that I could barely hear it in the silence.

"Did I put something in my pocket...?"

It made such a light sound when it fell.
I naturally looked in the direction of the sound.

"!!!!"

My eyes widened as soon as I saw what had fallen on the floor.

"Th-this is...!"

With trembling hands, I picked up the fallen object.
A round outline visible inside a rectangular package!

"Poke a hole to make it a done deal..."

I felt dark emotions bubbling up in my chest again.
Yes, a pregnancy attack.

For responsible and diligent Se-Won...
Maybe the answer was to make him lose his mind with a pregnancy attack before another woman could seduce him.

"I should have a hairpin here..."

I must have packed a hairpin just in case. The end is blunt, but it'll do.

I placed the thin end of the hairpin against the center of the condom and applied pressure.
Pop! A small, insignificant sound echoed.

"Heh, hehehe..."

Even to myself, it sounded like a creepy laugh.
This will work! It felt like a ray of light had flashed through my mind.
The tightness in my chest, the blockage that had been there, disappeared, washing away my anxiety.

"This and this outfit will be enough."

A wholesome date? What's that?
I don't know anything about that.

I put the condom with its tiny hole—so small you'd have to look very closely to notice it—back in my pocket.

Now only one thing remained.
Putting on the seductive outfit!

"Nnngh...!"

Fighting the embarrassment already washing over me, I picked up the clothes.
When I held them against my body, I realized how little fabric there was. It had about as little coverage as Optima's outfit.
My navel and shoulders were completely exposed, and the skirt was so short that you could glimpse the garter belt of the stockings that came with it.

"Th-this is all to keep from losing Se-Won."

I closed my eyes tightly and removed the rest of my clothes.
I'd worn delicate white underwear for this date, but if I'd known it would come to this, maybe black would have been better.

Left in just my underwear, I stared blankly at my flushed skin before coming to my senses and starting to dress. I moved my hands quickly, but not so hastily that I'd mess up the outfit's appearance.

"Just wait! Wait a little bit! I'll be right there!"

Because if I'm late, who knows what might happen to Se-Won!


* * *


Around the time Yoo-Ha went into the changing room with her face bright red.

"Hold it. You."

Kim Se-Won, who had been happily wondering what to have Yoo-Ha try on next, heard someone calling him with a sharp voice.

With the magical power of four magical girls, Kim Se-Won had noticed her approach long ago. Actually, even before Yoo-Ha showed him the communication terminal.

"Y-you...!"

But pretending not to know would be more fun. Besides, if he overestimated himself even slightly, it would be harder to catch her off guard.
Kim Se-Won pretended to be surprised, flinching and widening his eyes as he watched Seo Na-Bi approach him.

"Together again, I see."

And Kim Woo-Jin following behind Seo Na-Bi.
Kim Woo-Jin was showing an interested expression while looking at the costumes spread around, just as Kim Se-Won had been doing earlier.

"I! I haven't forgotten! When you shoved that small stone into my... there!"
"Who was it that pierced my stomach and forcibly injected magical power into me back then?"

Seo Na-Bi, filled with excitement, revealed her hostility before stating her purpose.
The weak Kim Se-Won had often used any means necessary. Before and likely in the future too. It was a unique experience she remembered vividly.

"So, what brings you here? I thought I wouldn't have to see you again after I dropped out."
"Tsk...! How shameless! I can never forgive a womanizer like you!"
"...Ah."

Crack! As Seo Na-Bi pointed and shouted, Kim Se-Won recalled why she might have come here.

"What do you mean I'm womanizing?"

For now, he played dumb, shrugging his shoulders. Twisting the corners of his mouth into a vile smile was just a bonus.

"I, I saw you! Abandoning Eun-Ha and going on a date with some black-haired girl! Arm in arm! Like this...!"

Excited, Seo Na-Bi's face grew increasingly red. Yet she still clung tightly to Kim Woo-Jin, holding his arm with both hands.
Seo Na-Bi, embarrassed to be clinging to Kim Woo-Jin in front of others, squeezed her eyes shut.

"Good."
"Good."

While Seo Na-Bi's eyes were closed, the two men gave each other thumbs up.
Kim Woo-Jin realized from Kim Se-Won's reaction that Seo Na-Bi had completely misunderstood. One piece of evidence was how quickly the vile smile disappeared when she closed her eyes.

"This works out better."

If that was the case, using this situation would be the manly thing to do.

"L-like this! Like lovers! And it wasn't even Eun-Ha but some other girl, and you didn't even refuse! How is that acceptable?!"

Seo Na-Bi, completely unaware of the exchange between the men, desperately spoke up for her only "friend," Eun-Ha.

"Ha. If you don't get caught, what's the problem? If Eun-Ha doesn't know, it's not cheating, right? And what's it to you anyway? You and Eun-Ha are enemies, so why are you butting in?"

Of course, by the time she opened her eyes, Kim Se-Won's face had returned to its vile expression.

"What...! You, you lowlife! Womanizer! Pervert! How, how can you say that so brazenly when you're playing around with another woman while having a girlfriend?!"

Screech! It was a cry filled with so much emotion that tears nearly formed. Seo Na-Bi scolded Kim Se-Won on behalf of her only friend, Eun-Ha.

"Ha. You came all the way here just to say that? I already told you, who I play with is none of your business. You're bothering the store, so leave."

Kim Se-Won acted without batting an eye. He waved his hand dismissively, ordering them to leave.
After all, what Seo Na-Bi was saying wasn't true, unfortunately. There was nothing for him to feel guilty about.

But.

"..."

Slightly, Kim Woo-Jin averted his gaze from Seo Na-Bi.
A change in Kim Woo-Jin that went unnoticed because he had been looking at Kim Se-Won.
A bead of sweat formed on his head, running down his cheek to his chin.

"Oh ho."

And the only person who noticed this change was none other than Kim Se-Won.

Ironically, Seo Na-Bi's outcry was hitting not him but her boyfriend, Kim Woo-Jin, directly.
Kim Woo-Jin's expression was absolutely mortified. He was feeling all the guilt that Seo Na-Bi had wanted Kim Se-Won to feel.

"Someone like you is too good for Eun-Ha! Eun-Ha deserves! A man who only looks at Eun-Ha! Only loves Eun-Ha! Only stays by Eun-Ha's side! Not someone like you who's ruled by lust and touches other women! I! I can't forgive such a man!"

Gugugu! Seo Na-Bi's agitated magical power flowed out roughly. It was so strong that the entire store trembled slightly.

"You! Youuu...!!"
"...That's enough."

Just as she seemed about to continue, Kim Woo-Jin grabbed Seo Na-Bi's shoulder. With his mortified expression, he pulled her head against his chest.
Not only that, but he firmly fixed her gaze so she couldn't look up at him.

"W-Woo-Jin...?"

As if by magic, her raging magical power subsided. Seo Na-Bi blushed for a different reason than before.
Thump, the girl's heart pulsed.

"He probably understands now. People understand when you talk to them."
"B-but...! If he would understand through words...!"
"Look at his expression."

Kim Woo-Jin, sweating profusely, pointed straight ahead. There stood Kim Se-Won, deliberately acting cowed to match the atmosphere.

Though no words were exchanged and they weren't close, Kim Se-Won had taken Kim Woo-Jin's side out of a strange sense of sympathy.

"I-I see...! He was a man who understands when spoken to!"

Seo Na-Bi's expression brightened as soon as she saw Kim Se-Won. She smiled shyly, her red eyes sparkling.

"This should be fine for Eun-Ha too."

The price for cheating must be paid. But ultimately, Kim Se-Won had reformed!
Though there's no guarantee he wouldn't do it again, that could be corrected gradually.

"But there are some interesting outfits here. How about this?"
"W-what?"

While Seo Na-Bi was happily grinning, Kim Woo-Jin completely changed the subject.

The cold sweat that had been pouring like a waterfall had long since been evaporated by his superpower. With a clean face and a forcibly fixed expression, Kim Woo-Jin offered Seo Na-Bi an outfit.

"Th-this, this kind of...!"
"You said the other woman is here? I'll step aside for a moment, and you pretend to be a third party. Make that woman become disillusioned with Kim Se-Won and leave."

The outfit Kim Woo-Jin hastily picked was like winning the lottery.
A skin-tight leotard with black stockings covering the lower body and high heels.
Cuffs for the wrists and a collar for the neck. And finally, bunny ears!

While it had relatively little exposure, it was an even more indecent outfit. A bunny girl costume!

"Th-this... this indecent thing...!"
"It's for your friend, right?"

Kim Woo-Jin's subtle voice penetrated Seo Na-Bi's ear. Though he had grabbed it on impulse, he liked it more than expected.

"For your friend, right?"
"For your friend."
"Friend."
"Eun-Ha."

Meanwhile, Seo Na-Bi felt the echoing voice in her ear transforming into different words.

"Y-yes. For Eun-Ha..."

A small murmur. Already in her mind, only the phrase "for Eun-Ha" was repeating endlessly.
With a dazed expression, Seo Na-Bi moved her feet while repeating "for Eun-Ha."
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W-what's going on...?

When I came out of the changing room after getting dressed, something completely unexpected was happening.
Nabi, who had boasted she would secretly get "definitive" evidence for me, was somehow arguing with Se-Won.

*Nabi seems so timid compared to how she looks. Maybe she got nervous when actually confronting him and couldn't speak properly?*

That seemed plausible.
But seeing her arguing instead of secretly gathering crucial evidence as I'd asked, it didn't look like my plan was going to work out.

So I hid between the clothes racks to observe this unexpected situation.

"I! I haven't forgotten! When you shoved that small stone into my... my...! I remember when you shoved it in there!"

Let me clarify. After hearing what was happening, it wasn't really an argument. Nabi was just one-sidedly confronting him.

*Se-Won did...?*

Nabi recounted the past with a tearful face full of shame.
But unexpectedly important information reached my ears. I listened intently with wide eyes.

"Who was it that pierced my stomach and forcibly shoved magic power into me back then?"

Se-Won calmly countered Nabi's words.
From what I gathered, this was about the day I had accidentally seen Nabi eating blood sausage at a snack bar.
The day Se-Won almost died.

"Se-Won... shoved a stone into Nabi's... there...?"

I had no idea how Se-Won had survived when I wasn't there. To think he used such a shameless method.
I unconsciously pressed my thighs together.
It must have been. Really, really painful.

"But you survived because of that. Yeah."

Even with my thighs pressed together, I nodded. Though I felt sorry for Nabi, I wanted to take my boyfriend's side here.
The weak Se-Won must have done whatever it took, no matter how dirty or shameless, to survive.

Even if it was cowardly and ridiculous, those actions are why Se-Won is by my side now. With these thoughts, I continued watching their argument.

After a few exchanges, Nabi started accusing Se-Won of cheating.
Se-Won smirked and shrugged his shoulders. He was playing along, keeping my identity hidden.

"Ha. If you don't get caught, it's fine, right? If Eun-Ha doesn't know, it's not cheating, is it? Right? And besides. What does this have to do with you? You're Eun-Ha's enemy, but you still want to meddle?"
"What...! You, you lowlife! Cheater! Pervert! How, how can you say that so confidently when you're playing around with another woman while having a girlfriend?!"
"Ha. You came all the way here just to say that? I told you earlier. It's none of your business who I play with. You're bothering the store, so leave."

Se-Won looked like the perfect villain.
He was responding to Nabi with an expression like he'd transformed into an irredeemable piece of human garbage.
Yes. It was so vivid and natural that I could believe he was actually possessed.

"Uh, umm..."

But.
Around this point, anxiety started creeping in.
Is acting something that comes easily? No, it couldn't be.

Convincing acting might be possible, but to truly embody a vile, trashy man like he was possessed—wouldn't he need similar experiences?
He'd need those experiences to act out the emotions, expressions, and gestures!

That's why I felt anxious.
Taking a step back, I pressed my hand against my uneasy heart.

"No way, right?"

I trust Se-Won.
I'm the bad one for being consumed by jealousy.
I know how hard Se-Won has worked for me.
I know what path he's walked, looking only at me.

But.
Still.

I felt anxious that he could act so convincingly.

What if he had experience cheating?
What if it was ongoing? What if that's why his acting was so good?

After all, Se-Won did try to have both "me" and "Eun-Ha" at the same time before.

"Maybe I really should use it."

The condom I'd put back in my clothes earlier flashed through my mind.

Why do I keep having these terrible thoughts?
Before I could even figure out why,
When I should absolutely trust Se-Won and defend him to the end,
I'm a bad, foolish woman who immediately thought of a forceful solution.

"I don't want this."

I should trust him.
I should trust him.
No matter how many times I repeated it, the bubbling emotions wouldn't subside.

*Stupid guy.*

For a moment, the face of The Mute One, Jung Soo-Hyun, flashed through my mind.
A friend I trusted more than anyone, who became a traitor trying to kill me and my mother.
This distrust toward Se-Won, whom I trust more than anyone, must be a negative emotion stemming from The Mute One.

"Hoo... hoo... hoo..."

I tried to calm my suddenly rough breathing.

"I need to trust him."

Making such a fuss over mere acting—how pathetic.

"Se-Won is Se-Won."

He's not a bad guy who deserves this kind of overreaction.
While it's true he has strong sexual desires, he's not the kind of person who would look at or desire other women besides me.

I know this better than anyone, yet I'm the bad one for feeling jealous and trying to cause trouble.
It's because I'm stupid.
Because I'm foolish.

Thud. Thud.

"!!"

Just then, I heard someone walking past me.
It was Nabi.

"Right. For Eun-Ha... Eun-Ha... Eun-Ha..."

Somehow persuaded, Nabi was heading toward the changing room with clothes in her arms, muttering in a daze.

*Oh, she didn't notice me?*

Nabi hadn't spotted me. Maybe because I had curled up small.
I must have unconsciously curled up while agonizing earlier, which worked out well.

"Phew..."

Thanks to my needless worrying and self-blame, I wasn't discovered by Nabi.
I'm not sure if that's good or bad.
Still, I couldn't let my guard down, so I covered my mouth. I couldn't risk making a sound and being discovered by Nabi.

"Oh. Pretty."
"Eek?!"

Just when I was trying to breathe as quietly as possible, being extra careful, I let out a shrill scream and jumped up.
Se-Won's face suddenly popped out from where I was hiding, watching his actions!

"H-how, how, how... did you?"
"Well. I can always tell where you are. I can find you no matter where you are."

Se-Won said this with a smile in his eyes. He even complimented how pretty the clothes I was wearing looked.

Maybe I'm wearing rose-colored glasses, but his face looked more handsome than usual, making my heart race uncontrollably.

"Looks like Seo Nabi totally fell for it. What's next?"

Se-Won's face changed to a mischievous expression. He was asking how we should trick her next.

"Ah, well~"

But.
I couldn't think of anything.
My gaze was stuck on Se-Won's face right in front of me, making it impossible to think of anything else.

Beep-

Just then, a small sound came from behind the clothes. Some kind of notification. It wasn't from Se-Won.
It seemed there was a third person besides Se-Won and Nabi.

"Tsk."

With a click of the tongue and a swoosh! Someone roughly pushed aside the pile of clothes to reveal themselves.
Tan skin with snow-white hair. It was Kim Woo-Jin, who used to be an awakened one from the Villain Association.

"We're leaving first."

Kim Woo-Jin glanced at us, then strode over to the changing room where Nabi was.

"Kyaa! W-Woo-Jin?! Why so suddenly..."

A shrill scream followed. It was Nabi's voice.

"What's going on...?"
"I don't know..."

It was so sudden that Se-Won and I could only stare blankly at where Kim Woo-Jin had passed.

There were small voices exchanging what seemed like explanations. I couldn't make out what they were saying, which only amplified my curiosity.

*If only I could use magic power now...!*

Of all times, I couldn't use magic power to enhance my hearing.

"Let's go back. Return orders came in."
"Huh? Return orders? From who? When?"
"...I'm just relaying it."
"Ah."

He must have noticed my uncomfortable expression. Se-Won started reciting the quiet conversation as he heard it.

"What?! At this timing? We haven't even properly enjoyed our date yet?!"
"How would I know? Come on, let's go back. Deltar was making a fuss. Seems like something really serious happened."
"Really? But Eun-Ha..."
"This isn't the time to cover for your friend. I know you really want to resolve this, but you know our situation takes priority, right?"
"Mmm. I understand..."

Se-Won vividly relayed their conversation, imitating both Nabi's and Kim Woo-Jin's voices.

"Y-you're really good at that."
"I didn't know I was this good either. Earlier too."

Is this an unexpected talent? Se-Won seemed excited about his newfound ability, giggling like a little boy with a delighted expression.

"Come on. Let's go back. Quickly."
"W-wait. Let me change clothes... I just finished changing."
"It suits you well. Just cover up with this and take off the headband. You can undress later."

Their voices gradually faded away. Se-Won continued his relay throughout.

"What could have happened?"

Once the conversation ended, I voiced my question about why they were suddenly withdrawing.

"Gresorion's summons. Maybe The Mute One is on the move?"
"That's entirely possible."

I nodded.
As Se-Won said, if something big enough to warrant such a sudden movement had occurred, The Mute One was the most likely cause.

Woong- A small vibration and the sound of space rippling came from a distance. It was the sound of Nabi using spatial magic to open a portal.

The store instantly became quiet.
With the quiet, all that remained was to quickly take off the clothes I was wearing and continue our date.

"A bunny girl... not bad."
"..."

But then came a thunderbolt out of the blue.

"What about me?"

With pouting lips, I grabbed Se-Won's face with both hands.
To think he'd be thinking about another woman in front of a maid outfit that showed off smooth skin from the upper chest to the shoulders—it was utterly vexing.

"Huh? Mmph?!"
"What about me??"

I forcibly pulled Se-Won's face close and hugged him tight. Though smaller than other girls, Re-Yu still has decent volume!
Unlike when I'm Eun-Ha, Re-Yu has some volume!

"Answer! Answer me!"

Se-Won didn't seem inclined to give the answer I wanted. He just floundered in my chest, making muffled sounds.

"If you preferred bunny girl over maid outfit, you should have said so earlier!"
"B-both! Both are good!"
"You cheater! Are you after Nabi too, not just me?!"
"You! Y-you look good in it!"
"...Huh?"

The strength in my arms, which had been hugging him with all my might, suddenly drained.

"I look good in it...?"

It was a misunderstanding.
Se-Won wasn't saying he liked Nabi in a bunny girl outfit. He was just evaluating the bunny girl costume itself.

"I just meant it would suit you well, just like the current outfit does."
"R-really...?"

Whoosh! My face heated up.
Both maid outfits and bunny girl costumes are quite indecent clothes.
They're definitely the kind of outfits that the sexually active Se-Won would like.
To think he wants to see me in such clothes.
How shameless!

"N-next time... I'll wear it next time."

I said this while trying to avoid Se-Won's eyes. Even as I said it, I felt shameless.
But if he wants it.
I can wear it once.

"Then wear it as Eun-Ha."
"What?!"
"I think it would be super hot to see you in an ill-fitting bunny girl outfit."
"Y-you per..."

My face burned even hotter at Se-Won's vulgar words.
That's when it happened.

Weeeeeeee-!!

A blaring siren sound rang out.
Inside the store.
Outside the store.
From the communication terminal on my wrist.
Sounds erupting simultaneously.

There was only one thing this sound meant.

"Gate...!"

The gate reaction that hadn't occurred for months.
Here.
It was the alarm indicating a gate was about to open.

Ch.378 - Trash Falling From The Sky
BEEP BEEP BEEP-!!!!!

[Emergency Disaster Alert]
[Gates appearing throughout all areas of Academy District. Citizens are advised to evacuate to safety zones immediately.]

Loud alarm sounds echoed from all directions. The alarm was unprecedentedly loud.
Yes, unprecedentedly loud.
The volume of the alarm directly corresponded to the level of danger.
The information from the disaster alert further confirmed just how dangerous this situation was.

Se-Won and I hurriedly went outside to assess the situation.

"Hey! Hurry up, let's go!"
"Ack! Don't step on me!"
"Waaaaaah! Mom! Where are you, Mom?!"

People were shouting and rushing desperately toward the designated shelters. Despite there being no gate appearances for the past few months, citizens weren't taking any chances.
Rather, the lack of composure was causing chaos.

"Shelter A is this way! Everyone, please run even if it's difficult! We don't have time!"

As luck would have it, Kang Myung-Ha, the leader of the hero group Centaurus, was coordinating citizens while on patrol.
Since he was the only one visible here, it seemed the heroes had spread out to guide citizens.

He alone couldn't completely quell the citizens' panic, but that was probably the best they could do.
After all, gates had appeared across the entire Academy District. Whatever the case, guiding people to shelters was the priority now.

"How could this happen...!"

I looked up at the sky with wide eyes.
The sky had turned pitch black. The darkness spread across the sky rippled.

The sight of countless gates opening across the vast sky, rather than occupying just a single point, made it seem like the world was on the brink of destruction.
Extremely grotesque.
And simultaneously ominous.

The sky, filled with countless black dots, reminded me of the Great Invasion.

'Monsters? Are monsters about to pour in? At this exact timing?'

The timing couldn't have been worse. Of all times, this situation had to occur when I couldn't use my magic.

"Se-Won. You should go to the shelter too."
"What about you? Why are you excluding yourself? If anyone needs to go right now, it's you."
"...I can't use my magic right now."

I looked up at Se-Won with a bitter smile.
Right now, I was nothing more than an empty can without an opener.
There wasn't much I could do by evacuating to a shelter when I couldn't properly use my magic.

Rather, I'd be crushed by the pressure of expectant gazes from citizens who knew me well.
I could heal everyone in a single shelter with my current magic, but anything beyond that would be impossible.

While that might be considered doing my part, my role as a magical girl with sanctuary powers held me back.
I couldn't meet citizens' expectations, yet those expectations wouldn't diminish.

"Then, I'll protect you. Let's stay together."

After pondering briefly, Se-Won said this.
A warm hand grasped mine. The firm grip conveyed a determination to never let go.

"Your power is certainly strong. You can enhance individuals and heal them. You can deploy your sanctuary to provide another layer of enhancement. Plus, you have your own combat strength."

Eyes reflecting firm resolve. Se-Won gazed at me intently and embraced me with his other arm.
Pulled into a frontal embrace, my head rested against Se-Won's chest.
His scent, always pleasant, now gave me a sense of reassurance.

"But right now, you can't use those powers fully, so you can't meet people's expectations. That's what you're afraid of, right? Even if people can't recognize your condition, you can't ignore them."
"Mmm."
"Above all, you're embarrassed about your current appearance."
"Eep...!"

Whoosh! My face turned red. I lowered my head deeply, burying myself further into Se-Won's embrace.

He hit the nail on the head.
Besides the reasons mentioned earlier, I was currently wearing a shameless maid outfit.
There was no way I could face others looking like this.

I could barely endure it because only Se-Won was seeing me now.

Se-Won understood all my concerns. I was happy about that, but simultaneously felt naked and embarrassed.

"I don't like it either."

Se-Won uttered a resolute statement.

"I want to be the only one who sees you like this. I want to keep it just for myself."
"Huh...?"
"So just this once, let me protect you."

Our clasped hands separated. Se-Won gently embraced my head.
With both my body and head pulled close, we were completely pressed together.
Despite feeling breathless, I felt strangely reassured.

"...Okay. I'm counting on you."

I responded to Se-Won's words with a mumbling voice.

Se-Won and I watched the countless gates forming in the sky while looking for a relatively unpopulated area.
Not to avoid people's eyes, but to find anyone who hadn't evacuated yet.

Woooong! The gates vibrated intensely.
The previously pitch-black gates took on a slight purple tint and made the space around them vibrate.

"Here they come!"
"Judging by the size of the gates and the fact that they couldn't immediately pour out monsters... there must be a considerable number. Be careful."
"Got it."

I warned Se-Won while hiding behind his back.

-Grrrrrr!
-Kyaaaah!

Black silhouettes poured out of the gates. It looked like about 50 creatures were emerging from each gate.

Se-Won slightly shifted his body to shield me. His determination to protect me no matter what was evident.
Then, countless Blue Diamonds poured out from Se-Won's pants pocket.

"About 50 creatures from such large gates... the strongest individuals might be A-rank. I'm not sure how combat-capable they are, but..."

I peeked out from behind Se-Won's back to observe the situation.
A-rank. If there were freshly evolved novices mixed in, that number made sense.
Even assuming one creature per gate, at least 20 to 30 had descended upon the Academy District.
A desperate situation where we were outnumbered and outmatched.

"So the strongest ones are similar to those we saw at The Front Line?"
"No. They're much weaker. Weaker, but... their quality is worse."

A few days ago, the defenses at The Front Line had been strengthened due to the appearance of 20 monsters.
In other words, heroes had been pulled from cities including the Academy District.

While core A-rank heroes remained, the number of heroes had definitely decreased.
Moreover, there were too many citizens to protect in the Academy District.
This meant heroes were at an overwhelming disadvantage.

BEEP BEEP BEEP-!!!!

"Ugh!"
"So loud...!"

Just then, the alarm sounded again, and another disaster alert arrived.

[New monster species, designation – Hybrid, has appeared.]

"Hybrid... looks like the Hero Association decided to call them that."
"Hybrid, huh..."
"The attached link says they've recently been confirmed to be beings with mixed genes from humans, monsters, and other organisms."

Not that different from regular monsters. Perhaps the proportion of other organisms' genes was higher than monster genes.

-Grrrrrr!

When we finished reading the message, boom! A Hybrid landed right in front of us. Its carapace was thinner than those we'd seen at The Front Line.

"Of course the strongest one had to land right here."

Talk about bad luck.
Truly, the worst luck possible.

On our date day.
And not just any date—the one where I had resolved to launch a pregnancy attack.

While grumbling internally, I examined the Hybrid that had appeared before us.

I wasn't mistaken—its carapace really was thin.
Perhaps the thickness of the carapace directly indicated its strength.

The ones we encountered at The Front Line had similar carapaces despite differences in size and shape.
They probably used thick carapaces to protect themselves during vulnerable evolution phases.

-Female...!
"Stay safe. Don't leave my back."
"Okay."

The Hybrid drooled as it stared at us. This Hybrid also seemed to have grown in a manner similar to those at The Front Line.

-Kyeek!

After a brief assessment, the Hybrid charged at us. With its long limbs moving in quadrupedal motion, it looked like a beast in human form.

"If it's just one, and weaker than those at The Front Line, I can handle it...!"

This implied that a direct confrontation with the Hybrids at The Front Line wouldn't have been an easy victory.

Se-Won said this while preparing to counter the Hybrid's attack. Kiing! The Blue Diamonds responded to his will and moved.

-Male, die!

With its awkward speech, sharp claws came flying. The claws, sliding upward from the ground, were blocked by the Blue Diamonds that had gathered in front of Se-Won.
Kang! Sparks flew as the barrier shattered.

"Perfect...!"

Seeing Se-Won clench his fist, I realized he had deliberately weakened the barrier.
He probably infused just enough magic to barely block the creature's attack.

While Se-Won was pleased, I couldn't share his joy at all.

I couldn't see anything.
Neither the trajectory of the claws nor the creature's movements.
I was merely inferring the result, not witnessing the process.
In my weakened state, I couldn't perceive what had happened in that one second when the creature charged.

"I'm... useless."

A small sigh escaped me without realizing.
Powerless. I felt utterly powerless.
Without my magic, I was this useless.

"That's not true."

My body flinched. I had spoken very softly, almost mumbling, but Se-Won must have heard.

"You're not useless at all."

Saying this, Se-Won stretched his hand forward. The Hybrid, which had been regrouping after its attack was deflected, found its limbs bound in mid-air.

-Kyeeeeeek!!

But only briefly—crash! With the sound of breaking glass, the Hybrid broke free from its restraints. Huff, huff, it exhaled heavily, directing viscous killing intent toward Se-Won.
Though it had escaped, it seemed to have used a considerable amount of energy at once.

"Because of you, I can fight."

Swoosh! Transparent tentacles curved through the air, attacking the Hybrid. Dozens of tentacles sliced through the air, rapidly approaching the Hybrid.

-Kyeek!

Sensing something approaching, the Hybrid quickly retreated.

-Kruk?!

But it came to a sudden stop. Thud! It hit something and bounced forward.

"Thanks to your existence, I've been able to strive to become stronger until now."

Swoosh! Seizing the opportunity, dozens of tentacles entangled the Hybrid.
Legs, torso, arms, neck, face. Every movable part was thoroughly restrained.

"I was drawn to your light. You became my guide. You gave me a purpose in life. Just by existing, you give me strength."

Se-Won clenched his fist. Crack! The Hybrid was crushed without even a scream.

"Phew..."

Se-Won exhaled a long sigh.
Though he made it look effortless, I knew better. Despite conserving magic as much as possible, he had used considerable power.

"So please, don't say you're useless."

Se-Won turned around and grinned.

"Okay. I understand."

There were plenty of ways to conserve energy while dealing with the opponent.
Yet he chose to dispatch the Hybrid as quickly as possible for one reason.

"Thank you, Se-Won."

He simply wanted to show off in front of his girlfriend.
To demonstrate that he was a reliable man.
To prove he had strength and ability.

Though I became a woman without ever having the chance to date as a man, I understood that feeling perfectly.
Because I was once a man.
It's natural to want to impress someone you care about, even if it means pushing yourself.

To claim it wasn't difficult at all.
To pretend it wasn't hard at all.
This desire to show off is part of a man's nature.

"Hehe."

I smiled broadly at Se-Won.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

But the smile was short-lived. Whether attracted by the scent of their fallen comrade's blood or not, new Hybrids appeared.

-Kyeeeeeek!
-Kraaaaaaah!
"..."
"What should we do?"
"This calls for a strategic retreat."

If only these mood-ruining Hybrids hadn't shown up, it would have been perfect.

"Then, let's go!"
"Kyaa!"

As soon as I finished speaking, Se-Won lifted me up.
One-on-one might be manageable, but one against many—more than ten—was impossible.
Even if the newcomers were weaker than the one we'd just dealt with, it didn't change the situation.

It might seem cowardly and undignified, but we had no choice.
I was just a walking mass of magic, and though Se-Won had grown stronger, he couldn't win against a mob.

Moreover, I probably emitted a very enticing scent to them.
Just like the Hybrids we saw at The Front Line, these creatures would target me as their top priority. If more than ten attacked at once, Se-Won would be hard-pressed just to defend.

As time passed, new ones would gather, and Se-Won would have to keep fending them off.

"Seriously, I was looking so cool just now...!!"

Clearly displeased with having to flee, Se-Won frowned as he ran from the Hybrids.

Ch.379 - Trash Falling From The Sky
The Pursuer. The Pursued.

Kim Se-Won raced through the narrow alley while carrying Jae-Yu. Thanks to his well-trained body and responsive magical power, he cut through the wind, widening the distance.

*This... this...*

Jae-Yu stared blankly at Kim Se-Won's face.
This was like a scene straight out of a fantasy movie or comic.

A knight carrying a princess or noble lady in his arms while fleeing from enemies.
Despite the crisis, Jae-Yu's cheeks turned red. She subtly snuggled closer to him, going with the mood.

*Was the pregnancy attack too much?*

He was already throwing himself at her without her needing to attack.
If she just mixed in one of her prepared condoms among the many others, pregnancy might come naturally.
Jae-Yu enjoyed this moment while entertaining these thoughts.

Meanwhile, the hybrids were drooling as they chased after Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won.

-Female! Female!

Their bloodshot, glistening eyes were filled with desire. The female carried by the fleeing male emitted an irresistibly tempting scent.

Delicious.
What would that soft-looking skin taste like?
Would the child that female bears be born strong?

-Grrrrrrrr!

The desire to consume her in any form rose to their heads, numbing their reason.
Their field of vision narrowed, focusing only on the female's legs and hair barely visible behind the male.

The hybrids couldn't resist this urge.
This intense impulse, unlike anything they'd felt before, differed from their survival instinct.
It was different from mere reproductive desire. It was dozens of times stronger than anything they'd felt before.
This was like destiny.
There was a reason their instincts craved that female despite their reason...!

Their hearts pounded fiercely, pumping blood throughout their bodies. Their flesh craved desire even more intensely than when they survived that terrible hell.

"Tch...!"

Sensing the hybrids gaining speed, Kim Se-Won clicked his tongue and ran faster.
It wasn't like he was running half-heartedly. He was quite desperate. He increased the magical power to his legs.

Yet the distance wasn't widening. Even the weakest hybrid kept him in sight.

*Is this what it means to be desperate?*

There seemed to be a difference between his desperate actions and the hybrids' desperate pursuit.
It felt as if everything he had considered desperate until now was being invalidated.

"Are they... going to catch up?!"

He gritted his teeth.
Deploying his telekinesis, he created dozens of transparent walls. Boom! Crack! Immediately, the sound of something breaking came from behind.
They must have charged straight through, trusting their speed and carapace defense. Kim Se-Won frowned, searching for a way out of this situation.

*I should pick them off one by one, but they're not giving me any opportunity. Should I end this in one go? No, that's impossible while protecting Jae-Yu.*

The girl's safety in his arms was the top priority. Total annihilation wasn't completely impossible, but it would inevitably harm Jae-Yu.
And Kim Se-Won knew exactly what kind of harm that would be. So total annihilation was on hold. He couldn't fail to protect her after confidently promising to keep her safe.

Tap-tap-tap!

"Huff...! Huff...!"

His breath reached his throat. Even after repeated training, his stamina wasn't infinite.
Still trying to find a way through this crisis, Kim Se-Won noticed Jae-Yu tapping his chest.

"That alley."

She pointed to a small alleyway between buildings past the long road. Kim Se-Won didn't respond but changed course toward the alley.
There must be a reason for her suggestion.

-Follow the male.

All their nerves focused on the scent that made them drool involuntarily. The hybrids reacted nimbly as soon as Kim Se-Won changed direction.

Tap-tap-tap! Twelve hybrids converged on the narrow alley. Footsteps echoed through the maze-like alleys.

-Grr?

The narrow width forced them to advance in single file, two at a time. Some impatient ones dug their claws into the walls, following Jae-Yu's scent.

They followed the path created by the scent. At a fork in the road, they turned left without hesitation.

"You came."

After turning at the fork and advancing a bit, the female came into view.
The female, Jae-Yu, greeted the hybrids with a resigned expression. She seemed to have no intention of fleeing or resisting the hybrids slowly approaching her.
She just quietly gave a bitter smile.

-Female, abandoned.
-Male, incompetent.

Hee-hee, the hybrids gathered in the narrow alley mocked Kim Se-Won, who wasn't present. He was a male who gave up as quickly as he moved.

-That male. Premature.
-Reproductive ability, obsolete.
-We'll eat the female deliciously.

Well, what did it matter?
Now they didn't have to engage in an exhausting chase.
The hybrids' only interest was Jae-Yu's body before them.
These creatures, who would normally be more cautious, had their reason numbed by Jae-Yu's scent.

"Eat."

At that moment, Jae-Yu's lips twisted upward.
It wasn't the expression of a resigned girl from earlier.
Jae-Yu raised her gaze, looking beyond where the hybrids stood. The sky, a place where she could see the hybrids' backs clearly.

"Eat this instead!!"

As Jae-Yu shifted her gaze, boom! A formless power from the sky pressed down on the hybrids.

Crack! Crunch! As if trying to leave no trace, the massive pressure pressed down on all the hybrids.

-Kuk, grrrrrr!!
-Kraaaaaaaa!

Even with carapace protection, they couldn't escape unharmed. Under the one-sided pressure, unable to move, their carapaces gradually split.
Crack! Eventually, one by one, the carapaces shattered. Dark flesh was exposed and crushed horribly.

"Haaaaa!"

Boom! The splitting ground caved in, completely burying the hybrids underground. Dark red blood soaked through, staining the ground red.

The hybrids' faint twitching gradually ceased. Only when no one was moving did Kim Se-Won withdraw his telekinesis.

"I should check."

But it wasn't over. The Blue Diamond floating around Kim Se-Won shot toward the hybrids.

-Kiaaaaaak!!
"As expected."

A hybrid that had been playing dead and waiting for an opportunity jumped up and rushed at Jae-Yu.
The Blue Diamond didn't miss it. It quickly distorted space, severing its legs. It twisted and tore off the ragged arms.

"Huff...! Huff...! Huuuff...!"

Kim Se-Won descended from the sky, breathing heavily.

*Damn it.*

Even with his heart about to burst, Kim Se-Won was busy blaming himself.

There must have been a better way.
His thinking had been biased by the urgency to escape. His vision had also narrowed.
As proof, he hadn't even noticed the alley Jae-Yu had seen. He only saw it after she pointed it out.

As a result, he had to use Jae-Yu as bait. They couldn't keep running because some hybrids were climbing walls, and no matter how they fled, the hybrids would track them by scent.

Even though it was Jae-Yu who suggested it herself. He had promised to keep her from getting hurt.

*I need to get stronger. There might come a day when Jae-Yu can't use magic again. Then I need to protect her without injuries, without using her as bait...!*

He swallowed his frustration. Kim Se-Won looked at his trembling fist and made a vow.
There was still a long way to go.
Although he had become much stronger than his peers and friends, the road ahead was still very long.

"Se-Won."

Just then, Jae-Yu's voice reached Kim Se-Won's ears.
Jae-Yu, who had been silently looking at the horribly crushed hybrid corpses, smiled at the corners of her eyes and approached Kim Se-Won.

"Thank you."

Then she gently smiled and hugged him tightly with both arms. Kim Se-Won couldn't respond to the sudden thanks.

"Uh, uhh...?"

Dazed, he just felt Jae-Yu's warmth. When Jae-Yu raised her head while hugging him tightly, she looked so lovable.
So lovable he wanted to kiss her right then and there.

*No, not here. This isn't the right mood.*

Kim Se-Won barely suppressed his rising desire.
He didn't want to be seen as a man overflowing with lust, unable to control his sexual urges.

That's when it happened.

Thud.

Something fell to the ground. Something small and square.

"Ah, I'll pick it up... mmph?!"

As he bent down to pick up whatever Jae-Yu had dropped, her face suddenly came closer. Kim Se-Won's face was now firmly held by Jae-Yu's small hands.

Smooch.

Something soft covered his mouth. A warm, soft tongue invaded his mouth.
At this point, there was no need to check. What touched his lips were Jae-Yu's lips.

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.
His body froze at Jae-Yu's sudden attack.
Had Jae-Yu ever kissed him first like this before?
Usually it was him. And only in bed.

His heart pounded. Soon it was beating violently.
All his nerves focused on his lips, tongue, and mouth.

He felt something irresistible about Jae-Yu being so proactive, even standing on tiptoe.

"Mmm, mmh...!"

Kim Se-Won's frozen body moved. He corrected his awkward posture and pressed not just his face but his entire body against hers.
He placed his hands on her waist and the back of her head, feeling Jae-Yu more intensely.

Slurp, he felt Jae-Yu's actively moving tongue with his own. Unbearably happy, he tightened his arms around her.

"Hah...!"

How much time had passed?
Jae-Yu stepped back from Kim Se-Won and smiled brightly with a flushed face.

"Se-Won."

Before he could ask why she suddenly kissed him, Jae-Yu spoke.
Her smiling expression changed to a determined one as she looked at Kim Se-Won.

"Take me to the shelter. I want to help the injured people there."
"Won't it be difficult?"
"You said it yourself. That I'm not useless. That you could fight because I was there."

Jae-Yu's hand took Kim Se-Won's. She moved it to her chest.
Along with the soft feeling of her chest, he felt her pounding heartbeat.
A very strong beat. Just like his own heart.

"You said you could work hard because of me. That I was your life's goal. Those words gave me courage too."

A smile spread across Jae-Yu's determined face.

"So I too. Now, I want to do what I can."
"Alright."

He nodded immediately.
It was a decision without a moment's hesitation.

"If you want to do it, do it. I'll protect you and support you."

The fact that Jae-Yu relied on him gave him strength.

"Ahaha... I keep changing my mind. Sorry for being so inconsistent."
"It's okay. I like that about you too. You're so lovable, I could just eat you up."
"Eep...!"

Her face turned bright red.

"I-idiot...! Someone might hear us...!"
"There's no one here but us. That's why I'm leaving you like this."
"Ah...."

Jae-Yu fanned her red face with her hand, then suddenly became aware of her appearance.
Quite revealing clothes, honestly something no one would wear outside.

Jae-Yu felt shame rising to her head and fanned herself more vigorously.
Flap-flap-flap-flap. Strangely, the more she fanned, the hotter she felt.

"L-let's change clothes first...."

She said in a shrinking voice.
She didn't want people to see her like this. This appearance as Han Jae-Yu, currently the only way she could be with Kim Se-Won.

"It would be awkward to appear before people in this shameless maid outfit. And also...."

Jae-Yu closed her eyes, focusing on the restriction.
Rustle, the transformation undid itself.
Her smooth black hair turned into radiantly shining platinum.

"I don't want others to discover my identity as Han Jae-Yu."

Eun-Ha said this and grinned.

"Huh?"

But Kim Se-Won's expression was strange.
His gaze was fixed on one spot.

"Ah...!"

His gaze was very obvious. His expression was quite hideous, with his philtrum seemingly elongated.
Eun-Ha hurriedly looked down.
There were her breasts, which had shrunk when the transformation was undone.

"P-pervert...!"

The maid outfit that had fit her body perfectly now had a slight gap where her breasts had shrunk, revealing a glimpse of pink.
Eun-Ha blushed and pounded on Kim Se-Won's chest.

"Hey, you know."
"W-what...!"
"I suddenly want to receive payment. For protecting the princess."

How lewd.
His glistening eyes were still fixed on Eun-Ha's chest.
Eun-Ha flinched and swallowed hard.

"P-payment...?"

What could he mean by payment?
Eun-Ha stared at Kim Se-Won's face without even thinking of hiding her chest.
She was anxious about what would come out of his mouth.

"Waaah. Give me milk."
"Eek?!"

And Kim Se-Won said this very firmly, pulling down her loose top slightly.

Ch.380 - The Assassination Plan For Sewon, Step By Step
Unable to go in such an indecent maid outfit, Eun-Ha changed her clothes in Morris's training room. Now all that remained was heading to the shelter.

"......"

If only that had been the end of it.
Eun-Ha, her face still flushed, glared at Kim Se-Won. He said nothing, turning his back and bending his knees obediently.

He felt Eun-Ha's light weight on his back. Normally, she would have asked to be carried princess-style like before, but she seemed thoroughly upset.

"Sorry."

Kim Se-Won apologized as he ran toward the nearest D Shelter.

"......"
"Ow! Really, I'm really sorry. Truly."

Bonk! After feeling a stinging sensation on the back of his head, Kim Se-Won quickly apologized again and shut his mouth.

Though Eun-Ha had put considerable force into her blow, it wasn't particularly painful. Still, Kim Se-Won offered no resistance. He only secured his hold on her more firmly, afraid she might fall off his back.

*Without her magic power, she's just a fragile girl after all.*

How bitter. To think someone as strong as Eun-Ha could become this weak.
The word "duty" rose in his heart. He had to protect Eun-Ha. Kim Se-Won made this firm resolution as he ran toward D Shelter.

Bonk! Bonk! Bonk!

On the way to D Shelter, Kim Se-Won's head periodically shook. Eun-Ha, with puffed cheeks and tears in her eyes, silently tapped the back of his head.

"Idiot."
"That's right."
"Dummy."
"Yes."
"Pervert."
"W-well, yes. That's right."

After tapping his head for a while, Eun-Ha seemed to have grown tired and began expressing her complaints verbally.

"You tormented me while pretending I was a baby. Despite being an adult with adult behavior."
"I... I wanted to do that then."
"You even made me change my underwear."
"S-sorry..."

He had no defense, even with ten mouths. His instincts had overtaken his reason in his excitement. Kim Se-Won continued walking while accepting each of Eun-Ha's complaints.

Yet he recalled what he had done earlier. The memory of eagerly sucking despite knowing no milk would come.

Eun-Ha had been so adorable then that he wanted to take her straight to bed. Kim Se-Won rationalized that cutting what he wanted to do all day down to just 10 minutes was actually commendable.

*Isn't this all because Eun-Ha is so cute?*

Yes. It was Eun-Ha's fault.
She asked to be devoured. She showed such a defenseless side, and as a man, he couldn't help himself!

Kim Se-Won kept these thoughts firmly to himself, knowing they could never be spoken aloud.

After their brief conversation, silence fell between them.
Or rather, they couldn't continue talking.
Crash! The sounds of buildings collapsing and hybrid creatures' howls kept coming from all around them.

"...!!!"

Though she tried to hold back her screams, not wanting to appear weak, she couldn't control her body's instinctive reactions. Eun-Ha, essentially defenseless now, unconsciously shrank against Kim Se-Won's back.

*This feels nice.*

It was a rare display of vulnerability. Kim Se-Won felt satisfied that Eun-Ha was relying on him.

*Still, I need to be careful.*

His satisfaction was short-lived. Kim Se-Won tried to muffle his footsteps as much as possible. Though running inevitably made noise, he wanted to reach the shelter without being detected by the hybrids.

"KIREEEEEK!"
"Female! Female!"

But Kim Se-Won's wishes weren't granted.
Despite his caution to avoid the hybrids' notice, they kept being drawn in by the scent Eun-Ha was emitting.

*Damn, do monsters and hybrids smell something different from Eun-Ha?*

A plausible answer came to Kim Se-Won's mind.

Magical girls gain power by defeating creatures with cores. In other words, monsters and hybrids are good sources of magical power for magical girls. So perhaps they emit a scent that attracts not just humans but monsters and hybrids too.

*Eun-Ha, who's on humanity's side, attracts monsters and hybrids with her body scent. Then could Don-Hil be the opposite? ...No, that doesn't seem right.*

Kim Se-Won thought carefully before shaking his head.

No matter how he considered it, that wasn't it. When he was close to Don-Hil, he hadn't sensed anything like that. And since Yoo Jin-Ah didn't emit a sweet scent like Eun-Ha, it must be something unique to Eun-Ha.

Eun-Ha had something, though unintentional, that attracted monsters.

"Female! Female!"
"Male, interfering!"
"Tch...! At least it's manageable if they don't come ten at a time like before!"

He put more strength into his legs. At this point, muffling his footsteps was meaningless.

Kim Se-Won focused his mind on the hybrid approaching from behind, using Blue Diamond. With a loud explosion, the hybrid's head burst.

"Stop showing up already!"

He kept running without slowing down, taking down the hybrids that appeared one or two at a time.

*Damn it...!*

One concerning point was that he had used quite a bit of magical power. He'd already consumed about 50%, so he needed rest.

"Block them so they can't escape!"
"Damn it! Of all times to attack, when other heroes have rushed to The Front Line...!"

As they headed toward the shelter, they heard heroes shouting as they fought hybrids. Despite being outnumbered, the heroes were desperately fighting the hybrids.

It wasn't just a numerical disadvantage. They were qualitatively outmatched too. Considering that few heroes of even B-rank, let alone A-rank, could reach this area, the situation was truly desperate.

"What do you want to do?"
"......"

Eun-Ha hesitated at Kim Se-Won's question. Her sulky demeanor had vanished.

She wanted to help.
If it were her sanctuary—no, if she had her enhancement magic, their battle would be much easier.

Knowing Eun-Ha's feelings, Kim Se-Won deliberately slowed his pace.

*If I help them, I might not have enough magic to heal people at the shelter... But in this state, they could be wiped out. Some are already injured.*

Once she'd seen it, she couldn't ignore it.
Whether this fundamental goodness came from her nature or her experience as a magical girl and saint didn't matter.
Her desire to help was genuine.
Even without her magic power, there were ways she could help.

"Let's help them. I think that's what I can do right now."

After a minute of contemplation, Eun-Ha got off Kim Se-Won's back.

There were about 20 hybrids.
Against only 8 heroes.
With one A-rank hero present, they could hold out despite their small numbers. But the situation wasn't improving with time. They could only "hold out."

However, if Eun-Ha's enhancement magic were added, the situation could be reversed.

Eun-Ha took out the reserve magic she had hidden behind her head and began drawing a magic circle.

"A magic circle with both hands?!"
"There's no time."

Eun-Ha's fingers traced patterns in the air. Despite moving frantically, there was not a single mistake.

Drip, drip. Sweat fell from Eun-Ha's face. Converting magic she understood intellectually into a magic circle required tremendous mental strength.

Moreover, it was a precarious situation where hybrids could discover them at any moment. Yet Eun-Ha maintained her concentration despite the tension.

"Whew...!"

After a minute, a magic circle as tall as Eun-Ha floated in the air.

Flash! The magic circle glowed and flowed into the distant heroes. Wounds healed, and strength surged through their bodies.

"This is...!"

Eun-Ha's magic wasn't just for the heroes. Kim Se-Won felt power rising in his body and widened his eyes.

"You're struggling too. I wanted to help if I could."

She smiled brightly.

Even if he was her boyfriend who had sucked on her nipples like a pervert, he was still someone who moved for her sake. Naturally, she wanted to support him.

"Thank you."

He wanted to ask, *Did you forgive me?* but held back. Instead, Kim Se-Won smiled faintly and embraced the lovely girl before him.

"Power is surging through me!"
"Kill them all! All of them!"
"Don't get too excited! Take them down one by one! Use the narrow alleys!"

While a bloody battle raged in the distance, this spot was like a flower garden.

Kiss.

Looking down at Eun-Ha intently, Kim Se-Won gently brushed aside her bangs and kissed her forehead.

"Ah..."

Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won, feeling her face heat up. The resentment she still harbored over Kim Se-Won's perverted actions melted away.

It was just a kiss on the forehead, yet it made her feel so embarrassed and happy.
She barely managed to stop her lips from curling up into a smile.

*Really, I'm such an easy woman.*

But there was a limit to her restraint, and soon she bowed her head deeply.
It wasn't just that part of her that was weak—her entire being, Shin Eun-Ha herself, felt like an easy woman.

"L-let's go! Those people seem fine now!"
"Shall we? Then..."

Kim Se-Won smiled gently, staring at Eun-Ha.
Eun-Ha just stared blankly back at the smiling Kim Se-Won.

"What would you prefer?"

His lips curled up as he offered Eun-Ha a choice.
Kim Se-Won held out his arms, then turned slightly to show his back.

"Ah...!"
"Do you prefer being carried in my arms? Or on my back like before?"

Mischievous. This word appeared in Eun-Ha's mind, floating around.
Eun-Ha fidgeted with her lips as she considered.

Her heart had already chosen the former, but she hesitated to ask to be carried in his arms because of what Kim Se-Won had done earlier.

*He'll think I'm too easy.*

Even though it was disappointing, choosing the latter seemed like the right answer.

"W-what are you saying? Of course you should carry me on your back."

Eun-Ha spoke with what felt like tears of blood, spreading her arms forward.
This mischievous behavior would only last for now. Eun-Ha recalled her assassination plan (pregnancy plan) as she spread her arms.

The so-called "condom lottery"!

*Pregnancy is a change too! Yes!*

Aware that what she needed now was "change," Eun-Ha justified her early pregnancy plan to herself.

"Alright. If that's your choice."

Kim Se-Won nodded obediently and bent his knees.

"Eek!"

Then he quickly placed his hands under her knees and back, lifting her up in his arms. His actions contradicted his words.

"Wait! I said to carry me on your back...!"
"Here we go!"

Ignoring Eun-Ha's protests, Kim Se-Won ran toward D Shelter while carrying her in his arms.

Ch.381 - The Answer Is To Run Like Your Pants Are On Fire
In an instant, D Shelter became crowded with people. The extremely thick outer walls, built to withstand monster invasions, were solid enough to easily block even the full force of a B-class monster.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

The shelter was filled with people who had evacuated in a hurry, and those injured during the evacuation were being treated by medical staff.

Boom boom boom!
At that moment, someone urgently knocked on the shelter door.

"What's that?"
"Who's knocking? Maybe someone who came to evacuate late?"
"No, wait. I heard rumors that those hybrid things or whatever can speak like humans. Could it be a hybrid?"
"Let's check first!"

Everyone's attention in the shelter immediately turned to the entrance. While people were anxious that it might be one of those hybrids pretending to be human, the monitor installed at the entrance showed an unexpected figure.

"Th-that...!"
"That blonde hair, isn't that the Saint?"
"She doesn't look good..."
"What are you waiting for? Let her in quickly!"

The voices of the anxious evacuees suddenly grew louder.
Naturally, the most excited were those injured during evacuation. They had high hopes that if Eun-Ha was here, they could soon be freed from their pain.

Urged by the evacuees, the shelter manager reluctantly opened the door.
Proper verification procedures should have been followed, but the evacuees' intense pressure made even that impossible.

Boom! The floor vibrated as the thick door swung open. Through the open door, a person stepped inside.
It was a boy carrying a girl in his arms.

"That was close."

Eun-Ha caught her breath while being conscious of her skin color, which had only recently returned to normal. Thanks to Kim Se-Won suddenly embracing her, she had been as red as a radish until just moments ago.

"It's really her!"
"It's really the Saint!"

As Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won entered the shelter, people welcomed them with excited faces.
The presence of this recently famous girl—an idol who was called a saint—was enough to instantly change the gloomy atmosphere of the shelter.

"But who's that guy?"
"Could it be him? The man who broke into the Stellarlis testing site...!"
"No way. But his build does look similar?"

At the same time, people were curious about Kim Se-Won, who had appeared carrying Eun-Ha.

"P-put me down."
"Okay."

The expectation that Eun-Ha would do something for them transformed into enormous pressure weighing down on her.
Being the center of everyone's attention was indeed burdensome. It was on a completely different level from the pressure she felt walking down the street.

Nevertheless, Eun-Ha stood firmly on her two legs and looked at the people.

Her role here was just one thing.
Treating the injured.
That was what Eun-Ha could do in the current situation where she couldn't properly use her magical power.

"Where are the injured?"

She had long given up on the expectation that she could use her power in combat. There would be no chance to concentrate and use enhancement magic in a safe place like before.

"Here! Over here!"

As soon as Eun-Ha's words echoed, one of the evacuees waiting for treatment raised his hand high.

"Ugh!"

Having forcibly moved his arm despite an injured shoulder, the evacuee grimaced in pain and sat back down.

"Are you really okay?"

Eun-Ha started moving toward where the injured were. Kim Se-Won naturally followed beside her, giving her a worried look.

Just before, she had used her magical power to cast healing magic on the heroes and himself, as well as enhancement magic. Although Eun-Ha didn't show it, this action had significantly reduced her reserve magical power.

In other words, she might not be able to treat everyone.

"Yes. I've already made up my mind."

Thanks to what you told me. Eun-Ha added this as she moved toward the injured.
Even though her magical power was depleted, there was a way.
It would just require considerable physical strength and time.

Kim Se-Won felt his heart flutter anew as he watched Eun-Ha's firm resolve.
She was lovely. And at the same time, reliable.
Above all, he was proud that the once dejected girl had regained her spirit because of his words.

Approaching the injured, Eun-Ha sat down and began to inscribe a large magic circle.
Kim Se-Won watched over her actions as her guardian.

"What is she doing?"
"Why isn't she healing them right away...?"

The citizens were puzzled by Eun-Ha's incomprehensible actions.
The healing they knew or had experienced from Eun-Ha didn't require drawing such strange patterns.

Still, Eun-Ha herself had come forward to treat the injured. Despite their questions, the citizens could only watch her actions intently.

"Phew..."

After moving for a long time, Eun-Ha's arms finally stopped.
It had taken a long time.
A larger and more complex magic circle than when she had cast enhancement and healing magic on Kim Se-Won was drawn in a corner of the shelter.
It was a large magic circle about 2 Eun-Ha's in diameter.

When Eun-Ha, who was at the center of the magic circle, tapped it with her finger, it emitted a bright light and began healing the injured people's bodies.

"Oh, ohh...!"
"My broken arm...!"
"My scraped knee is healing!"

It was a mystical sight no matter how many times they saw it. The citizens gaped as they watched the injured, who had been suffering from all sorts of wounds, gradually heal.

"M-my hair is growing back!"
"Even the burn scar I got before is disappearing...!"

Some even experienced additional healing effects, so the amazement didn't subside.

"Phew."
"Good job."

Having done everything she could, Eun-Ha let out a small sigh and slumped her shoulders.

"My physical strength is depleted, but... this much will recover quickly."

There was no need to show signs of fatigue.

"I'm a bit tired."

But Eun-Ha deliberately showed signs of fatigue.

Not knowing Eun-Ha's thoughts, Kim Se-Won saw her visibly tired appearance and gently supported her.
The reserve magical power in her grasp was already completely gone. She had literally poured out all her available magic.
For the time being, until she paid the full price of the artifact, she couldn't use magical power.

"I have to protect her."

The flame in Kim Se-Won's heart ignited again. It was a sense of duty that he must protect this girl.
Even Eun-Ha didn't know how long the artifact's price would last.
To make matters worse, hybrids were now running rampant in the Academy District, making the situation extremely precarious.

"I need to be Eun-Ha's pillar of support, protecting not just her body but her heart as well."

"Let's rest over there."

Kim Se-Won carried the visibly exhausted Eun-Ha to a secluded spot.
He carefully laid Eun-Ha on the floor and took out a portable mattress, blanket, and pillow from the dimensional pocket connected to his pants pocket, setting them up.

"You don't have to go this far."
"You need to rest properly to recover from fatigue. Here, drink this before you lie down completely."

Supporting Eun-Ha's back with his hand as she sat on the mattress, Kim Se-Won gave her water he had taken from his pocket.
Gulp, gulp. Eun-Ha, who seemed to have consumed a considerable amount of energy, appeared to be entrusting everything to Kim Se-Won.

"What is that?"
"How did so many items come out of such a small pocket?"

Kim Se-Won's actions naturally attracted the attention of the evacuees.

Numerous items emerging from a dimensional pocket. And all those items were being used solely to care for Eun-Ha.
From start to finish, like a butler caring for his lady, there was no hint of lust or improper emotions in the way he attended to her every need.

It just seemed natural.
His attitude reflected that caring for Eun-Ha was simply the right thing to do.

"I suspected as much. You really used up all your magical power."
"Still, it's fortunate. Thanks to maximizing magical efficiency, I was able to treat people."

Eun-Ha added that this was the advantage of drawing a magic circle directly.
It was an advantage that didn't shine much due to the major drawbacks of extreme physical exhaustion and the time it took.

"Actually, my physical strength recovered quickly."

Eun-Ha looked at Kim Se-Won as he slowly laid her down with a weak expression. It was a scene where she felt she might break into a frivolous smile if she relaxed her tension even slightly.

"Sometimes pretending to be weak is also a method!"

The reason Eun-Ha deliberately pretended to be weak and tired was one thing.
It was thanks to the advice of her friend, In Ha-Ram.

Men, especially those dealing with Eun-Ha, would feel a protective instinct from Eun-Ha's delicate appearance, she had said.

"When you get the chance, try pretending to be weak. He'll probably be extremely attentive. Simply put, he'll only look at you."
"Really?!"

And In Ha-Ram's words proved exactly right.
Even if she couldn't use magical power, a magical girl's physical body remained the same.

She just couldn't use magical power at will, but there was no problem with her body using it for survival.
In other words, ordinary injuries or physical exhaustion recovered quickly!

"Hehehehehe!"

Eun-Ha inwardly laughed mischievously as she watched Kim Se-Won, who was only looking at her.
Not bad!
Without having to lift a finger, Kim Se-Won would take care of everything!
He would only look at her!

More important than anything else was the fact that "Kim Se-Won would only look at her."

"Plus... being treated so preciously feels good too."

Of course, there were additional benefits.

Confirmation of affection.
Even though it might be unnecessary since she already knew he loved and cherished her.
Even though she already knew it intellectually.
It was better to see and experience it directly.

His every action was gentle and attentive, afraid she might feel pain.
The way he took care of her with worried eyes.
She liked it all.

"Se-Won───."

Since things had turned out this way, she decided to act a little spoiled. Just as Eun-Ha was about to make a request to Kim Se-Won...

BOOM!!

Suddenly, the shelter wall burst.
Literally exploded. The wall, which was expected to be impenetrable, burst inward without warning.
The shelter ceiling shook violently.
Beep, beep. The lights attached to the ceiling flickered unstably.

"Oh no...!!"

The first person to react to this explosion was Kim Se-Won.
He hurriedly turned around and stretched his hand toward the exploded wall. The enhancement magic that Eun-Ha had cast on him was still active.

Kim Se-Won's body, responding to his will, drew out enormous power. Invisible hands extended outward, catching all the fragments flying inward.

However, there were clearly things he couldn't catch in time.

"Kyaaaaaaah!!"
"B-blood...!!"
"A-a person's...!!"

Chaos erupted in an instant. What Kim Se-Won couldn't catch in time was a human corpse.
The corpse, torn to pieces and flying inward with blood, belonged to a hero who had been patrolling outside to protect the shelter.

"Hup!"

Though late, he hadn't failed to catch everything. Kim Se-Won belatedly caught the flying corpse fragments and suspended them in the air.
After confirming that all fragments and the corpse had entered, he slowly moved them to a corner of the shelter.

-Grrrrrrrr!!
-Many females...!
-Many prey!

Simultaneously, the beings that had killed the hero and broken through the shelter wall in one go entered.

"H-hahahahaha hybrids! Hybrids...!"

A scream of terror echoed throughout the large shelter.
The scream from one person spread to most of the evacuees, becoming a deafening chorus of screams.

"Damn it...! Of all places, where there are so many civilians...!"

Gritting his teeth, Kim Se-Won quickly looked around to assess the situation.
Around him were only helpless civilians. Most heroes were busy stopping the hybrids causing destruction in the Academy District.
In other words, he was the only one who could fight here.

Kim Se-Won turned around and grabbed Eun-Ha's shoulders with both hands. His face was completely tense.

"I'll lure them away. Eun-Ha, it's hard, but I need you to take the people to another shelter. This place is already breached and too dangerous. If you stay here, you'll all be massacred without even a chance to escape."
"By yourself?! It's dangerous!"
"We have no choice."

Yes, there was no choice.
Kim Se-Won knew what he could do here.
Either flee shamefully.
Or lure them outside with a thread of hope.

"That's all I can do right now, but..."

Speaking in a serious tone, Kim Se-Won suddenly looked back and forth between Eun-Ha and the hybrids.
The hybrids, drooling and slowly entering the shelter, had their gazes fixed on Eun-Ha, who was at the farthest point from the wall.

No matter how he looked at it, Eun-Ha was the hybrids' primary target.
She drew aggro just by being there.
Whether as Re-Yu or as Eun-Ha.
The unique scent emanating from her attracted the hybrids' attention.

"Looks like we need to go together."
"Yes, it seems so."

Kim Se-Won smiled slightly and picked up Eun-Ha.
Just like before.
If he took Eun-Ha out of here, the hybrids would follow him without exception.

"Then, let's go."

Crunch. Kim Se-Won bent his knees and put strength into his toes. As he created a streamlined barrier in front with his telekinesis, his body shot forward.

"This is Virginia. Hero Association. Can you hear me?"
[Ah...!]

Feeling her body being pulled backward, Eun-Ha opened an emergency channel with her communication terminal.
An emergency channel connected to the Hero Association's operation control room. It was one of the authorities she had gained when Stellarlis was established.

"This is D Shelter. Hybrids have broken through the outer wall and invaded. Please send someone, anyone, to evacuate the citizens to another shelter!"
[Understood! Then...]
"We'll draw the hybrids out. Please!"

There wasn't even time to wait for a response. Eun-Ha hurriedly cut the connection and looked at the hybrids that had suddenly approached right in front of them.

"They'll follow me. They did before, and now they're looking at me with those gleaming eyes."

The hybrids' eyes followed Kim Se-Won's rapid movement forward. They no longer cared about the numerous females or food sources just a little further in.

"There's a chance other shelters might be in a similar situation. Se-Won, is it possible to check other shelters too?"
"Dealing with these guys alone is already overwhelming. No, it's not even clear if I can defeat them."
"...That's true."

As they broke through straight ahead, numerous telekinetic walls rose. Hands reaching toward Kim Se-Won bounced off the invisible walls.

Eun-Ha watched as six hybrids approached targeting her, and pondered how to defeat them.

"If only I could use even a little magical power...!"

Unable to use her power, she had to rely entirely on Kim Se-Won's strength.
And on top of that, he was carrying her, a burden.

How could they defeat those creatures in this state? It was also uncertain whether the same bait strategy would work again.

"A solution. I need to find a solution."

Impatience took over.
Her heart tightened, and regret kept swirling in her mind.

If she hadn't rashly used the artifact. If she had used it more carefully.
The situation wouldn't have become this bad.

"This is where it really begins."
"I'll defeat them somehow. Just trust me."
"...Okay."

They completely left the shelter. The chaotic Academy District came into view.
Eun-Ha tried to move her still uncontrollable magical power while looking at Kim Se-Won's determined face.
The situation was the worst possible.

Ch.382 - There's Still One Shot Left
"Se-Won must not have much magical power left."

While being carried by Kim Se-Won during their escape, Eun-Ha belatedly recalled the battles he had fought today.

He could handle one-on-one fights well enough, but even those required considerable magical power. In his current state, after three battles with hybrids, plus using power to escape and block shelter fragments, he probably had about 40% left at most.

"Magical girls can increase their total magical power easily, but he's not one of them."

It was something so obvious to her that she'd forgotten about it. She'd vaguely noticed but hadn't fully processed it. Eun-Ha pondered how to overcome their situation.

"Plus, Chae-Eun and Haram seem to be fighting somewhere too."

She glanced at her communication device. She had tried contacting her friends several times, but none of them answered.

It wasn't just her friends who were unreachable. Even Hong Yu-Jin, who would be a reliable ally in this situation, couldn't be contacted. Eun-Ha had no choice but to rely entirely on Kim Se-Won.

Still, she wanted to help even a little bit and was deep in thought when—

"How can we get out of this situa— ugh?!"

Slash! A sharp sound rang out.
Her body suddenly lurched forward. Eun-Ha looked at Kim Se-Won with wide eyes.

The faint smell of blood rose in the air.
He was grimacing, gritting his teeth to endure the pain.
It wasn't a misstep.
The most agile of the hybrids chasing Eun-Ha had targeted Kim Se-Won.

"Se-Won...!"
"I'm... fine...!"

Boom! He planted his front leg firmly to keep from falling. Kim Se-Won didn't stop there and took another step forward.

He hadn't let his guard down for a moment, yet his side had been injured. Fortunately, it wasn't a deep wound, but continuing to run like this would cause continued bleeding.

"What do you mean fine? You're bleeding...!"

Eun-Ha looked at Kim Se-Won with a pale face. In this situation where they didn't know how long they'd need to keep running, visible bleeding was essentially a death sentence.

"I promised to protect you... that's what I decided...!"

Kim Se-Won ran desperately.
Currently, six hybrids were chasing them.

"Ugh!"

No, now there were eight.
Two more hybrids appeared ahead of them. Judging by the blood soaking their claws and mouths, they had just finished feeding.

"Damn it...!"

He had been avoiding even light attacks to conserve his limited magical power, but to make matters worse, new enemies had appeared.

"Get out of the way!"

At this point, he had no choice but to use magic.
With Kim Se-Won's shout, Blue Diamond was fired forward. He might not be able to handle the six behind them, but he could somehow deal with the two in front.

-Grrrk?!

The Blue Diamond reached the hybrid's face in an instant and distorted space.
A strike that ignored defense tore the armored hybrid in half.

"Good, one down...!"

-Kraaaaaaah!!

Space split diagonally.
However, not both hybrids lost their lives.
One hybrid, whose head was barely grazed, grabbed its bisected companion's corpse and threw it.

"!!"

Whoosh! The corpse flew toward them. The enraged hybrid's strength allowed it to hit Kim Se-Won with the corpse before Blue Diamond could return.

"Aagh!"

He twisted his body in that moment. A sharp pain struck his right shoulder as if hit by an iron bar.
It hurt.
It was agonizing.
Tears welled up in his eyes involuntarily.

"Not yet...!"

Still, throwing the corpse was the hybrid's mistake.
The Blue Diamond that had been returning to Kim Se-Won made a U-turn.
Slash! Desperately holding onto his mental strength, he split the angry hybrid's body in half.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

How long had they been running?
How much further did they need to go?

"I don't have much magical power left."

If he had used even slight attacks earlier, he might be dead by now.
Kim Se-Won, breathing heavily, used Blue Diamond to check behind them.
The hybrids chasing them still looked energetic.

"Se-Won! One of them is missing!"
"What?"

Just as he was considering luring them into an alley again, Eun-Ha's almost scream-like warning made him snap to attention.

-Give us the female!!

It was the hybrid that had wounded Kim Se-Won's waist. The hybrid suddenly accelerated and swung its arm at Kim Se-Won.
Thwack! His body bent. His waist was hit by the hybrid's right elbow.

"Aagh!"

Kim Se-Won let out a scream and rolled on the ground. Despite his right arm feeling like it might break from the pain, he absolutely refused to let go of Eun-Ha.

"I can't let Eun-Ha get hurt!"

Desperately trying to protect her from injury. Desperately.

"Se-Won...! Are you okay?!"
"Nnngh!"

"I'm okay." How could such a simple phrase be so difficult? Feeling the wound area burning like fire, Kim Se-Won moved his lips.
Groans came out before words.

"I'm—!"

Clang!
Just as he was about to speak, Kim Se-Won stretched out his left arm to block incoming claws.
During those brief moments of rolling on the ground, the hybrids had surrounded Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

-The male dies.
-We take the female.

Kekeke, their disgusting laughter rang in his ears. Kim Se-Won, feeling heat spreading through his body, struggled to get up.

"You think... I'd let you...!"

Eun-Ha was his.
He wouldn't give her to anyone.
Even if his body was destroyed.

"Eun-Ha is my woman!!!"

The creatures were drunk on their sense of superiority.
Savoring the victory that seemed within reach.
They showed no intention of running away.
No intention of dodging.
This moment had to be seized.

With a great roar, Blue Diamond scattered through the air.
The Blue Diamond, swimming chaotically through the air, combined with Kim Se-Won's telekinesis to create powerful shackles.

-Kuk?!

The hybrids' movements stopped. They tried to move, but couldn't.

"This won't last long."

It probably wouldn't last even five seconds.
For Kim Se-Won, this was his last chance.
One final attack to end everything.
Crack! Crackle! Following Kim Se-Won's will, the restrained hybrids were gathered together.

"With this...!!"

As he gathered magical power at his fingertips, ready to unleash it—

-Ptui!
"!!!"

One of the hybrids with its mouth open spat something out!
Kim Se-Won's eyes widened. This happened at a moment when he thought they couldn't do anything for about two seconds.
Concentrating all his focus on gathering magical power, Kim Se-Won couldn't react at all.

"Watch out!"

Kim Se-Won's body lurched backward.
Eun-Ha had pulled him back in that instant.
But pulling him wasn't enough to avoid that spit.
That spit contained deadly poison flowing through the hybrids' bodies.
The location might differ, but the result would surely be the same.
Even if it wasn't poison, the spit was clearly deadly.

A black shadow fell across Kim Se-Won's vision.

"N-no...!"

A voice of shock burst out involuntarily.
Sizzle!

"Aagh!"

The sound of flesh melting and the smell of blood spread.
Kim Se-Won looked straight ahead with hollow eyes.
There stood Eun-Ha with a large hole in her waist.

"Kh, ugh...!"

Thud! Eun-Ha, her face contorted in pain, collapsed.
Kim Se-Won's gaze, which had been filled with disbelief, trembled as it moved downward.
Blood was staining everything around them.

Red blood.
What he had tried so hard to protect had crumbled in a single moment.
He didn't blame Eun-Ha.
If it hadn't been for her, he would probably be dead.

"You bastards!!"

He was only angry at himself for failing to eliminate the hybrids before this happened.
The concentrated magical power was released all at once. Boom! An attack filled with rage descended upon the hybrids.
Crunch! Crunch! The ground caved in as if struck by a giant fist.
The sound of flesh being crushed repeated.

"Y-you're still okay. You're okay...!"

She was still breathing.
If he could get her to a medical facility immediately, there was hope!
After repeatedly squeezing out all his magical power to crush the hybrids, Kim Se-Won reached out toward Eun-Ha.
That's when it happened.

-M-male...!

An ominous sound.
A low voice scratching at its throat emerged from the crater in the ground.
Kim Se-Won stopped abruptly and looked into the pit.

Thump!
A grotesque hand emerged from the pit.
Following it, a hybrid with most of its shell broken revealed its glaring eyes.

-You, strong.

For hybrids, the measure of strength was just one thing.
The one who survived until the end.

-But I stronger...!

Using the other hybrids as shields, it had barely survived, and this was its last chance.
The male before it seemed to have used up all his strength.
If so, the last survivor would be itself.

The hybrid raised its tattered body and slowly approached Kim Se-Won.

"No..."

He could hear it.
Step by step.
The heavy, labored footsteps were approaching.

"No."

Eun-Ha desperately lifted her closing eyelids.
Raising her gaze slightly, she could see Kim Se-Won bleeding from the wounds inflicted by the hybrid.

"Ah...?"

And something caught Eun-Ha's eye.
Her blood and Kim Se-Won's blood were mixing together.

Eun-Ha painfully lifted her arm and touched that blood.
She could feel magical power.
Her magical power and Kim Se-Won's.

Even though different people's magical powers couldn't normally mix.
Hers and Kim Se-Won's were mixing so easily, as if they had always been one.

"My magical power..."

Yes.
Thinking about it, that made sense.
Kim Se-Won was the madman who had contained the magical power of four magical girls, including herself, in his core.

And after experiencing an awakening, he had made the magical girls' power his own.
Naturally, her magical power had good compatibility with Kim Se-Won's.
No, beyond compatibility. They had exactly the same properties.

"Why didn't I think of something so simple until now?"

Just because he had used up all his reserve magical power didn't mean all options were gone.
If they had used the magical power flowing in their blood, there might have been a better choice.

"Se... Won...!"

She put aside her desire for self-blame.
Eun-Ha opened her mouth, her eyes shining.

A magical girl's body was actively healing the hole in her waist.
The hybrid and Kim Se-Won, with no time to notice this, were still unaware.

"I don't know if this will work. But I have to try."

Eun-Ha covered her hand with her own blood.
If the properties of their magical power were the same, if they could mix without resistance—

Then it should be possible to directly supply someone else's magical power.

Eun-Ha put all her strength into her hand.
She quickly drew a tiny magic circle with blood.

"If it's blood containing my magical power, it should activate."

It didn't take long for the magic circle to form on Eun-Ha's palm.
The hybrid was about eight steps away from reaching Kim Se-Won. It was painfully raising its arm, preparing to strike him.

Grab!

"Ugh?!"

Without hesitation, Eun-Ha grabbed Kim Se-Won's leg. Sizzle!! With a nasty sound, Kim Se-Won's skin melted.

"Take it...!"

It wasn't just Kim Se-Won's leg that was melting. Eun-Ha's palm with the magic circle was also rapidly dissolving.
The melting flesh connected.
Their blood connected through the touching flesh.

"My magical power...!"
"!!!!"

It didn't take long to understand what Eun-Ha meant.
His leg and Eun-Ha's hand.
At the connected point, he could feel Eun-Ha's magical power.
An enormous magical power that his body showed no rejection to.

Magical power that Eun-Ha couldn't use right now.

Eun-Ha's blood seemed to have a will of its own. It extracted only the magical power flowing through the blood and forcibly injected it into Kim Se-Won.
In an instant, nearly 10% of his magical power was restored.
It happened in a single moment.
And magical power was continuing to fill his entire body.

Kim Se-Won realized the gap between himself and Eun-Ha. If there was this much difference just in magical power, the difference in strength would be even greater.

"There's no time for this."

Rather than despairing at this gap, Kim Se-Won chose to look ahead.
He clenched his trembling hand and stretched it forward.

-K-kuk...! I know you have no strength left, male...!!

The hybrid that had nearly died laughed mockingly.

"No."

Kim Se-Won also looked at it and laughed.

"I still have one shot left."

Telekinetic force extended from Kim Se-Won's hand.
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Operating the Blue Diamond requires a substantial amount of magical power.
Just using it is the epitome of inefficiency, with magic constantly draining in real-time. At the same time, it's Kim Se-Won's most powerful weapon, making it something he can't afford not to use.

"Split apart!"

That's why Kim Se-Won used the Blue Diamond.
It was his most powerful means of attack.

He squeezed out all his gathered magic, commanding it to attack the hybrid in one go.

The power of the Blue Diamond was a terrifying force that ignored defense. Unless one had the strength to forcibly break spatial distortion, it was an attack impossible to resist.

-KYAAAAAAA!

Crack! Crack-crack! Bizarre sounds scratched at their ears.
The Blue Diamond twisted space, contorting the hybrid's body.
Eventually, the hybrid transformed into something like a wrung-out rag and met its end.

"Huff...! Huff......! Eun-Ha!"

Even as Kim Se-Won felt dizzy from his magic being completely drained, his first concern was for Eun-Ha.

Despite defeating the hybrid, magic continued flowing into him from Eun-Ha. The dizziness clouding his head quickly subsided.

"We barely defeated it."

Eun-Ha spoke when Kim Se-Won's core was filled with magic.
Her expression showed visible relief.
If magic supply had been impossible, it would have been none other than Kim Se-Won who would have become a cold corpse.

Eun-Ha gently raised the corners of her mouth.

"It's thanks to you. We were able to defeat that thing because you were here."

She was so lovable. Kim Se-Won carefully lifted Eun-Ha with telekinesis and embraced her with his large arms.

"I believed in you. Because I believed, I could keep going without giving up. So it's thanks to you, Se-Won."
"......!"

His arms tightened around Eun-Ha.
Her body was so fragile it seemed like it might break if he squeezed too hard. She couldn't use magic, yet a powerful enemy had appeared targeting her.
She must have been truly anxious.
With only himself—still lacking in so many ways—to rely on, that anxiety must have been overwhelming.

Yet she suppressed that anxiety and survived in the end.
She believed in him until the very end.

*No matter what happens.*

Kim Se-Won felt something difficult to express in words. His heart swelled as an even more resolute thought filled his mind.
The dream he had thought about over and over again.

*To always be by Eun-Ha's side.*

Kim Se-Won wanted to stay by Eun-Ha's side forever.
That's why he was still insufficient.
There were still many ways he needed to change.
He needed to build a solid foundation.

Training his body, increasing his magic capacity.
He needed to hone his combat sense, magic control, and proper use of magic.

"I love you, Eun-Ha."

So that this small girl wouldn't tremble with anxiety.
Kim Se-Won whispered his love, filled with his firmly established resolve.

"I really love you."
"Wait. W-wait a moment...!"

As he held her close, feeling her warm body temperature, Eun-Ha suddenly flapped both hands.
When he released his arms, Eun-Ha's face was bright red.

"Ah, th-that. I mean. Yes. I mean......"

With her face flushed red from embarrassment, she hung her head low.
Her arms, which had been flapping vigorously, now clung quietly to her sides.
Her fingers, having nowhere to go, fidgeted around her lower abdomen.

"I, I too. I also l-lo..."

After escaping from Kim Se-Won's embrace, Eun-Ha mumbled for a while before finally managing to speak.
Words that couldn't properly convey her meaning.

*Ah, seriously...!*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand why saying the embarrassing word "love" was so difficult.

"I like you. Me too."

In the end, unable to say that one word, Eun-Ha substituted it with another. Her head drooped again as a bonus.

*So that's how you're going to play it?*

While Eun-Ha's head was lowered, a strange light gleamed in Kim Se-Won's eyes.
Eun-Ha trembling with embarrassment was adorable. But the thought of wanting to see more of this side of her simply wouldn't leave his mind.

He gently embraced Eun-Ha again.

"What were you trying to say just now?"

He brought his lips close to her ear and whispered softly.

"!!"

Flinch! Eun-Ha's body shook violently. Kim Se-Won's voice tickling her ear penetrated all the way to her brain.
His scent and voice suddenly surrounding her again.
It was his mischievous behavior, implying he wouldn't let her go unless she spoke properly.

But Eun-Ha wasn't someone who would just take it forever. Swoosh! As Eun-Ha bent her knees, her body slipped downward.
It was a gap created because he hadn't held her tightly on purpose.

"Th-there's no way I could say something like that! Idiot!"

Burst! She shouted with her still-red face. Eun-Ha continued to call him "Idiot! Idiot!" repeatedly.
She didn't say it directly. Still, Kim Se-Won looked at her with a pleased smile.
Her actions themselves were her answer.

"A-anyway...!"

After scolding Kim Se-Won for quite some time, Eun-Ha turned around and picked up the hybrid's remains from the ground.

"First. Stay still."

The hybrid's carapace, shattered during battle. Eun-Ha held the sharply broken carapace and deeply cut her palm.

"Wh-what are you doing?!"
"Right now, I can't do anything."

As hot pain shot through her palm, drip, drip, red blood began to flow.
It felt like the embarrassment that had filled her face was draining through her hand. Eun-Ha calmly confirmed the blood gathering at her fingertips and bent her knees.

"But like before, I can use magic with blood."

Eun-Ha carved a magic circle with her blood and cast a recovery spell on Kim Se-Won. Not only that, but she also added enhancement magic to prepare for any future battles.

The wound disappeared cleanly. And strength surged.
Kim Se-Won felt his body becoming energized and did some light stretching.
Except for his tattered clothes from several battles and escapes, he was in perfect condition.

"But it's strange. I don't know how it worked so well."
"What? You mean giving me magic?"
"Mmm."

Eun-Ha nodded.
Considering the successful result, it was likely due to Kim Se-Won's unique nature, as she had thought earlier.
If it had been someone else, it would have been an act that could lead to death. No, in her current state where she couldn't control magic, it would have been a meaningless action.

But it succeeded so easily.
The efficiency was good, and the speed of filling magic was fast.
That was what seemed strange and questionable no matter how she thought about it.

"It must be because of your magic... right?"
"...Yes. Probably."

Kim Se-Won thought for a moment and nodded.

"Before I awakened, I contained the magic of four magical girls, and when I awakened, they all became one."

Originally, another person's magic is poison itself. This was something Kim Se-Won had experienced firsthand.

So the reason he could smoothly accept Eun-Ha's magic and make it his own was probably because he was specialized for magical girls, or more precisely, for "Eun-Ha."

"Maybe... this would be possible with any magical girl."

"While cooperation with Bloody White or Don-Hil is hard to imagine, it would probably be possible," Kim Se-Won added in a serious tone.

"...Is that so?"

Eun-Ha blinked and nodded.
This magic charging wasn't just something magical girls could supply to Kim Se-Won. It would also be possible for Kim Se-Won to supply it to magical girls.

"Is that sooo?"

Eun-Ha's eyelids slowly lowered, half-closing her eyes. She looked at the wounded area with cold eyes.
The area that had now healed completely, with new flesh grown.

Eun-Ha felt something boiling up in her chest.

The new enemy that appeared before humanity, the hybrids, are too strong.
If they mature for a long time, they gain strength like those at The Front Line.
If the maturation period is shortened, they can produce countless creatures like the one they just faced—an unreasonable growth rate.

In other words, incidents like today could happen countless times in the future.
And it might not just be her; there might come a day when she has to fight alongside other magical girls.

"Se-Won."
"Yes?"

Eun-Ha stuck to Kim Se-Won with a bright smile.
A voice tinged with coldness. Kim Se-Won felt as if something slimy and cold was wrapping around his entire body.

"Let's stay together forever, okay?"
"Huh? Oh, y-yes. Of course?"

What on earth had he done wrong? Kim Se-Won had no idea.
Did he step on a landmine?
Did he say something wrong?
He desperately tried to recall their recent conversation to find his mistake, but nothing came to mind.

"Don't look at other women."
"Eun-Ha, Re-Yu, Virginia, Optima—you can desire them as you wish."
"You just need to look only at me. Right?"

Creepy, creepy.
With each word she uttered, he felt chills. Goosebumps had already risen all over his body.

"Continue."
"Continue from now on."
"Until death."

This was strange.
Eun-Ha shouldn't be able to use any power, yet he felt trapped as if in a giant grip, unable to move.

*Is she going to launch some kind of pregnancy attack at this rate?*

Kim Se-Won was at a loss from the inexplicable fear.
He needed to think about how to navigate this situation, but his mind was blank like a white sheet of paper.

"Se-Won...?"

Creeping, creeping, her voice transformed into the emotion of fear. It crawled up his body and into his ears.
Kim Se-Won raised his head, trying to escape this terror even a little.

He needed to get out of here.
No matter how absurd the words might be, he needed to change the topic to alter Eun-Ha's psychological state.

"Uh, um. Yes. S-speak. I'm fine. No, rather...!"

Kim Se-Won gave up thinking. With the barrier of reason completely broken down, he opened his mouth.

"Ah, th-that wound! How's the wound? Are you really okay? Huh?"

Up to this point, he was fine.
A pure expression of concern for his injured girlfriend.

"Yes! I'm fine! Want to see?"

Eun-Ha liked that Kim Se-Won was concerned about her. With a subtle smile, she placed Kim Se-Won's hand on her wounded area.

The touch of smooth skin, so smooth it made one doubt whether there had ever been a wound.

Touching Eun-Ha's skin naturally reminded him of the girl moaning on the bed. The girl he had taken several times.
The skin he touched then was never tiresome no matter how much he touched it.

Out of nowhere. There was no way such memories would surface just from touching skin.
This was a biological instinct.
Not the instinct to survive, but the reproductive instinct to leave offspring before dying.

"Wow... I want to impregnate a dog."

That's how much this moment was the moment Kim Se-Won felt most alive.
When Eun-Ha let him touch her side, a statement that bypassed his brain escaped Kim Se-Won's mouth.

*Oops!*

Kim Se-Won, belatedly regaining his reason, opened his eyes wide and covered his mouth.
No matter what, there are things one should and shouldn't say.

But the water was already spilled.
His words must have been clearly transmitted to Eun-Ha's ears.

"Uh, um... th-that is."

His neck creaked as it moved. It took what felt like 10 minutes but was only 10 seconds for Eun-Ha to come into his view.

Was she disappointed in him for uttering such an indecent statement? Anxiety welled up uncontrollably.

"Really?"

Eun-Ha, with her head bowed, answered a beat late.

"Then—"

Eun-Ha's voice trembled slightly.
With her head bowed, he couldn't tell what expression she was making.

Just as Eun-Ha was about to continue—

Woooong!

A gate opened in the sky once more.

Ch.384 - Do You Really Like Bunny Girls With Loose Outfits That Expose Their Entire Chest?
The gate that opened in the sky was so massive it couldn't fit in one's field of vision.

"Why has another gate appeared?!"

The two spoke simultaneously. There were still many hybrids causing havoc in the Academy District, and now additional forces were coming—it was beyond unfair.

Judging by the gate's size, it was obvious that formidable forces would pour out.

"With a gate that large... either a few big shots are coming, or enough hybrids to fill the sky..."

Eun-Ha couldn't help but sigh as she looked at the sky consumed by the gate. The size of a gate directly correlated with the power it contained. Perhaps a terrifying giant hybrid like the moving fortress that had appeared at The Front Line would emerge.

"What do you want to do?"

Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha, who was staring blankly at the sky, waiting for her response with determined eyes. Running away wasn't an option. If it had been, they would have fled long ago.

"...There's just one thing I can think of. It's pretty reckless, and it'll be hard on you."

Eun-Ha spoke while picking up the hybrid's carapace she had used earlier. Despite her drained voice, her eyes still shone.

"This is one of the materials we need."

Eun-Ha handed the carapace to Kim Se-Won, asking him to break it.

"No problem. Hup! Hrrrgh...!!"

Trying to look manly and cool, he strained, but the carapace didn't budge.

Crack! After glancing at Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won broke the carapace with his Blue Diamond.

*I should have done this from the start.*

He scratched his cheek in embarrassment. Eun-Ha giggled at him.

"I'll be the rider. You'll be the horse. We need to become madmen running around the entire Academy District, spilling blood."

She gathered the broken carapace pieces and pressed close to Kim Se-Won. Even to herself, it seemed like a ridiculous plan.

"The call function on our communication terminals is dead, so we have no way to ask for help, right?"

The terminals had stopped working, likely because the relay building had collapsed due to the hybrids destroying so many structures.

"While we're moving around, we'll gather allies too."

So calling for reinforcements was nearly impossible. If they wanted help, they'd have to run around on foot. Eun-Ha forced a bright smile.

"You're not planning to...!"

Kim Se-Won stared wide-eyed at the small carapace in Eun-Ha's hand. The shattered pieces were both hard and sharp.

And for Eun-Ha, who couldn't control her magical power, there was only one way to use magic: drawing magic circles directly with blood containing magical power.

"We don't have a choice, do we? In this situation, there's only one useful spell: Sacred Domain. And to use Sacred Domain, I need to spill a little blood."

Eun-Ha slightly tightened her grip on the small carapace. She could feel its sharpness—just a bit more pressure and it would cut her.

"Do you think you can do it?"
"I don't know if I can. But I have to."

That was what she could do. Eun-Ha planned to deploy a massive Sacred Domain covering the entire Academy District.

And to create that domain, she would need to draw a substantial magic circle directly with her blood.

It would certainly be arduous, but there was no other choice. This method was the best option for Eun-Ha, who couldn't directly control magical power. And it was Kim Se-Won's best option too.

"Let's move quickly. By the looks of it, they'll be coming out soon."

Eun-Ha said this and gestured for Kim Se-Won to lower himself.

Creating a magic circle large enough to encompass the Academy District while riding on Kim Se-Won like a horse.

*Will it work?*

Kim Se-Won wondered if that small body had enough blood to draw it all.

* * *

Not just Shelter D, but A through C as well. All shelters had been destroyed by hybrids. Most citizens had dramatically evacuated to other unused shelters, but even those couldn't be guaranteed safe. The buildings destroyed by hybrids were now too numerous to count.

In this situation, despite desperate attempts to hold back the hybrids, the number of heroes was limited while the hybrid forces numbered in the thousands.

Every hero had injuries. Many were barely standing, wounded and exhausted. It had reached the point where everyone thought it would be ideal to abandon the Academy District and evacuate whoever could survive to another location.

Woong! Just then, the gate spread across the sky shook violently.

Despite being engaged in fierce combat, the heroes focused all their attention on the gate in the sky.

What kind of creatures were coming? It was obvious they'd be facing more hybrids like the ones they were already fighting, but they couldn't help looking at the sky.

For good reason.

"Grrrr?"

Even the hybrids were looking up at the sky with puzzled expressions.

This meant that even the hybrids didn't know what was happening.

Was it a surprise reinforcement unknown to them? Or was it the appearance of a third force, the monsters of Gresorion?

"Damn it, the hybrids we're already dealing with are overwhelming enough...!"

Either way, it was certainly not a good situation for the heroes.

One by one, heroes and hybrids who had been fighting frantically began focusing on the gate. The massive gate filling the sky, unlike anything they'd seen before, blocked even the sunlight, spreading a dark curtain everywhere.

Woong!

The gate shook again. Enormous magical power scattered.

"W-what is this...!"
"Grrrrrr!"

Bodies trembled involuntarily. Irresistible fear. Overwhelming power. Who was the owner of this power that could be felt even before they appeared from the gate?

"Is it The Mute One himself...!"

The only thing that came to the heroes' minds was The Mute One, humanity's archenemy. They couldn't imagine anything else.

But their prediction was wrong. The trembling gate suddenly stopped. Soon, a figure appeared at the center of the gate, followed by what looked like a boy and a girl.

As soon as the three figures appeared, the gate, having completed its task, contracted instantly and disappeared.

Everyone on the ground immediately focused on one girl. They didn't even pay attention to the other two who had appeared afterward. Such was her overwhelming presence.

"A girl...?"

Not a monster. Not a hybrid. Something completely unexpected—a human.

"No, is she really human?"

Even this was doubtful. Why would a human emerge from a gate? How many humans possessed such power?

Would even an S-class hero with immeasurable power have as much strength as her?

Heroes and hybrids blinked as they looked at the figure floating in the air. A girl white from head to toe. Her red eyes reminded one of a drop of blood spilled on a snow field.

The fragile-looking girl, who seemed impossible to believe had come from that enormous gate, was gazing down at the ground.

The girl closed her eyes. Her delicate palm slowly spread out, as if covering the ground.

"B-Bloody White...! The magic girl of Gresorion...! That appearance...! That power...! It's definitely Bloody White, who we thought was dead...!"

Just then, a hero spoke, trembling like an aspen tree. It was Jang Go-Yun, an A-class hero who had been active for a long time.

"The Snow-White Witch...! The Hero Slayer...! No...! We, we have to escape from here! R-run! Run away! That woman is a devil! A monster wearing human skin!"

Everyone's attention turned to him. This was no different for the hybrids.

Jang Go-Yun had recalled the memories he had tried to forget. The time he alone survived in the white snow field. The horrific scene where dozens of heroes instantly became ice blocks and lost their lives.

The girl who created this tragedy seemed to feel no guilt, just laughing softly.

"Ah, ah... If only Black Swan were here...! If only she were here...!"

His strong gaze was gone, replaced by the eyes of a cowardly loser. Yellow urine was flowing down his pants. His face, clutching his head and trembling, was covered in tears and snot. Though his legs trembled, he couldn't sit down. It was as if extreme fear wouldn't even allow him to collapse.

"D-dangerous...!"
"We must gather our comrades!"

Seeing this, the hybrids, who had only thought of destruction, slaughter, and reproduction, finally felt a sense of crisis.

They had just met this man today. But they knew he was a hero who fought them bravely and tenaciously. He was the strongest and most experienced among those who had fought them.

But now? Terrified, crying like a child? Shrinking his trained body to the point of looking pathetic? Desperately calling for someone who wasn't here? He had instantly devolved from strong to weak.

The hybrids felt their heads ringing with the strong pressure emanating from that girl. It was incomparable to the fear of death they had felt in that hellish pit. Something overwhelmingly powerful.

As if seeing their creator. No, much less than that, but still a powerful presence that couldn't be ignored.

"Kieeeeek!"

One hybrid let out a tearing scream. It was an emergency signal for retreat. Afterward, the hybrids all moved their legs to leave the battlefield.

No. They tried to move.

"...???"

The hybrids felt their bodies couldn't move, even as they stared with wide eyes. Without any warning. At some point, they became unable to move their bodies.

Whoosh—belatedly, a terrible cold swept in, as if it would freeze even their bones. The surrounding landscape was instantly transformed. White snow fell from the sky, turning the ruined city into a snow-white field.

Crack-crack-crack! The frozen bodies of the hybrids began to crumble from their weakest parts. They only felt the terrible cold, unaware that their death was approaching, unable to feel any sensation.

*Why.*

The hybrids wondered as they died.

*Why are only we frozen?*

This cold wasn't affecting the heroes who were still looking up at the sky. Only themselves. Only the invaders were affected by this cold.

That wasn't all.

Boom! Lightning struck from the sky. This wasn't a natural phenomenon. It was artificial lightning created by someone's power.

The black lightning that split the sky fell onto the heads of hybrids that hadn't yet frozen. The fallen lightning spread like branches in all directions. As if with a will of its own, it accurately targeted and burned only the hybrids.

"Ah, aah..."

Thud! Someone collapsed to the ground. It was Jang Go-Yun, who had been unable to control his fear since earlier.

Jang Go-Yun wore a noticeably relieved expression.

"You have come..."

His voice, barely audible, was completely different from before. Noticeably relieved.

"Our hero."

Black lightning that endlessly tracked and annihilated enemies. There was only one person in the world who used this: the EX-class hero, Black Swan.

* * *

The sudden appearance of Bloody White. Followed by black lightning.

"What on earth is happening...?"

Riding on Kim Se-Won's back while drawing a magic circle, Eun-Ha looked up at the sky with a dumbfounded expression.

She knew a little about how strong Bloody White was. She had seen her by chance when she traveled with Kim Se-Won before. At that time, Bloody White had frozen space itself, blocking Don-Hil's spatial magic.

But who had fired the black lightning that appeared afterward? Who on earth had used that terrifyingly strong power?

"Ugh...!"

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won clutched his chest. His core began to pulse frantically.

His magical power was telling him that magic girls were here. Two incredibly strong magic girls were using their powers here.

Through the core, he sensed a total of four magical powers. Eun-Ha, who was here. Don-Hil floating in the sky. And Bloody White beside Don-Hil.

"It's... Teacher Hong Yu-Jin."

Lastly, the one who fired the black lightning was also a magic girl.

"W-what...?"

It was natural that she didn't know, since even her daughter Eun-Ha said she had never properly seen Hong Yu-Jin's power.

"My mom?! Really?"

Eun-Ha asked in shock. At the same time, a memory from a class at the Academy came back to her.

*That's right! Back then!*

She remembered that when hundreds of A-class monsters attacked The Front Line, there was black lightning that instantly destroyed them.

She knew Hong Yu-Jin was an EX-class hero. She also knew that her mother was incomparably stronger than herself.

What she had only known intellectually before, she now felt vividly with her body.

*Even if I could use magical power now, I couldn't do that.*

She realized the enormous gap between Hong Yu-Jin and herself.

*Is this how Se-Won feels...?*

A difference in power so vast it seemed impossible to catch up. Eun-Ha felt her mind growing distant as she stared blankly at the sky.

Yes. She stared.

"...Huh?"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened. The emotions she had felt just moments ago vanished completely.

"Did I see wrong?"

Were her eyes blurry? Was she tired? Unable to understand, she rubbed her eyes and looked at the sky again.

But what she saw remained unchanged.

Besides Bloody White, two other beings had appeared in the sky. One was Kim Woo-Jin. And the other was...

"Bunny girl?"

It was Don-Hil, wearing a bunny girl outfit with just one coat over it.

"Why is she still wearing that?"

Eun-Ha could clearly see Don-Hil trembling with shame. Despite wearing a large coat, that shameless attire couldn't be hidden by just one coat.

"Did Nabi actually like cosplay...?"

That bunny girl outfit was definitely the one she had worn at the cosplay shop. Even if she had disappeared somewhere urgently, she had plenty of time to change. In other words, she must have liked the bunny girl outfit enough to stubbornly keep wearing it!

*A bunny girl, huh.*

Eun-Ha's eyes scanned Don-Hil's body in the distance. Though small, having seen it once before, the image was clear.

"Se-Won."
"Yes. Let's join up with Teacher Hong Yu-Jin first. That seems like our best option right now."
"You asked me to wear a bunny girl outfit earlier, right?"
"...Huh?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been seriously thinking about what to do next, suddenly wore a blank expression.

"I'll wear it for you."

Eun-Ha was serious too. She nodded with a determined face.

"Like you said. The... loose one where you can see the chest..."

She said with a face as red as a radish. The most important thing for Eun-Ha was not losing Kim Se-Won to another woman.

"Should we go back right now? To the cosplay shop."

And Kim Se-Won was a man true to his desires.

Ch.385 - I Don't Understand Why You're So Obsessed With Bunny Girls
Not really.
I wasn't inspired by Don-Hil's shameless appearance.

Just.
I was bothered by what Kim Se-Won said before leaving the cosplay shop.

"I'm not some obsessive girl. I don't do things like that."

Eun-Ha buried her face in his chest as she recalled Kim Se-Won's words that still lingered in her mind.

They say that when the size of love remains unchanged, the most dangerous thing is falling into a routine. In other words, she needed to step up and show him something that wouldn't get boring.

"B-but it's a bit embarrassing."
"We haven't even gone to the cosplay shop yet?"
"Still! Embarrassment doesn't change...."

Her voice plummeted. Feeling a sudden sense of shame, Eun-Ha poked Kim Se-Won's chest with her finger.

*It's not going to be much different from when you transform.*

Kim Se-Won deliberately suppressed the words that had risen to the tip of his tongue.
Optima. And Virginia and Optima's vicious form.
Even those had considerable exposure, yet she was feeling embarrassed now.

*I actually like it though.*

Still, seeing her embarrassed like this wasn't bad at all.

*A loose bunny girl outfit with nipples slightly visible! I could eat this up over and over.*

Though it wasn't appropriate for the current situation, just thinking about seeing her expression even more drenched in shame made his lower body throb with excitement.

"Se-Won... Do you really want to see it?"
"It's okay. Only I will see it. I don't want you showing that to anyone else."

Huff! Kim Se-Won exhaled hot breath as he spoke.
While others were fighting fiercely and watching the situation tensely! The sinful pleasure of being the only one to see his girlfriend's shameless appearance!
He simply couldn't resist.

"But a bunny girl is a bit..."

Glancing up, Eun-Ha looked at Don-Hil floating in the sky. Then her gaze shifted to Bloody White standing in front of Don-Hil.

*Looking again, she's exactly like Nabi.*

Though she could tell they were different people by the atmosphere they gave off, her appearance was remarkably similar to Don-Hil.
Bloody White resembled her contractor, Bianca.
Don-Hil resembled her mother, Bloody White.
Although Bianca wasn't mature-looking like Don-Hil and Bloody White, and had black hair, her overall appearance was strikingly similar.

*Nabi and Nabi's mother. And...*

Eun-Ha's gaze turned to the last person.
Former villain, Kim Woo-Jin.
His tanned brown skin and white hair were both similar to and distinctly different from the two girls.

*So all men like bunny girls? ...When I was a man too...*

She could clearly see her boyfriend Kim Woo-Jin stealing glances at Don-Hil.
It seemed like his reason was trying to scold him not to look, but his instincts were suppressing it. Seeing Kim Woo-Jin's behavior, Eun-Ha was convinced.

*Right! If Nabi can do it, why can't I?*

That alluring yet adorable figure that definitely catches men's attention! Even she, who used to be a man, kept thinking about it, so Kim Se-Won must feel the same.

Eun-Ha felt her competitive spirit ignite.
No matter how much of a friend, she was also a rival.
A rival and competitor.
She didn't want to lose to such a rival in any way.

Even if it meant testing the limits of her own shame.

"No! I'll wear it! Let's go! Run! We're running, Se-Won! I'll really wear the bunny girl outfit! Even if everything shows! Even if absolutely everything shows, as long as only you see it!"
"Great!"

Eun-Ha changed her mind again and shouted.
Kim Se-Won thought "that's more like it" and started running with strength in his legs.

Kwang! At that moment, lightning struck right in front of Kim Se-Won. It was pitch-black lightning that seemed to swallow even light itself.

"My, what good fortune you have."

A familiar voice. A voice they had heard many times.
Crackle! After the lightning dissipated, the person who appeared was someone both of them knew very well.

"Mom?!"
"T-Teacher?"
"Really now, you two are clearly a couple, cuddling even in this chaotic situation?"

The woman in a black uniform that resembled a suit, Hong Yoo-Jin, shook her head as she approached the two.

"And what? A bunny girl?"

She looked incredulous. Hong Yoo-Jin glanced at the shameless girl floating in the sky and let out a deep sigh.

"Right. You've always had a strange competitive streak... You probably jumped at that guy's offer and rushed to The Front Line because of it."

Was it her fault for raising her this way? Hong Yoo-Jin suppressed another sigh that was about to escape.

"They say late-blooming passion is fierce, but really, that match?"

But she couldn't stop the words from coming out. Hong Yoo-Jin could easily imagine what this annoying couple would have done if they had reached their original destination.

*Was giving her that book a mistake?*

That book she had made by asking Foriner, Morris, and then given to Eun-Ha.
Yes. That book must be the problem.
While their compatibility was exceptionally good to begin with, the main reason Eun-Ha was strangely proactive was probably because of that book she had given her.

"Goodness. I never thought you two or those two would have such tastes."
"You also have in your closet—mmph!"

Lightning fast.
Black lightning shot forward and instantly covered Eun-Ha's mouth.

"Eun-Ha. Remember this. The weight of a single word is heavier than you can imagine."

Smile. Hong Yoo-Jin smiled. It was such a chilling smile that goosebumps rose all over Kim Se-Won's body when he inadvertently looked at her.

*Like mother, like daughter.*

Kim Se-Won deliberately averted his gaze.
Though he didn't know exactly what Hong Yoo-Jin's tastes were, they probably weren't something she could proudly lecture Eun-Ha about.

"Se-Won. The same goes for you. Curiosity killed the cat."

Don't try to find out. At Hong Yoo-Jin's stern warning, Kim Se-Won nodded repeatedly.

"Now. Let's join the others. Honestly, I put on this new uniform and came, but no one even notices. This is why getting old is sad."

Hong Yoo-Jin turned and walked away. The words she muttered quietly were clearly heard by the two.

"Is that Stellarlis's uniform?"
"You're quick to ask."
"It really suits you. Your figure—ack!"

Thwack! Just as Kim Se-Won was about to say something, Eun-Ha's sharp solar plexus punch landed.

"To be precise, it's a torture-specific uniform. Exclusively. For me only. Understand?"

She grinned. The smile didn't leave her face. Hong Yoo-Jin's mood improved again thanks to Eun-Ha finally noticing her change.

"Anyway, your comrades are waiting. Save the shameless bunny girl stuff for when you two are alone."

Even though her mood had improved, her words hadn't changed.

*There are bunny girl outfits with transparent middles where everything is clearly visible...*

Kim Se-Won licked his lips in disappointment as he followed Hong Yoo-Jin.

*I'll have to rent one later and make Eun-Ha wear it.*

That didn't mean he was giving up.



* * *



Bloody White, Gresorion's magical girl who had created the snow-white field, kept being conscious of the man standing behind her.

*To think that I, who drove countless heroes to death and terror, would harbor such feelings.*

Finding herself so ridiculous, she couldn't help but laugh. Bloody White chuckled silently.

She was a being who received fearful and hateful gazes. Also, a woman who had nothing but hatred for males.

The memory of being a breeding vessel for all sorts of monsters including Muk-Si-Ja, having her stomach cut open, and her uterus forcibly removed.
Although her power had recently returned and Muk-Si-Ja had abandoned his plans, those memories would never disappear.

Yet now, she was in love.
Just having Kim Woo-Jin nearby stabilized her heart.
Her heart pounded so much that she couldn't help but smile.

Like a young girl, she found herself smiling shyly, wondering how to start a conversation with him.

*Bunny girl, was it?*

Seo Hye-Ji thought of her daughter who would be behind her and giggled.

At first, her daughter had tried to cover herself with a large coat that reached her thighs or calves, but she had forbidden it.
As a result, Don-Hil's current situation was barely covering herself with a small coat that only reached her waist.

*Really, what a terrible mother.*

Her excuse was that they needed to join the battle immediately so there was no time to change. She said even a handful of magical power to revert to her original outfit was too precious, so she should come out as is.
It was truly an unreasonable demand, but Don-Hil couldn't go against her, the leader of Gresorion.

But the reality was different.
It was jealousy over the fact that she could openly date Kim Woo-Jin. That would be a fair assessment.

*This is truly something I shouldn't do.*

Seo Hye-Ji's gaze turned to Kim Woo-Jin who had appeared with them. Her gaze lingered on him for just a moment.
Knowing it was wrong, she continued this relationship, with the guilt of doing something forbidden intertwined with the emotion of love she was feeling for the first time.

How many times had she shared a bed with him?
The first time was Kim Woo-Jin's mistake, but from the second time onward, it was her forceful insistence.

It was something she shouldn't do, but she didn't want to give it up.
Perhaps that's why she felt jealousy at Kim Woo-Jin's gaze that seemed fixed on Don-Hil.

*I could wear it for him anytime.*

Her heart raced.
Maybe later, she could seduce him while wearing it. That might not be bad.

For the boy who taught her the emotion of love, she could provide this much service.

When her daughter refused out of shame, she, the "fake" with a similar appearance, could do it anytime.

Even if what Kim Woo-Jin was looking at wasn't her but her daughter, she could feel love from those false emotions.

Actually, she couldn't really understand the fetish of making someone wear such shameless clothes, but if the end result was good, then it was good.

"Let's go down now. Thanks to that woman appearing, we were able to exterminate all the hybrids in the Academy district."

Bloody White spoke to the two with a faint smile. Not a single trace of the lewd taboo swirling in her mind showed on her expression.

"Like this?"
"That's right. We don't know when or where Muk-Si-Ja's Servant might attack again... but it doesn't matter right now."

At Bloody White's words, Don-Hil let out a sigh of relief. Without a moment's hesitation, the bunny girl appearance disappeared and the magical girl outfit wrapped around her body.

"What will we do when we go down?"
"Humanity and we will join hands. A temporary alliance with knives hidden behind our backs. A relationship where we'll unhesitatingly stab each other in the chest once we kill the great enemy, Muk-Si-Ja."

While Don-Hil was expressing her delight as she adjusted her outfit, Bloody White's eyes looked at Kim Woo-Jin.
A seductive expression. Her slightly slanted eyes clearly had the appearance of tempting Kim Woo-Jin.

*I. can.*

Then Bloody White's lips began to move.

*Wear. it. for. you.*

"Ugh...!"
"Hehe...!"

Kim Woo-Jin widened his eyes at Bloody White's lip movements. She watched his reaction for a moment and then began to descend toward the ground.

Ch.386 - Let's Hold Hands. Just For A Very Brief Moment
The Academy District was in complete ruins.

It was due to the sudden attack of hybrids. And it happened right when many heroes had been sent as reinforcements to The Front Line.

To make matters worse, each of the hybrids that appeared was incredibly powerful, making it impossible for the remaining heroes to stop them all.

But there was still hope. The recently famous magical girl and saint, as well as the S-rank hero Jin Jae-han, were still in the Academy District! With their help, the Academy District could surely survive.

However, that hope manifested in a different form.

Half of the hybrids attacking the Academy District were taken down by Bloody White.
The other half were handled by Black Swan, who took their lives in an instant.
Those who witnessed their overwhelmingly powerful abilities could only tremble in awe.

And among those trembling in awe was Stellarlis, the group gathered by Hong Yu-jin.

The heroes who had been waiting at the location Hong Yu-jin had specified earlier were left with their mouths hanging open after witnessing the power of an EX-rank hero they had only heard about in rumors.

So this was the power of an EX-rank hero they'd only heard about.
The true reason humanity had been able to withstand the relentless waves of monsters.

"You've arrived!"

While everyone was still dazed by what had just happened, one man at the front shouted loudly.

A woman in a black uniform with golden lines approached. She appeared to be in her early twenties, a beautiful woman—Black Swan, the one who had summoned the black lightning.

"Good work, everyone."

Hong Yu-jin approached the heroes with leisurely steps and gave a faint smile as she looked at their battered state.

"Not at all!"

Though she had merely said "good work," the heroes nodded vigorously with sparkling eyes.

Having witnessed firsthand a power that could only be described as overwhelming, it was a natural reaction. The heroes' eyes were filled with reverence.

"As expected, you've still got those teacher skills."
"It's not because I'm a teacher. I've always been like this."

But whose voices were these?
Familiar voices came from behind Hong Yu-jin.
Soon, two figures appeared. The heroes couldn't help but shift their gaze to behind Hong Yu-jin as the two people conversed naturally.

"Th-that person...!"

The person who appeared behind Hong Yu-jin was a girl the heroes knew very well.
A girl who had been nowhere to be found during this critical time, a girl they had desperately needed—some had even resented her absence.

The heroes wanted to ask where on earth she had been all this time.

"Ah. My daughter is currently unable to use her magical power. I forgot to mention that earlier. Things were so urgent."

But before the heroes could say anything, Hong Yu-jin cut in.

Perhaps because it was Hong Yu-jin speaking, the heroes quickly regained their composure and looked at Eun-Ha, who was being carried by Kim Se-Won.

Indeed, she was no different from them. No, she was worse.
Her torn clothes barely covered her slender body. There were bloodstains here and there on her clothes, likely traces of severe injuries.
And the same could be said for the boy carrying her.

Evidence that they hadn't just been watching from a safe place but had been fighting in their own way.
The heroes felt their rising complaints completely disappear.

"Oh, right. Mom. Here. The hybrid's shell. I thought it might be useful for research later, so I brought it."
"Oh, really?"

Whoosh! Hong Yu-jin caught the hybrid's carapace that Eun-Ha casually tossed, without even looking back.

"Wait, what did she say...?"

The conversation between the two flowed naturally.
As if they had known each other for years, like people who were extremely close.
But what truly shocked the heroes was something else.

"Mom, daughter...?"

A murmur, perhaps spoken by someone. Despite being very quiet, this word reached the ears of all the heroes.

"So, the EX-rank hero and the Saint..."
"Are mother and daughter?"

This was a fact that could only make their eyes widen.

They didn't look alike at all, yet they were mother and daughter.
Who on earth was the man who had such a wife and daughter? Why hadn't he been revealed to the public? Such questions followed.

Additionally, there were aspects that made sense now that the two were revealed to be mother and daughter.

A year ago, the magical girl Optima appeared like a comet. She grew at an unbelievable pace and resolved many incidents.
Eun-Ha, also known as Virginia, was the most frequently mentioned candidate for the next S-rank hero.

People thought there must be something behind the girl's insane growth rate. Something suspicious.
But now, with the label of being an EX-rank hero's daughter, it all made perfect sense.

Like mother, like daughter. If she had inherited her mother's talent, it all made sense!
Thinking this way, they didn't even feel jealous of Eun-Ha's overflowing talent.

Especially since Eun-Ha wasn't an unlikable person in reality, unlike how she might appear in the media.

"But why do you look so displeased?"
"Why do you think?"

Regardless of whether the heroes were shocked or not, Hong Yu-jin wore a sour expression. She was clearly displeased with the situation, tapping the floor with her toes.

"I never thought the day would come when I'd have to see that damn woman's face again."

Tap, tap. Along with Hong Yu-jin's words, the sound of heels approached from the distance.
There were three sets of footsteps, similar to Hong Yu-jin, Eun-Ha, and Kim Se-Won who had just arrived.

"It's been a while, Black Swan."
"Indeed, it's been a long time, you damn woman."
"I really never wanted to see you again."

The two women simultaneously expressed their feelings.

A meeting of legends.
The encounter between the legendary hero killer and the one who led monsters to destruction was not taking place in a pleasant atmosphere.

The women, who had killed countless representatives of each other's kind, slowly closed the distance between them.

"You're one to talk."
"Indeed."

Bloody White and Black Swan. The voices coming from the two were incredibly gentle. Judging by their voices alone, they seemed perfectly calm.
There was no sign of conflict anywhere.

"Our peaceful relationship will be very brief. I think you know that without me having to say it."
"Of course I know. We've accumulated too many emotions in our hearts to join hands."

One step. One step.
They slowly closed the distance between each other.

Just as their voices were the epitome of calmness, both women's faces wore peaceful and beautiful smiles.

However, that was the extent of the beauty.
As they got closer, the depth of their mutual animosity spread to their surroundings.
A devastating torrent of magical power swept through the area.

"Ugh!"
"Gack! Kuk!"
"I-I can't breathe...!"

It was a magical current of terrifyingly high purity.
As the distance between the two shortened, the heroes felt as if someone was strangling them.
Because another's magical power is poison. They were experiencing a rejection reaction to the high-purity magic of the two magical girls.

"Urgh!"

Thud!
Unable to withstand it, heroes began to fall to their knees one by one.
Only the upper B-rank and A-rank heroes could barely endure.

"My, my. How weak they are."

Bloody White's eyes curved like crescent moons as she watched the heroes collapse one after another.

"Your side doesn't seem to be doing much better."

Hong Yu-jin countered Bloody White's mockery with a pointing finger. Where she pointed, Kim Woo-Jin was silently enduring the pain.

"Well, I suppose we both went a bit too far with our games."

As soon as she saw the boy desperately trying to stand on his two legs, Bloody White withdrew her magical power as if nothing had happened.
A rather anticlimactic result. Hong Yu-jin couldn't understand her action, but she also withdrew her magical power.

"As I said earlier, harmony between our two races is impossible."
"Why state the obvious? We just happen to have the same goal."
"However, even if it's temporary, an alliance is an alliance. I believe you can provide suitable accommodations for your distinguished guests. Three private rooms."
"Ha, how shameless. Really. And the alliance hasn't even been officially formed yet."

Eventually, the devastating torrent of magical power completely disappeared.
Clap! Their hands met. They gently wrapped each other's hands and shook them up and down.

"To think such a thing is possible with just magical power...!"

Kim Se-Won looked at the two women shaking hands, sweat dripping down his face.
He glanced at Kim Woo-Jin's condition. Though he was on the verge of collapsing from the magical current, Kim Woo-Jin's presence kept Kim Se-Won standing.

*I didn't lose to that guy.*

He still vividly remembered their first meeting at Magica Essential.
He remembered Kim Woo-Jin's look, as if he was seeing someone insignificant.

*I won't lose to that guy, at least.*

Of course, he didn't intend to hold onto past grudges forever.
Even when he met Kim Woo-Jin today, no great malice swelled in his heart, which was proof of that.

Nevertheless, he recalled his first meeting with Kim Woo-Jin. Just as Don-Hil was Eun-Ha's rival, Kim Se-Won felt he needed someone to consider a rival.
And the most suitable opponent was the boy right in front of him, Kim Woo-Jin.

Even if he had to forcibly resurrect his long-gone malice, he vowed in his heart not to lose to Kim Woo-Jin.

"I know. I wonder what kind of relationship they have to be acting like that."

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha calmly watched Hong Yu-jin's back.

*This is the first time I've seen her like this.*

Eun-Ha sighed deeply as she watched Hong Yu-jin, who was uncharacteristically enraged.
How long had it been since she'd seen Hong Yu-jin this angry? Probably not since elementary school, when she was abused by an anti-superhuman teacher.

*The problem was that it was my homeroom teacher.*

Most people now hide their true nature, but before proper laws were established, there were many who openly discriminated against those with superpowers.

*How long did it take for her to recover from that trauma... Wait. Recovery?*

While reminiscing about the past, Eun-Ha remembered her role that she had forgotten.
Just as she and Kim Se-Won were injured, many other heroes were also wounded.

"This isn't the time! Se-Won! Turn around! Your back! Hurry!"
"Huh? Oh, okay."

At Eun-Ha's urging, Kim Se-Won turned around. He saw heroes who had collapsed or were barely standing, supporting themselves with their hands on their knees.

"Ahem! Everyone. I have a favor to ask."

Eun-Ha addressed the heroes.

"Please gather all the heroes scattered throughout the Academy District. If there are injured civilians, bring them too."

Communications were still down.
In such a state, finding scattered people would be extremely difficult, that much was obvious.
But treating the injured took priority, even if it meant enduring this inconvenience.
Besides, this was the only method available to her right now.

"W-what do you mean?"

One of the A-rank heroes, who was relatively unharmed, spoke up.
Suddenly being asked to gather people—what was she planning? Besides, hadn't Hong Yu-jin just said she couldn't use her magical power right now?

"To be precise, I'm asking you to gather them in the most intact and spacious buildings in each sector of the Academy District."

Eun-Ha gestured to Kim Se-Won, who carefully set her down on the ground.

"Even if I can't use my full power, it doesn't mean I can't use any. I can heal the injured."

Eun-Ha took out the remaining carapace fragments from her pocket. As if to prove her words weren't false, she cut her hand and began drawing a magic circle.

"It will just take some time."

It took about 10 minutes for the magic circle drawn with blood to be completed. To heal hundreds of heroes, she needed to draw a large and precise magic circle.

"I know you're all very tired."

She sighed briefly and then looked up.
The best approach was to do what she could, regardless of her condition.

"Still, I'm asking this of you. Just this once, please listen to my request."

Eun-Ha made her earnest plea, meeting the eyes of each hero one by one.


* * *


"Running around all night doing things no one asked for. How foolish. Don't you think? It's a terrible level of dedication."

With a soft chuckle, Seo Hye-Ji entered the room.
As she had demanded from Hong Yu-jin, they were staying at a luxury hotel for the day.

However, the room Seo Hye-Ji entered wasn't her own. She smiled slightly as she saw Kim Woo-Jin sitting in a chair, looking out the window.

"But acting like that, she won't have regrets. Shin Eun-Ha... that woman really seems intent on building public support by playing the role of a saint."

Kim Woo-Jin tried hard not to meet her gaze.
Had she sprayed perfume? The room was filled with a sweet scent.

It was a scent created by Melissa at Seo Hye-Ji's request, designed to seduce human men and break down their rationality.

"Here. Look."

It was useless for Kim Woo-Jin to try to avoid eye contact. Seo Hye-Ji simply had to enter his field of vision.
Seo Hye-Ji entered Kim Woo-Jin's view with a seductive smile on her face.

"How is it?"

He saw a woman dressed as a bunny girl, something Seo-Nabi had detested. Her bright smile was bewitching.

"Shouldn't we stop this now?"
"The butterfly seems tired and has fallen asleep."

Kim Woo-Jin quickly turned his head as he spoke.
However, Seo Hye-Ji responded with words different from what Kim Woo-Jin wanted to hear.

*Avoiding my gaze is useless.*

If he avoided her gaze, she would use it to her advantage. Seo Hye-Ji whispered this into Kim Woo-Jin's exposed ear.

"I can do anything you want."

She sat on Kim Woo-Jin's lap and embraced him. As if holding something precious, she pulled him close, feeling his warmth.

"No one will know."

She giggled playfully. Her provocative voice forcibly entered Kim Woo-Jin's ears.

"Whatever we do. No one."

Seo Hye-Ji wore the clothes Kim Woo-Jin desired, said words designed to break down his rationality, and seduced him.

Ch.387 - You Beast
"Mmm."

The low voice carried a deep magical energy. Despite being just a small groan, it was a voice that instilled fear in the living.

Following the trail of that voice would lead to a dragon.

No, would it be right to call this being a dragon?

Half of its long, writhing body resembled an Eastern dragon, while the other half brought to mind a Western dragon. The thick lower body, reminiscent of Western dragons, was firmly attached to the ground, continuously channeling magical energy through tentacles connected to somewhere.

As the magical energy flowed, the dragon's appearance gradually changed.
Subtly. Very subtly.

How long would this metamorphosis take to complete?

The dragon's neck twisted as it looked behind itself.
There was an egg filled with suspicious fluid. The tentacles connected to the dragon's thick lower body were linked to that egg.

The transparent fluid inside the egg appeared to contain all manner of impurities.
Gray or black? Something terribly filthy was accumulating in the egg. The egg seemed to gain life as the impurities built up, twitching in response.
This meant it wasn't just magical energy being stored.

"I've gathered all the experience needed to break the shell. No single entity in this world can defeat me."

Arrogant confidence. Confidence possible because it was true.
Since Transcendents couldn't intervene directly, his words were fact.

"I've endured the humiliation that comes with arrogance. Through death and rebirth, I've achieved the karma needed for transformation. Now it's time to accumulate the karma to break the shell."

The karma to break the shell.
Escaping one's species and transcending.

The Mute One thought there was only one thing needed for this.
Something extremely simple yet time-consuming.
At the same time, a certain method.

By taking countless lives, he would complete himself.
He would embark on the path of transcendence.

"No. I will reach beyond transcendence. I will slaughter all those arrogant Transcendents with my own hands!"

His hideously distorted long arm stretched toward the sky.
Beyond the sky. He tried to grasp the void that would be at its end.

He would monopolize the vision that Transcendents saw.
He would bring about the end of the countless worlds that Transcendents governed, regulated, and protected.
He had firmly decided this since witnessing their roles in that temple created by the Transcendents.

"I will become a dragon."

By chance. By pure chance, thanks to discovering that temple, he could shatter the vessel that would merely devour a single world.
He could cast aside such a small goal.

"A dragon that brings the apocalypse."

This was inevitable.
Being born as a mutant monster must have been for this purpose.
Monsters are beings with infinite possibilities. They could evolve even into non-existent species.

'Super-powered Ko Su-Ah. That woman's transformation was the hint.'

His long mouth corners lifted into a grin.
Though he had observed her by chance, she had definitely transformed into a species that shouldn't exist.

A non-existent species couldn't possibly exist.
It must be a species that definitely exists somewhere among countless universes.
That's why Ko Su-Ah was able to transform.
And so would the Mute One himself.

His image reflected in the fluid.
His body, once so bizarre it could be called alien, had changed.
Though still grotesquely resembling a mixture of Eastern and Western dragons, this was evidence of transformation.
Evidence that the vessel was evolving to stably contain power.
At the same time, he had prepared measures to handle such vast power stably during this transitional phase.
All that remained was to act.
It would take time, but no one could stop him.

"By the way... sending those small fry was a failure, I suppose. But that much was enough."

The loss of those small fry could be quickly compensated for.

Rather, this operation could be considered effective.
Humanity would put vigilance at the forefront, making it impossible to concentrate on guarding any single point.

After all, he had deeply instilled the fear of not knowing when and where they might fly through a gate. They couldn't help but be vigilant.
No matter how the two forces combined their strength, their troops would only increase slightly.
That alone wouldn't be enough to stop his forces.

"If things proceed according to plan, until transcendence, roughly..."

A long time if considered long.
A short time if considered short.
The Mute One roughly calculated the time until his metamorphosis would be complete and planned his next moves.


* * *


"Se-Won~ Wake up~"

A dreamy voice called out. The tone was languid, as if still intoxicated with sleep.
Delicate hands gripped his shoulders, gently shaking him.

"Se-Won. Kim Se-Won~ It's morning. You need to get up."
"Ugh, mmm..."

The continuing languid voice seemed to tempt him to sleep more rather than wake up. But with the persistent shaking, his eyebrows finally twitched.

Consciousness surfaced from the sea of unconsciousness.

*When did I fall asleep?*

He struggled to lift his impossibly heavy eyelids.

When did he fall asleep?
How long had he slept?
Where was he?

He racked his still sleepy brain to recover his memories.
Yesterday he had returned around 3 AM.
Due to his extreme fatigue, his memories were vague.
He seemed to have returned to the dormitory, but couldn't be certain as his memories weren't clear.

First, he needed to assess the situation. Kim Se-Won blinked several times to finally regain his senses.

"Uh..."

As his eyes fully opened, he saw hair tinged with twilight. Gradually, the crimson sunlight began to color her hair.
Eun-Ha was sitting on top of Kim Se-Won, grinning broadly.

"Eun-Ha...? Why are you here..."
"Ah. You're awake~ Hehe."

Belatedly, he felt weight on his abdomen. Not too heavy, not too light—just enough that a slight thrust of his pelvis would make her float up.

"This part is hard today too~"
"?!"

Eun-Ha smiled dreamily with unfocused eyes.

*She's cute.*

No, that wasn't the important thing. Kim Se-Won widened his eyes and focused on the sensation at his groin.

*This is!*

Eun-Ha's buttocks were pressed right against Kim Se-Won's erect rod.
She had pulled her hips back and shifted her center of gravity forward. She was barely maintaining her position by placing her hands on Kim Se-Won's abs.
This was dangerous enough, but there was something even more important.

*When did I undress??*

It was cold.
Cold all over, both upper and lower body.
From the feeling of his rod being pressed against something, he seemed to be wearing only underwear.

And Eun-Ha was also undressed!
The sensation of flesh was clearly felt through just one—no, counting Eun-Ha, two layers of cloth.

The large shirt had its buttons undone, revealing her fair skin.
Only Kim Se-Won's shirt and underwear thinly covered her skin.

"Yaaawn... Se-Won. Wake uuup..."

After laughing for a while, Eun-Ha seemed tired, blinking drowsily before lying down on Kim Se-Won's chest.

"Right. Yesterday we were treating people until dawn."

Eun-Ha's body heat on his chest.
The gentle, steady breathing as she had fallen asleep.

Memories of yesterday returned belatedly.

To help Eun-Ha, he had carried her on his back while they went around the Academy district. With buildings collapsed and roads overturned, it had been incredibly difficult.
By the time they returned to the room, they were completely exhausted.

*Yesterday I bathed with Eun-Ha after she fell asleep, then barely managed to fall asleep myself...*

Now he remembered why he was wearing only underwear.
Eun-Ha's underwear was... somehow placed on the bed, probably due to Morris's tricks.

Kim Se-Won glanced down at Eun-Ha sleeping soundly.
Eun-Ha, sleeping while clinging tightly to his body, was so lovable he wanted to wrap both arms around her.

"Going back to sleep would be nice too."

Since his fatigue wasn't fully gone, going back to sleep with Eun-Ha wouldn't be a bad choice.

"I want to stay like this a bit longer."

But Kim Se-Won chose differently.
The sense of superiority that this brave and kind girl would cling only to him. And the happiness of being able to look at the lovable Eun-Ha.
He decided not to sleep to continue enjoying these two things.

"Indeed, with her full weight on me, it's a bit heavy. But not unbearable. I could stay like this indefinitely."

Kim Se-Won wrapped one arm around her to prevent her from falling, then smiled contentedly.
His body, trained thanks to Eun-Ha, suffered no harm even with her full weight pressing down on him.
A pleasant scent continued to waft toward him.

"Mmm..."

Just then, Eun-Ha stirred on Kim Se-Won's chest.

Eun-Ha had fallen asleep right after waking Kim Se-Won.
After everything that happened yesterday, healing so many people by giving her blood, she must have been very tired.

"Hehe."

Eun-Ha frowned as if having an unpleasant dream, then groped Kim Se-Won's body with her palm.
The feel of firm muscles. Combined with Kim Se-Won's scent, Eun-Ha soon smiled lazily.

"I like you. Se-Won..."
"Me too."

Her mumbled words reached Kim Se-Won clearly. He already knew, but hearing it in her sleep made it touch his heart even more.
It couldn't possibly be a lie.

"This guy likes you too."

In the midst of his contented smile, his expression suddenly turned mischievous.

He flexed his groin muscles.
With that, a huge bulge appeared between Eun-Ha's thighs.
It throbbed up and down whenever Kim Se-Won flexed.

*With my girlfriend sleeping so soundly, pouncing on her would make me a beast.*

She truly looked completely defenseless.
Kim Se-Won stared at the soundly sleeping Eun-Ha and took pictures with his communication terminal.
Naturally, it was in silent mode.

"Should I... pounce on her just once?"

After taking the photos, his desires began to boil.
Partly because he had seen her wearing only his shirt and underwear earlier.

"It's not like I haven't been a beast before."

He could feel the texture of cloth and Eun-Ha's skin on his chest and stomach.

"Besides, isn't it the woman's fault for sleeping so defenseless in front of a man?"

He licked his lips.
He wasn't someone practicing asceticism.
While there were times he could control his sexual desires, he wasn't a saint who could resist when a meal was served like this.

In other words, wasn't this practically begging to be taken?

Conveniently, no one would come to the dormitory, and after yesterday's chaos, the Academy wouldn't be holding classes.
It was the perfect timing to devour Eun-Ha!

"Once wouldn't be enough, so just..."

Just.
Just until he was satisfied.
This was Kim Se-Won's decision.

Ch.388 - The Next Day
The clock struck 9.

"Nnnggghhh! Haah."

Kim Se-Won stretched with a refreshed expression.
Having thoroughly "eaten" Eun-Ha, he felt as if everything that had built up inside him had been released.

"Ugh, you... monster...!"

Beside him, Eun-Ha was trembling and breathing heavily.

"You should have pretended to be awake. Since you kept pretending to be asleep, I went a few more rounds."

Kim Se-Won's actions were nothing short of violence. What else could you call forcing pleasure onto a body still not fully recovered from fatigue?

"Well, I wouldn't have stopped even if you were awake."

Kim Se-Won's matter-of-fact statement was truly garbage.

"Pervert."
"When you're sleeping, pretending to sleep, and when you don't even have the energy to pretend anymore—each has its own flavor that I can't give up."

He closed his eyes slightly, savoring the memory of how the sensations changed with each state. It was Eun-Ha's fault for falling asleep defenseless above this beast of a man.

"Really, you're such a pervert."

Eun-Ha smiled with satisfaction, feeling her magical power completely restored. Her complaints about Kim Se-Won suddenly seemed like lies.

*One, two, three... ten?*

Glancing at the scattered condoms around them, Eun-Ha struggled to pull herself together. Despite a magical girl's regenerative abilities functioning perfectly, she couldn't properly muster strength in her arms.

"Don't you think it's too much to treat someone like an onahole?"

She couldn't remember which ejaculation she had woken up to. Her memory was fuzzy. By the time she regained consciousness, she was already burning with desire, her mind a complete mess.

What was certain was that her magical power had fully recovered, and that Kim Se-Won desired her that much.
That was enough. Eun-Ha looked around the room filled with the scent of night flowers and struggled to get up.

"Hmm?"

As soon as she got up, her communication device rang. Eun-Ha operated it with trembling fingers.

[Let's eat! I'm hungry! The door's open, so hurry up~ Haram is coming too.]

It was Han Chae-Eun's message. The tone suggested she knew Eun-Ha was in Kim Se-Won's room. Eun-Ha looked at Kim Se-Won with a puzzled expression.

"...Ah. Right. I met them when I came to the dormitory. They said they were sweating bullets protecting the academy."
"So that's how they knew."

Kim Se-Won, who had peeked at the message, spoke as if just remembering. Eun-Ha nodded, recalling how In Haram and Han Chae-Eun hadn't answered her calls yesterday. It wasn't that they hadn't answered—they simply hadn't had the chance.

*Growl*

"...W-well, I'm hungry anyway. Should we go eat with Chae-Eun?"
"Seems you're still hungry after eating so much."

Kim Se-Won's lips curled upward after hearing the sound from Eun-Ha's stomach. Seeing Eun-Ha's face turn bright red made him want to tease her more.

"W-w-w-w-what are you saying!"

Eun-Ha shouted, her face reddening further. Eaten? There's no way that happened.

The shameless claim that he had filled her womb with semen made no sense.

"Look at this!"

Eun-Ha's hand frantically pointed to the pile of condoms scattered nearby.
How could he say she had eaten anything? Everything that should have gone inside her was sealed in those.
The numerous loads that would normally have made her belly bulge had instead inflated the condoms.

In summary, Eun-Ha wanted to say she hadn't eaten anything at all.

"No. That's not what I meant."

Kim Se-Won chuckled and touched Eun-Ha's lower abdomen.

"Ah!"

His hand slowly moved up her stomach. The ticklish touch made Eun-Ha inadvertently let out a short moan, her body still heated.

"I meant I filled this up."

His hand stopped at her chest. His poking finger pointed to the core beyond her breast.
Indeed, he wasn't wrong. Yesterday, Eun-Ha had used her magic to heal people while bleeding, depleting more than half of her magical power.

So, though it was a stretch, it was true that Eun-Ha had "eaten" Kim Se-Won's magical power.

"That's... that's true, but..."

Eun-Ha hung her head. Her shame was so extreme she couldn't think straight.
Amid all this, she realized something disappointing—she hadn't been able to use the condom she'd hidden in her clothes. She was both glad and disappointed that he had properly used condoms.

"Or should I really fill you up? Without a condom."

Just then, the finger on her chest slid down to her lower abdomen—to her womb—and pressed gently.

"Ah...!"

Eun-Ha's body twitched. Burning with shame, she squeezed her eyes shut. Her fists clenched involuntarily.

"Condoms aren't optional, they're mandatory!"

That's how she could maintain psychological dominance!
That's how she could get him to use the condom with a hole in it!
That's how she could make sure he never looked at another woman!
Pregnancy attack!
Sense of obligation!
Emotional leverage!

"Oof!"

Eun-Ha's regret-filled fist landed squarely on Kim Se-Won's solar plexus!
Despite his well-trained, hardened body, he was lifted into the air and hit the wall.

"Anyway! Food! Let's go eat! Hurry!"

Who was responsible for turning him into such a smooth-talking, trashy pervert who could say such things so confidently?
Eun-Ha entered the bathroom, not realizing her magical power had returned.

"...What are you doing? Aren't you coming...?"

When Kim Se-Won showed no sign of moving, she peeked out, showing only her face, and urged him.

"S-Se-Won...?"

Her emerald eyes looked at Kim Se-Won, who was leaning against the wall in silence.

"Ah!"

Only then did Eun-Ha realize she could control her magical power again.

* * *

After showering with Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha joined her friends and headed to the cafeteria in the dormitory.
Perhaps because it was an awkward time—neither breakfast nor lunch—there was no one in the cafeteria.

"Ow ow ow ow."
"I-I'm sorry, okay?"

Although the healing magic had already removed not just the wound but even the pain, Kim Se-Won was still pretending to be in agony.

Eun-Ha kept apologizing while gently rubbing his solar plexus. She had no choice.

It wasn't just physical violence but a blow infused with magical power, so she worried about potential consequences.

Watching these two, Han Chae-Eun and In Haram wore incredulous expressions. Even for a couple, they wondered if it was appropriate to be so openly affectionate when someone could come in at any moment.

"So the reason you're being all lovey-dovey as soon as you wake up..."
"Is thanks to Kim Se-Won working his hips hard this morning? Youth is truly wonderful. ...Maybe I should regularly gift eel to Papa. It might be good."

In Haram sighed deeply with her hand on her cheek. Kim Se-Won was young, so it was fine.
But her father, In Cheon-Yong, was quite old. While age couldn't be a barrier to love, realistically, his stamina might be lacking.

Besides, she could seduce him with the help of eel. No matter if she was his daughter, she was still a woman. If she seduced him while he was aroused, there was a good chance he'd give in.

"Eel?!"

Just then, Eun-Ha turned her head with a start.

"Eel. Eel..."

She looked up at the sky with a dazed expression. Eun-Ha felt her mouth watering and swallowed.
Eel is delicious. Depending on the restaurant, properly grilled eel can be eaten without any condiments like salt.

"Se-Won, should we go eat eel later?"
"What?!"

Kim Se-Won was startled by Eun-Ha's sudden change in attitude. It was lovely how she naturally clung to his arm and pleaded.

*After all that, she wants more?*

He wasn't shocked by her lovely appearance.
Of course, he was astonished that Eun-Ha was asking for more after what she'd been through.

What is eel?
It's a symbol of virility.
No matter how young and vigorous one is, most people have heard about the benefits of eel once or twice in their lives.

"That does sound delicious."

This could be seen as a signal from Eun-Ha. Kim Se-Won looked at her and licked his lips.

"Really? I know a place that makes great grilled eel. Want to go together? Not now, but for lunch. What do you think?"
"Hey, it's 10 o'clock now. You want to go again just a few hours after eating?"
"Come on, what's the big deal? Our Se-Won~ You're pretending you don't like it when you're actually dying to go."

Han Chae-Eun giggled and inserted her thumb between her index and middle fingers. The wiggling thumb looked quite mischievous.

"True. It's all good, but what if Eun-Ha gets pregnant from all your virility flaunting? You know well that if a magical girl gets pregnant, she becomes human."
"That's right. You know what would happen if she got pregnant at such a crucial time."
"W-well... we have to be careful. Pregnancy is dangerous in many ways."

Kim Se-Won nodded at their persuasion.
Indeed, he had been pursuing his desires a bit too much.
Besides, condoms aren't 100% effective at preventing pregnancy.

If she did get pregnant, he was prepared to take responsibility no matter what, but in this situation where they needed to defeat The Mute One, it would truly be the worst scenario.

"Ah~ I want a boyfriend too. A dependable and gentle middle-aged man. Plus, super attractive in a suit with a watch on his wrist!"

Han Chae-Eun sighed hotly and licked her lips.
This was why she, with her incredible looks and chest, had never dated a man.

The men around her were too young.
Even those in their twenties were no different.
A fully mature, embracing, and dignified middle-aged man! At least in his forties!
This was the sexual preference of Han Chae-Eun, who had spent her life taking care of her younger siblings.

"It's not new, but I think I really understand why you two are especially close."
"Right."

Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha nodded simultaneously.

"Anyway, after eating this, then eel... we have to go to the Stellarlis headquarters. And on a rare day off from classes."
"But we volunteered to join, didn't we?"
"That's right. We even skipped classes to come. ...Yum."

Eun-Ha nodded while quickly putting the meat held out to her into her mouth.
Nom nom nom, was it because Kim Se-Won was feeding her? It tasted better than when she ate it herself.

Not to be outdone, Eun-Ha also pushed a piece of meat into Kim Se-Won's mouth.

"Eun-Ha shared meat...?"
"The power of love is truly great."

Han Chae-Eun and In Haram watching this wore astonished expressions.
Whatever else, Eun-Ha, who had always guarded her meat, was also a girl in love.

Ch.389 - White Base
Stellarlis.
A new organization created under the supervision of the Hero Association.
Excluding the Association itself, it was the largest organization, receiving abundant support from both the Hero Association and Morris.

"Wow... when did they even build something like this?"
"That's surprising, but what's more amazing is that there was no damage despite yesterday's chaos."
"Oh, that's probably because other heroes protected it. Shows how important this place is."
"No. Only Teacher Hong Yu-Jin defended this place yesterday. I heard she went out after eliminating the hybrids in the surrounding area."

Eun-Ha and the other three were walking across the smooth white floor toward the interior.
This was White Base, the headquarters of Stellarlis, built near the Hero Association.
As the name suggested, White Base was filled with white everywhere.

"Don't you think quite a lot of people recognize us?"

Eun-Ha voiced her question aloud as they headed toward their destination.
They weren't alone in White Base. Heroes, researchers, and technicians occasionally passed through the corridors, nodding and bowing their heads.

Since they weren't just acknowledging Eun-Ha, it was evidence that they recognized all four of them.

"Well."
"Isn't it to be expected?"

Kim Se-Won and In Ha-Ram glanced at Han Chae-Eun's chest as they spoke. There was a volume there that even women proud of their chest size would find hard to match.

With such distinctive features, it would be difficult not to recognize them, and with the same number of people and gender ratio, anyone who had seen the Stellarlis selection would inevitably recognize them.

"I bet only a complete dunce wouldn't recognize us~."

Even Han Chae-Eun proudly cupped her breasts with both hands, making them bounce as she spoke.

"Ah! It's you!"

Just then, a man came running from the end of the corridor. A man with a bright expression of delight.

*He's handsome.*
*He's quite handsome.*
*Tsk.*
*Don't like him at all.*

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram had rather dry and indifferent thoughts about the approaching man, while Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha harbored somewhat hostile feelings.

"I never imagined I'd meet you in person! I'm Ahn Jin-Hwi, a B-rank hero! Everyone's been waiting for you, let's go!"
"What? Uh, huh...?!"

Ahn Jin-Hwi abruptly grabbed Eun-Ha's hand and tried to take her somewhere.
His attitude seemed to treat the other three as mere extras.

Eun-Ha's body lurched forward.

"What do you think you're doing?"

Kim Se-Won used his telekinesis to forcibly release Ahn Jin-Hwi's grip while putting one arm around Eun-Ha's waist. His eyes gleamed ominously.

"Excuse me. Do you realize it's bad manners to drag someone you've just met?"
"Really, you don't have an ounce of common sense. There's still 15 minutes until the meeting time, so why the rush?"

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram followed with sharp glares at Ahn Jin-Hwi.

"Ah, ah~ I must have misread the time. I apologize. But, are these people... with you?"

Ahn Jin-Hwi paid little attention. He stepped back slightly, merely apologizing.
Then he made eye contact with the three others. Though his expression didn't change much, his behavior seemed like he was checking for annoying obstacles.

"They're my friends. And also members of Stellarlis."

As Ahn Jin-Hwi's gaze was about to turn to Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won blocked her with his body and stood in front of him.

"Ah. I see."

For a moment, Ahn Jin-Hwi's eyebrow twitched. A very subtle change. A change no one noticed.

"Then I'll go ahead. Once again, I apologize for the misunderstanding about the time."

But there was no further action. Ahn Jin-Hwi simply bowed his head and walked away down the corridor.

"What was that about? Seriously. Treating us like extras."
"He was clearly targeting Eun-Ha. But he was so obvious about it... it's hard to believe he was genuinely trying to win her favor or get close to her."

There were quite a few strange points. It was too stupid to be acting on impulse.
Rather than seeking Eun-Ha's attention, he clearly had some other motive.
In Ha-Ram began to speculate about what his intentions might have been, recalling the now-vanished Ahn Jin-Hwi.

"I don't like that guy."

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won spoke with a somewhat agitated voice. He didn't care about the intentions. The very fact that someone dared to approach Eun-Ha right in front of him was what bothered him.

"Really...?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head and looked down at the hand that had been grabbed by Ahn Jin-Hwi.
It was red.
He had gripped it so tightly it hurt.

"Oh."
"Sorry. I should have stopped him sooner."

Kim Se-Won's hand covered Eun-Ha's. He held it gently, afraid it might hurt. It was as if he couldn't tolerate even the trace of another man.

"It's okay. I was so surprised I almost flipped him over. Your intervention actually saved him. Hehe."

Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won with a carefree laugh.

"Ah..."
"That's right."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram nodded blankly. Especially In Ha-Ram.
Having been thrown by Eun-Ha in their first year, she knew her words weren't a lie.

"Someone with a grudge against me."

Eun-Ha pulled her hand away from Kim Se-Won and examined her palm carefully.

"Not a villain, not a monster. And he couldn't be a hybrid..."

All three were surprisingly thorough.
The Villain Association had been destroyed long ago. There were rumors that the remaining forces were building a new organization, but such a minor power wouldn't be moving already.
Moreover, if monsters and hybrids were disguising themselves as humans, they would be much more calculating.

"Let's look into it later."

Eun-Ha briefly clenched her fist and then lowered her hand. Thanks to the magical girl's regenerative abilities, this level of injury healed quickly.

"From now on, we might encounter not just people like him but also something like obsessive fans."

Kim Se-Won muttered with a serious expression. Eun-Ha had rarely been close to heroes before, but now things were different.
They were now part of the large framework called Stellarlis. With increased internal intimacy and physical proximity, it wasn't impossible for other men to try to get closer by pretending to know her.

"I guess my next goal is S-rank..."

To prevent such behavior, he himself needed to become stronger.
Simply put, he needed to aim for S-rank, currently the highest grade.

"Ah~ really. Maybe we need to do something to make an impression too. I mean, come on. Who would have thought someone wouldn't recognize us right after we mentioned it? Right, Ha-Ram?"
"Who knew words could become reality? Even without that, there are plenty of reasons to get stronger. There are probably still people who resent us joining when we're so much younger. Besides, Se-Won was the main force back then, not our individual strength."
"Sigh~ So the two of us need separate recognition. I guess we need to awaken~ Would that make us stand out?"

Meanwhile, Han Chae-Eun was acutely aware that she and In Ha-Ram were weaker compared to Kim Se-Won.

There might be people in Stellarlis weaker than her, but there were also stronger ones. To not be inferior to such people, to not be treated like nobodies, they needed greater strength and fame.

And the way to solve both strength and fame at once was, of course, awakening.

"We have to find a way! A way to awaken!"
"Since there's no turning back, that really is the only way."

The two glanced at Kim Se-Won and made their resolution.



* * *



As previously instructed, Eun-Ha and the other three arrived at the main hall inside White Base.
The spacious hall, easily able to accommodate hundreds of people, was already filled with numerous heroes in pristine white uniforms, chatting with each other.

"That guy from earlier, Ahn Hwi-Jin? And everyone else is wearing uniforms."
"You mean Ahn Jin-Hwi? The others have probably been here before. We just didn't have the chance."
"Ah, hahaha... yes. Ahn Jin-Hwi."

Eun-Ha responded with an embarrassed expression at Kim Se-Won's correction. She hadn't particularly wanted to remember the name and just said whatever came to mind, but apparently Kim Se-Won wasn't the same.

*His voice was sharp.*

An unexpected side.
That vigilant attitude toward "another man," fearing she might be taken away.
That frustrating inability to show they were closer than friends because of her position.

"Hehe."

Eun-Ha loved this side of Kim Se-Won beyond words.
Because it was proof.
Proof that he looked at no one else and didn't want to lose her to anyone.

*Now I just need the right opportunity.*

But even feelings that seem unchangeable eventually change. The possibility exists, however small.

*A definite catalyst.*

If so.
If she could plant a definite catalyst to make his feelings unchangeable. Then Kim Se-Won would forever be a man who looked only at her.

But there were too many obstacles to proceed recklessly.
For example, her position as a magical girl. Her position as a saint.
She already carried too much to easily get pregnant.
She would like to do it right away, but if she did, there would be no one to stop the Mute One.

*Could I cut open my belly during pregnancy?*

Becoming pregnant doesn't immediately change a magical girl into a human. The change happens only after several months following implantation.

*There's only one person who would know this method well.*

Eun-Ha closed her eyes tightly and thought of one person.
The White Witch. The legendary hero killer.
And the magical girl who gave birth to her friend, Seo Na-Bi.
She would know the method.

"Everyone seems to be here."
"Ah."

Just as Eun-Ha's thoughts reached their climax, a woman's voice echoed through the hall.
A voice she knew very well.
The only EX-rank hero.

"There's still some time before the scheduled time. I like that."

With clicking footsteps, Hong Yu-Jin appeared on the platform.

Ch.390 - White Base
Standing on the platform, Hong Yoo-Jin scanned the auditorium and pointed at four people.

"Don't just stand there hesitating. Come forward."

Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram.
The three who had won the Stellarlis selection and the origin of Stellarlis's establishment.
Following Hong Yoo-Jin's words, the four came forward and stood on the platform.
When she gestured, they turned around. The faces of countless heroes came into view of the four, including Eun-Ha.

"As you all know well, these children will be your leaders from now on. Though they may be young, I believe you're all well aware that they have the necessary abilities."

Hong Yoo-Jin stated this matter-of-factly.
No one objected or showed any discomfort.
They had actually been defeated by these people and knew Eun-Ha's power very well.

Not only that, but when they were summoned by the Transcendent, Morris, they had also declared they would become members of this Stellarlis.

*The Saint and finally...!*
*Oh my, what a handsome man.*
*Those breasts are huge. I'd like to squeeze them once.*
*That's the Cheonil Group's young lady I've only seen on TV. Birds of a feather flock together, huh? Except for the guy, they're all so good-looking...*

The heroes looked at the four standing on the platform with sparkling eyes.
Clearly, among those four, there were some weaker than themselves. They had short careers and lacked experience. Nevertheless, no one looked down on them.

Because behind them stood a legendary hero, an EX-class hero.
Moreover, there was a belief that they were "still" lacking but could grow tremendously in the future!

The reason was simple.
Excluding the examples of S-class heroes who were irregular mutants, their growth rate could be called miraculous!

If they supported them and helped them gain more training and experience, those four would certainly shine on the front lines of battle.
There might be stronger heroes among them now, but it was clear they would be surpassed before long.

Therefore, there was no reason to look down on them based on current strength.
The heroes held firm trust in their hearts.

*It's quite a spectacle seeing it like this.*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was newly impressed looking at those gathered in the auditorium.

It was a large group totaling 280 people.
250 heroes. And those who would support them, like technicians and researchers, were all looking at her.
Their eyes held a light called hope.

Even though they might have been intimidated by yesterday's attack of the despairingly powerful hybrid.
Eun-Ha felt as if their hope was contagious. Small hopes spread and gathered, transforming into a great light.

She didn't know exactly how strong The Mute One was.

*Yes. Mother and Seo Hye-Ji...*

Perhaps if the two people called the current strongest joined forces, they might be able to win.
But would The Mute One just sit still and take it?

Not at all.
The hybrids created based on Aleph, Beth, Gimel, Daleth, and He—the five creatures The Mute One called his servants—were continuing to increase even now.

Considering the danger of the entities that appeared at The Front Line, the possibility of winning by relying on Hong Yoo-Jin and Seo Hye-Ji alone was extremely slim.

So they needed to use this hope they felt now as a stepping stone to become greater and stronger. They had to tenaciously survive against overwhelmingly powerful enemies.

*I need my awakening. A definite awakening.*

Eun-Ha felt like she might see a clue to the awakening she hadn't been able to achieve yet through this process.

"As I mentioned before, you will all be under the command of these four. Of course, you won't always move in groups of dozens. Unless it's a large operation that requires simultaneous movement, you'll usually move on your own."

When Hong Yoo-Jin gestured, a large screen appeared behind her.
It displayed the faces of Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram, along with a list of names of everyone participating here.
It was a kind of organization chart.

Then the screen changed.

"And Stellarlis will grow larger as time passes. Right now, we only have about 400 members, but gradually others will join. In other words, know that this team formation is only temporary. Depending on your achievements, some of you might rise to the same position as these children."

Hong Yoo-Jin grinned and flipped the screen.
There were the faces of the four including Eun-Ha, and two vacant positions.

Stellarlis is not a charity.
Heroes may have a sense of duty in their hearts, but they're not just doing charity work.
There are definite merits based on their activities.

"Ohhhhh!"

The auditorium filled with thunderous cheers.
Impossible because A-class heroes are firmly established? Not so.
During the war against monsters, many awakened their powers and reached A-class. After bloody wars, battles at the front lines that couldn't be compared to anything else, growth awaited as the fruit of their labor.

In other words, even if they were weak now, the possibility clearly existed!

The fact that definite rewards, honor, and power would be given according to their efforts and achievements became a huge motivation.

"Then let's move on to the next topic."

Satisfied with the heroes' reactions, Hong Yoo-Jin gestured for the children to go down.

"Come in."

As Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram went down one by one, Hong Yoo-Jin spoke toward the door beside the platform.

The heroes looked at each other in confusion. They didn't know anything about the next topic either.

The auditorium was suddenly enveloped in silence.
The sound of the doorknob turning seemed unusually loud.

A girl carefully entered through the door. With black straight hair and wearing the Stellarlis uniform, the girl walked to where Hong Yoo-Jin was with her head slightly bowed.

"Huh...?!"

Seeing this, Eun-Ha opened her eyes wide.
The girl who entered through the door had a very familiar appearance.

"Well? Aren't you glad?"

Hong Yoo-Jin smiled at Eun-Ha.

"H-hello... I'm C-001 (Zero-Zero-One)."

Nervous in front of so many people, the girl bowed her head with a trembling voice.
Judging by her appearance, she looked like a middle school student, around second or third year. No, given Eun-Ha's presence, she could be seen as a high school student in terms of development.
Nevertheless, her chest, clearly larger than Eun-Ha's, swayed modestly as C-001 bowed her head.

"This child is a clone created by the Villain Association. Aren't you curious why I suddenly brought a clone here?"

When Hong Yoo-Jin gestured, C-001 nodded slightly.

"That's...!!"
"A m-monster!"
"This clone can handle monsters. She's a being that enables communication with monsters, which is impossible for humans."

The girl's shoulder rippled, and a small lizard-like monster revealed itself. The monster looked around, flicking its long, thin tongue.

"Association name, Twin Lizard. Formal name is Geminister, I hear. It looks like a lizard, but its characteristics resemble a chameleon. And..."

Hiss- Hiss- Geminister kept flicking its tongue.

"As named by the association, this entity is born as twins. Also, the twins share everything with each other. And one more thing."

The Twin Lizard, known to exist in very small numbers.
As soon as Hong Yoo-Jin finished speaking, Geminister's eyes glowed and projected light onto the wall.

[Hello, heroes.]
"It can be used like this too."
"...!!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened again.
There was a girl dressed in pure white clothes.
It was Seo Hye-Ji, the girl currently ruling Gresorion.

"From now on, humanity will attach these clone girls to dozens of Geministers provided by Gresorion to handle communication. The information they provide isn't just through this kind of communication. To decode it, these girls are necessary."

Hong Yoo-Jin calmly recited the information she knew.

"Ex-excuse me!"

Regardless, Eun-Ha raised her hand as soon as she saw Seo Hye-Ji.

*If not now, when will I get a chance to talk to her!*

Seo Hye-Ji, not Seo-Nabi, was that difficult to see.

[Oh my, do you have a question?]

Seo Hye-Ji, not startled by the sudden action, extended her hand toward Eun-Ha, giving her the floor. A very relaxed action. Her gentle movements even exuded dignity.

"How did you give birth to Nabi—I mean, Don-Hil?"
[W-what...!]

However, Seo Hye-Ji's dignity shattered at Eun-Ha's subsequent question.

"Pfft?!"
"Oh my goodness."

Of course, friends nearby also trembled at the completely unexpected question.
Also, Hong Yoo-Jin covered her face with her palm and sighed.

"Suddenly?"
"It's out of nowhere, but... she is at an age where such curiosity is natural..."
"Could it be that the Saint has never received sex education?"
"No, if that were the case, she would have asked her mother, Black Swan."

The venue instantly became noisy.
And for good reason—the question that came from the impulsive action was too absurd.

How did you give birth to a baby?
Isn't that something one naturally learns growing up?
But Eun-Ha's expression was very serious. It even conveyed obsession and madness.

[Ahem. I understand very well what you want to ask.]

Recognizing that look, Seo Hye-Ji cleared her throat and chose her words.
That gaze contained a desperate determination to do anything to have a baby.

Though temporary, as allies, this much information could be shared. Seo Hye-Ji scanned the heroes as if looking for someone.

[First, you know that when we magical girls become pregnant, we're fixed to the species that planted the seed, right?]
"Yes!"
[Then that's fine. I only know one method.]

Seo Hye-Ji's pink lips moved slowly.
The heroes stirred again.

Were magical girls not human?
What did it mean to be fixed to a species?
Regardless of people's confusion, Seo Hye-Ji continued her story.

[The timing is when the child has grown enough. It can vary from person to person, but in my case, from the third month to the fifteenth day was the appropriate time.]

You understand the rest, right?
Seo Hye-Ji drew a line in the air with her finger and smiled gently.
A gaze soaked in pain. Past memories naturally came to mind.

If it had been her former self, she would have been angry. But now it's different.
She had come to know love.

She acknowledged herself as female and was flirting with a man.
She empathized with Eun-Ha's emotions and desires, which were similar to her situation.

"...Yes."

Eun-Ha nodded with a serious face.
If not removed by the time Seo Hye-Ji mentioned—three months and fifteen days—she would become human.

[...I understand your concerns very well. The hybrids we must face, and The Mute One, are extremely strong and have excellent reproductive instincts. Your thinking to prepare for the worst-case scenario is commendable. But I must admit it's a bit rough. I would have told you without you having to mention pregnancy explicitly.]
"Ha, hahaha..."

Seo Hye-Ji hesitated for a moment, then uttered words no one had expected.
These were words defending Eun-Ha.
She twisted the meaning to suggest that Eun-Ha wasn't asking because she wanted to have someone's baby, but because she wanted to know the deadline in case she happened to carry a monster's child.

"I should have... said it that way from the beginning."

Eun-Ha, uncharacteristically, quickly caught on to Seo Hye-Ji's intention. Then she bowed her head with a shy smile.

"I see."
"Indeed, we have quite a few victims too. They don't discriminate between men and women."
"The Saint especially needs to be careful. And she's the one who knows the post-prevention measures best."

The atmosphere was one of understanding.
It couldn't be helped.
No one in their right mind would openly ask how to give birth to a baby.

*Dangerous. Dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous dangerous...*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was sweating profusely. He unconsciously clenched his fist.

This was a warning.
A warning of a pregnancy attack.
He never knew when or where Eun-Ha might ambush him.

The moment he was with another woman, Eun-Ha would launch a pregnancy attack...!

*Condoms! Absolutely condoms...!*

One formula was established in Kim Se-Won's mind.
Sex was an act only possible after thorough contraception!

"...Well, anyway. That's enough introduction to Geminister's abilities. ...I'll contact you separately later, so make sure to hold onto that lizard."
[Hehe. Anytime.]

Barely suppressing a sigh, Hong Yoo-Jin instructed C-001 to cut off the light projection. With Seo Hye-Ji's bright smile as the last image, the screen disappeared with a flash.

"That's it for today. Everyone, good work."
"Yes!!"

As soon as Hong Yoo-Jin finished speaking, a resounding response echoed through the auditorium.

Ch.391 - The Chaos That Will Unfold in Eunha's Absence
Shuururup- The Geminister, who had been emitting light from its eyes, retracted its long tongue back into its mouth and ended the communication.

"When the next communication comes, come find me then."
-Chururuk!

At Seo Hye-Ji's words, the Geminister, who had been facing away from her, immediately bolted from the room. Its brain was nearly paralyzed with intense fear.

Tadadadadak! As she listened to the rapid footsteps fading away, Hye-Ji waved her hand. The dense magical energy, now possessing physical force, closed the door.

"Huuuu...."

With a squelching, sticky sound, Hye-Ji turned around. Life returned to her face, which had been so calm it seemed lifeless.

"I almost got caught."
"...You are truly the worst."
"Yes. I'm a terrible woman. But what can you do?"

Paaaat- For a brief moment, the clothes covering her upper body disintegrated into magical energy and disappeared, revealing her jade-white naked body.

Hye-Ji smiled gently as she lowered her body. She was already connected with Kim Woo-Jin's body.

Her delicate hand touched Woo-Jin's chest. She could feel his heartbeat through her fingertips.
Thump, thump, slowly she matched her heartbeat to his.
For some reason, just that alone made Hye-Ji unbearably happy.

So much that she wished this moment could last forever.

"I'm a foolish woman so starved for love that I'd even settle for false love."

At this moment, at least, Kim Woo-Jin was hers.
A foolish woman trying to find false emotions in a forced physical relationship.
Hye-Ji exhaled a sweet sigh with moistened eyes.

"So resent me. Hate me."

Her voice, fragile to the point of being heartbreaking, stimulated Woo-Jin's guilt.
If he rejected her now, it seemed like the woman before him would collapse. Hye-Ji knew this. Knowing it, she was exploiting it.

"You can use me as just a tool for your sexual desires."

Hye-Ji's ear gently touched Woo-Jin's chest. She could hear his pounding heartbeat through her ear.

"I don't blame you for making me like this when I used to despise males. Rather, I love you so much I want to keep you forever. So come find me whenever you want."

If possible.
If she could be forgiven.
She truly wanted to bring this man into her embrace.
But this was an unforgivable act.

Even though she was already committing an unforgivable act, even though she just needed to take one more step, Hye-Ji didn't.

This was entirely her desire. Her selfishness.
She was imprinting in both his mind and hers that Woo-Jin was merely a victim.

"I can do anything for you that Nabi can't."

Yet her foolishness, unable to let go of lingering attachment, made her say one more thing.

"...There's also a way to choose me completely."

Hye-Ji said this while moving her hips.



* * *



Tadadadadak!

-Keeee!

With urgent footsteps, the door opened. There were numerous monsters coiled up as if escorting a young girl.

"What's going on? Why are you coming so urgently?"

Dolly, a girl who despite being human—no, despite being a clone—received the love of many monsters, tilted her head and lifted the monster that had entered the room with both hands.

-Keee! Keeeee! Keek, keeeee!

Without even having the chance to stick out its tongue as usual, the Geminister conveyed to Dolly what it had heard with its ears and smelled with its nose.

"What...?!"

Dolly's eyes widened.
Monsters' senses are extremely sensitive.
Among them, many have particularly well-developed senses of smell.

And Dolly, along with other clones, could understand the language of monsters.

The Geminister said that the smell it detected when called to Hye-Ji's room was definitely that of a male.
Following that, it occasionally heard sticky sounds of something, which could only mean one thing.

"Oppa... I never thought he'd be overtaken by that person too."

Kuwung! It felt like her heart sank.
She had let her guard down.
She thought that since Kim Woo-Jin was dating Seo Nabi, Hye-Ji wouldn't dare touch him.
She thought there was only one person she needed to worry about.

She thought it was just a one-time mistake.
But it wasn't.

"Grrrr...!"

This was defeat. Defeat confirmed before she even entered the battle. Being overtaken by not one, but two people.
She could understand Nabi since they were childhood friends, but to be overtaken even by Hye-Ji, who was practically unrelated—Dolly trembled with indignation.

"I'm still just a kid."

She looked down at her body with resentful eyes. A body still painfully undeveloped. Even though it had been a year since meeting Kim Woo-Jin, her body was still far from being seen as a "woman."

"It'll take years before oppa sees me as a woman...!"

But by then, he would have already been thoroughly devoured by those two women. There would likely be no turn for her.
It was too late, far too late.
She had no time.

"What should I do? How can I have oppa right now?"

Dolly anxiously searched for a solution.
She hadn't been idle since joining this place.
She had increased her allies (monsters) and gathered information. She had crammed various information into her head in case Kim Woo-Jin might need it.
Not only that, since she no longer needed to worry about her lifespan, she had also trained her supernatural abilities. The monsters around Dolly were proof of this.

But what good was all that?
When Kim Woo-Jin saw her not as a "woman" but as a "child"!

"Even if I just wait to grow..."

She squeezed her eyes shut.
Dolly recalled the countless clones like herself that she had seen in the Villain Association's laboratory.
Since the Villain Association was also researching the efficiency of clones according to their growth state, Dolly could easily imagine what she would look like when grown.

"It's a good thing my chest grows first. But my height develops a bit later."

Having a chest that grows from nearly flat to full would be like gaining a powerful weapon as a woman.

"In a year. In a year, my chest should grow... Growth differences also exist depending on environment. Should I try exercises for height growth from the internet?"

A year might be manageable somehow. Dolly turned on the tablet PC in the room with a serious expression.

"But no matter how hard I try, I can't achieve dramatic changes. Looking at other clones, it would take at least three years to grow to a decent height. Even if I reduce that to two years..."

A great war awaits in the future.
Would Nabi and Hye-Ji remain idle in that situation? Absolutely not.
They would use that situation to get even closer to Kim Woo-Jin.

Starting from behind in the current situation, whether waiting for natural growth or making efforts for faster growth...

"Ah..."

She could only hit the wall of reality.
Dolly slumped down.

"Is there really no way...?"

She hugged her knees and hung her head.

Something welled up from her chest.
It was resentment.
No matter what.
No matter what effort she made, she had hit the wall of reality that couldn't be broken.
There was no way to overcome it.
None at all.

Why was she born with such a childish appearance?

"They could have made me look a little more mature."

All Dolly could do was blame the Villain Association that created her.
Her body was young, but her heart had already awakened to love. This gap plunged Dolly into an abyss of despair.

That's when it happened.

"You seem to be in quite a dilemma."

Tadadadadak!
As soon as the voice was heard, all the monsters fled from the room.
They wouldn't even make the slightest sound. Instinctive fear. An enormous fear they couldn't resist moved their bodies.

Only two remained in the room.

"Ah..."

Dolly slowly raised her head.
A girl resembling Hye-Ji and Nabi stood there. She was bending at the waist, looking at Dolly with a playful expression.

'Transcendent.'

Dolly knew who this was.
The one who created magical girls based on her appearance. The Transcendent of Gresorion.
Her presence was overwhelmingly large compared to her small frame. Dolly instinctively lowered her head to avoid her gaze.

"F-Foriner, why are you here..."
"How pitiful you are, child."

Bianca gently extended her hand and grabbed Dolly's chin. She forcibly lifted it to meet Dolly's eyes.

"I like you for that."

Bianca's voice was like a whisper directly into the ear. Each sound entered the ear and imprinted itself on the brain.

"I know very well that you don't want to completely give up here."

The hand on her chin moved smoothly, caressing Dolly's cheek.

"But the wall of reality. The limitation of time is binding you."
"...Yes."

Dolly nodded as if entranced.
Yet she didn't stop meeting Bianca's eyes.
Eyes that seemed to pull her in. It was as if her own consciousness was being drawn inside.

"If I had a way to break that limitation, would you be willing to take my hand?"

Bianca's mouth curved upward into a wide smile. Her eyes also formed crescent moons.

"...Yes."

Dolly nodded more vigorously than before.

"Then."

Bianca's hand gently pushed Dolly away. Soon, Bianca's full figure came into Dolly's view.

"Become my servant."

She extended her foot.

"Lick my foot."

A seductive smile appeared on her lips.

"Become my dog, and participate in this battlefield."
"Battle...field..."

As if entranced, Dolly's gaze fixed on Bianca's instep. A clean foot without a single blemish.

"This is not a contract with me. My only contractor is Seo Hye-Ji."

A Transcendent cannot interfere with beings other than their contractor.
Except for a few exceptions.

"I want to see a battlefield. Something sticky and gloomy that appears when emotions become entangled with emotions."

Dolly bent down. The distance between her and the snow-white instep gradually narrowed.

"So I can't give you my power, but I can give you something else."

Chu. Without hesitation, Dolly kissed her instep.

"This is also for my contractor. My contractor needs to be more bold."

A sign of submission.
An act signifying the completion of a deal.
Bianca was satisfied with Dolly's action.

"Not power. But heart. You need to grow your mental image and aim higher. Sometimes change doesn't come from within, but from others."

She gently smiled and stroked Dolly's head. Bianca's action resembled an owner praising a pet.

"You need to strengthen not just your body, but also your mind. Your actions. Your own power."

Bianca placed a small bottle in Dolly's hand.

"This is a potion. A drug that accelerates the growth you so desperately want."
"How much faster will it be?"

Determination shone in Dolly's eyes. She was illuminated with hope that she could once again aim for the goal she had almost given up on.

"One day. In just one day, you can change to the age you want. In terms of physical age... about three years. However."

Bianca raised her index finger.

"Everything requires a price. In exchange for three years of growth, you must be prepared to die."

Pain awaits her that might make her prefer death.
Without hesitation, Dolly twisted open the bottle cap and drank the contents.

"If that's all it takes."

Dolly could endure such pain. Pain is something one can never get used to; rather, the more one feels it, the more the brain breaks down.
But she would endure it. She had already suffered through all kinds of experiments.

"Huhu. I like that."

Bianca looked at Dolly and smiled with her eyes.

Ch.392 - Smooth Bald Head
The day after Bianca gave Dolly the growth elixir.

"Huh...?"

Seo Na-Bi, who finished her training earlier than usual, spotted two familiar figures in the L-shaped corridor.
If she continued straight ahead from where she was and turned left, that's where they would be. Through the transparent window, she could see Kim Woo-Jin and Seo Hye-Ji.

"What are they talking about?"

Her heart fluttered.
They were just having a conversation, but she could see a strange atmosphere flowing between them.

"I thought you finished early today, but you were actually going to see Woo-Jin?"

Why?
The question settled in her mind.
Why would she want to meet Kim Woo-Jin so urgently that she'd end training early?
Or did she just happen to run into Kim Woo-Jin while on her way somewhere else?

*I mean, even if they met by chance, why is she talking to Woo-Jin...?*

Na-Bi observed the two carefully.
Kim Woo-Jin seemed uncomfortable with Seo Hye-Ji in front of him, constantly avoiding her gaze.
Meanwhile, Seo Hye-Ji maintained a rather close distance with a faint smile on her face.

It was an unimaginable sight for anyone who knew Hye-Ji's past.
Not only that, but her eyes held a certain heat. Should those eyes be described as warm and friendly?

"That's..."

It couldn't be.
Na-Bi recognized that look.
She knew that feeling when your heart pounds and you feel endlessly shy.

Others wouldn't notice. At a glance, they just appeared to be having a normal conversation.
But she knew.

"No, no. Mother wouldn't..."

Boom! It felt like someone had struck the back of her head.

Na-Bi shook her head vigorously in denial.
She was just imagining things because she'd been under too much stress lately.
Too many things had happened, and she was exhausted from Hye-Ji's harsh training. She must have developed unnecessary feelings. It was just her paranoia.

Her desperate denial was, in a way, an affirmation.

"Right. It can't be. It can't... be."

Even as Na-Bi desperately denied it, she inwardly acknowledged it.

Perhaps.
She thought that Hye-Ji might have fallen for Kim Woo-Jin without realizing it herself.
Not wanting to admit this, she hid it deep in her heart, in a place she herself would hardly think to look.

"No way."

Na-Bi's gaze returned to the two.
Kim Woo-Jin was rejecting her, but Seo Hye-Ji was persistently clinging to him.
She was like a child.
Something craving and yearning for affection.

"I must be very tired. That person has lived her whole life hating men."

Could this be real?
It couldn't possibly be.

She must be seeing things wrong because she was watching from a distance. She must be mistaken.
Na-Bi closed her eyes tightly and took a deep breath.

It was true that she'd been very tired lately. She was mentally exhausted.
Everything would return to normal after a light healing time. Na-Bi tried to shake off the distracting thoughts as she moved her feet.

After walking for a while...

"Ah, Na-Bi."

Kim Woo-Jin's voice came from nearby.
He greeted her with a welcoming face.
An expression without a trace of falsehood.
Purely, he was genuinely happy to see Na-Bi.

"W-Woo-Jin."

Na-Bi blinked, lifting her head abruptly.
When she came to her senses, she was already in front of Kim Woo-Jin. Seo Hye-Ji, who had been trying to cling to him, was nowhere to be seen.
All she could see was Kim Woo-Jin, who had just finished training and was dripping with sweat.

*Right. I must have seen wrong because I'm too tired.*

She might have mistaken some other monster for Hye-Ji because she was exhausted.
Na-Bi sighed with relief, stroking her chest.

"What brings you here? Did your training end early for once?"

Kim Woo-Jin stood beside her with a bright expression.
It was a somewhat childlike expression that showed just being together made him happy.

"Yeah. I thought we could go eat together. We haven't been able to lately because we've both been busy."

Na-Bi's expression brightened in response.
She felt certain affection from Kim Woo-Jin. Even without saying "I love you," his gestures, expressions, and voice conveyed affection.
He was expressing with his whole body that Na-Bi was his oasis.

*That's right.*

Na-Bi smiled shyly, feeling her heart pound.
It felt like Kim Woo-Jin's behavior was contagious. That wasn't an act. It was sincere.

Even if Hye-Ji was after him, he would never show her the attitude he showed Na-Bi.

"Here. Isn't it hard training every day?"
"It is hard. Of course it's hard. But seeing your face like this makes it all worth it."

Kim Woo-Jin grinned like a boy as he wiped his face with the towel Na-Bi handed him. Since he was drenched in sweat, the towel quickly became damp.

"Well, shall we go? Ah, but I should probably shower first. Like this..."
"It's fine, you don't smell at all."

Na-Bi snatched the towel from Kim Woo-Jin and smiled brightly.
The faint smell of sweat didn't bother her at all. In fact, she rather liked it. To her, it was just a pleasant scent.

"R-Really?"

Completely fooled by Na-Bi's lie, Kim Woo-Jin scratched his head sheepishly.
In moments like these, when they were alone together, his persona from his time with the Villain Association completely disappeared.

"Even if you were dirty, I wouldn't mind. Like this..."

Na-Bi gently hugged Kim Woo-Jin's arm, closing the distance between them.

"As long as I can be with you, th-that's enough for me."

She lowered her head afterward. She was too embarrassed to look at his face.
But curiosity was hard to resist.
Na-Bi peeked at Kim Woo-Jin through the glass in the corridor.

"...!!"

Her eyes widened at his expression reflected slightly in the mirror. Her mouth fell open at the unbelievable sight.
She felt her heart sink as she saw his guilty expression while looking at her shy demeanor.

*No way.*

Her anxiety grew stronger.

*No. It's not time to jump to conclusions yet.*

It wasn't time to be certain.
She might be jumping to conclusions too early.

*It can't be.*

She wanted to believe she was jumping to conclusions.

"What's wrong?"
"Huh? Oh, nothing. Let's go. Let's get something to eat."

Na-Bi, who had been frozen for a while, pretended to be fine.



* * *



Just because there was a hybrid attack the day before yesterday doesn't mean classes are canceled until today.
After school, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram changed into their uniforms as soon as they returned to the dormitory and headed to White Base.

"Oh, really?"
"Of course. In the past..."

After passing the entrance and walking a few steps, they heard a familiar voice. Kim Se-Won turned his gaze to find the source.

"How fascinating... Do you have any recommendations? I can't use it myself, but I want to give it to someone else..."

There was Eun-Ha, happily talking with a man. She was wearing a white uniform with the Stellarlis mark.

*She's pretty.*

Kim Se-Won felt his heart flutter at the unusual outfit he hadn't seen before.

*But who is that man?*

At the same time, he felt jealous seeing Eun-Ha chatting with an unfamiliar man as if they were already close.
Zap! His gaze scanned the man's body.

Bulky. That was the one word that could define him—muscles packed tightly throughout his body, tall stature. Even his hair follicles seemed to be consumed by muscle, leaving his head gleaming!

*Eun-Ha did like muscular guys!*

Not at all.
After finishing his scan, Kim Se-Won stepped forward to create distance between the two.

"Eun-Ha!"
"Ah! Se-Won!"

The most important thing was to interrupt the flow.
Kim Se-Won deliberately called out to break up their conversation.

Talking with another man? That could be acceptable.
But conversation with a "muscle man"? Unforgivable.

As soon as Eun-Ha spotted Kim Se-Won, she approached him with quick steps. Just seeing him seemed to make her happy, as a bright smile bloomed on her face.

"It suits you well."

As soon as she approached, she tapped Kim Se-Won's body here and there before smiling broadly. She was very satisfied with his body, which had developed muscles through repeated training.

"It suits you too."

The same was true for Kim Se-Won.
The white uniform with black lines definitely gave a different impression than usual.
It was a unique sensation he hadn't seen in Eun-Ha before, not in Re-U, not in Virginia, not even in Optima.

He wanted to take her somewhere private right away.

*Condom!*

But realizing he didn't have any condoms on hand, he reluctantly abandoned the idea.
Now that he knew how babies were made, proceeding without a condom would be suicidal.

"R-Really? Hahaha..."

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha seemed embarrassed by Kim Se-Won's direct compliment and gently averted her gaze.

"N-Not really. It's not that..."

She fidgeted with her mouth. She tucked her side hair behind her ear and even twirled her hair with her finger.
Moreover, her slightly flushed face was the very image of a girl in love.
A pink atmosphere surrounded Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

"Sigh."
"Really, to think we have to see this with our own eyes."

Of course, the two people behind them couldn't welcome such an atmosphere.
Starting with Han Chae-Eun's comment, an irritated conversation bubbled up from deep within.

"When he saw us wearing it, he looked at us like we were stones."
"Not surprising. It means he doesn't even see us as women, right?"
"This is why men are no good~ They should at least give some lip service, that's how you get the crumbs."

When Han Chae-Eun spoke with her lips pursed, Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled.

*He looked at Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram like stones?*

Who was Han Chae-Eun!
A self-proclaimed chest monster!
Who was In Ha-Ram!
A lady from Cheonil Group with both literary and martial excellence and a good family background!
It was widely known that both were beautiful as well!

In that state, Kim Se-Won looking at these two like stones meant nothing less than her victory! Eun-Ha felt her lips twitch.

She knew Kim Se-Won only had eyes for her, but the women around Kim Se-Won and herself were so pretty that it was hard to shake off her insecurity.

Yet, the testimony that he saw them like stones came not from Kim Se-Won himself but spontaneously from her friends' mouths, which was undeniably good news.

*I can give him a reprieve.*

Yes. Had she been too distrustful of Kim Se-Won? If nothing else, she should have trusted Kim Se-Won as much as herself.
How foolish and belated to only realize this now. Eun-Ha lamented her own foolishness.

*Considering the timing, I should be patient until the middle of next month.*

Given that her period was approaching at the beginning of the month, she could be patient until then.

Kim Se-Won's life was extended by a month.

"...By the way, who is that person? I didn't see them yesterday."
"Oh, he's in charge of education at Stellarlis. Mom can't always be with us, right? So he teaches other heroes the methods passed down from Mom."

Unaware that his life had been extended by a month, Kim Se-Won naturally pointed to the man who had been talking with Eun-Ha until just now.

"Hmm!"

The man, Mr. Min, approached Kim Se-Won, puffing up his proud muscles.

"So you're the one the Holy Maiden mentioned! Let me see!"

Slap! Clap!

"Ugh!"

As soon as he saw Kim Se-Won, Mr. Min patted his entire body with his palms. Then, as if checking something, he even hugged him tightly.

"Good! Very good! Well-balanced muscles! Are you perhaps a physical enhancement ability user? These days, kids only build fashion muscles while complaining about looking grotesque! You look great!"
"Gah, n-no, I'm not...!"

His breath was completely cut off.
Muscles. Muscles. Muscles everywhere.
The rugged man's muscles were enormous in both size and density.

"And yet you have such muscles? ...Indeed, the Holy Maiden has reason to care. Hahahahaha!"

Booming laughter filled the corridor. Mr. Min, still embracing Kim Se-Won, wore a genuinely delighted expression.

"That's nice."

Eun-Ha, standing behind them, was watching the two men with a contented smile.

"Ahem! Excuse me. As the Holy Maiden introduced, I'm Mr. Min, newly appointed as Stellarlis' education director! Despite appearances, I was an A-rank hero!"

Mr. Min released Kim Se-Won from his thick muscles and thrust his about-to-burst chest forward.

"Oh my, time already... Anyway! Come visit me sometime! I'll prepare special protein for you! Make sure! To visit! Understand?"
"Ah, yes."

After checking the time on his communication device, Mr. Min hurriedly left. Kim Se-Won stared blankly at his retreating figure.

"Whew, I thought my whole body was going to be crushed."

He frowned at the pain he felt throughout his body. The man's strength was so great that his bones had screamed in protest.

"Isn't Mr. Min great?"
"...I can see why you'd like him."

Muscle fetishist.
Gym enthusiast.
He was definitely the type Eun-Ha would feel an affinity with.

But he couldn't remember seeing someone so strong before. A question still not fully resolved.
This question was answered by the two people behind him.

"Ah. I think I know that person."
"That former A-rank hero with that hearty laugh... He must be the one who was active as Peacemaker until a few years ago."

Peacemaker. He was famous as one of the disciples of Mt. Tae-San's Park Sang-Heon.
When active as a hero, he wore a mask that completely covered his face, so not many people recognize him now that his face is revealed.

"Well, now that everyone's here—"

Ding! Just as Eun-Ha turned around to say something, her communication device rang.

"Ah..."

Eun-Ha's body trembled as she saw the contents of the suddenly ringing device.

Ch.393 - Ramen Breaker Shin Eunha
Eun-Ha's serious expression caught Inha-Ram's attention. He stepped forward and peeked at her communication device.

"Please come to The Front Line urgently."

Something major had clearly happened. Something that required Eun-Ha's immediate presence.

"What? The Front Line?"
"Come on, even if we left right now, we'd arrive in the middle of the night!"

Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun shook their heads.
Two possibilities came to mind for why Eun-Ha was needed.

One was a sudden attack by hundreds of hybrids.
The other was a patient in critical condition.

Neither scenario was particularly good. If they couldn't arrive until nightfall, the situation would likely be over by then.

"Distance isn't a problem. Distance, I mean."

Eun-Ha let out a deep sigh and turned around. She had wanted to spend time with Kim Se-Won in his new outfit, but things were already going sideways.

"I should go since they called. From the message, it seems they really need me."

Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun looked at Inha-Ram. What could be so serious that it made Eun-Ha sigh like that? Their silent gazes demanded an answer.

"They say an S-class hero is rampaging. It doesn't specify who."

Inha-Ram sighed as he spoke.
S-class hero? The two widened their eyes in surprise.

"So we'll go with you too. You don't mind, right?"
"...Okay."

Eun-Ha hesitated before nodding at Inha-Ram's words.
It was dangerous, but she couldn't stop them with just that. They'd already come too far for that.
They would definitely follow even if she told them not to.

*I'm not sure if this is good or bad. But at least I've made good friends.*

Eun-Ha moved forward with mixed feelings.

Thud.

"Huh?"

After walking for about three minutes, Eun-Ha realized she had tripped on something.
In this completely unexpected situation, her body tilted forward.

"Whew."

Crack! She managed not to fall. If she hadn't stretched her leg forward to regain balance, it would have been quite an embarrassing scene.
Eun-Ha placed a hand on her chest in relief.

*Wait, maybe this was actually an opportunity? If I had fallen, my underwear and butt would have been exposed.*

Accidental exposure in an unexpected situation is always more stimulating than deliberate seduction. Eun-Ha belatedly felt a twinge of regret.

"Ugh... grrrr..."
"?!"

Just then, a voice came from beneath her feet.

"W-what?!"

Eun-Ha jumped back in surprise. Her eyes glowed as she naturally pretended to be vulnerable and hid behind Kim Se-Won's back.
Not just her—Inha-Ram also ducked behind Eun-Ha.

*A ghost? Zombie?*

Eun-Ha peeked out from behind Kim Se-Won. The voice she'd heard earlier didn't sound like it came from a living being—it was an unpleasant sound that grated on the ears.

"Oh? Unni! Why are you here?!"
"Noona. You'll be in trouble if you sleep here."

But the other two reacted differently. Han Chae-Eun and Kim Se-Won seemed to recognize the owner of the voice from the floor and moved toward it.

"Ah..."

The protective wall that had been shielding Eun-Ha and Inha-Ram naturally crumbled. The two blankly watched as Kim Se-Won's reassuring back moved away.

"That person is..."

Now curiosity was getting the better of her.
Eun-Ha finally examined her surroundings. She had tripped when passing by a room to the side. Looking down with this in mind, her eyes narrowed.

A body sprawled on the floor, half out of the room. No, a woman making dying noises.

*A woman in a white coat... a researcher? Then!*

Researcher. And if it was someone Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun knew, there was only one person it could be.

"H-hello..."

It was Choi Ju-Min, the woman in charge of hero suit development. Choi Ju-Min barely managed to wave her hand and spoke in an exhausted voice.
She was so tired that her body went limp after uttering just one sentence.

*...It's fine.*

Eun-Ha deliberately suppressed the jealousy that threatened to rise again. Kim Se-Won wasn't the kind of bad man she needed to worry about for every woman he knew.

"Just a moment."

But that was one thing, and this was another.
In any case, as long as she was at Stellarlis, it was clear that Kim Se-Won would meet with her "frequently." Currently, Choi Ju-Min was the only one who could adjust and modify the Blue Diamond. So there was a need to be wary of Choi Ju-Min.
While casting a healing spell on Choi Ju-Min, Eun-Ha glanced beyond to where she was staying.

The dark room was illuminated only by monitors, giving it a somewhat gloomy atmosphere. Near the sprawled Choi Ju-Min, a coffee pot lay on its side.

*Does she stay in this room all day? Is that even possible?*

Moreover, clothes including underwear were strewn about the room, suggesting she lived there. Eun-Ha couldn't understand Choi Ju-Min's lifestyle at all.

"Uh, ugh? My, my cup noodles!"

Just then, Choi Ju-Min, revitalized by the healing spell, jumped up and made a sad face.

"That was my last one..."

Choi Ju-Min's shoulders drooped.

*I guess she's not much of a threat after all...*

Eun-Ha took the opportunity to observe her closely.
Greasy hair from not washing. Disheveled clothes. And now looking so pitiful over a cup of instant noodles.
Choi Ju-Min's complete lack of sex appeal brought peace to Eun-Ha's mind.

"Ah."

Along with guilt.
Following Choi Ju-Min's gaze, she saw a crushed cup noodle container.
Then she remembered the cracking sound from earlier when she had stepped hard to avoid falling. The culprit was clearly Eun-Ha herself.

"No, I, that... it wasn't intentional!"

Eun-Ha frantically waved her hands, looking back and forth between Choi Ju-Min and the cup noodles. She had no idea how to handle this.

"No, it's okay."

Choi Ju-Min noticed Eun-Ha's guilty expression. She picked up the fallen cup noodles with a sad smile.
Even if she couldn't cook them, the noodles themselves were still there. Since they were already broken, she could eat them raw.

"It's fine, really. I can go hungry for another day! Besides, eating them like this will fill me up a bit."
"W-what...?"

Noticing Eun-Ha's gaze, Choi Ju-Min forced a bitter smile to reassure her.
But her words meant to comfort became daggers instead.

The phrase "for another day" implied she had already been hungry for a day or more.
Even though Eun-Ha could be somewhat extreme in her thoughts when it came to matters related to Kim Se-Won, she wasn't heartless.

"I'm actually pretty good at starving, you know! It's my own fault for spending money on research materials whenever I get paid. Hahaha."
"No! Let's go buy you food right now!"

Eun-Ha grabbed her hand and headed toward the convenience store inside White Base.
Even though they needed to get to The Front Line as soon as possible, she could at least do this much.


* * *


After buying an armful of food for Choi Ju-Min at the store, Eun-Ha led her friends to a certain location.

"This is why I said distance doesn't matter."

A massive space located in the deepest part of White Base.
The walls were painted entirely black, with mirror-like devices arranged along them.

"A warp gate... I heard Morris had prepared this in advance."
"Wow... it's huge."
"If he prepared something like this beforehand... he must have anticipated something."

Han Chae-Eun and Inha-Ram couldn't hide their amazement as they gazed at the enormous warp gate. It felt like technology that was a generation ahead of what was applied in the Academy District.
It was like something straight out of science fiction.

"Explanations later. We can get to The Front Line using the funds Morris is covering for us."

The reason she specifically mentioned the cost was because operating the warp gate once was extremely expensive.
Each activation cost anywhere from millions to tens of millions of won!

Eun-Ha deliberately didn't mention this fact.
"Let's go," she urged her friends, moving toward the warp gate before them.

"To go, we use this. To come back, request a return through your communication device, and a warp gate will open at our coordinates."
"Ah. So that's why we had to update our devices."

Whirr— As they stood in front of the warp gate, the pre-prepared gate opened. Han Chae-Eun nodded absently while staring at the blue-glowing gate.

"So we can move like monsters or hybrids now?"
"Um... I think it's different? I heard we can go anywhere in the world..."

Eun-Ha tilted her head at Kim Se-Won's question. There must be a reason why Morris only revealed this technology now.

"Even if we could use this to go where The Mute One is, it would be suicide. Even if it's possible, we won't use it right away."

Eun-Ha said with a bitter smile.
Even though the gate technology had finally been unlocked, it couldn't give them an overwhelming advantage. The pure power gap between the two races was that immense.

In this situation, the gate's role was limited to deploying reinforcements or closing physical distances for operations.

"Anyway, let's go."
"Whoa?!"

Still, being able to instantly close physical distances was a huge merit. Eun-Ha suddenly grabbed Kim Se-Won's hand and jumped into the gate.

In an instant, their vision flipped.
Pitch-black darkness surrounded them as they felt their bodies falling. For a brief moment, they glimpsed an alien world—the boundary between spaces.

Flash! Light filled their vision as a completely different place came into view. The gate had opened in the sky. The blue sky filled their vision as rough winds struck their bodies.

"Se-Won!"
"Huh?"

Eun-Ha immediately reached out to Kim Se-Won.
Kim Se-Won grabbed her hand without hesitation. Appearing suddenly in midair was confusing enough, and he couldn't understand why she was reaching out to him.
He simply took her hand because it was Eun-Ha who offered it.

"Hold me!"

A bright smile bloomed on Eun-Ha's face. Up here in the sky, they didn't need to worry about anyone watching them.

Whoosh! Telekinesis activated as soon as he heard her words, moving Eun-Ha's body. Kim Se-Won still couldn't understand this action either.
But what did it matter if he didn't understand? Kim Se-Won embraced Eun-Ha, supporting her back and knees, and descended toward the ground.

"From now on. Always. Do this."

After creating a thin veil with telekinesis, Eun-Ha hugged him tightly. Her voice whispered into his ear, making his body tremble.

"As much as you want!"

Indeed, up here in the sky, there was nothing to hold them back. Kim Se-Won nodded emphatically.

Soon after, the two were able to set foot on the ground. Following the sound of footsteps came piercing gazes.
The stares of Han Chae-Eun and Inha-Ram, who had witnessed the couple's affectionate display up close.

"This is..."
"I can see why they urgently called for Eun-Ha."

But there was no time to worry about their gazes.
Far away, beyond the forward fortress, a typhoon was raging.
The typhoon was enormous, as if it would devour everything.

Ch.394 - Meeting The Pervert Again Was The Worst. Probably
The wind howled fiercely.
A gentle breeze swept through the area.
A typhoon in the distance. A violent wind that sucked in everything within its range and tore it to shreds.
It was this mild only because it was far away. What would happen if one got closer?

"This doesn't look good."

Gulp. Eun-Ha swallowed unconsciously. Though she had grown stronger, she was still far from reaching S-rank. Witnessing the power of an S-rank firsthand in this situation made her feel the overwhelming difference.

*The next step is that level.*

Bloody White. Black Swan. The Mute One.
The level of the strongest people she knew was even higher than this.
She couldn't help but feel that the road ahead was impossibly long.

The next level, S-rank, was within reach, but something was missing. If she could just take that one important step, she could reach that realm.
Then how could she reach even further beyond?

*I need to change to reach that place.*

Awakening. This word engraved itself in her mind.
Eun-Ha's awakening meant that her two powers, split between Virginia and Optima, would become one again as they originally were.

*But how?*

That was the problem.
Through awakening, she would be able to use her original power. A mysterious power she had never used before.
But the problem was that she couldn't even find a clue about how to awaken.

She felt anxious.
She needed to become stronger.
But she didn't know how to become stronger.
Eun-Ha clutched her chest as she gazed at the distant typhoon.

"!!!"

Just then. A silver line reaching to the sky appeared, as if trying to split the typhoon. It was relentlessly striking the typhoon.

But it wasn't having much effect. The wall of wind that made up the typhoon would split for just a moment before quickly returning to its original form.
If there was any achievement, it was that it was slightly slowing the typhoon's advance.

Eun-Ha belatedly thought of Jin Jae-Han who would be inside the typhoon. At the same time, she wondered.

"Why is Jin Jae-Han there? Why would someone who's been holed up at home since Jin Yong-Han died be out here?"

The question wouldn't leave her mind.
What reason could there be for someone who had been secluded at home to suddenly come outside?

No, there would have been people monitoring him, concerned about his unpredictable behavior. What reason could he have had to come here, evading their surveillance?
Why did he need to rampage like this?
It was strange.

"Could it be that he's upset about the alliance with Gresorion?"

Slash! A silver line shot up as if tearing through space.
That silver line must be the sword strike released by Yoo Jin-Ah at The Front Line.

The power that reached from the ground to the sky reminded her of when Jin-Ah had displayed her power at the academy.
When Park Sang-Heon had lifted the entire field and thrown it at her. The memory of Yoo Jin-Ah appearing and reducing it to a pile of sand.

Eun-Ha stepped forward.
She still didn't know why Jin Jae-Han had appeared at The Front Line and was causing a disturbance, nor how she could become stronger.

"...But I know one thing for certain."

Eun-Ha nodded.
If nothing else, she understood why she had been specifically called to The Front Line. And what she needed to do right now.

S-rank heroes were monsters in human form. They possessed power incomparable to A-rank.

And even among S-ranks, there were differences in power.
Yoo Jin-Ah, the lowest-ranked among them, was struggling just to hold back Jin Jae-Han's rampaging power.

It was a moment that required a reversal.
That's why they had called for Eun-Ha.
Virginia's sanctuary and buffs were needed now.

"Well then..."

Eun-Ha didn't immediately move forward. She quietly turned around to look behind her.

The countless gazes she had felt since landing on the ground.
There were heroes who could only watch the overwhelming power with helpless expressions.

People who hated their own weakness.
People with despairing expressions.
People staring at the storm with blank faces.
People wondering why this was happening. Various expressions could be seen.

There are things in this world that cannot be resolved by heart and will alone.
They could only watch the merciless, overwhelming power.
Knowing they couldn't even approach it freely, they felt more powerless than ever.

"Chae-Eun. Ha-Ram. I have a favor to ask."

Eun-Ha, who had been scanning the heroes, opened her mouth.

"Gather the people. There seem to be many injured. After we deal with this, we'll need to treat them."

Several injured people could be seen among the heroes. No, was it right to call them "several"?
Almost everyone had injuries, large and small.

This wasn't because of Jin Jae-Han's wind. If they had entered his range, they would have been torn to shreds long ago.
The likely culprits were hybrids.
It was clear that hybrids, not monsters, had attacked here at The Front Line.

They must have done this to prevent reinforcements from being sent to the academy district, in case heroes there persisted stubbornly.

"Got it~ It seems they deployed forces not just to the academy district but to The Front Line as well. We can't enter that storm anyway."
"The Mute One... at this rate, he might conquer the world with just his hybrids."

In other words, Kim Se-Won could withstand being near that storm to some extent with Eun-Ha's help.

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram felt frustrated by this fact. Though they didn't show it, the feeling of frustration dug into their hearts.

*If only I had awakened.*
*We could have joined with Eun-Ha's buff too.*

They could only swallow their feelings. They couldn't throw tantrums or make demands.
The two went to gather the injured.
That was what they could do here and now.

"Let's go."

Kim Se-Won's single phrase. But Eun-Ha didn't move. Her gaze was fixed on the two girls heading toward the heroes.

Why did their shoulders seem more dejected than usual? Their expressions seemed normal, but the atmosphere they gave off felt droopy.

*Should I have at least asked them to come along?*

Eun-Ha soon shook her head. That might have made them feel pitied.
Besides, unlike her, the two were wise. They knew their strengths and what they needed to do very well.

"...Yes. Let's go."

She closed her eyes tightly for a moment, then opened them. Eun-Ha forced a bright smile.
Then a brilliant light enveloped her body.
From Eun-Ha to Virginia.
From Virginia to Vicious Form.
She transformed in one breath, revealing her new form.

"I'm going to dive in at once. First, we need to find Jin-Ah's position, join her, and dispel that storm."
"Got i—whaaaat?!"

Virginia didn't wait for Kim Se-Won's response. She immediately picked him up and spread her wings.

"Keep your mouth shut. You might bite your tongue."

Her brilliantly shining wings extended backward all at once. With a keening sound like an engine, the two shot forward in an instant.

*This is... no. Is this speed even possible?*

Kim Se-Won was astonished as he tightly held onto Eun-Ha's slender body.
Instinctively, he held his breath and covered himself and Virginia with a telekinetic barrier.

The frontline fortress, which had seemed distant, rapidly approached. He had known about this from watching, but experiencing it firsthand gave him goosebumps.
He felt the hair all over his body standing on end. His skin was already covered in goosebumps.

"Unni!"
"?! Eun-Ha!"

It didn't take long to find Yoo Jin-Ah, who was desperately holding back Jin Jae-Han.
They saw her as soon as they passed the frontline fortress. It seemed that even Jin-Ah couldn't block the storm head-on.

"Ugh!"

As soon as he got down from Virginia's arms and faced Jin-Ah, Kim Se-Won frowned intensely.
Clang! Clang-clang-clang! The fierce wind was constantly hammering at the defensive wall.
It was clear that it would break if they let their guard down even slightly.

And then the sharp wind blades would tear him apart.

*Even an S-rank hero was enduring this with her bare body, blocking it as much as possible.*

This was the realm of monsters. Kim Se-Won realized this anew.

"Sanctuary! Please!"
"Yes!"

Jin-Ah wanted to say she was glad to see her, that she had missed her. But she suppressed these feelings and said only what was immediately necessary.

Whoosh! The sanctuary unfolded in response to Jin-Ah's request. The sanctuary deployed in Vicious Form exerted even more powerful effects.
Jin-Ah's battered body recovered rapidly. She felt like she could do anything with this overflowing power.

Jin-Ah slowly raised her sword.

"!!"

Swish! Kim Se-Won's hand stretched forward.
A method to minimize power loss. His enhanced power enveloped Jin-Ah, becoming a protective barrier against the wind.

*Even providing this much help would have been impossible without Eun-Ha.*

There was still a long way to go. Kim Se-Won glanced at Virginia and reaffirmed this to himself.

"I'll open a path! You bring that idiot back!"
"Got it!"

Virginia nodded. Then, she made eye contact with Kim Se-Won. If Jin-Ah opened a path, they planned to enter the inner area with his help.

"Now, snap out of it!"

With both the sanctuary and buff, and putting all her strength into a single strike after two enhancements.
A slash that could split the sky was fired toward the storm.

That's when it happened.

Whoosh!
In an instant, the storm disappeared.
Without any warning, it happened suddenly.
The wind that had been howling fiercely, threatening to tear them apart, now merely caressed Jin-Ah's cheek as if nothing had happened.

"Huh...?!"

A startled Jin-Ah widened her eyes.

"No!"

The all-out slash had already left her hand.
There was no way to stop it.
The slash continued straight toward Jin Jae-Han, who had been at the center of the storm.

"Is that... really Jin Jae-Han?"

Virginia stared blankly at the scene before noticing something strange.

"Why is he naked...?"

Jin Jae-Han, with his back turned, was wearing only a thin cloth. A hospital gown-like patient robe was all he had on.
That wasn't the only strange thing.
On the back of his head, which was all they could see, was a circular band. There was a very small, sharply cut line at the end, possibly where a wire had been connected.

Swish!
In a split second, Virginia, having noticed these strange points, immediately moved forward.
She needed to confirm whether this person was really Jin Jae-Han or something similar to him.

"This, this is... this..."

Hearing Jin-Ah's dumbfounded voice, Virginia leaped toward the sky.
A body cut in half was falling from the sky.

The form of Virginia, who had soared into the sky, changed instantly. The white cloth covering her body turned pitch black.

"Hmph!"

Transformation from Virginia to Optima. Optima swung her arm while watching the body falling helplessly.
Black magical power spread along the trajectory of her fingertips. The magic soon formed a large surface and wrapped around the falling body.

*It's corruption magic, but I've made sure the corrupting effects won't appear...*

As Optima waved her hand again, the large surface transformed into a bundle shape.
Thud! Optima caught the bundle containing the body and descended.

Still unable to grasp the situation, Jin-Ah was sitting in a daze.

"For now, let's just observe."

And as if trying to comfort her, Kim Se-Won was patting her shoulder.

"Hmm."

Zap! At that moment, Optima's sharp eyes caught the scene.
Jin-Ah was somewhat peculiar, but she was definitely beautiful. Her fine silver hair and status as an S-rank hero certainly made her attractive.

"One penalty point."
"Huh?"

Optima said this with a bright smile and slowly placed the bundle on the ground. As she withdrew her magic, the body split in half was revealed along with the heavy smell of blood.

"Jin Jae-Han... it really is Jin Jae-Han. I, I...!"
"Calm down. Look carefully. Something's strange."

Perhaps due to the guilt of thinking she had killed a comrade, Jin-Ah seemed unable to think clearly.
Optima comforted her while pointing at the body split in half.

The patient robe stained red.
The ring on his head.
Now that they looked closer, there were also cuff-like restraints on his wrists and ankles. Not only that, but a mask like an evil spirit was fitted on his face. It was completely flush with the skin, without any gaps.

A appearance that made it impossible to recognize him as the S-rank hero, Jin Jae-Han.

"Is this person really Jin Jae-Han?"

Optima examined him again with a serious expression. She even removed the patient robe he was wearing.
His exposed body was covered in wounds. This wasn't the issue.
What mattered was:

"Look. The muscle density is different."

The point was that these weren't the muscles of Jin Jae-Han that Optima knew.
A superhuman's muscles don't weaken so drastically overnight.
This wasn't just a matter of shrinkage.

Clearly a different person.
Someone very similar to Jin Jae-Han but a different being.

"I don't know exactly what this is... but there's a high possibility it's not Jin Jae-Han."

This was Optima's conjecture.

*We won.*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, who had been silently listening to Optima's words, briefly fixed his gaze on a certain point and, for just a moment, smiled in victory.

*But what does she mean by 'one penalty point'?*

Then, without realizing it, he wrapped his arms around himself and shuddered.

Ch.395 - The Psychological Warfare Between A Crazy Girl And A Beast
"Muscle density?"

A puzzled expression formed on my face. Yoo Ji-Yeon felt the confused and desperate emotions that had been plaguing her completely vanish. That's how absurd Optima's words were.

Looking closely, the body was smaller than Jin Jae-Han's. It seemed like the muscles that had once wrapped his body had shrunk. But the density was different? How could anyone possibly tell that?

"My eyes can see such things."

Optima continued speaking casually. Her eyes, which had briefly flashed emerald, returned to their purple hue.

"What's certain is that this person isn't Jin Jae-Han. You know that no matter how gluttonous and lazy a lifestyle an A-rank hero might lead, their body doesn't deteriorate, right?"

"Mmm. That's true."

I nodded at her confident assertion. Once awakened, the body always maintains its optimal condition. There are limits, of course, but unless one regresses like Park Sang-Heon or completely shuts down their nervous system, the body doesn't easily break down.

"If it were him... he would have continued training himself."

No matter how sad he might be. Training like a machine. That's the habit of those who've reached S-rank. Even if the intensity lessens, habits built up until reaching S-rank can't be abandoned.

"Wait. If it's not Jin Jae-Han, does it make sense that someone could generate that kind of wind?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been watching, asked with a confused expression.

Aerokinesis powerful enough to create a storm is rare. No, the natural disaster-like power he had just witnessed was something only Jin Jae-Han could accomplish.

*And the Enhanced Activator supply lines must be cut off by now...*

Kim Se-Won thought of the Enhanced Activator hidden in his desk. A drug he had kept for emergencies. He had no particular use for it now, but it might come in handy someday.

In any case, even if someone temporarily amplified their power using the Enhanced Activator, there are limits.

"I can think of two possibilities. Either this really is Jin Jae-Han himself."

Optima reached out and grabbed the mask that had completely fused with the skin. Rrrip! With a disgusting sound of flesh tearing, the mask came off. A mangled face. Even the flesh and eyelids had been torn off, making it grotesquely hideous.

"Or someone else pretending to be Jin Jae-Han."

"Ugh..."

Kim Se-Won shuddered at the ruthless gesture and the horrific appearance. Meanwhile, Optima paid no mind and placed her hand on the corpse's face. A warm light followed, healing the face. A treatment only possible because the person hadn't been dead for long.

"Could you actually revive the dead?"

"No. Even I can't do that."

"But you can cure baldness?"

"...That's probably possible because the person is still alive."

She smiled awkwardly and brushed it off. In truth, Optima didn't know the details either. She had only instinctively realized while healing that "I can't save this person's life yet."

"That completes the treatment... but..."

As the light from Optima's hand faded, the true appearance of the mangled, torn face was revealed.

"!!!!"

The three people widened their eyes at the sight of the face. The corpse's face resembled Jin Jae-Han. No, it could be considered Jin Jae-Han himself.

"So it really was him?"

Optima blurted out in surprise. This was truly unexpected. Her heart sank.

Ding-dong- Just then, Yoo Ji-Yeon's communication device rang. She had been staring blankly at the corpse's face but finally came to her senses.

"H-hello?"

Her voice was drained of energy. Yoo Ji-Yeon began the call without taking her eyes off the corpse.

"W-what? Is that really true?"

At her startled voice, Optima and Kim Se-Won looked at each other and tilted their heads. Yoo Ji-Yeon's emotional changes were particularly frequent today. While it had been a series of shocking events, such frequent changes were truly unprecedented.

"What happened?"

Optima held her breath until the call ended and finally spoke up. What could possibly surprise her that much? She had been showing her devastated feelings while looking at the corpse, but as soon as the call started, she didn't even pay attention to the body anymore.

"...This. It's a photo of Jin Jae-Han's house just now."

Yoo Ji-Yeon showed the message sent right after the call ended to the two of them.

A magnificent house appeared. Flipping through the photos, they saw Jin Jae-Han standing in front of the door, looking disheveled. With a bushy beard and clothes that hadn't been changed for days, white bands were embedded throughout his clothing, suggesting he had been training.

Nevertheless, there was no doubt that person was Jin Jae-Han. Optima's gaze shifted from Yoo Ji-Yeon's communication device to the corpse.

"...Clone."

Clone.
This was the only word that came to mind.

"If that's really Jin Jae-Han himself in the photo, this must be a clone."

"Right. Before fighting this guy, I couldn't believe it, so I requested cooperation from the Hero Association. I asked them to confirm if there really was no one at home. By the time I arrived, the storm was already blowing, so it was just in case."

Yoo Ji-Yeon's expression showed relief. Her voice had also regained its composure.

"I really made the request as a desperate measure. I'm glad."

She sighed with relief, stroking her chest.

"But."

Then Yoo Ji-Yeon's eyes sharpened.

"Clone... Yes. It might be hard to believe, but this must be a clone. How did they create a clone with such power?"

That's right. It's strange.
Creating clones of awakened individuals is considered impossible. In fact, among all the clones that have appeared so far, not a single one was a clone of an awakened person.

Kim Woo-Jin was also a case of a clone awakening, so he doesn't count.

There were more problems besides this.

First, the timing doesn't match.
The Villain Association is gone.
The new Villain Association built by the remnants is currently the Hero Association's top priority target. It would be troublesome if another internal enemy emerged before taking down The Mute One.

Moreover, the remnants wouldn't have the facilities to create clones.

"Still, it's strange. Even if another group took the Villain Association's technology, it doesn't make sense that they would have already set up the facilities."

"What about overseas?"

"Overseas?"

Both turned their attention to Kim Se-Won's comment.

"The Villain Association or Gresorion. Honestly, these aren't exclusive to our country. Although most of their forces are concentrated here."

"Ah..."

"Wait. That doesn't make sense either. How could the biological data of an S-rank hero like me be transferred overseas? And if it were from overseas, how could they have brought this clone in?"

"There are plenty of ways. Even if the sea is unusable due to monsterized creatures, the sky remains. Besides, the Hero Association doesn't manage trade through transport ships."

Optima silently listened to their conversation.
Indeed, it made sense.
Not everyone in the Villain Association would have agreed with Engia Keplux's intentions. Especially those overseas, with physical distance separating them.

Countries outside of Korea didn't receive Foriner's blessing, but they also have relatively fewer monster appearances. In some places, there are people who have never seen a monster in their entire lives. That's why overseas regions are where anti-superpower activists are most active.

"Smuggling, huh. Haaa."

Yoo Ji-Yeon sighed deeply and subtly embraced Optima. Sweet fragrance. It calmed her mind.

"Really. Just when something seems resolved, new ones appear. Don't they have any sense of caution?"

"Maybe they don't even know about the cooperation with Gresorion... No, does that make sense? Perhaps with the complete disappearance of the monster threat, anti-superpower activists have started to act up."

Optima didn't mind Yoo Ji-Yeon's somewhat lecherous touch. After all, they were both 'women.' She just went along with it.

"Just because Gresorion has quieted down doesn't mean The Mute One has disappeared..."

Yoo Ji-Yeon was persistent. Days when she could meet Optima didn't come often. It was best to enjoy it while she could. She savored Optima's skin, being careful not to cross any dangerous lines.

"They might be trying to do something while distracting attention by causing a commotion. For example, the Villain Association overseas might be creating a new clone army to take over a country."

Thwack! This time, Kim Se-Won stepped in. He pulled Optima into his arms and hugged her tightly.

"Hehe."

Optima grinned and felt his warmth. Despite Yoo Ji-Yeon being a woman like Optima, she was behaving this way. It was evidence that Kim Se-Won felt definite possessiveness.

"One point."

Optima whispered softly to Kim Se-Won.
With this, one reward point and one penalty point.

*'When five points are collected, I'll grant one wish.'*

Whatever it might be, as long as it was within Optima's capabilities, she intended to fulfill it. Conversely, for each penalty point, there would be one more hole in a condom. Optima smiled broadly, imagining a rosy future.

"Ah!"

Then she recalled something. Optima opened her eyes wide and carefully looked at the corpse.

"If we could get Jin Jae-Han's help, we might be able to find something out. I've seen before that when a clone holds their magical power in their hand and brushes it across their chest, a serial number appears."

Optima gestured as if brushing across the corpse's chest area.

"Serial number?"

The two tilted their heads. Their expressions suggested that knowing just a serial number wouldn't make much difference.

"If this clone really is the work of the Villain Association overseas, it means their database is still alive. Of course, there's a possibility they destroyed it, but it's worth a try."

"Ah...!"

"I see. If the database is still alive, we might be able to find out where it was made from the serial number."

Yoo Ji-Yeon said this while subtly standing up and embracing Optima.

"Mmph."

Kim Se-Won was behind her.
Yoo Ji-Yeon was embracing Optima from the front.

*'Is this a penalty...? Or not? Is it?'*

Looking at the result, it was a man and woman embracing! Optima was quite confused. Due to the tight embrace, Yoo Ji-Yeon's chest was pressing against Optima.

*'Eun-Ha has become much smarter.'*

Kim Se-Won didn't care about Yoo Ji-Yeon's sudden proximity. He was just proud that Optima had grown not only in power but also in intelligence.

*'But what does the penalty really mean? She mentioned reward points earlier... Is it a zero-sum? Surely they're not calculated separately?'*

It would be best to ask when the time comes. Kim Se-Won lowered his head slightly and brought his nose to Optima's crown. Usually, the crown of the head has an unpleasant smell, but perhaps because it was Optima, there was only a sweet fragrance.

*'If only that person wasn't here, I could... No. Hold back. Hold back.'*

And the sweet scent naturally stimulated male desire. Kim Se-Won tried hard to resist it. Despite appearances, he knew how to exercise discretion.

"Puha...! L-let's move! We can't let the corpse decay."

Swoosh! Optima used a stealth magic to slip out from between the two. She felt good but also troubled.

When Optima slipped away in the blink of an eye, the two blinked and looked at each other. Having someone uninterested right in front of them was quite burdensome, so they quickly distanced themselves.

"Ahem! Eun-Ha. Can I take this?"

"Yes."

Optima placed her hand on the corpse again. The alteration magic from her hand quickly spread throughout the corpse's body.

"This way, it won't decay for about two days, so you can take it as is."

Additionally, she used healing magic to reconnect the body that had been cut in two, making it stick together seamlessly. With this, any evidence that Yoo Ji-Yeon had created this corpse was gone.

"Thanks. I'll treat you to something delicious later as a thank you. Just the two of us. You like meat, right?"

"Meat!"

Optima's eyes sparkled.
Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won glared at Yoo Ji-Yeon for deliberately emphasizing "just the two of us."
Yoo Ji-Yeon did the same.
The gazes of a madwoman and a beast crossed.

"Also, I heard you like monster jerky made at The Front Line. I'll give you some when we meet later. I can get some through someone I know."

"Really?"

Optima's eyes sparkled even more. She licked her lips, remembering the taste of the jerky Jung Joong-Hyun had given her.

*'So that's how it's going to be, huh?'*

Kim Se-Won shrugged and gently wrapped his arm around Optima's waist.

"No. You'll be busy for a while. She'll also be busy with Jin Jae-Han-related matters. Let's set up an appointment for later. ...Understood?"

"Huk?! Y-yes...?"

Kim Se-Won's surprise whisper in her ear. Optima's body trembled.
The seductive "Understood?" traveled from Optima's ear to her brain.

Optima immediately nodded. It was an irresistible command. If she refused, he would continue this ticklish whispering until she agreed.

"Hmph."

"Kuh!"

The victor was Kim Se-Won. Yoo Ji-Yeon bit her lip, acknowledging her defeat. That beast must have already bitten, chewed, tasted, and enjoyed Optima.

*'If only I were a man...!'*

A word of regret lingered in her mouth.

"Ahem...! If you don't have time, it can't be helped. I'll contact you later. Right now, investigating this takes priority."

"Y-yes. Also, I have some terminals that villains used, so I'll send them to you. Maybe we can find a clue through them."

"So the rumors that you were going around destroying Villain Association hideouts were true. Then, I'll be counting on you."

Yoo Ji-Yeon pretended to be unaffected, fixed her expression, and stood up. As she lightly waved her hand, materialized magical threads appeared. The magical threads wrapped around Optima's alteration magic, forming a bundle that floated in the air.

"J-just you wait! I won't lose next time!"

"Huh??"

At the sudden remark, Optima opened her eyes wide in surprise.
But Kim Se-Won was different.
A smile bloomed on his lips. His eyes curved like crescent moons.
The vile smile of a complete victor.

"That won't be possible since she's already mine."

"Hieuk...!"

Lick, the beast's tongue licked Optima's ear. The licking sound struck Optima's brain directly, making her body tremble.

His action was a confirmation kill. Yoo Ji-Yeon could only watch with the expression of someone who had lost their country.

Slump, her shoulders drooped.

"I'll be going..."

The defeated one trudged away with powerless steps.

Ch.396 - Father-Con Crisis!
Optima, Kim Se-Won, and far away from the pathetically defeated Yoo Ji-Yeon.
There was a lens observing the fortress at the front line.

"Got it! I got it!"

The man observing the three people through that lens kept shouting with a voice full of excitement.

"Finally, finally!"

Hup! After clenching his fist and feeling elated for quite some time, the man belatedly covered his mouth. Whisk! Whisk! He quickly looked around. Perking up his ears, he tried to sense if anyone was nearby.

"...Phew."

Realizing no one was around, the man let out a sigh of relief.

"The video was captured properly. Now I just need to send this...!"

The corners of his mouth twitched. The man felt he was one step closer to his goal.


* * *


After releasing her transformation, Eun-Ha thought as she passed over the fortress at the front line.
The clone of Jin Jae-Han she saw earlier.
That was definitely a clone.

*That's definitely a clone. But how could they create such a clone?*

Just thinking about it sent chills down her spine.
Creating a clone of an S-class hero? And being able to manifest such powerful abilities for over 30 minutes?

It was terrifying.
Just 30 minutes? No. Being able to wield an S-class hero's immense power for as long as 30 minutes brought tremendous advantages.

*What if, just what if, they could mass-produce such clones?*

Fear took precedence.
Having clone technology.
Equipped with facilities.
A group with enough capital for all that?

She thought there wouldn't be any such group in Korea. During her time as Optima, she'd never heard of anything like it. If there had been, she would have found and eradicated it long ago.

"Are you thinking about that thing from earlier?"
"Huh? Oh, yeah. It's bothering me. We destroyed all the major bases, but then this suddenly appears. Like you said, Se-Won, it might be an overseas base."
"Overseas... Even if that's the case, it wouldn't be a problem if we knew the location. Since it's not within Foriner's sphere of influence, finding it would be quite difficult."
"I guess you're right?"

It was different from before. Eun-Ha let out a deep sigh at this realization.
Until now, with Morris around, she could easily access information and take action. But what about now? This was information even Morris didn't know.
Not Korea, but overseas. Even a Transcendent can't know all the information about the entire Earth at a glance.

"Well, I think he could find out if he really wanted to. It would just take some effort."
"Morris... Is that really our only option?"

Eun-Ha looked displeased. At this rate, she'd be indebted to him for everything.

Of course, he was doing it because he wanted to, and she was merely carrying out tasks he wanted done in the first place.

"Something, something..."

Eun-Ha trailed off, deep in thought.
She wondered if there was another way.

"Eun-Ha. That, that...!"

Just then, Kim Se-Won's surprised voice was heard. Tap tap, his hand patted Eun-Ha's shoulder.

"Isn't that Han Chae-Eun?"
"Chae-Eun? What's strange about her being here..."

Since Han Chae-Eun had come here with them, there was nothing unusual about it. Puzzled, Eun-Ha looked in the direction Kim Se-Won was pointing.

"Whoa!"

Eun-Ha gasped in surprise. Her eyes widened as she witnessed an unbelievable sight.

"It's the first time I've seen Han Chae-Eun clinging to a man."
"Y-yeah, really."

Han Chae-Eun was shamelessly pressing her large breasts against a man while clinging to him. Well-groomed beard and visible gray hair.
No matter how you looked at him, he didn't appear to be a young man. Still, his broad shoulders and sturdy build were enough to firmly embrace Han Chae-Eun from behind.

"I guess her preference was real after all."

Eun-Ha clicked her tongue at her friend's strange inclination.
She didn't particularly despise or avoid it.

"Why do all my friends have such weird preferences?"

She just found it strange that her acquaintances' tastes were so twisted.
It was as if only such people gathered around her.

No, that was actually the case.
In Ha-Ram loved her own father.
Han Chae-Eun liked middle-aged men.
And Ko Su-Ah liked her own brother!

"The normal ones are Se-Hee, Nabi... and you."
"Y-yeah. Yes. Haha."

Kim Se-Won flinched for a moment before laughing awkwardly.

*Even if they're the same person, liking two women at the same time isn't exactly normal.*

Well, if he thought he was normal, she might as well include him in the normal category. Kim Se-Won decided to let it slide.

"What if Se-Hee also has a unique preference... Like, she's into overweight men who don't take care of themselves?"
"Why? Does Yang Se-Hee have a thing for being crushed under a heavy body? ...Should I give her a similar experience later?"

Kim Se-Won whispered playfully into Eun-Ha's ear.

"I-I don't know about that."

Whoosh! Her face instantly turned red. Eun-Ha fidgeted with her mouth while stealing glances at Kim Se-Won's body.
She didn't know about heavy bodies, but she did like muscular ones. Only if they belonged to Kim Se-Won, though.

"Actually..."

Suddenly, Eun-Ha had a flash of insight.
When talking with Kim Se-Won, she often found herself in a losing position due to this embarrassment.

*I should counter-attack!*

If she could endure this embarrassment, couldn't she turn the tables on him?
Eun-Ha swallowed hard, preparing herself mentally.

"But In Ha-Ram doesn't look too happy over there, does she?"
"Y-yeah, you're right."

So how should she counter-attack? That was the key.
Eun-Ha responded to Kim Se-Won's change of topic while racking her brain.

*This is it!*

Another flash of insight. Recently, Kim Se-Won had been particularly tormenting her ears.
The sensation of his sultry voice directly reaching her ears and spreading to her head made her shiver even just thinking about it.

"Shall we go over there first?"

Eun-Ha started walking toward In Ha-Ram.
At that moment.
Thud, roll- Something fell out of Eun-Ha's pocket and rolled away. The object stopped at Kim Se-Won's feet.

"This is..."

Kim Se-Won reached out with a pleased smile to pick up the object.

*So despite being so shy, she always comes prepared, huh?*

A condom in a rectangular paper box. Kim Se-Won thought he should properly reward Eun-Ha's lewd preparedness.

"With me right beside you, another woman caught your eye?"
"!!!"

Just as he was picking up the condom box, a chillingly ominous and low voice penetrated his ear.
The whisper right into his ear reminded him of the fear of pregnancy.

"Huh? Uh? Uhhh?!"

He was too shocked to even speak properly. Kim Se-Won jumped back five steps in surprise.
His heart was racing violently. This pounding, which felt like it might burst, stemmed from indescribable fear.

"Ahahahaha! Just kidding. Kidding."

Eun-Ha laughed, holding her stomach, seeing Kim Se-Won so startled he nearly fell backward. She picked up the condom box she had deliberately dropped and quietly put it back in her pocket.

*Better make sure to retrieve this properly.*

Revenge complete!
Eun-Ha tried to hide her elation as she smiled brightly.

"Let's go. I'm worried about Ha-Ram too. And you know well that I'm not the possessive type."

She then approached Kim Se-Won and extended her hand.

"I'll give you one good point since I'm sorry."
"Haha."

Kim Se-Won let out a dry laugh and reluctantly took her hand.

*Later! I'll thoroughly! Train! Ravish!*

He couldn't let this slide. Kim Se-Won thought he'd teach her a good lesson later.

*Wait.*

A question arose.
Kim Se-Won stopped Eun-Ha as she was about to walk ahead and faced her.
He needed to resolve a question that had been bothering him for a while.

"Sigh..."

He let out a long sigh due to nervousness and looked at Eun-Ha again.
Her face was beautiful no matter when he looked at it.

"But what are good points and penalty points?"
"Se.cret."

Eun-Ha smiled broadly and placed her index finger on her lips.

"A hint... well, not really, but when you collect 5 good points, something good happens. And for each penalty point... also something good."
"What? They're both good things."
"Right? Hehe."

He had worried for nothing.

*I've had two good points and one penalty point, so... one good point? Just need to do well four more times. Or maybe getting two more penalty points wouldn't be bad either.*

Kim Se-Won walked toward In Ha-Ram with a relieved expression.

"Why are you looking so serious?"

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won had separated, and he glanced at her as she began treating the injured.
Since he was curious about In Ha-Ram's serious expression but the injured came first, he had asked Kim Se-Won to find out for her.

"Huh? Oh... it's you?"

In Ha-Ram, unusually anxious, belatedly noticed Kim Se-Won and erased her fidgety expression.

"Sigh... come here for a moment."

She then dragged Kim Se-Won to a place where no one was around. Even though it was a secluded spot, since this was the front line, it was still an open area.

"This should be far enough."

But since they were far enough that no one could hear them, In Ha-Ram used Kim Se-Won as a wall to hide herself.

"What's going on? Did something happen at Cheonil?"
"Yes. That's right."
"What? What happened?"
"Daddy is going on a business trip overseas!"

Waaah! In Ha-Ram cried out, whimpering.
She looked nothing like the jewel of Cheonil, appearing weak and childish.

"What should I do? What if he meets another woman? Daddy has been single for over ten years! There must be plenty of young, firm girls and mature women abroad! And not the East Asians he usually sees, but Westerners! I know Daddy actually prefers Western women, so I'm going crazy with worry! The concept of the adult videos he occasionally watches was high school girls! Can I say there won't be women approaching Daddy for his wealth in another country? No! Not at all! Plus, Daddy is still handsome even as he ages! He takes good care of himself! Any woman with normal eyes would naturally approach him! And I'll just have to watch from afar, sucking my thumb!"
"Uh, umm..."

Kim Se-Won awkwardly turned his gaze. It was in Eun-Ha's direction.

*Thank goodness.*

Fortunately, she was still focused on treating the injured. Kim Se-Won quickly detached the sobbing In Ha-Ram and placed both hands on her shoulders.

"Why are you so anxious?"
"What do you want me to do? Throw a tantrum saying I want to go with him?"
"No. Think about it. Who are we?"
"Who? We're students. With Stellarlis as our... Oh."

In Ha-Ram looked at Kim Se-Won with round eyes.

"I see. Since Stellarlis has also formed a partnership..."
"Huh? What? Who? Stellarlis? With Cheonil?"
"Yes. The land where White Base was built originally belonged to Cheonil. We formed a partnership on the condition of providing that land. It would be troublesome if we became enemies."

The fewer enemies, the better. Plus, In Ha-Ram was both Cheonil's daughter and a member of Stellarlis. It was good for their relationship to be strong, not bad.

"So."

In Ha-Ram's eyes gleamed with a strange light.

"I should go as a bodyguard."

Slurp, she licked her rosy lips. Her eyes shone with lust.

"Having lost to Eun-Ha, and now with Chae-Eun finding someone she likes, I can't just sit still, can I? Before Chae-Eun completely crosses the line, I should make my move first."

In Ha-Ram urgently turned on her communication device and sent a message somewhere.

"Hehe, hehehehe...!"

Her extremely sinister laughter was like someone about to cross a line that shouldn't be crossed.

Ch.397 - Rogue Magical Girl
When the commotion ended and Eun-Ha and her friends returned to White Base.

Eun-Ha's rival and magical girl, Seo Na-Bi, was unusually walking down the hallway without her transformation.

"Phew."

Her previously sweat-covered body was now flushed pink thanks to a shower.

Today.
Yesterday.
The day before.
Every day was a continuous struggle.
Yet she could endure the harsh training because she felt herself growing stronger, and because Kim Woo-Jin existed.

"...!!"

However, if there was something truly unbearable.
It was when her love rival appeared.

"Is that... possibly Dolly?"

Black hair swayed gracefully. The pure white dress she wore seemed slightly small due to her fuller chest.
It wasn't just her chest that had grown. Overall, she looked 2-3 years older. No, she appeared to be around the age of a high school freshman.
Gone was her childlike appearance, replaced by the image of a fresh young girl.

"Oppa!"

Dolly ran toward Kim Woo-Jin with a bright smile. Though her body had developed womanly curves, her core was still that of a child.

*Is she targeting that gap?*

That immature girl-like form gave the impression of a younger schoolmate.

Though her body had grown, her mind still retained childlike qualities, stimulating protective instincts.
It was Dolly's exclusive privilege that Na-Bi could never imitate.

"Ah...!"

Suddenly, Dolly stumbled badly. Whether she tripped over her feet while running, her body quickly pitched forward.

"That was dangerous. You don't need to rush."
"Hehehe. I was just excited to see you."

Though his words were gruff, Kim Woo-Jin's hands that caught Dolly were gentle.
Crunch! Na-Bi unconsciously gritted her teeth.

"I see. I can't feel at ease after all."

She had heard why Dolly had suddenly grown like that.
A few days ago, Bianca had suddenly appeared and said she'd given Dolly some medicine.

*I still vividly remember Bianca's mischievous expression from that time.*

Why would a Transcendent do such a thing?
Probably no one here would know.
Transcendents are that capricious.

"Seriously. Growing up so suddenly."
"Hehehe. But I can see your face better now, so I like it."

Na-Bi stared blankly at Dolly's fox-like behavior. Pretending to be innocent while constantly drawing Kim Woo-Jin's attention.

His affection.
His love.
His interest.
She craved Kim Woo-Jin himself.

"And I... I barely get to meet Woo-Jin."

Her chest felt tightly constricted.
Even though they were in the same space, they were both too busy to meet. Often when she finally found time, it was already bedtime.

In this situation.
Perhaps she might lose Kim Woo-Jin? Such wicked thoughts made her anxious.

"No. That can't be. Even if those two cling to Woo-Jin. Even then, Woo-Jin only..."

Her emotions intensified. Desperately denying what she saw with her own eyes, Na-Bi couldn't finish her sentence.

"Only me..."

She hung her head low.

*Is it right to keep denying like this? Is it really okay to just believe?*

Na-Bi's voice trembled faintly.
Her mind was in chaos.

"That look in Mother's eyes last time. Was it really an illusion? If it wasn't me seeing things but reality? What if Mother and Woo-Jin did something behind my back?"

It wasn't just Dolly. Seo Hye-Ji was the same.
While she might not worry about Dolly who had merely grown physically, she couldn't let her guard down with Seo Hye-Ji.
The way Hye-Ji looked at Kim Woo-Jin was with a woman's (female's) eyes.

*No. That can't be. Get a grip, Na-Bi. I should trust Woo-Jin...!*

She shook her head vigorously. She tried to organize her thoughts with her eyes tightly shut.
But she simply couldn't.

Seo Hye-Ji.
Dolly.

She had seen with her own eyes that both harbored feelings beyond mere goodwill toward Kim Woo-Jin.

"Haa...! Haa...!"

Her breathing had become rapid without her noticing.
This wasn't good.
If she kept thinking like this, her dark emotions would only deepen.
Yes. She needed to clear her mind now.

"Inhale- Exhale-"

She took a deep breath and let it out.

"...Ah. Come to think of it."

But the deep breathing had the opposite effect.

"At some point. Mother's gaze completely changed, didn't it?"

When was that?
Why did she change like that?
Why was Woo-Jin the target?

The deep breathing only made her more seriously doubt their relationship.

*And it seems like the monsters are strangely taking sides too...?*

Dolly had always been popular among the monsters. Even considering that, it was strange.
It felt like factions had formed.

Her faction versus Seo Hye-Ji's faction.
And then Dolly, who was already popular with the monsters.
It was like a three-way battle.
A fierce war targeting one man, Kim Woo-Jin, who stood at the center of these three factions.
A brutal war where the woman who completely possessed him would stand at the top.

"Ha, hahaha."

A hollow laugh escaped her lips.
It was absurd, yet somehow she was being convinced by the atmosphere around her.

Even though Kim Woo-Jin was already dating her.
Even though he was already hers.

"Did my desperate struggle to become stronger actually backfire?"

She felt her eyes reddening.
Her heart fluttered. It felt like someone was poking her heart repeatedly.
She grew anxious.
Things had gone terribly wrong.
If she didn't act now, it would become completely irreversible.

She had always known what feelings Dolly harbored for Kim Woo-Jin. But she had been reassured by the physical limitation of Dolly's "growth."
Additionally, her mother Seo Hye-Ji, due to a past she didn't want to recall, had implicitly despised not just men, but "males" as a whole.

So this situation should never have happened...!

"But why."

Why had this three-way battle formed?

She felt uneasy.
It wasn't that she was losing him.
Had she already lost Kim Woo-Jin to someone?
It felt like her heart was cracking. It stung and burned.

She belatedly realized that she couldn't feel secure just because she was with Kim Woo-Jin, that she shouldn't feel secure.

Tears flowed from Na-Bi's eyes.
Her body trembled.
She cried, stifling her voice.

Thud. Thud.
At that moment, heavy footsteps sounded from behind. Na-Bi paid no attention to such footsteps. She had no room for that.

-Kruk, kerururuk!
"...!"

But she couldn't ignore the monster's sneer from behind.
A beast-like cry from the monster.

That cry was incomprehensible to humans.
However.
Na-Bi, born between a magical girl and a monster, could understand it to some extent.

Yes.
In Na-Bi's ears.

-No wonder you're losing your man.

That's what she heard.

"Really...?"

Her tearful voice soon filled with intense anger.

A life of constantly being compared to her mother.
She had been told all her life that compared to her mother, she was nothing but a small fry.

Moreover, hadn't she failed in all matters related to Optima?

Within Gresorion, she was nothing but an object of ridicule and comparison.
Seo Hye-Ji, excellent and among the strongest.
In contrast, herself, who despite inheriting excellent blood, couldn't produce decent results.

Of course, Na-Bi had successfully completed missions that weren't related to Optima.
The problem was that those who mocked her didn't consider that important.

Inferiority.
Anger.
Self-loathing.
Shame.
These dark emotions, sticky and bubbling, rose again in Na-Bi's heart.
The happy days thanks to Kim Woo-Jin's existence burned red.

"It's because I'm weak."

Come to think of it, Kim Woo-Jin had recently worn an expression of intense guilt.
He quickly changed his expression to avoid being caught by her, but she had seen that face through the mirror.

"It's because I'm incompetent."

Would such an expression have been just once?
Even after sharing love in the same bed.
Even when they happened to meet.
Even when they spotted each other from afar and waved.

Wouldn't he have made a similar expression?

"It's... it's because I've been too neglectful of Woo-Jin...!"

Whoosh! Dark red magical energy enveloped her body. Soon after, Na-Bi's revealed form was that of a pure white magical girl.

"Yes. That's why."

What had she done wrong to Kim Woo-Jin?
Even if there had been a day when Kim Woo-Jin and Seo Hye-Ji slept in the same bed.
It was clear that Hye-Ji had forced him with her power.

That guilt-ridden expression couldn't be explained otherwise...!

"Because I couldn't protect Woo-Jin."

Crack! Don-Hil's arm stretched out to the side.

"Then there's only one answer."

Woong-! The space trembled slightly, and a black portal opened beside Don-Hil.

The reason she lost Kim Woo-Jin?
Simple.
Because she was weak.
Because she was incompetent.
It was true before and it's true now.

"I just need to gain new power...!"

Then.
She just needs to become stronger.
If she becomes the strongest being in Gresorion and protects Kim Woo-Jin, that's the end of it.

A prince protecting a princess?
No.
Now it's the era where the princess protects the prince.

"Wait just a bit, Woo-Jin."

Don-Hil's red eyes watched Kim Woo-Jin flicking Dolly's forehead.

It seemed like she could reach him if she extended her hand.
If she walked a bit further from here, they would recognize each other, but Don-Hil didn't.
She couldn't.

If her pathetic self approached, she would only show an ugly side.

She needed time.
Time to become stronger.
With both body and mind strengthened, she would rescue the prince captured by the evil king!

"I'll just watch until then."

With this resolve, Don-Hil threw herself into the haphazardly opened portal.



* * *



"Good."

As soon as Don-Hil disappeared, the monster that had passed by earlier revealed itself in the spot where she had stood.
The monster then transformed, taking the form of a small girl.

A girl who looked exactly like Seo Hye-Ji and Na-Bi.

She smiled faintly, looking at where Don-Hil had been with loving eyes.

"Desire. Goal. Will. The three things that change living beings."

Lightly, Bianca circled around with gentle steps.

"You've finally reached the starting point."
"You will change."
"In place of your mother who couldn't change."
"If you do change, you might achieve the transcendence that the previous generation couldn't."

Bianca twirled around and opened her clenched hand.
There was a small black orb.

"Go. To the girl who will be your master."

She whispered softly to the orb in her palm.

"Using the essence of a Transcendent as your foundation, let her grasp an even more powerful strength."
"Na-Bi. From now on, you too are my contractor."

As soon as Bianca's whisper ended, the orb vanished.

"Now. The stage is set. Although it's a stage set by an unexpected irregular, our (Transcendents') goal is just one."

Her faintly smiling lips curled up more.

"To give birth to a new Transcendent. Abandoning the body. Abandoning life. Cutting off the existence of 'self' from the world, to transform into a being that protects the world. ...Such beings cannot appear on ordinary, peaceful stages."

Bianca giggled.
A smile filled with sadism. Her mischievous expression seemed ominous just by looking at it.

Ch.398 - My Friends Are Too Strange
Three days had passed since Don-Hil disappeared somewhere.

The atmosphere at Gresorion's current headquarters, the Floating Garden, was extremely chaotic.

Some monsters wandered aimlessly like lost children, while others exuded a hostile aura. And Seo Hye-Ji, who currently led Gresorion, was fully aware of this situation.

Hye-Ji came to the conference room with her subordinate Melissa to discuss this matter.

"It's been three days since the butterfly vanished."
"She must have figured it out. It was bound to happen eventually. Just sooner than expected."
"I see. Yes, that's right. Sooner than expected. Was it... a monster who supports the butterfly who told her?"

Seo Na-Bi's mother, Seo Hye-Ji, gave a bitter smile.
She knew the monsters were divided into three factions. And she also knew that the monsters had detected her change with their exceptional sense of smell.

In other words, it was inevitable that this news would reach Seo Na-Bi and Dolly. It just happened faster than anticipated.

"Really, I didn't expect it to spread so quickly."

Hye-Ji made a guilty expression and then released her transformation.
With a soft sound, her snow-white hair disappeared, replaced by black hair that reached the floor. But that wasn't important. Where her limbs should have been, there was nothing. Her face was wrapped in bandages, concealing something.

A form that could hardly be believed to be a magical girl. As soon as Melissa saw Hye-Ji release her transformation, she supported her.

"What if I showed this... to gain sympathy?"
"That's not like you. And you know that sympathy and romantic feelings are different things."
"Hehe. That's true."

Hye-Ji said this and transformed again.

"Besides, this was also my determination to never release my transformation."

Regaining her sight, Hye-Ji smiled bitterly as she scanned the report with her eyes.
The current power enhancement was proceeding smoothly. Although there was some friction here and there, nothing was particularly problematic.

"Then, Melissa. What do you think?"

Her sorrowful gaze turned to the monster standing beside her, Melissa.

She understood intellectually that clinging to Kim Woo-Jin was wrong.

But her heart wouldn't allow her to let him go. It was screaming that she couldn't bear to part with the emotions and warmth she had finally found.

She didn't want any male other than him. Only the man named Kim Woo-Jin could save her.
Or so she felt.

"..."

Melissa looked at her pitiful state and slowly closed her eyes before opening them again.

"We value instinct and struggle. It's reasonable to prepare accordingly so as not to be trampled upon."
"Hehe. Unfortunately, the butterfly doesn't think that way..."

Hye-Ji trailed off, shaking her head.
It was a meaningless question she asked despite knowing the answer. Understanding Hye-Ji's intention, Melissa didn't express her personal opinion too strongly.

Unlike Hye-Ji who had given up on humans, Seo Na-Bi had grown up with humans since childhood. And now she was even dating one.
So both women knew well that Na-Bi had no choice but to maintain a human mindset.

"But I know you're not one to give up."
"That's right. I don't want to let go of what I've once held."

Strongly agreeing with Melissa's words, Hye-Ji gave a seductive smile and pressed a button on the desk.

With a flash, a screen appeared in the room showing a man. It was Kim Woo-Jin, desperately calling out Na-Bi's name while searching every inch of the vast Floating Garden.

"This isn't what a parent should do. I know that. But what can I do? I've already fallen for him."

Yes, it couldn't be helped.
If anyone was to blame, it would have to be Kim Woo-Jin who had desired her, mistaking her for Na-Bi.
Thanks to him, a major event had occurred that completely overturned her values, and because of that, she had changed.

So she would force the issue.
This wasn't human society. This was monster society.
There was no reason to judge by ordinary human standards in the world of monsters.
It made no sense for a strong male to desire only one female in this place.

"Na-Bi needs to choose."

Whether to remain human here.
Or to adapt and change her way of thinking.

"Prioritizing this over guilt and parental duty, how ridiculous."

Hye-Ji mocked herself with a bitter smile.
Even now, when she closed her eyes, she could feel Woo-Jin's warmth. She simply couldn't forget it.

If she couldn't give up, then she would make her daughter change her mindset.

"Let's force them to choose. Na-Bi. And our new family members, Woo-Jin and Dolly. Whether to live as humans or as monsters."

She chuckled, then closed her eyes. No matter where Seo Na-Bi had gone, there were plenty of ways to find her.

"Good. Let's go get them in a few days."
"Yes."

Melissa looked at her master with loving eyes—a master who was struggling with guilt yet unable to cut off her desires.
How long had it been since she'd seen her in such anguish?

She served this imperfect master precisely because of her imperfections. It was because she wasn't perfect that Melissa and Deltar had survived and gained their names.



* * *



Four days had passed since discovering Jin Jae-Han's clone at The Front Line.
During that time, Eun-Ha had been surprisingly busy.

Stellarlis was an organization that supported four "heroes" including Eun-Ha, while also taking on the role of resolving various incidents around the world.
In other words, they had taken on the role of heroes who solved problems not just in one city or country, but throughout the entire world.

"At this rate, I might really end up traveling all over the world."

Eun-Ha let out a deep sigh, then hurriedly looked around. She was worried someone might have heard her sigh.

*I never thought the day would come when I'd have to be so careful about my every move.*

At the very least, she had to maintain her appearance as a saint on the outside.
It wasn't something anyone had forced her to do. But she knew she had to be mindful of her every action, lest others look down on her if she showed weakness.
Especially since Stellarlis was an organization created because she wanted it. She needed to set an example.

"It's almost time."

Eun-Ha straightened her shoulders and checked the time on her communication device.

Today was the day the chairman of Cheonil Group, In Cheon-Yong, was departing for Russia.
It was also the day In Ha-Ram, who was concerned about his safety, and Han Chae-Eun, who wanted to experience traveling abroad, would accompany him.

"Really, when I see things like this, I wonder how they're my friends."

Eun-Ha clicked her tongue, thinking of In Ha-Ram who had prepared spells in advance just in case.

It hadn't even been a month since they officially started their activities, and she was already going abroad with her father. To others, it might look like she was abandoning her responsibilities to do whatever she wanted.

But In Ha-Ram was different.
She had brought Cheonil, a massive corporation, in as an affiliated company of Stellarlis. Under her leadership, they provided various support to Stellarlis.

At the same time, she hadn't forgotten her role as the leader of many heroes, already earning their trust.
Even if she appeared to act irresponsibly, people would think, "She must have a deeper reason!"

"Really, how did I end up making friends like this?"

A dry laugh escaped Eun-Ha's lips. Her friend's drive was truly something that could be called madness.

If all this was because of love for her biological father, how many people would believe it?
Even if it were discovered, people might dismiss it as nonsense.

When Eun-Ha left White Base and went to the nearby parking lot, all preparations were already complete.
Several heroes from Cheonil and Stellarlis were moving together to escort In Cheon-Yong, the most important person.

"Be careful. Have a safe trip."

Eun-Ha waved to her friends who had disguised themselves to hide their identities.

Just as she had transformed into Jae-Yu to hide her identity, her friends had completely transformed into different people using wigs, lenses, makeup, and even corrective underwear.

"Don't worry. Even though I'm not A-rank, I can defeat most enemies."
"And I'm here too~"

Following In Ha-Ram, Han Chae-Eun also waved to Eun-Ha. Even her voice was modified somehow.

*She's certainly thorough with her preparations.*

It was so complete that even people who knew them wouldn't recognize them.

"If anything happens, my darling will save us!"
"Ahem, we'll be going now."

And there was also Kwak Yang-Ho, the male hero Han Chae-Eun had been clinging to at The Front Line last time.
Kwak Yang-Ho was a B-rank hero in his mid-30s. He looked older than his age, but he really was in his 30s.

*Really, how did I end up with friends with such tastes...*

Had it gone all the way? Of course not. Currently, Han Chae-Eun was just pushing one-sidedly.
After all, the age gap between them was more than a generation! No matter how much Han Chae-Eun pushed, it was an age difference sufficient to be called criminal.

*I wonder if I'll see my friends' names in the news someday.*

She felt like the day might come when her friends would be introduced as eccentric women who shocked the world.

*Well, just the fact that there's an eel in that trunk... I can see they're determined to make it a done deal.*

Eun-Ha stared at the back of the departing car for a long time before returning to White Base.

Ch.399 - Sewon. Why Are You Standing There?
After returning to White Base, Eun-Ha was counting on her fingers, thinking about what she needed to do.

"I sent a few terminals I obtained to Ji-Yeon unnie... and I've also requested analysis from Stellarlis..."

She listed her upcoming tasks while walking down the corridor.
Countermeasures against hybrids were being continuously researched.
Vigilance against the overseas Villain Association remained ongoing.
Fortunately, the Mute One, who had devastated Academy District, was quiet for now.

So far, so good.

"Urrrgh."

The problem was that while she could now awaken thanks to the essence of a Transcendent, she still hadn't figured out "how" to do it.
Eun-Ha frowned and groaned.

Once she started worrying, there was no end to it. She kept her gaze down as she turned a corner.

"Maybe I should ask mom... Huh? Whoa!"
"Eek!"

Crash!
With an unexpected impact, Eun-Ha's body was pushed backward.

"Ouch...!"

A familiar voice reached her ears.

*Didn't I just hear a splashing sound?*

She also heard something spilling as they fell. Realizing this happened due to her carelessness, Eun-Ha looked up.

"Oh... Si-Won...?"

Eun-Ha stared wide-eyed at the girl who had fallen in the same position as herself.
The clone girl assigned to White Base, C-001.

"Shin" because Eun-Ha had picked her up.
"Si-Won" from her designation C-001.
Combined, they temporarily called her "Shin Si-Won."

*Shin Si-Won... I wonder if Kim Si-Won might have been better.*

She felt somewhat disappointed in her naming sense.
From Shin Si-Won to Kim Si-Won.
A name very similar to "someone."
In fact, when choosing this name, Eun-Ha had thought of the man closest to her!

*Thinking about it again, Se-Ha sounds fine, but Eun-Won... that's not great. Using our names doesn't work well. It might be okay for one child, but problematic for two or more.*

She was essentially test-naming potential future children, regardless of how many she might have.

*I made the right choice taking from Se-Won's name instead of mine.*

On the surface, deciding to call C-001 "Si-Won" was a lie to hide the truth.

"I spilled it," Shin Si-Won said.

She looked down at her soaked appearance with a blank expression.

-Slurp!
"That tickles."

Her shoulder area rippled, and Geminister appeared, licking her cheek. It seemed to quite enjoy the grape juice as well.

"What should I do, unnie?"
"...Let's get you cleaned up first. Do you have spare clothes?"
"I do, but..."

Si-Won's gaze dropped to the cup rolling on the floor.

"Grape juice... it was so tasty..."
"I'll buy you more later. Just listen to me for now."

At Eun-Ha's urging, Si-Won nodded reluctantly while looking at the spilled grape juice.
Her uniform clung to her chest, emphasizing it due to being soaked.

*She's bigger than me. I won when I was Re-Yu, so that's fine, right?*

Eun-Ha couldn't help comparing her own chest.

"Sigh. I need to pay more attention. What a mess."

After taking Si-Won to the shower room, Eun-Ha sighed.

"I guess it's fortunate it was Si-Won... maybe?"

She nodded, reflecting on the mistake she had just made.

It happened because of her carelessness. Now that it happened once, it could happen again, so she needed to be more careful.
If it had been someone else, her embarrassing behavior would have spread instantly.

"Anyway, she may have grown physically, but she's still a child, so I need to look after her."

She truly had a mountain of things to do.

"Right? Really."
"It's kind of disappointing when all these hard-to-see heroes are gathered in one place."
"Ah, I get it. They seemed great from afar, but once you get close, the excitement fades."

Eun-Ha's body jerked suddenly, and she quickly straightened her shoulders. In the distance, two female employees were approaching her, chatting.

"Did you hear about Ahn Hwi-Jin?"
"That guy? What about him?"
"He suddenly took leave and went abroad. To China yesterday."
"What? So suddenly?"
"There's a rumor he has a girlfriend overseas. I doubt it's true... but it bothers me."
"You too?"

Her enhanced hearing picked up the women's whispered conversation.

*Ahn Hwi-Jin? Suddenly? And he went abroad yesterday?*

It had been about a week since Eun-Ha recognized the name being mentioned, and she perked up her ears.

"Oh. Hello."
"Kyaa! Why are you so cute today too?"
"Mmph?!"

The two women noticed Eun-Ha, their eyes lighting up as they approached and hugged her tightly.
Apparently, to these women, Eun-Ha was perceived more as something cute than as a woman.

*I like it but it also feels bad.*

Eun-Ha seriously wondered whether she should be happy about this or not.

She was still attending high school. Though her volume might be lacking, her body had the proper curves where needed.
She wasn't just someone to be cooed over. She wondered how exactly she was perceived at Stellarlis.

"Oh right. We have some beef jerky."
"Would you like to try some?"
"Yes!"

Eun-Ha immediately responded to the women's offer.
But instead of just handing it to her, they fed it to her directly!
It seemed Eun-Ha was being treated like a mascot.

"Work hard!"
"We will too!"

*They're nice people.*

Eun-Ha chewed on the beef jerky and waved as they left.

"So anyway, I peeked at the reason."
"What was it? What did it say?"
"The reason was ridiculous. It said they couldn't write it down because it might violate personal privacy. Seems he only told the person in charge verbally. But he didn't hide that he was going to China."
"What? Is he really going to meet a lover? Maybe he has a rich girlfriend in China."
"No way~ If that were true, it wouldn't have been approved at all. It must be something truly important. But Ahn Hwi-Jin is handsome, right? Maybe the important business is just an excuse and he's actually going to meet a lover?"

Eun-Ha moved very slowly, focusing on the conversation behind her.

*Personal privacy? But he told the person in charge...*

She couldn't understand why someone would leave for personal reasons, unless it was a mission like In Ha-Ram or Han Chae-Eun might have.

*If it was yesterday, that's when Ha-Ram announced he was going overseas.*

The timing was also peculiar.
Could there be a connection?
It seemed unlikely since they were going to different countries.

*Different destinations don't necessarily rule out suspicion.*

Not only was the timing suspicious, but it was also strange.
Recently, hybrids had turned Academy District into chaos. Why would someone leave the country at a time like this?
When hybrids could appear anywhere, anytime.

Moreover, In Cheon-Yong at least had business reasons, but Ahn Hwi-Jin had no apparent reason.
Just that it was for personal reasons and his privacy should be respected.

"Ugh... why am I bothered by this?"

Eun-Ha crossed her arms and groaned.
In truth, Ahn Hwi-Jin wasn't someone Eun-Ha needed to worry about. She should respect his privacy.

"Am I overthinking something trivial?"

Her mind had been complicated with various thoughts lately, making her perhaps overly sensitive. Eun-Ha tried to dismiss these thoughts and continue on her way.

"Ah."

Just then, a flash of insight crossed her mind. Her footsteps stopped abruptly.
Suddenly, she recalled her first meeting with Ahn Hwi-Jin.

Eun-Ha opened her palm and stared at it.

"Could it really be nothing?"

As soon as Ahn Hwi-Jin spotted Eun-Ha, he grabbed her hand tightly—so tight it hurt. Her hand had turned bright red.

This action seemed as if he had some ulterior motive.
Not only that, but he tried to drag her somewhere. He used his handsome face to lower her guard.

That might have been an action predicated on "failure."

"He said he was going to China?"

With this thought, her interest, which she had almost dismissed, resurfaced.
Investigating might be a waste of time if she was barking up the wrong tree, but it bothered her too much to ignore.

She happened to have no schedule for a while.
It might be needless worry, but there was no harm in being cautious.

"There's no harm in being cautious, but..."

Something was bothering her.

*Should I ask Si-Won to monitor him? No. What if Si-Won falls for Se-Won while I'm gone? What if she awakens Se-Won's beastly side in my absence?*

Even knowing Kim Se-Won wouldn't do such a thing, Eun-Ha couldn't shake her anxiety.
She wondered why she was like this, feeling self-loathing.

"Ugh."

Eun-Ha shuddered and shook her head.

She knew why she was acting this way.
It was because the trauma of discovering that her only, very close friend had approached her from the beginning just to use her.

Because of this trauma, even though she should trust him—even though they had built sufficient trust—a corner of her heart remained anxious.

"I'll have to drag him along. There are no absolutes in this world."

So she would take Kim Se-Won with her, even forcibly.
If necessary, she'd seduce him with her body to make him come along. With this resolution, Eun-Ha continued walking.


* * *


Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was returning from the training room where he had been exercising in his spare time.
Currently, he was heading to the changing room to wash his sweat-soaked body.

The shower room was connected to the changing room, and he needed to go to the changing room first to undress.

"It's nice to be able to train whenever I have time..."

Upon arriving at the changing room and flinging the door open, Se-Won saw:

"Oh, hello... o-oppa..."
"Sorry!"

Slam! He hastily closed the door.
Looking up quickly at the sign, he saw a figure painted in red.
It was clearly the women's changing room door. Being unfamiliar with the building layout, he had gotten confused.

*Dangerous. Dangerous, dangerous, dangerous.*

His instincts sounded the alarm.
His entire body instantly broke into a sweat.
Some might wonder why he was so nervous about seeing another woman naked. There was no reason to be this anxious.

Shin Si-Won naked? He wasn't particularly interested. He only noted that she was well-developed, but it wasn't something to lust after.

However, his instincts were telling him this place was truly dangerous.

His instinctual danger detection was almost like future prediction.

"Oh?"
"Huh!"

If only that danger detection had been a little faster.
Se-Won, who was about to flee, heard a welcome voice and stopped abruptly.

"Se-Won, what are you doing here?"

If only it had been this girl.
If it had been Eun-Ha.
If the person in the changing room had been Eun-Ha...!

*No, it's okay now. It's okay now.*

Se-Won's mind raced desperately.
He hadn't yet been caught by Eun-Ha regarding the person inside.
If he could just gloss over this well, he could get away without her discovering what he'd done...!

"W-well, you see."

Se-Won turned to look at Eun-Ha with jerky movements.
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Eun-Ha's smile had hardened.
The shadow cast by her bangs gave her face an eerie atmosphere.

"What are you doing here?"

What exactly had the man sweating profusely before her been doing just moments ago?
Why was he standing in front of the women's changing room?

She had been excited at the thought of enjoying a mission-cum-date with Kim Se-Won. Now it was Kim Se-Won's heart that was pounding violently.

Yet contrary to his racing heartbeat, Kim Se-Won's face was perfectly calm. If not for the cold sweat streaming down his face, he would have looked completely composed.

"Huh? Well, I was going to shower after training."

Crisis detection ability developed during his time with Eun-Ha! Se-Won decided to act casual, pretending nothing was wrong.

"Really?"

But Eun-Ha wasn't buying it.
Her voice dropped an octave.

"Then what was that loud bang earlier?"
"Huh?"

She hadn't asked what he was doing there for no reason.

"And who were you apologizing to earlier? You shouted so loudly—surely you don't think I didn't hear you?"

She had evidence to back up her words.
Her bright smile looked like a mask pressed onto her face. Oh no! Se-Won realized his behavior was only making her angrier.

"I'm not angry."

Eun-Ha suppressed her boiling emotions for now.
It was too early to explode with emotion. If she only thought about her feelings, the man in front of her might grow tired of her.
She really didn't want that.

"So relax and tell me."

But Eun-Ha's emotions weren't suppressed at all.
Not in her expression or gestures.
Her magical energy swirled around, creating a chilling atmosphere.

"Who were you apologizing to?"

Eun-Ha's finger gradually pointed upward. Se-Won's gaze fixed on her fingertip and followed it up. Eventually, she pointed at the sign above.

"This is the women's changing room."
"Ack!"

Se-Won's eyes widened.
His body trembled involuntarily.
And he realized:

*Telling the truth is the best strategy here!*

There was no point in making excuses to Eun-Ha anymore. Even if she believed him now, who knew what would happen later. The revenge would match the level of his excuses!
In that case, confessing early would minimize the risk!
Se-Won's brilliant mind quickly arrived at this conclusion.

"A-Actually...!"

Se-Won mustered his courage and explained the situation.
He had just come to shower after training, but being unfamiliar with the place, he had accidentally entered the wrong changing room.

"I see."

Eun-Ha blinked and nodded. Certainly, there was no lie in Se-Won's expression.
And it made sense.
The magical energy swirling around her disappeared.

*I know Se-Won trains regularly.*

Not only did her magical energy vanish, but she even gave him a gentle smile.
She seemed completely pacified.

That made sense because she knew exactly why Se-Won trained so desperately.
For her sake. To stay by her side forever.
It was a heartwarming thought even now.

"Can I ask you just one more thing?"

Eun-Ha said this as she took a step closer.
Her smiling face showed no trace of anger. Only pure curiosity.

*I guess I've made it through this crisis.*

Realizing that quick confession was better than pointless excuses, Se-Won let out a sigh of relief and smiled back at her.

"Of course."
"Who was it?"

She knew why Se-Won trained so desperately, but that was separate from the issue.
The important question was "who" he had seen. Eun-Ha, with an incredibly sweet smile, took another step toward him.

"...Huh?"

Se-Won froze with his smile still plastered on his face. Cold sweat poured down like a waterfall, reflecting his inner turmoil.

*Something's wrong.*

Would it have been better to brazenly deny everything? Admitting his mistake meant he couldn't escape punishment!

"Who did you see? How was it? What did they look like?"

The girl took another step toward the boy. Now the distance between them was nearly zero.

*This is strange.*

Was he just being paranoid?
Se-Won couldn't detect any anger in her expression, gestures, or the atmosphere, yet he felt that Eun-Ha was furious.

"I'm not pressuring you. I'm just asking. You must feel wronged too. You only went into the women's changing room by mistake. And here I am interrogating you."

So.
Tell me, it's not like I'm angry. Eun-Ha's whisper, suddenly close to his ear, flowed into Se-Won's mind.

This was the whisper of a devil disguised as an angel.
It was Eun-Ha's unique power infused with magical energy, which she had used during the entrance ceremony.

*Was I mistaken?*

Se-Won felt the tension in his body gradually easing.
The incredibly gentle look in Eun-Ha's eyes just moments ago truly showed no obsession or anger.

Rather, it was warm. Like a girl comforting a frightened child.

So.

"I saw Se-Won changing clothes."

He confessed. He leaned in closer, wanting to hear more of that sweet voice.

"I see."

Eun-Ha's voice remained gentle. Her slender arms wrapped around Se-Won, patting his back to further ease his tension.
Despite him being sweaty and smelly from training, Eun-Ha didn't mind. She actually liked his stronger scent.

And then.

Squeeze!
Her arms suddenly tightened around Se-Won's head and body!

"Urgh?!"

He couldn't believe such strength could come from those slender arms. Se-Won's muscular body couldn't move an inch.

"Two penalty points."

Eun-Ha's face remained gentle.
She whispered in Se-Won's ear that his penalty points had increased.

"It was originally five points, but I reduced it because you were honest."
"Th-thank... you..."

Currently at 2 merit points and 3 penalty points.
The end of this man named Kim Se-Won's life seemed to be gradually coming into view.

"Now go shower. We have somewhere to go together. I've prepared clothes for you here."

Eun-Ha said this as she pulled out a shopping bag she had hidden in the shadows.
Se-Won couldn't say anything in response. All he could do was nod and head toward the men's changing room.

* * *

Eun-Ha moved quickly to bring Kim Se-Won on as her partner.

While Se-Won was showering, she explained to Hong Yu-Jin that she was going to China, then contacted the relevant department.

About 30 minutes later.

"What's this?"
"Morris gave it to me. I was running around telling people we're going to China, and at some point it appeared in my pocket. Let's see... if you wear it on your wrist, it automatically translates for you."
"That's amazing."

After meeting up with Se-Won, Eun-Ha handed him the translator.
It looked like an ordinary black bracelet, but it was an extraordinary device that concentrated Transcendent technology.

"But there are only two? What about the others? Surely we're not going alone. Even if this was hastily arranged."

Se-Won, who had put the translator on his right wrist, belatedly looked around.
They were in the deepest part of White Base where the warp gate was located. There was no one there except people focused on inspection and maintenance work.

"Yes. Just the two of us."

Eun-Ha said this as she gently took Se-Won's hand. It was a surprise move, taking advantage of the moment when no one was looking at them.

Se-Won interlocked their fingers while hastily looking around.

*Just Eun-Ha and me. Not bad.*

If there was no one else, there would be no interference, and no need to be self-conscious.
Plus, he wouldn't risk upsetting Eun-Ha!

*When women aren't involved, there's no one better than Eun-Ha.*

Se-Won desperately controlled his lips, which were trying to spread into a silly grin. Making such an unattractive expression would only damage his image.

*I guess it wouldn't matter if I were truly alone with Eun-Ha.*

He was certain that even if his lips curled up unattractively, Eun-Ha would giggle and say she liked it.

"Let's go."

Smiling brightly, Eun-Ha gently let go of his hand and twirled once in front of Se-Won.
Then, hiding both hands behind her tailbone, she blinked.

"It suits you. Honestly."

Se-Won's senses were at their peak. Instantly realizing no one was watching them, he shared his honest impression.

*Judging by the slightly loose chest area, she's planning to transform into Jae-Yu at some point.*

A quick and accurate assessment.

Of course, he wasn't talking about the Stellarlis uniform. Eun-Ha and Se-Won were wearing casual clothes, not uniforms.

"Hehehe."

Eun-Ha gave a loose smile at Se-Won's sincere compliment. She had always been weak to praise.
Especially from Se-Won.

Pleased with the compliment, Eun-Ha skipped over to Se-Won and grabbed his hand.

"Let's go. To track down Ahn Hwi-Jin's movements!"

Uniforms would attract attention.
Moreover, someone like "Shin Eun-Ha" stood out from her appearance alone. As someone who had made a name for herself as a saint, she might be recognized overseas.
Taking off their uniforms and disguising themselves would help avoid drawing attention.

As Se-Won had predicted, Eun-Ha transformed into Jae-Yu as they passed through the warp gate.

* * *

Passing through the point between spaces, the air changed in the blink of an eye.
Though it must have been the same air, the smell entering her nose was different. Jae-Yu realized she had truly arrived overseas.

"Now, how do we find this Ahn Hwi-Jin person?"
"For that, I have a way... Huh?"

Even Jae-Yu wouldn't be stupid enough to come to a foreign country without any plan, where she knew no one. She had a method.
Just as Jae-Yu was about to confidently explain how to track Ahn Hwi-Jin, her purple eyes caught the back of someone very familiar.

"Why... why is that person here...?"

Jae-Yu's attention was captured by the figure she knew very well.
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The girl's movements were followed by Jae-Yu's gaze. Dressed in pure white clothing, she stood out starkly among the civilians in casual clothes or formal attire.

"Don-Hil... why is Butterfly here?"

He could tell just from her back. She was his friend. Jae-Yu felt an inexplicable emotion seeing her.

Her trudging footsteps looked so unsteady, as if she might collapse at any moment.
That retreating figure bothered him immensely. What could have happened? Could it be someone other than Don-Hil? No, that's impossible. He couldn't have been mistaken.

"Did you say Don-Hil?"
"Yeah. Over there... ah, she's gone."

But Don-Hil's figure disappeared in just a brief moment. Despite being so distinctive and eye-catching, the crowd quickly obscured her unusual appearance.

"...Nothing we can do about it."

Jae-Yu swallowed his disappointment and gave up looking for Don-Hil. There were more important matters at hand than finding her right now.

So next time. He'd have to ask her why she looked like that next time.
Jae-Yu looked at Kim Se-Won. Despite trying to suppress her disappointment, her purple eyes still showed hesitation.
She wanted to suggest they go look for her right away.

"Let's enjoy our date as planned. Since it's a special date, I brought plenty of money."

But she and Kim Se-Won had things they needed to do. She had dragged him here, so she couldn't just go off track.

Jae-Yu forced a smile and pulled something out. Her attempt to act normal only highlighted her hesitation more.

*She's surprisingly bad at hiding her emotions.*

Even that was endearing.
Perhaps she showed her emotions so openly because he was someone close to her.
Kim Se-Won considered how to reassure her and spoke up.

"Right. We have other things to do. We can ask her when we see her later. White Base has Si-Won, so we can contact her through him."

"Y-yeah! Even if we can't contact Butterfly directly, we can at least find out how she's doing!"

Shin Si-Won. More precisely, they could contact Gresorion through the Geministers who worked with her. Realizing this, Jae-Yu's eyes lit up and she nodded.

"Anyway, money! Cards! Even IDs just in case! Hehe, I prepared everything super thoroughly."

Jae-Yu pushed aside her hesitation and held out what she had taken out to Kim Se-Won.
Two wallets containing yuan and cards that could be used in China. They were meant for each of them to carry one.

*Wait, was our role supposed to be dating?*

Kim Se-Won wondered as he accepted the wallet from Jae-Yu.
It made sense, actually. Their reason for coming here was to track Ahn Hwi-Jin while pretending to be on a date. It was a unique experience they rarely got to have.

*Whatever. It's my first trip abroad, so I should enjoy what I can while properly doing what needs to be done.*

Stay relaxed, but not too lax. That was Kim Se-Won's policy.

So for now.
He decided to praise her.

"Well done. You're always so thorough with these things."
"Right? Even someone like me is good at preparing what needs to be prepared!"

Kim Se-Won smiled gently as he patted Jae-Yu's head. The girl, who was so weak to compliments, immediately perked up from this simple gesture.

*Now then... what should we do next?*

After praising and encouraging Jae-Yu for a while, Kim Se-Won casually glanced around.

Though surrounded by people of similar ethnicity, the atmosphere was quite different from Korea. Even the smell in the air was different, giving a strong sense of being in a foreign country.
It was quite a fresh sensation. Indeed, he was curious about what this place had to offer.

Additionally, the translator Jae-Yu had given him was excellent, automatically translating not just spoken language but visible text as well.
As long as he wasn't writing anything himself, there was virtually no inconvenience.

Kim Se-Won's lips curled upward at the thought of enjoying this unusual date.

*A mission combined with overseas travel. We must have a good budget. Should I book a nice hotel?*

A wonderful night in a place like this. Just thinking about it made his heart race.

"Um, by the way...!"
"Hmm?"
"This... might seem a bit random..."

Just then, Jae-Yu's fingers tugged at his sleeve. She seemed somewhat embarrassed, avoiding his gaze and hesitating.

"It's okay. Tell me anything."
"As... as long as it's my body and not another woman's... I'll let you see it anytime..."

She was aware that what she was saying was quite shameless. Kim Se-Won's heart raced as he noticed her reddening ears.

Jae-Yu's jealousy was unrivaled. That's how much she wanted to possess the man named Kim Se-Won.
And.
She was a woman who would do anything to possess him, to keep him by her side.
That was exactly who Han Jae-Yu (Shin Eun-Ha) was.

"Anytime?"
"Anytime. As... as long as you don't tease me outside like last time... No, wait! That's fine too!"

When he asked if she was sure, worried he might have misheard, she even nodded her head repeatedly.
Kim Se-Won's eyes gleamed.

*As long as I use protection properly!*

Yes. The only way his life could be ruined was through careless contraception. If he was careful about that, he could have the girl before him anytime!
Kim Se-Won was already conscious of his lower half beginning to stiffen.
But that didn't mean he intended to neglect their mission. First, they needed to locate their target, Ahn Hwi-Jin.

"Then—"
"Remove superpowered individuals who disrupt society!"
"Remove them! Remove them!"
"Expel heroes who instill anxiety and fear in citizens!"
"Expel them! Expel them!"

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to speak, the surroundings suddenly became noisy. The murmurs of pedestrians grew louder all at once.

"What's going on?"

Both of them turned toward the group shouting loudly. Kim Se-Won frowned at the sudden outcry.

People with cloth wrapped around their heads were marching while holding signs. It was a demonstration by anti-superpowered activists.
The citizens parted ways for them like the parting of the Red Sea.

"Really, the atmosphere in other countries is so different from ours."

He realized it anew.
Countries outside Korea were relatively safe from monster threats. It would be fair to say that their main enemies were the Villain Association rather than Gresorion.

Korea, the world's battleground. His homeland was essentially isolated from the rest of the world.

Moreover, now that the Villain Association's power had been weakened, superpowered individuals were seen as uncontrollable delinquents to ordinary people. Nothing but thorns in their sides.

"Drive out and isolate superpowered individuals! Filter out the impurities our society doesn't need!"
"Filter them out! Filter them out!"

The efforts of unnamed heroes were being trampled mercilessly by ordinary people.

"Put shackles on superpowered individuals! Impose military duty on them!"
"Impose it! Impose it!"

Having lived safely away from the threats of monsters and hybrids, they couldn't comprehend how threatening those creatures truly were.

"This makes me sick. I can't stand the sight of them."

Kim Se-Won's head whipped around. He doubted whether the person who spoke was really who he thought it was.

A voice that was cold, too cold.
His gaze fell on Jae-Yu, who wore an expression of rare disgust. It was hard to imagine that this was the same girl who always smiled.

*Did something happen to Jae-Yu...?*

Kim Se-Won felt uneasy seeing her expression. It was as if she had a secret he didn't know about.
Despite revealing that she was male while drunk, there was still something Jae-Yu hadn't disclosed.

*What could it be?*

Rather than feeling hurt that she had secrets, he was curious about why Jae-Yu hated them so much.
He knew that anti-superpowered activists had been active in the past—was it related to that?

*No, that's not important right now. What matters is cheering Jae-Yu up. That's what boyfriends are for.*

His curiosity could wait. Right now, other matters took priority. Kim Se-Won wanted Jae-Yu to always smile.

"By the way, how are we going to find that Ahn Hwi-Jin guy? Didn't you say you had a method?"
"...Huh? What? What did you say?"
"I'm curious about how we'll track Ahn Hwi-Jin. You prepared something, right?"
"Oh~ Yes, I did."

Jae-Yu pulled out a palm-sized device from inside her clothes.
A circular object with several small buttons. It was an electronic device with a screen covering its entire front.

But Jae-Yu's gaze wasn't directed at Kim Se-Won. She was still sending hateful glances toward the anti-superpowered activists.

*This won't do.*

Kim Se-Won felt that drastic measures were needed.

"Is this the method? Is it some kind of tracking device?"
"...!!"

Kim Se-Won subtly pressed closer to Jae-Yu with a curious expression.

*I need to redirect her attention to me.*

He knew very well that Jae-Yu was sensitive to his scent. Those actions that went beyond discomfort to disgust must be triggering some past trauma.
Kim Se-Won not only moved closer but wrapped his arm around Jae-Yu's slender body. He also brought his head close to hers.

So close that she could feel his breath on her ear.

"Ah, um..."

Only then did Jae-Yu's reaction change.
Whoosh! Her face turned bright red. Her gaze was forcibly drawn to Kim Se-Won.
Her purple eyes opened wide.
Her small lips opened and closed repeatedly.

"Th-this is..."

She tried to explain but fidgeted with her fingers, conscious of Kim Se-Won's sudden proximity.

"So...?"

After fidgeting for a while, she finally opened her mouth, only to close it again. She chewed on her lips while stealing glances at Kim Se-Won's face, which had come so close.
When their eyes met, she quickly turned her head away.

*He's so close...! Too close!*

Jae-Yu squeezed her eyes shut.
The protest that had been occupying her mind was long gone. Now her thoughts were filled only with Kim Se-Won's presence, who had come so close without hesitation.

*It worked.*

Kim Se-Won inwardly rejoiced at Jae-Yu's changed reaction.
But he couldn't relax yet. The protest was still ongoing, and Jae-Yu's gaze could fall on them again at any moment.

"Let's go somewhere quiet for a moment."

Kim Se-Won held Jae-Yu almost in an embrace and headed toward a nearby café.

"Somewhere quiet...? A m-motel...?"
"You can look forward to it."

Jae-Yu, conscious of the condoms she had brought, obediently followed his lead.
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"You can look forward to it." With these words, Jae-Yu's heart fluttered. Though she had a priority mission, it was already far from her mind. Her head was filled with thoughts of what might happen in bed.

"...A café?"

But Kim Se-Won had taken her to a place completely different from what she'd expected. Following his lead through the crowd, they arrived at a café that was just far enough away. As he intended, the voices of the anti-superhuman protesters couldn't reach them here.

The perfect place to ensure Jae-Yu wouldn't make that hate-filled expression again.

"So it's not a motel."

She was disappointed. Her expression automatically turned gloomy.

"Huh? What did you say?"

"Oh, nothing. Nothing at all. Hahaha..."

Jae-Yu quickly turned her head away when Kim Se-Won questioned her mumbling. She felt embarrassed for her lewd thoughts, immediately assuming a "quiet place" meant a motel.

"Okay then. Find us a seat. I'll order and be right back. Anything specific you want?"

"Otherwise I'll get what you like." Kim Se-Won pointed at the menu, recalling Jae-Yu's preferences. She liked sweet coffee but wasn't particularly fond of cakes or cookies.

When Jae-Yu pressed her lips together and shook her head, Kim Se-Won smiled and went to place their order. Meanwhile, Jae-Yu found a seat. Fortunately, there was a relatively secluded spot with few people around.

"Ughhhhh!!"

As soon as she sat down, Jae-Yu covered her face with both hands and stomped her feet. Even she thought it was ridiculous that she'd been expecting a motel until just moments ago.

"Seriously. Seriously... seriously!"

Wouldn't anyone think she was some kind of sex-obsessed beast?

*Even if Se-Won is a beast, who thinks about sex first when there's important work to be done...!*

Even as she berated herself, she couldn't shake her disappointment. She found herself ridiculous. But the expectation had been real. It was their first overseas trip together. Just the two of them on a trip (mission)! Of course she'd have expectations.

*Still. Shouldn't he at least say something? Aren't you expecting anything at all?*

Jae-Yu pushed out her lower lip. Even if it was sophistry or forced, Jae-Yu recognized she was being an annoying woman.

Nevertheless, wouldn't it be good to say what she wanted to say at least once?

"Sigh. Even in a foreign country, cafés aren't much different."

Perfect timing, as Kim Se-Won had just arrived.

"Hey, Se-Won."

"Yeah?"

"Here. Come sit here. Quickly."

Jae-Yu pulled Kim Se-Won, who had sat across from her, to sit beside her.

She pressed against him, inhaling his scent. The smell she'd known since they first met. Though Kim Se-Won had changed over time, the scent embedded in his body remained the same.

As she gently felt his body, she could tell his muscles had become firmer. Evidence that he was constantly training.

Jae-Yu felt a smile forming on her lips as she quietly removed the translator from her arm and placed it on the table.

*Is she...?*

Kim Se-Won's eyes twitched. What did that action mean? Taking off the translator here meant she had something to say only to him, without anyone else understanding.

"Se-Won, do you know something?"

"Hmm?"

All of Kim Se-Won's attention focused on the girl pressed against him.

Her scent, her warmth, her voice, her face. Those purple eyes looking at him with a serious gaze. And even each strand of hair that fell when she moved her head. He tried not to miss anything.

"I, I just realized this recently."

Jae-Yu hesitated before continuing. As if what she was about to say was quite embarrassing, her cheeks flushed. Seemingly unable to say it easily, she squeezed her eyes shut and brought her lips close to Kim Se-Won's ear.

"They say a woman gets wet when she thinks about a man she really likes."

—She said something Kim Se-Won never expected to hear.

"W-what?!"

Naturally, Kim Se-Won was startled. His eyes widened and he involuntarily flinched.

Even though no one here could understand Eun-Ha's words, there was still a chance someone might. Kim Se-Won hastily looked around. Fortunately, no one was paying attention to the couple in the corner.

"So... so, you know...? I, I'm ready anytime... I wanted to tell you that you can use me however you want."

Her voice grew progressively quieter. After finishing, Jae-Yu hurriedly put her translator back on and pressed her lips together. She seemed to have reached her limit, her face flushed red with embarrassment.

"Uh, uhhhhh..."

Dumbfounded, Kim Se-Won kept moving his lips, trying to interpret what she meant.

*Don't hold back unnecessarily and use me whenever you want.*

Did she mean he shouldn't worry and just use her like a toilet as he had before? Considering her disappointed expression when they entered the café, that might be it.

"Well—"

"Anyway, let's get back to business. This, this!"

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to say something, Jae-Yu forcibly changed the subject. She pulled out the tracking device from her chest and pushed it against Kim Se-Won's cheek.

"You remember we're using this to track An Hwi-Jin, right?"

"Mmph!"

Kim Se-Won nodded as the tracking device pressed against his cheek.

"Ah, An Hwi-Jin isn't stupid, right? So he probably left behind anything that could be tracked, like Stellarlis-issued items or communication devices. That's why we're using a different method."

Jae-Yu's voice returned to normal. Perhaps as a reaction, her mouth moved rapidly as she explained the tracking device.

"This device detects a person's magical wave pattern."

"Ah!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes lit up. The fact that everyone has their own unique magical wave pattern is common knowledge taught at the academy. In fact, the database recording superhumans contains the magical wave patterns of all superhumans.

*I'm a human tracking device too, but I guess I'm not as good as that thing.*

A thought of disappointment flashed through his mind. Magical Girl Exclusive Tracking Device Kim Se-Won. As Jae-Yu chattered away explaining what she'd heard, he realized he was inferior not only in versatility but also in range.

If it's just one person, no matter how far away they are, the device can find them, but for magical girls other than Jae-Yu, the range is narrower.

"I can't believe something like this actually exists... I thought it would take years before something like this came out."

"I just found out today too. Apparently it's Villain Association technology. I think they made it by analyzing the data I brought."

"Well, the Villain Association's technology was quite advanced..."

He found himself nodding. Despite their inhumane methods, they had contributed to technological advancement. Kim Se-Won recalled the Villain Association base he had seen. It was a terrible place with things that made him frown involuntarily.

"Still, it's good to see that they can be helpful someday. Those who were only harmful to humanity."

Beep-beep- When the bell Kim Se-Won had brought rang, they both stood up simultaneously. The two continued their conversation as they moved together.

"They say the Engia Keplux gene is still being researched, and the same goes for Gresorion. Anyway, the research results left by those guys are expected to be helpful in the future."

"I see..."

Kim Se-Won nodded and listened attentively to Jae-Yu's explanation. The research was proceeding without a hitch. The research of both humans and Gresorions would soon become a powerful weapon to check the Hybrids and the Mute One, they all said.

*If there's a means to weaken the Hybrids' power, I'll have a chance to be useful too. Instead of relying on the Blue Diamond like now, I can face them with just my own power.*

This was good news for Kim Se-Won. Twisting and tearing space with the Blue Diamond consumes enormous magical power. Naturally, the number of uses is limited.

"So."

After getting coffee, Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won naturally sat as they had before. Slurp- After drinking the sweet coffee, Jae-Yu looked at Kim Se-Won with a beaming smile.

Just being together like this was good. She wished they could always be this close. After all, she didn't particularly enjoy being jealous of others.

"Let's do what we can do. Let's get stronger together."

Jae-Yu's hand reached out toward Kim Se-Won. Naturally, they held hands, feeling each other's warmth.

"Not following me, but with me."

"...Yeah. Right."

At Jae-Yu's words, Kim Se-Won's eyes widened briefly before he smiled. Moving forward with her, not following her, was what he truly wanted. Although reality made it impossible to advance together, that didn't matter.

"Jae-Yu. Thank you."

After gazing at the lovely girl for a moment, he spoke. A warm feeling welling up from deep in his heart escaped through his lips.

"But you don't have to go that far. Don't be conscious of me. Move forward with all your might."

The girl he had longed for was right beside him. That was enough.

"If you think I won't be able to keep up, you're mistaken."

He had no intention of becoming her stumbling block. If the girl moved ahead at an incredible pace, he would follow even if his legs gave out.

"I'm the man who's come this far looking only at you."

Words filled with strong will. What did it matter if it seemed like bravado? His heart was genuine.

"..."

Jae-Yu looked at Kim Se-Won with round eyes. Her mouth opened and closed repeatedly as if wanting to say something.

"...Will you really follow me?"

Finally, she voiced a quiet question filled with insecurity. Even objectively, the gap between them was indescribably large.

"Of course. I'm a self-proclaimed beast. No matter where you are or where you go, I can follow you."

Kim Se-Won confidently declared, wanting to dispel Jae-Yu's anxiety in one go. His strong gaze conveyed his sincerity. Seeing this, Jae-Yu slightly lowered her head. Such a thing was impossible. Even though her mind knew it was impossible, it seemed possible if it was Kim Se-Won. She felt her chest filling with something warm.

"Yes!"

Jae-Yu raised her head and smiled broadly.

"Then let's finish this coffee and track An Hwi-Jin."

"..."

Kim Se-Won momentarily lost himself in the gentle curve of Jae-Yu's eyes at his words. His heart raced just from her eye-smile.

"...Let's do that. If we finish quickly, we might have some time."

Realizing he was entranced, Kim Se-Won answered with the same smile as Jae-Yu.

"Time for just the two of us, right?"

If they could quickly figure out An Hwi-Jin's true intentions, they might have time for themselves. Jae-Yu put the straw in her mouth, harboring a small hope in her heart. In this foreign land, the distance between the two grew even closer.


* * *


After leaving the café, the two immediately set out to chase An Hwi-Jin. Though they were anxious about navigating an unfamiliar foreign land, it wasn't as difficult as they feared. Thanks to the tracking device Morris had given them.

The tracking device showed An Hwi-Jin's exact location and movement on a map, as well as the distance between them.

"This is... strange."

After walking for about 30 minutes, Jae-Yu began to think her suspicions might be wrong as she looked at the large, splendid building before them. If An Hwi-Jin truly had ulterior motives, he wouldn't have come to a place like this.

The building before them existed openly in the light, not in the shadows.

"I can't believe a place like this exists."

"Even Harami's place isn't this grand."

Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won couldn't help but gape at the building they'd never seen before.

It was so large that they couldn't take it all in at once, even from a distance. Two security guards with strict, solemn expressions guarded the entrance.

No matter how they looked at it, this place wasn't a company or some organization's hideout, but someone's home—someone with tremendous wealth.

Ch.403 - Maid Outfit Getto Daze!
Could there really be such a massive mansion in the middle of the city? Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won stood for a long while, staring in awe at the enormous walls stretching out on both sides.

In the distance, the security guard at the main gate looked like a tiny dot. Not only that, but people were stationed at regular intervals along the wall.
Looking up slightly, they could see a building barely visible above the high wall.

"Is, is this really private property?"
"Even for China, this scale doesn't make sense. Really, is he actually in there?"

The vast estate and mansion, far too large for any individual to own, was overwhelming enough to leave them both speechless.
Kim Se-Won couldn't believe An Hwi-Jin was inside. Jae-Yu felt the same, but the tracking device clearly pointed to somewhere within.

"Just checking, but the device isn't broken, right?"
"No. An Hwi-Jin is in there. It's not broken. I can hardly believe it myself, but this is the place."

A dumbfounded question met with an equally bewildered answer.
The two looked at each other, then simultaneously stared at the tracking device in Jae-Yu's hand.

"Then we have no choice but to go in. Jae-Yu, can you tell exactly where An Hwi-Jin is right now?"
"No. We need to get closer to pinpoint the coordinates. In other words, we have to go inside. But judging by how many people they've stationed, I doubt they'll let us in easily."
"Agreed. And if An Hwi-Jin is actually up to something suspicious, barging in openly would be a bad move."

A brief silence followed Kim Se-Won's words.

"Infiltration it is."

They spoke simultaneously, looking at each other.
Their opinions aligned perfectly.

Nothing had been confirmed yet. An Hwi-Jin might be in this enormous mansion simply because he knew someone there.

"Still..."

An Hwi-Jin's vacation had been far too sudden. It was definitely suspicious.

*Wait, who's that person?*

While Jae-Yu was contemplating how to sneak inside, someone caught Kim Se-Won's attention.
He remembered seeing this person somewhere recently. Very recently.

*No way?*

Kim Se-Won hurriedly enhanced his vision with magic power.
If he wasn't mistaken, that person was the leader of the anti-superpower protesters they'd seen earlier on the street.
The very man who had been leading chants and inciting people!

*'Remove the superpowered individuals who disrupt society!'*

Kim Se-Won clearly recalled the words the man had shouted.

"Something stinks."
"Huh?! Do I... do I smell that bad? That's strange... I showered properly before coming..."
"Ah, no. I didn't mean you smell."

He comforted Jae-Yu, who was visibly upset and sniffing different parts of her body. Even in this situation, Kim Se-Won kept his eyes on the man he'd spotted.

The man glanced around cautiously, slipped something to the security guard at the main gate, then hurriedly left. He clearly didn't want to linger.

"Eun-Ha... I mean, Jae-Yu."
"Yes? Really, I don't smell bad, right?"
"The only scent coming from you is fragrance. So sweet I'd like to bury my nose in it forever. But more importantly."

Jae-Yu's face brightened noticeably at Kim Se-Won's words.
Being told she smelled bad by none other than Kim Se-Won had been quite shocking. Just clearing up that misunderstanding made her ecstatic.

"That mansion really gives me a bad feeling. It seems involved in something. Like a large organization deliberately trying to drive out people with superpowers... that kind of feeling."
"Drive out people with superpowers?"

Jae-Yu's expression darkened as she echoed his words. She was recalling the anti-superpower protesters they had seen earlier.

"Did something happen? Did those anti-superpower people do something to you?"
"...I just had some bad experiences when I was young."

Jae-Yu hesitated, fidgeting with her lips before speaking. After she spoke, her tightly closed mouth and furrowed brows, along with her slightly trembling arms, showed how much this troubled her.

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have brought it up."
"No, it's okay. Someday... someday I was planning to tell you anyway."

Which meant she would never have mentioned it if the opportunity hadn't arisen.
Jae-Yu decided to share her past since the topic had come up. She didn't want to keep secrets from Kim Se-Won of all people.

"Actually, it's not something dramatic enough to make a fuss about. When I was in elementary school, my homeroom teacher was one of those people. You know how young kids are easily influenced by their teachers? If something is repeated enough, they start believing it's true."

Jae-Yu began telling her story quietly, just loud enough for Kim Se-Won to hear.

"And I was the only one with superpowers in the class. I was systematically bullied by the teacher and the students he influenced. Discrimination was normal. Small mistakes were blown out of proportion, and even non-existent mistakes were fabricated. No one was on my side. What's worse, that teacher had a good reputation and was well-respected. Other teachers easily fell for his lies too."

Not just the class, but everyone at school treated me like I was strange.

Her voice was soft, tinged with tears.

As her story continued, Kim Se-Won's face contorted with rage. An uncontrollable anger erupted from deep within his chest.

"Those crazy bastards...! To a child...!"

He tried his best to suppress it, but it wasn't easy. Kim Se-Won was furious as if it had happened to him personally.

And now he understood why Jae-Yu was so obsessed with muscles.

*The deeper the emotional wound, the more one tends to cling to something. She hated her weak self who could only endure the bullying orchestrated by dozens, hundreds of people.*

If so, he could also understand why she had jumped into The Front Line at such a young age. It wasn't just her friend's (Jung Soo-Hyun) persuasion, but a deep-seated desire for strength.
She had no choice but to go.
Because she hated her weak self.

"How could they do such a thing..."
"It's okay though."
"What's okay about it?"

Whoosh! Unable to contain his emotions, Kim Se-Won pulled Jae-Yu into an embrace. He didn't care about the stares from passersby.

"Everyone who was there is dead now."
"...What?"

His eyes widened at her completely unexpected words.
He released his tight embrace and looked at Jae-Yu. Her eyes met his with a bitter smile.
It wasn't a lie.
It was the truth.

"My mom was really busy back then, so I kept it secret to avoid bothering her, but somehow she found out."
"Found out?"
"Everyone involved disappeared. I think she probably used Moris and her connections."

His heightened emotions subsided instantly. Kim Se-Won felt his heart sink.

*Oh right. Teacher Hong Yu-Jin was an EX-class hero.*

The connections of an EX-class hero, a true champion, and Moris as her strongest backing.
With these two resources, there was practically nothing impossible in Korea.

"After that, she tried to overprotect me, which was a real problem, haha."

It was a rather deflated laugh.
Her tone was clearly trying to shift the topic and calm Kim Se-Won's intense emotions.

"Then I'm glad. Thank you for telling me."

Though her intentions were transparent, Kim Se-Won decided to play along. Experiencing such things at a young age leaves permanent scars. It was still deeply embedded in Jae-Yu's heart, tormenting her.

*I need to become a better man.*

So that Jae-Yu could feel secure.
So that she could smile even when faced with any fear, as long as he was by her side.

*A reliable man. A good man she can confide in without hesitation.*

Kim Se-Won renewed his determination, etching it into his heart once more.

*...And preferably without triggering Jae-Yu's jealousy.*

Why did this seem more difficult than his previous resolution? Kim Se-Won unconsciously gulped.

*I feel like she'll eventually attack me with pregnancy using some absurd reason.*

The point and demerit system.
And the lewd comments she made at the cafe earlier.
Combined with various other evidence, he could see no future except becoming a father through a shotgun marriage.

Moreover, she had even gotten pregnancy tips from Seo Hye-Ji, who had given birth to Seo Na-Bi. It was clear that if she set her mind to it, she would charge ahead without hesitation.

He even fantasized that if only he were stronger than Jae-Yu...

"We've delayed too long. Let's go. Let's find An Hwi-Jin."

Jae-Yu had already returned to her bright expression.

"Waaah?!"

And before Kim Se-Won could respond, she pulled him into the shadows.

* * *

The shadow infiltration magic was incredibly convenient.
They could move undetected by both people and sensors, easily slipping past the main gate.

"This is insane."

The sight that greeted them beyond the gate made him exclaim involuntarily.

It was simply enormous.
Not just the main building they had seen from beyond the large wall, but several annexes and warehouses combined into a mega-mansion that left them speechless.
Mansion? No, this was a palace.
It was a palace one would believe housed a king of a nation, not just a wealthy individual.

"Is this... the life of the rich? What kind of houses have I been seeing all this time?"

With something like this, one might have nothing left to desire. They could have anything they wanted.
Kim Se-Won genuinely envied whoever owned this massive estate.

*With something this big, they probably even have maids.*

He imagined maids in outfits that barely covered their nipples, with tops revealing their entire upper chest, and fluttering short skirts, enduring their embarrassment! Just thinking about it made his nose start to run.
If they had figures like In Ha-Ram with large breasts, that would be perfect.
Kim Se-Won's physical ideal type was a body like In Ha-Ram's.

"Where is An Hwi-Jin?"

But with desperate effort, he kept these thoughts from showing on his face. If Jae-Yu noticed, she might rush to a cosplay shop saying she would wear it herself.

"We need to go further. Based on the location, he seems to be in that largest building. And..."
"Hmm? And? What else?"
"One demerit point."
"......"

A chill ran down his spine, making him shudder involuntarily.

*Mind reading? Is she using mind reading?*

He thought about denying it, but fearing more demerits, he quietly gave up.

"W-why the sudden demerit?"
"Just a feeling."

Jae-Yu said this and continued walking. Thanks to the shadow infiltration magic, there were no obstacles to her movement.

Even after passing through a gate slightly smaller than the main entrance and entering the main building, the search for An Hwi-Jin continued.

"Is this really a home?"

Once inside the main building, the population density increased significantly.
Immediately upon entering, they saw a long staircase. At the end of this staircase, two more staircases branched off to the sides, creating paths to the upper floors.

This wasn't China, but a Western-style palace interior.

"The people are strange too."
"Right. Every one of them... looks like a moving mannequin."

That was their impression of the people they kept passing.
There was no vitality in their faces.

They occasionally saw maids like Kim Se-Won had imagined, but they either wore terrified expressions or had completely lifeless eyes, with not a hint of sensuality.

They seemed like small cogs moving the giant gears of the palace.

"With so many people, it probably doesn't even feel like your own home."
"I agree. Let's live in a house that can fit about 20 people."
"T-twenty people?"
"Don't you like that?"
"No, when did I say I didn't? I was just asking."

Was the number twenty just a random figure? Probably not.
Since Jae-Yu wasn't a wasteful person, the number twenty surely accounted for himself, Jae-Yu, and the children that would come from her womb.

*I might die young.*

Kim Se-Won was gradually beginning to accept his fate.
The two continued moving, thoroughly exploring the palace interior. Their sole purpose was to find An Hwi-Jin.

"There's no end in sight."
"But we're getting closer. An Hwi-Jin is moving too, but seems to be walking slowly."

The palace itself was so enormous that they couldn't see the end. The good news was that the distance to An Hwi-Jin had noticeably decreased.

And so they walked for 10 minutes, 20 minutes, repeating the process.

After 40 minutes inside the palace, they stopped at a warehouse in a corner of the palace.

"That's strange."

Jae-Yu tilted her head and spoke.
The distance that had been closing was now widening again.
Had An Hwi-Jin started moving quickly? No, that wasn't it. The coordinates showing An Hwi-Jin's position hadn't moved very far.

"It's not strange. We're the ones moving away."

Jae-Yu nodded at Kim Se-Won's words. He glanced at the tracking device in her hand and lowered his gaze from straight ahead to the ground.

"Jae-Yu. An Hwi-Jin isn't on the ground floor right now."
"What? Then where is he? We've checked all the upper floors."
"Underground. Given these coordinates, the only explanation is that he's underground. An Hwi-Jin has been going down all this time."

The coordinates that began to appear when they got close enough to An Hwi-Jin.
These coordinates meant there was a passage somewhere in the palace leading underground.

"Then where do we need to go to get underground?"

As they were seriously pondering this, Kim Se-Won heard the sound of fabric rustling. Startled, he looked around to see who had entered.

"...What are you doing?"

He discovered Jae-Yu secretly gathering maid uniforms.
Two sets in different sizes each. At a glance, they were sized to fit Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu.

"What do you mean?"

Jae-Yu tilted her head at Kim Se-Won's question, as if she didn't understand.

"We might need them later?"
"......"

The words from Jae-Yu's mouth left him speechless.

Ch.404 - The Saintess's Genes
After gathering all the maid outfits, Jae-Yu picked up the tracking device and began fiddling with it.

"How am I supposed to find where An Hwi-Jin is? If not upstairs, then underground? But where's the entrance to the basement?"

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was resting his chin on his hand, muttering his thoughts. Jae-Yu glanced at him and gently leaned her head on his shoulder.

"Want to see this?"

She turned on her communication terminal and activated an app. A hologram appeared before them, showing the main building's layout from the first to fourth floors with a long corridor.

"What is this?!"

The hologram had several empty spaces scattered throughout. It looked like a record of their footsteps. Kim Se-Won examined it closely with sparkling eyes. Comparing it with his memory, he could see that the places he and Jae-Yu had searched were highlighted in blue.

"It's a map synchronized with the tracking device. The waves from the tracker map the places we've moved through to create this map... Look, isn't this strange?"

Jae-Yu's finger pointed to a section of the hologram. At the edge of the rectangular palace was an unnatural empty space. It was a place they hadn't discovered despite exploring the palace thoroughly.

"I don't know who owns this palace... but maybe there's a ladder or elevator that drops straight down from their room?"
"You're right, it's perfectly rectangular. If there's more space underground, that would be the most logical way to access it."

Kim Se-Won nodded and carefully examined the hologram. The building was so massive that they hadn't noticed this detail. The long rectangular empty space extending from the first to fourth floors was extremely suspicious.

There were other empty spaces too, but none as large as this one, and it was unnaturally empty just at one edge of the building's frame.

"And conveniently, this empty part is right next to us?"

Jae-Yu smiled brightly and pointed to the side. It was the closet where they had been rummaging through maid outfits earlier.

"Don't tell me you want us to break through and jump down?"
"That's exactly what I mean."

Jae-Yu nodded matter-of-factly and opened the closet again. Among the many neatly arranged clothes, she reached toward the back.
Sizzle— A sound like something melting followed.

"As I thought, there's an empty space. Look."

She retrieved her arm and used her communication terminal's flashlight to illuminate the inside of the closet. When she shone light into the gaping space, a dark red wall was revealed.

Kim Se-Won frowned as he looked at the dark red wall. Though it was just a wall, it felt ominous. The color resembled human blood and flesh stuck together. Cold air seeped out along with an unpleasant feeling that made him want to stay away.

"...This doesn't look good. I can tell just by looking at the wall."

He instinctively covered his nose. Kim Se-Won had caught a strange smell flowing in with the cold air.

"Sudden departure to this massive palace-like place. And now this unpleasant location... An Hwi-Jin must definitely have some relationship with the owner of this house."
"And the owner is deliberately inciting anti-superpower activists."
"What do you want to do? Stay here?"
"No. Now that we've seen this, we have no choice but to go."

Kim Se-Won shook his head at Jae-Yu's cautious words. It was better for two to go than to let her go alone.
Unlike his past self, he could now be somewhat useful in a fight. Considering the worst-case scenario, going together was the right choice.

"Well then."

At that moment, Jae-Yu stretched out both arms with an expectant expression. Kim Se-Won stared blankly, not understanding what she wanted.

"...Come on."
"Oh!"

Jae-Yu puffed her cheeks and urged him on, impatient with his slow reaction. Only then did he realize what she wanted. She was asking him to carry her.

"I guess I have no choice."
"I'm quite skilled at being clingy, you know."
"Yes, I should indulge such cute requests from a princess who gets lonely easily."

With a smirk, he pulled Jae-Yu into his arms. He gently stroked her waist, then supported her back and knees as he lifted her up.
A perfect princess carry.

"I don't get lonely easily! That's not true!"
"Then what about that time you appeared under my desk?"
"Ugh...!"

Jae-Yu was left speechless by his perfect comeback. Indeed, her track record was too impressive to deny.

"Grr!"
"Ow!"

Thump! Thump! Jae-Yu pouted and pounded on Kim Se-Won's chest with a resentful expression. It was a ridiculous form of retaliation.

*She's cute.*

It hurt, but not enough to crush his bones. Just enough to show she was upset. Kim Se-Won looked at her with a pleased expression and threw himself toward the hole in the closet.

Whoosh! As soon as he jumped, they fell downward with the sound of air rushing past. Kim Se-Won immediately used his telekinesis to slow their descent.

"Jae-Yu, light."
"Okay."

Jae-Yu, who had been sulking, immediately shone light downward. When she maximized the projection of light, something became visible at the edge of their vision.

"They really wanted to hide this! To dig so deep down!"

The object was an elevator hanging from a long cable. Kim Se-Won descended slowly, careful not to touch the cable.

After landing carefully to avoid shaking the elevator, Kim Se-Won set Jae-Yu down and surveyed their surroundings. Naturally, walls surrounded them on all sides, leaving nowhere to go.

"Should we tear through this ceiling now?"
"No. We should minimize traces as much as possible."
"Then, shadow magic?"
"...Hmm. This."

Jae-Yu carefully examined the elevator ceiling, then reached out to one side of the wall. Sizzle! Just like when she made a hole in the closet, her decomposition magic crumbled the wall.

"...Got it!"

After using decomposition magic for about a minute, Jae-Yu smiled brightly.
She felt a very subtle flow of air. Evidence that the hole she made connected to a passage leading somewhere. When she held up her communication terminal still in flashlight mode, she could see a metal passage large enough for one person to move through.

"I thought an underground facility would need air circulation passages. I didn't expect to find one so quickly."

Jae-Yu grinned as she pointed to the ventilation duct that was widely open beyond the wall. Using this, they could reach various locations. They might even find another entrance besides this elevator.

"And anyway, no one will notice if we break through this ventilation duct. We just need to move in a straight line toward An Hwi-Jin's coordinates."

This was actually the most important part.
Rather than going around in circles trying to find An Hwi-Jin, simply breaking through in a straight line suited Jae-Yu's temperament better.

"Honestly, you deliberately broke through because you wanted to do that, right?"

Kim Se-Won immediately saw through Jae-Yu's thoughts. If they had used shadow magic, there would have been no need to break the wall. But shadow magic can't pass through walls with no gaps.
Plus, it consumes quite a bit of magical power, so it made sense to conserve it for later.

"Hehe."

Seeming pleased that he understood her thoughts, Jae-Yu giggled and grabbed Kim Se-Won's hand.

"Let's go!"

As Jae-Yu took a step forward, decomposition magic enveloped the soles of her feet. The same happened with Kim Se-Won's feet.
This was to prevent their footsteps from echoing on the metal passage.

The two moved forward toward the location indicated by the tracking device.



* * *



They just needed to keep moving forward. However, it wasn't entirely smooth sailing.

The smell of chemicals mixed with the stench of decaying corpses. Strange odors of waste. And peculiar scents all flowed together.
It was clearly a dangerous place. The two once again realized the peril of their location.

"It stinks."

Jae-Yu covered her nose and moved closer to Kim Se-Won. She wanted to neutralize the rotten smell with his scent, even if just a little.

Amid the revolting stench that made them want to flee immediately, the two trudged forward. When they encountered walls, they broke through them while continuing their search for An Hwi-Jin.

"Found him."

After some time, a familiar face appeared through the iron grating at the bottom of a ventilation duct.
An Hwi-Jin, a hero affiliated with Stellarlis. He was in the middle of a conversation with a middle-aged man in fancy clothes.

*Who are those people?*

Below the two weren't just An Hwi-Jin and the middle-aged man. Jae-Yu's eyes flashed as she pulled Kim Se-Won into the shadows.

The shadow slid down the iron grating of the ventilation duct. Eventually, it stopped at the most secluded corner of the room, positioning them to see the entire room at a glance.

"One, two, three, four... ten people besides An Hwi-Jin and that man."
"They don't look like heroes, do they?"
"No. Not at all."

Jae-Yu nodded at Kim Se-Won's words. Unsavory-looking individuals were leaning against the wall, watching An Hwi-Jin.
Villains.
Unlike in Korea, the Villain Association abroad was still going strong.

"I see. You've completed it. Hmm... So this is the famous Saint's genes?"

At that moment, the middle-aged man's oily voice made Jae-Yu's eyes widen.

*My genes??*

Jae-Yu instinctively looked at her palm. The day she first met An Hwi-Jin. Could the reason he had gripped her hand so tightly be because of this?

"I heard even a tiny amount would be sufficient, Master Wang Zihan. If it's just a small amount, it's simple. All I needed was some form of contact."

As if to prove it, An Hwi-Jin's words followed.

*My genes... An Hwi-Jin, villains... Could it be?!*

Jae-Yu opened her mouth as she recalled the past.
Suddenly, Jin Jae-Han's clone appearing at The Front Line. How was that clone, which could use the power of a powerful S-class hero for 30 minutes, created?

*Was it made with the devices in this room? Did they do the same thing with Jin Jae-Han's genes as they did with mine?*

Only then did Jae-Yu begin to notice her surroundings. A large cylindrical tank. Terminals connected to it. They were similar to items she had seen in the Villain Association's laboratory.

Using anti-superpower activists to draw attention by opposing heroes and other superhumans, then using samples from powerful superhumans to create clones capable of exerting strong power for short periods.

This was essentially the Villain Association's plan with slight modifications.

"Now please return my sister. I will keep this secret until I die."

An Hwi-Jin pleaded desperately. Intimidated by the eleven pairs of eyes watching him, he clutched the floor with his sweaty hands. Though trembling, he looked at Wang Zihan with desperate eyes.
His eyes were filled with hope. Hope that he would soon meet his only blood relative, his sister.

Wang Zihan carefully examined a small object the size of a fingernail in his palm, then curled his lips into a smile.

"Hmm. Until you die, you say. Well, I suppose you needed that level of determination to do something like this. Yes."
"Then my sister...!"
"Yes."

Whoosh! As soon as Wang Zihan nodded, a shadow rose up. It was behind An Hwi-Jin.

"Ugh...!"

An Hwi-Jin's pupils dilated. His breath suddenly caught, and he searched for the reason.
His gaze slowly fell to see the shadow piercing through his chest.
Red blood.
Blood dripped from his chest, staining the floor.

"Then you should die. What can I do? You said you wanted to die."

Wang Zihan laughed mockingly as An Hwi-Jin collapsed.

"Kuhak, kek! K..."
"Oh right. You mentioned a sister?"

In a situation where he was barely clinging to life, An Hwi-Jin's body fell forward. The shadow that had attacked him disappeared without a trace.

"Since she was a hostage, I've been keeping her safe."
"K-keeping...?"

Wang Zihan looked at him and gestured to a villain behind him.
One of the villains opened the door and went out, then returned with a dragging sound.

"!!!!"

An Hwi-Jin's eyes bulged.

"You know humans are consumables, right? Use them enough and they become loose and unresponsive. Still, since she was a hostage, I kept her alive for reuse like this."
"Ah, aah, aaaah...!"
"How does it feel? Meeting your sister after five years?"
"AAAAAAAAAHHHHH!!!"

Bloody tears flowed from his eyes. His scream filled the room.
In An Hwi-Jin's sight was a girl in a horrific state.
Walking not on two legs but four. A girl staring into space with her mouth open.

"You, are you really human?!"
"Well, let's begin. The Saint's genes. They'll make a good sacrifice. Let's see the real thing."

Though An Hwi-Jin cried out with bloody tears, no one paid him any attention. Wang Zihan inserted the container with Eun-Ha's blood into a small hole next to the terminal.

The blood container inserted into the hole was quickly separated and sucked into the tank. A tiny red dot appeared in the tank and swelled rapidly.
The small dot became a large dot. Eventually, it transformed into a human shape. This shocking event took just one minute.
After about two more minutes, the human form gradually expanded and took the shape of a girl.

A platinum-blonde girl appeared in the tank. She looked exactly like Eun-Ha.

Ch.405 - Jae-yu Is Not Just The Embodiment Of Jealousy
The unbelievable result unfolded before my eyes.

"Oh, ohhhh...!"

Wang Zihan's eyes gleamed. A glistening gaze, like a predator spotting prey. The unmistakable lewd look of a traitor.

The result of cultivating a small amount of genes and accelerating their growth was astonishing. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it a miracle created by God.

"It looked tempting enough on screen, but the real thing surpasses even that...!"

Wang Zihan unconsciously moved closer, examining the clone's body as if licking it with his eyes. There wasn't a single flaw anywhere on the delicate girl's body.

If it were up to his preference, a more mature figure would be ideal. It was somewhat disappointing that the base girl was still just a girl, limiting the growth. Nevertheless, he found it rather appealing.

"That bastard...!"

Kim Se-Won, hidden in the shadows, erupted with anger. He wanted to storm in and destroy everything. He didn't like another man looking at Eun-Ha—of all people—with such eyes.

*Only I get to have Eun-Ha.*

Even though Wang Zihan was looking at a clone rather than the real person. Even though the real person was right beside him. Even though that real person had such an abnormal possessiveness that she would be jealous of her own figurines!

*Oh no!*

Belatedly realizing something important, Kim Se-Won carefully checked Yoo-Ha's reaction. There was no way the embodiment of jealousy wouldn't notice his gaze.

"Hmm."

Contrary to his expectation of receiving a penalty point, Yoo-Ha merely wore an expression of indifference.

*Something's different? Because it's a clone? No, that can't be. Someone who gets jealous even of her own figurines wouldn't suddenly change.*

Strong trust! Kim Se-Won's trust in Yoo-Ha was as hard as diamond!

Gulp, gulp. Wang Zihan kept swallowing his saliva, but Yoo-Ha showed no reaction, and nothing came back to him either. This was clearly abnormal. Something major must have changed in Yoo-Ha's mindset.

"Are you okay? Are you feeling sick somewhere?"
"I'm not sick."

Her answer came sharply to his concerned question. Her voice was so calm it surprised Kim Se-Won.

*Suspicious. Is she about to do something impulsive?*

Her answer made Kim Se-Won even more anxious. It was like a pile of charcoal ready to ignite at any moment, hidden under a thin wrapper.

*If I leave her alone, she might cause trouble.*

Yes, it was a powder keg. Like a bomb about to explode. A strange sensation, like tiny insects crawling up his skin to his head. This was fear. Fear that Yoo-Ha might do something impulsive.

*Se-Won fretting just from seeing a fake... this isn't bad either.*

Meanwhile, Yoo-Ha was aware of Kim Se-Won's gaze but steadfastly kept looking at Wang Zihan. Normally, his gaze toward her clone would have immediately earned him penalty points. Yet she endured, pretending to be indifferent.

*That look in his eyes. It gives me the creeps just seeing it.*

To be honest, Kim Se-Won had accurately read Yoo-Ha's state. There was no way Yoo-Ha would enjoy some old man looking at her with such eyes. Especially her naked body without a single thread of clothing!

The reason she could endure was because Kim Se-Won was beside her. His concern for her secretly made her happy. This alone allowed Yoo-Ha to endure with superhuman patience.

"Good. Very good indeed...!"

Unaware of this, Wang Zihan moved even closer to the tank, examining every part of the clone's body.

"Ahem! The sacrifice has been prepared. Now let's move it."

As if suddenly remembering what he needed to do, he cleared his throat and turned around. Yet he kept glancing back toward the tank. The clone's perfect form was a powerful temptation that even Wang Zihan, who had toyed with countless women, couldn't shake off.

"Before that."

He couldn't let go of his lingering desire. Wang Zihan moved quickly with a face full of lust. A strand of hair fell from his half-balding head. Already well into baldness, Wang Zihan paid no mind and operated the terminal.

"I'll make one more. As a backup, you know."

The mysterious liquid filling the tank quickly drained away. Wang Zihan removed the clone from the tank. The clone's skin felt like nothing he had ever touched before. It was human skin, but with an addictively soft texture. If he had time—or even if he didn't—he would want to keep touching it.

*This woman is mine...!*

With a smirk, Wang Zihan pulled out a few strands of the clone's hair. Then he repeated the earlier process. He inserted the hair into a hole on the terminal and operated it to fill the tank again. This would create a new clone—his "backup," a transparent lie no one would believe.

"I'll be going now."

Slurp. His disgusting tongue licked the clone's cheek once before lifting her up. Though he desperately wanted to take her innocence right there, he had more important matters to attend to.

"...Before that, take care of that one. Make a fake and send it back to Korea to avoid trouble. Don't forget the memory manipulation."
"Of course."

One of the villains who had been silent until now responded to Wang Zihan's words. After Wang Zihan left the room, the villain's eyes turned to the dying Ahn Hwi-jin.

"Kuk, keu..."

Perhaps because he was a hero, he was barely alive despite losing enough blood to fill at least two buckets.

"He's got a long lifeline."

Of course, it didn't matter whether he lived or died. They would just implant false memories in the clone and send it back. Whatever happened afterward—whether the clone suddenly died or went berserk—wasn't their concern.

The clone production would soon be complete. All they needed to worry about was the cleanup. After that, they just needed to go to the location Wang Zihan had specified.

"Hey, Oliver. What do you think about that?"
"About what?"

Just then, someone tapped the shoulder of Oliver Carlson, the villain who had been watching Ahn Hwi-jin. It was another villain hired by Wang Zihan.

Wondering what he meant, Oliver turned around to find the other villains leering at the tank with unpleasant smiles. They too were lusting after the naked clone.

"Let's have some fun with it too."

It could be called bewitching.
A power that made people feel attraction regardless of their preferences.
And this power was enough to arouse lust in the villains.
Their eyes gleamed just like Wang Zihan's.
A girl so fragile she seemed like she would break with the slightest pressure. Just looking at that delicate form ignited their possessiveness and lust.

"Do you know it costs 3 billion to make one of these?"
"So what? Resources are abundant anyway. Using a little won't even be noticed. Besides, that amount is pocket change to Wang Zihan. You know how that trash built his fortune."
"...That's tempting."

Hearing the villain's words, Oliver had to admit they made sense. To Wang Zihan, 3 billion won wasn't a significant amount. Buying the Villain Association with money was far more expensive. Naturally, their value was greater.

Moreover, they were the elites of the Villain Association. Making one more toy to play with wouldn't be an issue.

Oliver's eyes glanced at the clone floating in the tank. Looking closely, he felt his lower body stir. Come to think of it, Wang Zihan's lower half had been bulging too. Indeed, it was understandable.

"Wang Zihan seems to like that girl, so he'll probably make more regularly. His greed is as big as his size."
"If we flatter him well during the process, some scraps might fall our way."
"Man, it really was big. I don't get why he shows it to us? Does he enjoy letting others watch him fuck women? Well, we did get to enjoy some women with him."
"What enjoyment? They were just loose. Didn't even feel like I was inside."
"That's because your dick is small, you idiot."

Kik kik. Watching the villains exchange jokes, Oliver shed his last hesitation. There was nothing better than relieving stress with that toy for a while. As if entranced, he moved toward the terminal.

"How about making one more? One won't be enough for all of us, right?"
"No? One is plenty. Just one."
"Well... huh?"

Flinch! Oliver's body trembled violently and stopped. A voice he had never heard before. A voice that shouldn't be heard had seeped into his ears.

With an indescribable sense of discomfort, Oliver, who had been heading toward the tank, widened his eyes and turned his head toward the source of the sound.

There were three people there.
Ahn Hwi-jin, collapsed unconscious.
And a young boy and girl.

The former was someone who had been there all along, but the latter two were not. They were clearly uninvited guests.

Among them, the boy had an urgent expression, searching for something. He didn't seem very reliable—showing the typical clumsiness of his age. But the girl was different.

"You seem to like me that much?"

The voice flowed from the girl's lips. That voice. A low, vibrant voice disguising anger with feigned calmness. The voice coming from that face with narrowed eyes and a smile.

The black-haired girl stepped forward. She had a presence that rivaled the clone girl beside her, drawing attention.

*What? "You like me that much?" What nonsense...*

Oliver stared at the girl who had suddenly appeared and uttered such absurd words. Her words carried a strong force. A forceful power that demanded belief even if it was a lie.

"Who are you!"
"How did you get in here?"

The villains who had been frozen stepped forward. Though one might underestimate them as children, none of the villains did. Instead, they were tense.

It was impossible to infiltrate this place. From the mansion's walls to the inside, if unauthorized personnel entered, all kinds of sensors would respond and sound alarms. This applied to the underground as well.

No matter what equipment was used, once someone set foot in this mansion without permission, they would be detected. Yet not once had any sensor gone off. It was as if they had flown here from another dimension in an instant. And despite being outnumbered, they showed not even a hint of tension.

The villains, who had lived lives full of bluffs, deception, and betrayal, could instinctively sense that this wasn't a bluff. That girl possessed strength that made numerical disadvantage irrelevant. This fact tightened the villains' chests.

"Is that important? The result is that I got in without anyone detecting me. And you know what?"

One step forward, Eun-Ha approached. She was smiling brightly, but her hands were already filled with magic so intense it sent chills down their spines. Magic filled with the will to kill without fail. It wouldn't have been strange if she had rushed forward and slaughtered the villains right then.

"You should. Answer me."

Rustle. Eun-Ha's appearance began to change. Her black hair started to shine with a platinum color.

"!!!!!!"

The villains widened their eyes. The girl before them had taken on the appearance of a saint. Not a fake made from cultivated genes, but the real thing. As proof, the room was already bathed in brilliant light.

"My, my strength...!"

Strength drained from their bodies.

"This is... the Holy Domain...!"

It didn't take long to realize why and how their strength was draining.

Even those who weren't interested in her would have heard rumors about the Holy Domain in some way. This was no different for villains.

Yes, this was the Holy Domain they had only heard about in rumors. The power of the Saint who had been so active in Korea, where almost all of the Villain Association's forces had gathered—a power that gave infinite strength to allies while draining the enemy's strength!

They could feel the strength draining from their bodies. An inexplicable languor enveloped them. Their movements naturally became sluggish.

There was no time to wonder how she had come here or why she had found this place.

"Strange. Your ears seem fine."

More importantly...

"Should I make some holes in them?"

What mattered was that death was approaching before their eyes. Eun-Ha casually uttered chilling words.

Ch.406 - Jae-yu Is Not Just The Embodiment Of Jealousy
"I'll give you one last chance."

Eun-Ha said this as she took another step forward.
The distance between her and the villains was now only about five steps.

"Tell me. How was it? How was my body? How was my clone's body?"

Her wide-eyed, tilted-head expression was extremely unsettling. The villains couldn't help but keep their mouths tightly shut.

*If we answer, we die!*

They instinctively felt it.
This wasn't a genuine request for honest opinions.
It was a threat.
And simultaneously, a warning.
Answer and die.
Don't answer and die for the offense.
She gave them choices, but the result would be the same.

The proof this wasn't delusion was the heavy magical power the girl before them was emanating.
It was just magical power being released, yet it was suffocating. Vast amounts of magic were pouring down on the villains.

They could gauge her magical capacity by how she was reproducing something similar to what Seo Hye-ji and Hong Yu-jin had done, albeit in a confined space.
And also how terrifying her own physical power was.

"Kuhak!"
"Kuk! Kuk!"

Unable to bear the suffocation, some grabbed their throats and fell to their knees.
They were physically experiencing the overwhelming difference in ability.

"I said, tell me?"

She took just one step forward, and their hearts sank. These villains were trembling in fear before a mere girl.
The beasts who had been lusting after her clone moments ago were nowhere to be seen.

"I-I'll leave! I'm leaving!"

Unable to endure, several villains jumped up and grabbed the doorknob.

"Why won't the door open! Why! Why!"

Click! Click-click! They twisted the doorknob but it wouldn't open. Bang! Bang! They pounded on it, but it didn't budge.
They twisted and pulled the doorknob until it nearly broke, but it still wouldn't open.

"Why! Why!"

Urgency took over.
Their bodies were already drenched in cold sweat.
Did Wang Zi-han lock the door as a prank when he left?
No.
The door wasn't locked.
An invisible force was blocking it.

"A telekinetic...!"

Oliver's gaze turned to Kim Se-Won. He had his hand stretched toward the door.
The peculiar thing was that he had his eyes covered with some cloth from who knows where.
No, the boy's appearance didn't matter. If only that boy wasn't there, everything might be resolved.

"How did you get here... kuk!"

Just as he thought he needed to deal with the boy to escape, a heavy pain struck his chest.

"Where are you looking?"

A sharp gaze shot at him from right in front of his face.
Bwak! Oliver's body flew backward.
Kwang! He crashed into the door.

"Kuheuk! Keuk!"

A groan escaped Oliver's mouth.
Ulk! Followed by a dark red blood clot.
With trembling hands, he touched his chest.
Unbelievable—his chest was caved in. Oliver truly realized the girl's power.

"You have time to worry about others when you can't even answer my question?"

Eun-Ha's cold eyes stared at the villains.

*She's dangerous!*

The villains felt a familiar sensation from those eyes looking down at them. The contemptuous gaze they often received in their weakest moments.
The difference was that they didn't even think about backstabbing her later or making her kneel by any means necessary. They were completely overwhelmed by the girl.

"I see."

After about ten seconds of eye contact between Eun-Ha and the villains, she shook her head with a deep sigh.
She couldn't waste time here. She needed to track down Wang Zi-han, who had already taken her clone somewhere.

"Take a few hits. They say since ancient times, machines and disobedient people need a good beating."

She couldn't just ignore the lustful gazes the villains had given her.
As soon as she finished speaking, Eun-Ha's form disappeared.
Kuwung! Kwang! Like a giant hammer striking a wall, the villains were knocked down with dull thuds.

Chwaralak! Black threads extended from Eun-Ha's hand. The threads intertwined, forming solid cords.
With a gesture from Eun-Ha, the black cords seemed to have a will of their own, dancing through the air and binding the villains together.

"H-how. How did you know to come here...!"
"Still asking that? When you didn't even answer my question?"

Subduing and restraining them. Eun-Ha's next task was clear.
With a sweet smile, she crouched in front of the bound villains and placed her hand on the floor.

"?!"

Suddenly, swoosh! The floor sank downward. The villains momentarily forgot their pain as they felt a sudden floating sensation and fell downward.

"Wh-what...!"
"If I do this... like this..."

Eun-Ha's movements didn't stop. As she caressed the area around the hole she had created, the floor distorted and gradually filled in the hole.

"What are you doing!"
"Something good."

The villains felt something rising from their feet upward.

"What is this? What is it? What are you doing...!"

From feet to calves. To thighs. Past the lower abdomen to the chest.
Finally, to the shoulders.

"Ta-da! Burial complete!"

They were fixed to the floor with only their heads exposed. They were perfectly integrated with the floor, unable to move an inch.

"If you'd been good, I wouldn't have gone this far. Such a shame, right?"
"Cut the crap and get us out! Get us out, you damn bitch!"
"Damn bitch? That's harsh. Just a moment ago, you were so desperate to have your way with me."

When one of the villains shouted in anger, Eun-Ha replied with a pout.
Bwak! Of course, she didn't forget to punish him. The villain who was hit in the temple by Eun-Ha felt his neck breaking and saw his vision twist.

"Euk, ku, euk...!"

But he didn't die.
The sanctuary's healing power was already affecting them.
The healing was faster than a broken neck could take a life.

"Well, bad mouths need to be shut, don't they?"

Watching this, Eun-Ha lightly gripped the floor around her. Her hand, wrapped in transmutation magic, easily dug out pieces of the floor.

"Now, say aah~."
"Ugeuk?!"
"Euk!"
"Agak!"

After digging out the floor ten times, Eun-Ha sweetly stuffed large stones into their mouths.
If they opened their mouths, she shoved them in. If they didn't, she forced them in, teeth and all.
Even though it was a clone, the sin of lusting after her was deep.

"Hmm... now, how do I track Wang Zi-han?"
"What about that one over there?"

The minimum punishment was complete. Turning her back on the villains, Eun-Ha looked at the water tank at Kim Se-Won's words, who still had his eyes covered with cloth.

"Hmm."

Come to think of it.
No matter what, disposing of a clone that looked exactly like her was troubling.
Of course, Kim Se-Won couldn't do it either.

"And what about that child?"
"That child... let's hand her over to Stellarlis along with Ahn Hwi-jin."

At Kim Se-Won's words, Eun-Ha's gaze lowered.
She couldn't forgive Ahn Hwi-jin for betraying Stellarlis and stealing her genes. But she wasn't angry at his sister.
Rather, she felt only sympathy.

Eun-Ha crouched down again, narrowing the distance between her and the girl who was on all fours.
There were signs of abuse all over her body. Piercings everywhere, and marks where they had been forcibly torn out.
Her limbs had been cut off and bound with cloth and leather. That's what served as her legs now.
Not only that, but her hair had fallen out in patches from stress.

Woowoowung-

And cruelly, a thick rod was inserted in her private area.

"Although I can't heal her mind."

Eun-Ha's hand reached out to the girl.
She wondered if it was right to save a girl who had suffered such terrible things, but it was better than sending her back like this.

"Let's make Ahn Hwi-jin pay for his sins by serving Stellarlis for life and taking care of this girl."

Soon, a pure white light emanated from Eun-Ha's hand.



* * *



Having transformed back from Eun-Ha to Jae-Yu, she left Wang Zi-han's palace with Kim Se-Won.

In Kim Se-Won's arms was the girl. She was wearing a maid uniform that they had swiped from the warehouse, hanging limply around Kim Se-Won's waist.

The two revealed themselves only when they reached near the café where they had coffee earlier, after quietly leaving the mansion under a shadow magic spell.

"Haah. I never thought I'd experience something like this in my life."

Jae-Yu finally let out a deep sigh and looked at the clone hanging around Kim Se-Won's waist.

An absolutely unacceptable existence. The mere thought that she might take away Kim Se-Won's attention was intolerable.
At the same time, she couldn't let herself or Kim Se-Won deal with her directly.

Plus, there was another clone that Wang Zi-han had taken, which made her head throb even more.

"The most reasonable option would be to leave her at Hope Orphanage...? The other clone children are there too."
"The place where other clones live? That seems reasonable. Let's think about it after we rest a bit. Right now, tracking Wang Zi-han is the priority."
"Yeah. That's right."

Kim Se-Won had already moved the clone from his waist to his back. It was less conspicuous than having her hanging at his waist.

"With me here, I can track the clone's magical power. So let's take a breather and rest."
"Mmm."

Jae-Yu, looking at this with resentful eyes, slumped her shoulders and headed toward the café.

"Haaaah."

While Kim Se-Won went to place their order.
Jae-Yu let out another deep sigh. Then she poked the cheeks of the clone who was leaning back in the chair with puffed cheeks.

"She's still alive even without consciousness. Is it because she's a clone made from a magical girl's body...? She must have inherited the magical girl's characteristics."

A monster that regenerates as long as it has magical power. As long as the core that produces magical power exists.
That's what a magical girl is.
This characteristic was fully inherited by Eun-Ha's clone.

"Even so, she probably can't use magic, but really. This is complicated."

She couldn't just abandon her anywhere. There were too many ways she could be misused. But she couldn't just send her back with Ahn Hwi-jin either, as there was no one trustworthy.

Hong Yu-jin was so busy she needed Min Dae-ri as her assistant, and her other friends had gone to Russia.

"For now, let's just take her with us. When we get back to Korea, we can ask Foriner and somehow find an answer."
"That's our only option, isn't it?"

Jae-Yu sighed deeply again at Kim Se-Won's words as he returned after placing their order.

"By the way, Se-Won. You said you could sense magical power from this clone? And you're still tracking the other clone's location."

Jae-Yu asked again despite having already confirmed that the clone was alive.
Magical girl detector. Kim Se-Won. He had mentioned while leaving Wang Zi-han's palace that he could sense the same magical power from the clone as from Jae-Yu.

"Yes. That's right. ...Ah! That's it!"

After nodding seriously, he suddenly clapped his hands. Kim Se-Won looked at Jae-Yu with a bright expression.

"The tracking device! We can use that to follow! I can do it, but you can too with that!"
"Huh? But the tracking device only works with Ahn Hwi-jin's magic... Oh!"

Jae-Yu finally realized what he meant, her eyes widening.
The clone has the same magical power as Jae-Yu.
In other words, they could register Jae-Yu's magical power in the tracking device to track the other clone's location.

"Just in case, let's register it. We might have to split up and act separately."
"Yes. Got it!"

Jae-Yu eagerly accepted Kim Se-Won's suggestion.

"And this clone... let's take her with us for now. I think that's the right choice at the moment."
"We can't leave her anywhere... so that's right, isn't it?"

And this too she had to accept.
She wondered if they could properly resolve matters while carrying around the burden of a clone, but there was no other way.

"Se-Won."
"Yes?"

The future course of action was decided in an instant.
Finally at ease, Jae-Yu carefully called Kim Se-Won's name.
Her eyes as she called him were so pitiful. She clearly looked anxious, as if afraid of being abandoned right away.

"No matter how appetizing someone else might look, you won't eat them, right?"

To this question filled with anxiety.

"I've decided to only eat you. Not the clone, but you."

Kim Se-Won answered decisively.

Ch.407 - Garbage Is Pouring Down From The Sky
Wang Zi-Han, having escaped from his mansion, stroked the clone as he headed to his designated location.
A vast empty lot he owned, about 40km from his mansion. After stepping out of his limousine, he pulled his lips into a near-splitting grin.

"It's been a long time."

In the center of the empty lot, surrounded by high walls preventing any entry, was the object that would fulfill his desires.

"It's a shame to sacrifice this girl, but I've prepared spares, so I can play with them until I'm bored."

And that's not all. By offering this sacrifice, he would be able to claim a portion of this country completely as his own. He had gained such powerful backing!
He had even gradually pushed heroes toward the outskirts as a precaution!

"I will become the ruler. I'll establish an absolute monarchy in this era and rule eternally with an immortal body!"

He could grasp half of China's vast territory in his hands.

Wang Zi-Han moved forward, feeling the desire bubbling in his chest.
In his sight was an egg placed in the exact center of the empty lot.

Inside the egg, wrapped in a transparent membrane, was a murky liquid sloshing around as if it contained all kinds of filthy energy.
In the center of the egg, a seed-like object with a dark red glow floated.

"It seemed overwhelming when they told me to move something this massive."

But now it was no problem at all.
He had been able to move it here by mobilizing his wealth and power!

Wang Zi-Han stepped onto the makeshift elevator to the right of the egg with excited footsteps. Though called makeshift, it was sturdy enough to withstand his heavy weight.

"An egg containing all the world's filth, was it? Kuk kuk! To think I must sacrifice a newborn girl to such a dirty place."

The sight of black and gray liquids circulating inside the egg without mixing looked ominous just by looking at it.
Something eerie was sleeping inside that egg.

"For my ambition, I would sacrifice not just one, but hundreds, thousands!"

Wang Zi-Han, who had climbed up to the platform where he could see the top of the egg, walked steadily to the edge of the platform.

"Khu, khuhuhuhu!"

Now he just needed to drop it. Wang Zi-Han had no hesitation. He dropped Eun-Ha's clone, which he had been holding in both hands, toward the top of the transparent egg.

Swoosh! As the clone fell, the top part of the transparent membrane opened and swallowed the clone. The body of a newborn, utterly pure girl was violated by the filthiest impurities.

As the clone's body sank into the filth,
the seed at the center of the egg sensed it and spread out like threads. Dozens, hundreds of threads wrapped around the clone, taking the form of a small bead.

Thump!
The sound of a heart pulsing echoed around.
A new life was being born here.
Something infinitely pure.
And at the same time, something infinitely filthy became one.

Zwaaash- The cocoon formed around the clone began to absorb the surrounding impurities.

"Indeed...!"

The top of the egg opened again. The absorbed impurities writhed and grew even faster.
That wasn't all.
Pa-at!
Murky beams of light began to extend from the seed into the sky.

Wang Zi-Han's eyes gleamed at the sight he had never seen before.
Now he was in a position to simply enjoy his power. With nothing to fear, he could enjoy such entertainment.

He witnessed the moment a new life was born.



* * *



Meanwhile, Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won, who had left the café, climbed to the roof of the building and quickly headed in the direction of the clone.
From rooftop to rooftop. They were moving in a straight line, jumping across buildings.

"The clone has stopped moving. It seems to have reached its destination. Is the exact location showing on the tracking device?"
"No. It might be at some distance, so only the direction for now. We might need to increase our speed. We need to close the gap."

Jae-Yu's voice revealed her urgency.
They still didn't know what Wang Zi-Han was after.

"By the way... Se-Won. He definitely said 'sacrifice,' right?"
"...Yes. I'm also troubled by the fact that there's a reason to use the word 'sacrifice' in this day and age."

If he had just called it merchandise, they wouldn't have been this anxious. But they clearly heard Wang Zi-Han use the word "sacrifice."
Is there a being that requires the use of the word "sacrifice"? If so, who?

*The clone involved in this issue... He didn't create a personality for the clone he intended to use as a plaything. It's just a living doll.*

Jae-Yu glanced at her clone that Kim Se-Won was carrying.

*Shouldn't have looked.*

She quickly turned her gaze away.
She didn't feel good at all. When she was crushing the Villain Association's hideouts and was treated like a clone herself, it didn't bother her.
But now she wanted to beat up the people who made this.

*Not just anyone, but Eun-Ha's clone... or should I say Jae-Yu's clone? Whatever the reason, it's unforgivable.*

Kim Se-Won wasn't feeling good either. Previously, he had wanted to catch both Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu at once, but he didn't want it to happen this way.

"This isn't right. I have a bad feeling. Se-Won, stop for a moment."

Unable to contain her anxiety, frustration, and anger, Jae-Yu suddenly stopped. Kim Se-Won, who was about to jump to the next building, restrained himself with telekinesis and approached Jae-Yu.

"I think it would be better to fly to where we can sense the reaction."
"...I'll rely on you."

As soon as Jae-Yu spoke, transparent tentacles extended from Kim Se-Won's hand. The tentacles became a connecting line between Kim Se-Won and Jae-Yu.

*If only it weren't for that.*

That was regrettable. Jae-Yu thought that if it weren't for the clone Kim Se-Won was carrying, she would have clung to him as they went, feeling an inappropriate jealousy for the situation as she transformed.

"I'll go in one go with Overdrive, so be careful."

From Jae-Yu to Optima.
From Optima to Vicious Form.
After transforming in two stages, Optima stepped forward with a boom! At the same time, the wings extending from her back stretched out.
Kiiing- With a loud noise like an engine running, her body shot forward.

That's when it happened.
At the edge of their vision.
A purple flash of light shot up from Optima and Kim Se-Won's destination.
Pa-at! The extending flash pierced through the clouds and soared high into the sky.

"!!!!!"

The two of them opened their eyes wide.
The atmosphere began to rumble.
Wooong- Following that, something black rose in the sky with a heavy vibration.
A dark sphere appeared near the purple pillar, and it rapidly expanded.
Eventually, the dark sphere flattened out, forming a huge circle.

"A Gate?!"
"Here? Suddenly??"

The sudden appearance of a Gate.
They had experienced it twice already, but they never expected such a phenomenon to occur in a foreign country.

"A Gate means...! So that Muk-Si-Ja is involved after all!"

Crack! Her teeth gritted. Her forward speed increased even more.
Acceleration. And more acceleration.
She moved forward like an arrow.

"!! The clone's magical energy has disappeared from the tracking device!"

Optima was shocked after glancing at the tracking device Kim Se-Won was holding.

The purple pillar piercing the sky.
The inability to track the clone's magical energy and the sudden appearance of a Gate.
These must be related somehow.

"...No. It hasn't disappeared."

But Kim Se-Won's reaction was different. He closed his eyes tightly and frowned.

"It didn't disappear. The magical energy has changed. As if it mixed with another being. It became a completely different magical energy, so the tracking device lost the clone."
"Then you..."
"Yes. The location is still the same. Just keep going in the direction we were heading. More importantly, look at that!"
"!!"

Kim Se-Won pointed to the side of the Gate that had opened in the sky.
A location quite far from the purple pillar.
Another Gate had opened there.

"W-What?!"
"A Gate?"
"Run! Ruuuun!!"
"Hero! Call a hero!"
"Useless superhumans! What are they doing and where?!"

Citizens who discovered the Gate began to scatter in panic.
Among them were anti-superhuman activists who had been rejecting heroes and superhumans more than anyone else.

"At this rate, the city will...!"
"What do you want to do? The clone's magical energy changed just before that pillar appeared. They probably... used the sacrificial clone to create something."
"Is it a choice between the city and the clone?"

Jae-Yu pondered.
There were a total of two Gates open in the sky. They were much larger than the one that had opened in the Academy District.
Naturally, the number of hybrids falling would be greater, and the damage would be beyond imagination.

Even if they requested reinforcements, would it make any difference? No, there was no time to think about this.

"I have no choice."

Optima let out a deep sigh.

"This is Optima. Headquarters, do you copy?"
[Stellarlis control room. We hear you. Is there a Gate there too?]
"What? There too?"

She contacted Stellarlis to request reinforcements, but the response was unexpected.
The urgent female tone suggested that Gates had opened elsewhere as well.

[We've confirmed Gates opening in Russia, Japan, the United States, and now China! We've already sent heroes as reinforcements!]
"Russia...?"
"What? Russia too?"

Their hearts sank.
A Gate had opened in Russia of all places.
In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun were there.

"Then can I confirm one thing? Is there any information about pillars of magical energy appearing?"
[Yes. In Japan and the United States.]
"...I understand. I'll send coordinates, so please send any remaining heroes."

Though worried about her friends, she couldn't ignore the catastrophe about to unfold before her eyes.
And with her clone issue on top of that, it was even more so. Optima turned off the communication device and looked at the approaching purple pillar.

"Let's stop here. Going further would waste magical energy."
"But...!"
"Prioritizing citizens over the clone is the right thing to do."

Optima gradually reduced her speed.
Should she prioritize that ominous torrent of magical energy, the purple pillar? Or should she prioritize protecting citizens as much as possible?

"I am a hero after all."

The answer was clear.

"As a former hero. And as a magical girl. I must protect people."

Optima said, watching the hybrids falling from the sky.

Ch.408 - Garbage Is Pouring Down From The Sky
As the sun slowly set, the sky took on a crimson hue.
The gentle breeze made her beautiful hair flutter, tinting it with the colors of the sunset.
Faced with this picturesque scene, Kim Se-Won found himself staring blankly at Optima.

"I'm a hero."
"As a former hero. And as a magical girl. I must protect people."

She had to protect people.
Even if they were from another country.
Even if some of them had been trying to discriminate against superhumans just moments ago.

Because a hero protects the weak.

Optima's words dug deep into Kim Se-Won's heart.

"...Really."
"Hm? What is it?"
"I've fallen for you all over again."

He placed his hand on Optima's shoulder.
Though it was an obvious statement, those words resonated in his heart.
He had fallen for her all over again.

"W-w-what are you s-saying...!"

Whoosh! Optima's face instantly turned bright red. Worried that someone might see her like this, she hurriedly looked around and then hung her head low.

"Don't say things like that in this situation."

She protested in a voice that seemed about to disappear, but the way she kept stealing glances at Kim Se-Won was the very picture of a shy girl.
It was a protest in words only; she didn't seem to be protesting at all.

"Ahem! Hmm! Hmm!"

After regaining her composure, she abruptly turned her back to him. Optima patted her cheeks with both hands to collect herself again.

"Anyway, we need to stop those things."

She pointed to the sky with the same serious voice as before.
Hybrids were pouring down from the sky. There were so many that it seemed endless.
With that number, wiping out an entire city would be nothing.

"The Front Line, then the Academy District. After that, overseas?"
"Probably. The ones appearing in the Academy District should be much weaker. Not much time has passed. Otherwise, it wouldn't make sense."
"Still, the sheer number falling is concerning."
"Yes. You're right. That's why..."

Kim Se-Won was right.
It was concerning. Optima agreed with him.

"We need to reduce their numbers as much as possible before they all land!"

Boom! Crash! Optima's wings dug into the ground, anchoring her body.
As she stretched both hands forward, a magic circle appeared in front of her. The circle, filled with indecipherable symbols, glowed black as it absorbed Optima's magical power.

"Apocalypse...!"

Keeeng! The wings embedded in the ground vibrated as the magic circle glowed brighter. The magical energy flowing from her hands condensed in front of the circle.

"Breaker!!"

With Optima's command, the condensed black magical energy shot forward.
A technique sublimated into a single spell—Apocalypse Breaker.

Crack! Crack-crack-crack!

Kim Se-Won reacted to a sudden sound from the side. Optima had been pushed back about a meter from where she had been standing. It was a testament to the power of Apocalypse Breaker.
If she hadn't anchored herself by driving her wings into the ground, she would have been pushed back dozens of meters.

Kwaaaa— The blast, larger than the magic circle that was about the same size as Optima, targeted the distant hybrids.
And that wasn't all. As it approached the hybrids, it grew even larger.

"Wow..."

Kim Se-Won couldn't help but exclaim in admiration.

The result of firing Apocalypse Breaker was like erasing part of a picture with an eraser.
A huge hole had appeared in the midst of the hybrids that had been pouring down like a river.

"Phew...!"

As the blast ended, her wings were pulled out of the ground with a long sigh.

"I used quite a bit of magical power, but about half has been restored."

In the distance, blobs of magical energy were flowing toward Optima. The magical power that the hybrids possessed was being absorbed by the magical girl.

"Still, there's a long way to go."

Optima smacked her lips in disappointment.
Hybrids were still falling from the gate. The number she had taken down was maybe 20% of the total.
It was a lot, but there were far more to defeat.

"Realistically, they probably won't just stand there and take another hit..."

They weren't stupid; they wouldn't just stare blankly at an incoming Apocalypse Breaker.

"Se-Won. I need your help."

If that was the case, she had no choice but to engage in close combat.
She had faced thousands of enemies alone countless times at The Front Line.
Since she had trained using minimal power, she could handle even more in her current peak condition.
Optima glanced at Kim Se-Won and tensed her legs.

"Got it."

Kim Se-Won nodded without hesitation.
With the burden of the clone, he couldn't fight normally now. But he couldn't pass the clone to Optima either.

His role was to not be a burden to Optima. And to evacuate citizens to a safe place.

Kim Se-Won quickly searched for shelter locations on his communication device. He needed to guide citizens to the nearest place.

"Huh?"

Just then, a dazed voice escaped Optima's lips. She relaxed her stance that had been ready to dash forward and stared blankly at the hybrids.

"That's strange."

Optima couldn't believe what she was seeing. Wondering if she was seeing things wrong or if her eyes were getting blurry, she rubbed them and looked again, but it was the same.

The movement of these hybrids falling from the gate was completely different from what she had seen before.

"What's wrong?"
"Look at that."

At Kim Se-Won's question, Optima pointed at the hybrids.

The hybrids that had fallen from the gate weren't attacking the citizens.
To be precise, they weren't chasing the citizens. They were just loitering around the purple pillar.

"It's almost like... they're guarding that purple pillar."
"Did they appear to protect that? Come to think of it, the timing of the gate opening is suspicious too. It opened right after that pillar extended. I don't understand why gates opened in other places too..."

Kim Se-Won trailed off, harboring another doubt.
The purple pillar, the two gates, and the hybrids wandering near the pillar.

"Why are they guarding it? It's like they're announcing that their target is there."

It would be better for the hybrids to scatter and rampage if they wanted to buy time. Kim Se-Won tilted his head, unable to understand.

"It's simple, isn't it?"

Optima spoke in a heavy voice.

It was simple.
There was no need to overthink it.
There was only one reason why they would act so conspicuously.

"They just need to buy a little time. That's also why they chose quantity over quality for the hybrids."
"Then there's no need to evacuate the citizens. Unless they're incredibly stupid, no one would go near those things."
"Right. It's better to focus on defeating the hybrids now."

That was the conclusion they reached after their confusion.

"Then let's leave her here for a moment."

Kim Se-Won quickly put the clone down on the rooftop.
This was a rooftop. Unless someone came up directly, she wouldn't be noticed, and even with a keen sense of smell, it would be difficult to detect her scent. It was the safest place for the defenseless clone.

"No."

But to his surprise, Optima picked up the clone that Kim Se-Won had put down. He stared at her with wide eyes.

"No matter what, she's still my clone. What if some other man touches her after we leave her here?"

She had already seen the reactions of Wang Zihan and the villains.
She had seen the gleaming eyes of aroused males.
What if someone came to this rooftop? What if it happened to be a man?
The outcome was obvious.
It might seem like she was overreacting, but she didn't want to overlook even the slightest possibility.

"Besides, she's all nicely wrapped up like that."

A healthy man would most likely enjoy her with the wrapping on first, then unwrap and enjoy her again.
As much as she hated Kim Se-Won showing interest in the clone, she wanted him to be the only one to taste her, even if it was just the clone.

"W-wrapping?!"

Kim Se-Won couldn't help but shift his gaze toward the clone at Optima's comment.

"I'll definitely wear it next time. Prepare your compliments in advance for then."

Optima said, pouting her lips.
She had wanted to be the first to show him that look. Even though she had dressed the clone in a maid outfit because there was nothing else to wear, she still felt disappointed.

Kim Se-Won closed his eyes and imagined Optima in a maid outfit. Even in the same clothes, the difference in their chests was obvious, making him want to see it right away.

"Alright. Just... show me somewhere only I can see."

She looked ready to go into battle with the clone on her back if he didn't agree. Kim Se-Won reluctantly agreed and took the clone from Optima.

*This is a bit disappointing.*

But thinking about it, he was also reluctant to give up Eun-Ha. He wanted to see the living, breathing Eun-Ha wearing it, not just the unconscious clone.

But there was a problem here.
From Eun-Ha to Jae-Yu.
From Jae-Yu to Eun-Ha.
It was nice to enjoy two flavors in one body.
On the other hand, since the two had different chest sizes, the clothes wouldn't fit unless they were naked.

*It would be better if Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu could split.*

If the two were separate entities, it wouldn't be an issue. Kim Se-Won expressed regret at this minor inconvenience.

If the two were to separate, it wouldn't be bad to take turns lifting their skirts. Though a bit lewd, he believed both would gladly endure it for him.

"You promise?"
"Yes. Go ahead. I'll protect the clone."

Only after Kim Se-Won's confirmation did Optima's expression soften.
Tat! She then jumped down from the rooftop and headed toward the hybrids.

Ch.409 - Eh? That's Me?
Around the time Optima charged toward the hybrids, about 30 kilometers away from her.

"I see."

Don-Hil observed the purple pillar rising in the distance. Despite being dozens of kilometers away, that ominous magical energy made her skin crawl.

"So that's how it is."

For days, she had traveled the world, deep in thought.
Coming to China was a coincidence.
But it was no coincidence that a man approached her with interest right when she arrived in China.

She couldn't help but chuckle bitterly.

Why had she lost Kim Woo-Jin to her mother?
Why had Dolly suddenly grown and joined the chaos?
Why hadn't she noticed what was happening until things got this bad?
Why?
Had she been relieved?

And why had she fled as soon as she realized what was happening?
Becoming stronger and returning? That was just an excuse.
She should have stood and fought.

After days of contemplation, the answer came from somewhere unexpected.

What she lacked was great power.
Not just magical or physical strength, but mental fortitude as well.

And that power must be sought and claimed by oneself.
Even the strength needed to protect or obtain something must be cultivated personally.
A simple and obvious answer that was difficult to find.

"Kuhuk...! You... you bitch...!"

Don-Hil's mocking smile was directed at the middle-aged man rolling on the ground. A foolish person. A stupid man who fell for The Mute One's sweet lies.
And someone who tried to deceive her and use her as a sacrifice.
Someone who did exactly what this middle-aged man did probably caused that purple pillar to rise.

"Thank you. I think I found my answer because of you. Consider it payment for trying to use me as a sacrifice."

A radiant smile bloomed on Don-Hil's face.

This man had tried to use her to gain power. But he couldn't possibly subdue her with force, nor could he attract her with wealth or masculinity.
All he had was clumsy rhetoric.
Even Don-Hil couldn't be fooled by such things.

"How is it? Isn't it pretty? The blood flowing from your stomach. It smells like a sewer, just like you."

She, who resembled the pure white witch Seo Hye-Ji so closely, wanted to change.
Just as Optima had a Vicious Form, she too wanted to shed her skin and embrace greater power.

After wandering with this desire.
Thanks to this man, Don-Hil discovered how to transform.

"And I'll use this as a sacrifice to make myself stronger. What do you think? Good idea, right?"
"Kugh...!"

The man's complexion had long since turned pale. He had lost too much blood.
Don-Hil didn't care whether he lived or died.

Her attention was solely on the massive egg before her.

The egg contained terribly filthy magical energy condensed within it.

"Haa..."

She exhaled a long, faint sigh.
Her delicate fist unclenched, revealing a small orb inside. An object that had followed her when she left the Floating Garden.

"You wanted me to change, didn't you?"

Don-Hil murmured, looking at the orb.
This wasn't Seo Hye-Ji's doing. This orb was a fragment of a being with power far surpassing even Seo Hye-Ji.
At that moment, a word flowed into her mind.

"Bianca."

This was the name of the one she would contract with.
More precisely, a word with pronunciation very close to its original name.

*Heheheh.*

Don-Hil felt mischievous laughter echoing in her head. Was it an illusion? Perhaps not.
She felt it.
Something connected.
An invisible thread formed between herself and a being far away.
This was proof of a contract.

Don-Hil put the orb in her mouth and swallowed it in one gulp. The orb itself didn't grant tremendous power.
But she could use it to create a vessel.

"I will part ways with who I've been until now."

She felt the heavy sensation of the orb passing down her throat.

"Weakness is a sin."

Gulp—her throat trembled as it completely passed through her esophagus. Once past her throat, the orb vanished as if it had never existed.

"A soft heart is foolishness, and blind faith is the path to destruction."

Don-Hil's hand reached for the egg before her. The seed inside the egg squirmed, sensing hostility.
But it was too late.

"Without relying on others' power."

Grayish mist flowed from her core.
The Artifact of Mist, which amplifies the user's magical energy several times over.

"With only my own strength."

She reached toward the seed. The Mist gathered around her extended hand.

"Everything with my power...!"

Kwak! As she clenched her fist, the mist was absorbed into her body.
Rather than storing the artifact in her core as before,
She deliberately circulated it throughout her body to fully integrate it with herself.

Taking in power that transcended the concept of an artifact with a girl's body was practically suicide.
The artifact knew this, which is why it stored itself in the core.

The Mist of Mugu forcibly moved toward Don-Hil's core. For its master's safety. Because it didn't want to go berserk and disappear.
But Don-Hil rejected this.
She wanted to assimilate with the artifact.

The fusion of a magical girl's body with an artifact.
She instinctively knew indescribable pain would follow.
Nevertheless, Don-Hil didn't stop.
This was a trial to discard her old self and be reborn anew.

"Kuhb!"

Ulk! Blood surged from within. Crack! Crack! Sounds of something tearing and breaking came from inside her.
Her body's magical energy was rioting, rejecting the foreign Mist of Mugu.

"Kuuuh...!"

Even as blood flowed from her mouth, she didn't stop.
She gritted her teeth.
She didn't try to control the rampaging magical energy.
Instead, she squeezed more magic from her core, making it rage even more fiercely!

Her bloodshot eyes stared directly at the seed vibrating in the center of the egg.

Don-Hil took a step forward.
Kwarlung! With a sound like lightning striking, the ground caved in beneath her.
Her body shot forward, poised to pierce through the egg and seed in one go.

"I... can... do this!!"

Woong! The seed's vibrations intensified, sensing danger.
Something approaching.
It recognized that thing as a living being.
The seed began to squirm, taking the form of countless threads, trying to devour the approaching life form.

Kwang! But it was too late. Don-Hil's charge shattered the egg, and she grabbed the seed inside.
Her other hand stretched behind her, her magical energy sealing the hole in the egg.

*You too will become my power,*

Kwak! She squeezed harder, crushing the seed in her grip. The seed desperately resisted, but her hand didn't budge.
Crack! Crack! Unable to withstand her grip, the seed gradually cracked and finally shattered.

All that remained in the egg was the terribly filthy impurity and Don-Hil.
When the seed disappeared, the impurity—the magical energy filthy enough to rot one's body—engulfed Don-Hil.

"Kuluk!"

Don-Hil coughed up blood again, unable to withstand the rampaging magical energy. The impurity mixed with her blood, gradually turning dark red.

She knew who created that impurity.
But it didn't matter.
If it could become her power.
If it could help her be reborn.
She would gladly accept even filth.

*I will be reborn.*

Her red eyes revealed her determination.

It was impossible to exclude Seo Hye-Ji and Dolly.
Their existence was necessary to move the massive organization of Gresorion.
Yet she didn't want to give up on Kim Woo-Jin.

So. What should she do?
Simple.
She would take him for herself.
She would reclaim Kim Woo-Jin.
She would prove that Kim Woo-Jin was hers, so that no other woman would dare approach him.

*Woo-Jin belongs to me!*

Don-Hil curled up her body.
She absorbed the torrent of impurity, the magical energy created by The Mute One, with her entire body.

The magical energy continued to rampage.
The berserk magic destroyed her body, causing blood to spurt from all over.
Absorbing the filthy magic on top of that was too much for her body to handle.
Pain like her brain was about to explode continued to torment her.
Yet she paid no heed.

With eyes full of determination, she shattered the vessel known as the magical girl Don-Hil.

Gradually, the impurity in the transparent egg was absorbed into Don-Hil's body.

When all the impurity had been absorbed into her body.
Paaat— A dark light enveloped her.
The egg containing Don-Hil shattered into pieces, scattering around.

When the light faded,
A girl dressed in black clothing stood there.



* * *



Kuwoong! A vibration like someone striking space itself spread around.

"What is that?!"

Optima, who had approached right up to the hybrids, flinched and looked in the direction of the vibration.
Though buildings obscured her view, she could sense magical energy from far away.

Magical energy so chilling it made her shudder.
Yet also somehow familiar.

[It's Don-Hil!]
"Butterfly?!"

Kim Se-Won's voice came through the communication terminal. If it was him saying this, it must be true.

"Could it be that Butterfly also has a clone like me...?"
[No. Until just now, I could barely sense a faint magical energy, but that energy has grown stronger. I've never sensed anything that seemed like Don-Hil's clone.]
"Then, that means..."

Optima was confused.
Could it be that, unlike herself, Don-Hil had become a sacrifice?
Her heart sank.

-Kraaaaaaah!

While she was staring blankly in the direction of the vibration, a hybrid lunged at her.
Ppeok! She swung her arm without even looking at the hybrid. The hybrid's head was smashed by Optima's strike.

[Focus! Now is not the time to worry about Don-Hil! Your clone was sacrificed over there! We need to deal with that first!]
"...Understood."

He was right.
She needed to kill all the hybrids and then check what was happening beyond that purple pillar.

"Aleph... was it?"

Optima suddenly recalled the hybrid she had faced before.
The Muk-Si-Ja's Servant. The first hybrid to appear. Why was she thinking of this now? There was no reason for it to come to mind, yet seeing that purple pillar made her think of Aleph.

*The gate that appeared simultaneously with the purple pillar. Hybrids. My clone... Could it be?*

Optima's eyes widened.
Though it was just speculation without any evidence, her instinct told her that one of The Mute One's servants was inside that pillar.

*It didn't disappear. Its magical energy changed. As if it mixed with another being. It became completely different magic, so the tracking device lost the clone.*

Moreover, Kim Se-Won's testimony supported Optima's thoughts.

"China, America, Russia... and Japan, was it?"

That pillar shooting high into the sky was a kind of signal flare.
And the number of gates would equal the number of servants to be reborn!

"Aleph, Beth, Gimel, Daleth. And finally, He."

Was it coincidence? Or was she just forcing connections?
Either way, even the number of servants and gates matched. One in each country.
For some reason, two gates in China.

"And one servant that was supposed to be born in China failed... It seems too convenient, but I think I'm right."

Optima nodded.
If that was another servant The Mute One was preparing, it had to be eliminated.

Ppagak! She kicked away another approaching hybrid.
Grotesque hybrids were everywhere she looked.

"It's going to take some time to get over there."

That was the problem.
With these annoying hybrids swarming everywhere, she couldn't easily approach.
Yet they weren't exactly weak either.

Woowoong!

"?!"

Just then, Optima heard a vibration behind her. She quickly turned around and saw space trembling slightly.

Hwaak! Space tore open and a portal appeared.

"Talk about perfect timing...!"

Optima's face brightened.

"Stellarlis affiliated heroes, 53 members. Warp completed safely."

The man at the front of the heroes reported to Optima.

Dozens of heroes emerging from the portal. This was proof that Optima's earlier request for support had been properly received.

"Who are you all!"

That wasn't all. In the distance, a group of heroes was running urgently toward them. These were Chinese heroes.
Though they appeared late, they were all drenched in sweat, suggesting they had sprinted a considerable distance.

"We'll explain. I speak some Chinese."
"Please do."

The man at the front beat his chest confidently with a reassuring smile. Optima was glad not to waste any more time.

But she couldn't just leave like this.
Optima focused on the seal inside her core.

*Is it because I've overused it so many times...? It feels a bit looser.*

It might just be her imagination. A seal created by none other than Morris couldn't possibly loosen.
Emitting a bright light, Optima transformed into Virginia.

Following this, a brilliant light panel appeared and rapidly expanded.
The reinforcements and Chinese heroes might be uncertain alone, but with the sanctuary, they could certainly fulfill their roles.

"Then, I'll go ahead."

Virginia changed back to Optima and kicked off the ground.



* * *



She ignored the swarming hybrids as much as possible. She even used their heads as stepping stones to advance toward the purple pillar.

"The pillar is gradually disappearing."

Around the time a massive wall appeared at the edge of her vision, Optima witnessed the pillar that had reached the sky vanishing.
With an urgent heart, she whipped her legs forward.

When she arrived at the location.

"Oh my."
"!!!!"

Eun-Ha was there.
No. To be precise, it was a clone.

"It's been a while, hasn't it? Us."

Pale white skin with dull blonde hair that had lost its luster.
The thin, fluttering tail ended in a heart shape.
Bat wings protruding from below her waist.
And finally.
Horns on her head.

She was both similar to and different from herself in many ways.
Her appearance. Her aura. The magical energy emanating from her.
Many aspects were different.
Optima felt as if this being was a succubus wearing her own skin.

The all-too-familiar face greeted Optima with a seductive smile.

Ch.410 - Aleph
What is that?
Only this one thought crossed Optima's mind.
A being that appeared using her clone as a sacrifice.
No matter how you looked at it, it wasn't human.
Not a hybrid, nor a monster.

Yet.
It knew her.

"Who exactly are you?"
"Ah, right. You wouldn't recognize me in this form."

The succubus chuckled. Though it was just laughter, Optima felt herself being drawn into the creature's presence.

Optima gritted her teeth and gathered her wits.

Why would something go so far as to use her clone as a sacrifice to be born? And why take the form of a monster symbolizing lust?
It was all incomprehensible.

"I'll tell you."
"!!"

Optima's eyes widened.
In an instant. A single step.
In the blink of an eye, the distance between them closed.
Her own face appeared right before her eyes.
It was like looking in a mirror.

"Does the name Aleph ring a bell?"

A thick, sweet scent wafted toward her. A demonic fragrance that attracted not just reason but all living beings.

She clenched her fist.
Bang! The punch she instinctively threw was easily blocked by Aleph's palm.

"A-Aleph, you say?"

She knew.
Aleph.
One of the Muk-Si-Ja's Servants.
And also a servant she had defeated.

"This is fate. Who would have thought I'd be reborn in the body of the woman who killed me."

Aleph kept chuckling as if pleased. Her eyes gleamed ominously.
Those eyes filled with ecstasy seemed to pierce through Optima.

"And to find an opportunity for revenge right after being reborn. Wouldn't you call that fate?"

Optima stepped back before Aleph finished speaking.
Her entire body shuddered.
She was certain she would have died if she hadn't moved away immediately.

"Was that too obvious?"

Aleph tilted her head regretfully and smiled with her eyes.
The magical energy swirling in her right hand disappeared. If Optima had been even a second late, she would have had a large hole in her side.

"A magical girl's body really is something. I can feel it without even testing—no matter how much power I use, the body recovers quickly. What an unfair body. You don't even need to hide inside thick armor."
"What?"
"My previous self was in an imbalanced state between power and body. Well, some beings shed their skin when their bodies mature enough to handle the power, but we weren't quite there yet."

The words "magical girl" came from Aleph's mouth.
There was no reason to be surprised. The Mute One seemed to know something about magical girls, so it wasn't strange that his servant would know too.

*Surely... no.*

Still. She couldn't possibly use magic.
Not because she was a magical girl, but because magic could only be used when a Transcendent imparted the knowledge.
Probably Don-Hil had received magic from Bianca without even knowing it.

Shaking off her unease, Optima quickly shook her head and watched Aleph's movements.

"So, with gratitude for this fate."

However.
Watching didn't mean she could follow the movements.
Aleph's fist aimed for her solar plexus.

"I'll burn this country to the ground...!"
"Ugh...!"

Bang! Optima groaned at the impact she felt in her arm. She had blocked it with enhanced strength, but the shock felt like it would crush her bones.

"Of course, crushing you comes first."

"Hehe," Aleph laughed with a voice identical to Eun-Ha's. There was no sincerity visible in her movements.
Despite her talk of revenge, she showed no killing intent. Rather, she exuded only composure.

It meant there was an overwhelming gap between them.
Optima glared at Aleph while shaking off her tingling arm.

"Haaah—phew."

After taking a deep breath, she assessed the situation.
Even in Vicious Form, she was no match. Would Overdrive make a difference?

*It won't work.*

The answer came immediately.
Even if they became evenly matched, once Aleph got serious, the gap would widen again.

That meant a quick resolution.
She had no choice but to face her with full power from the start.

"Revenge? For someone so eager for revenge, aren't you too relaxed?"
"But it's true, isn't it? The gap between us is so wide I don't need to get worked up."
"You seem too confident."
"Aren't you the one putting on airs? Ah, yes. That male who clings to you..."

Suddenly Aleph's appearance changed.
From her lustful form to a naked girl.
That is, without horns or wings—Eun-Ha's exact appearance.

"What would happen if I took him? Making him thrust his hips disgustingly in front of you while you're devastated."

Her delicate fingers danced in the air. Graceful yet seductive. Simultaneously conjuring the image of Kim Se-Won in a lewd state.

"What...?"

Crack! The sound of something breaking was heard.
Optima barely held onto her sanity that felt like it might fly away.

*What was that sound?*

On the verge of being consumed by rage, Optima examined her body. Nothing was wrong.
Nor was there any change in her surroundings.

"You know, males are simple creatures. If I tell him he can explore this body all he wants, wouldn't he come running? Don't you think? Even with such lacking volume, a lustful body should be enough."

Whoosh! Wings of dark red light extended from Optima's back.
Conscious of the seal, Optima summoned the Heavenly Scale.

"...There are things you can say, and things you can't."

Kim Se-Won would never look at another woman.
But.
What if that "other woman" looked exactly like her? Not just similar, but Eun-Ha herself?
And if she emitted a stronger demonic aura than herself?

Anxiety colored her heart. Maddening jealousy burned in her head.

"Oh my."

Bang!
The moment Aleph blinked, Optima was right in front of her.
Overdrive – Fanaticism.
She closed the distance in an instant, emitting fierce magical energy.

"Since you've been reborn, die again!"

Boom! Her fist, imbued with corruption magic, struck out. Aleph's body flew backward.
With a thud, a huge cloud of dust covered Aleph.

"As expected. You're anxious?"

Yet Aleph's voice remained unchanged.
Not a bit of damage. Aleph simply dusted off her palms casually as she walked out.

"As I thought. Not even close."

Optima's voice was filled with certainty despite her frustration.
Overdrive alone wasn't enough.
More.
She needed more power.
Power strong enough to beat the enemy (herself) to death.

She focused on the seal in her core. The seal, taking the form of chains, creaked briefly before spitting out the artifact, the Heavenly Scale.

"Give me the power to tear her apart...!"

She grasped the Heavenly Scale that protruded from her chest.
She didn't mention the price she would have to pay.
She would pay anything if it meant killing the being before her.

Flash! The Heavenly Scale emitted a dazzling light in response to her intense will. It even trembled as if shaking with fear.

"Spread, my domain."
"...!"

Black mist spread from Optima's body. The air flipped, and everywhere the mist touched turned black.
Only then did Aleph discard her composure and tense up.
Memories of her own devastating defeat flashed back, making her body instinctively shrink.

*That's dangerous.*

The surrounding magical energy settled heavily. Strength drained from her body instantly. Not only that, but fear etched deep in her soul showed its face.

A power that corrupted space itself. Domain.
Even experiencing it again, it was an absurd power.

"Yes...! That's it! That makes revenge worthwhile!"

The fear choking her breath awakened her brain. Despite her trembling body, Aleph's mouth stretched into a grin.
This was beyond fear—it was ecstasy.
This was what she had hoped for.

Because it proved she was far superior to Optima!
Because she could crush Optima in that state!

Horns and wings sprouted from Aleph's body. Her tail, which had been hidden, reappeared, returning her to her initial form.

"Do you think I've been waiting to be reborn? No way! I've been waiting for the day of revenge, replaying our battle hundreds, thousands of times! Your actions, power, habits. Everything I've seen! And everything others have seen too!"

Boom! As if resisting the domain, Aleph's magical energy surged. Her intense power began pushing back the space consumed by the domain.

"I've lived only for this day."

No more words were necessary.
The distance between the two girls instantly converged to zero. Crack! Crack! As their fists collided, the surrounding space screamed.

The same fist.
The advantage she clearly had.

"Ugh?!"

But it was Optima who was pushed back.
With the sensation of her fist being crushed, her body was thrown backward.

Drip. Drip. Blood fell to the floor. Looking at her fist that had collided, it was damaged beyond recognition.
The same was true for Aleph. Her hand was also damaged like Optima's.

*If the right hand doesn't work, use the left!*

Bang! The air exploded. The distance between the two girls closed again.
She put strength into her fist and struck. With the sound of air being cut, the two fists met again.

Boom! A sound that didn't seem possible from fists colliding.
And Optima's eyes widened.

Squelch! Along with the collision of fists, a sharp sensation was felt in her stomach.
The sharp sensation quickly turned into a burning pain.
Looking down, she saw a heart-shaped tail piercing her stomach. The deeply embedded tail rotated once, tearing through her organs.

"Ugh...!"

There was no time to grimace in pain. Aleph's right hand, already recovered, aimed for her face. Thwack! She kicked the arm with her foot, breaking the bone.
She brought down her raised leg on the dangling arm.

Each movement was a fatal blow.

"As expected."

However.

"I'm stronger, aren't I?"

The one with composure was Aleph.

"Magic that corrodes the surroundings can be pushed back with magic. I can move well enough."

Composure returned to Aleph's face.

"This uses quite a bit of magic, but pure physical ability is enough to deal with you."

In other words, she hadn't even channeled magic into her physical abilities yet.

"But giving you hope like this doesn't suit my temperament... now I'll show you my true self."

Yes.
This was as far as she would show composure.

"Despair. It would be good to see you begging pathetically for your life."

She would clearly demonstrate the power of her reborn self.
She would engrave in her eyes the face of despair upon witnessing the overwhelming gap.

Whoosh! Heavy magical energy spread from Aleph's entire body.
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Kim Se-Won rushed out.

*I know I shouldn't do this.*

Even knowing he would interfere with Optima, Kim Se-Won ran. From what he heard through the communication terminal, Optima was being overwhelmingly pushed back.

*Still. I have to help.*

He knew that at this rate, Optima would be helplessly defeated. That's how powerful Aleph's strength was.

He had no intention of barging in recklessly. Simply joining the battle would make him nothing but a burden.
So.

*If I can buy even a moment of time. There's a chance.*

If he threw himself in at a truly critical moment, perhaps he could create even the smallest possibility.
That's what Kim Se-Won thought.



* * *



Optima stared blankly at the girl before him.
The quality of magical power emanating from Aleph's body had changed.
It was so ominous that just looking at it made his head ring alarm bells.
The concept of death stood behind Aleph. No, Aleph herself was his death.

"Let's see what you've got!"

He gritted his teeth.
Clenching his fists, he faced his fear.
Glaring at Aleph, who was emitting equally ferocious magical power, he released even more of his own.

"Heavenly Scales!"

This alone wasn't enough.
He borrowed the power of the Heavenly Scales again.
Crack! Crack! Something inside was breaking, but he ignored it.
He didn't even consider what the cost might be. At this rate, truly, a nation would be erased from the world along with the hybrid outside.
As proof, the corpse of Wang Zihan, who had died at some unknown time, was sprawled in the corner of his vision.

Boom! Fist collided with fist. Space trembled heavily. However, this time both fists remained intact.

"Is that all you've got?"

Aleph's wings stretched backward, then extended.
They resembled Optima's wings.
The connected fists became even heavier.

"Hup!"

Realizing the difference in strength, Optima deliberately relaxed his arm.
Seeing Aleph's body lunge forward, he turned sideways.
A fist barely grazing his cheek. He immediately raised his leg.
His target was Aleph's chin. If she had a form identical to humans, a glancing blow to the chin would be effective!

"Hmph. Too slow."

Aleph's free hand grabbed his ankle. A sinister smile briefly appeared.
Crunch! Just as the delicate hand was about to crush his ankle.

"Ugh?!"

Smack! Aleph's head snapped to the side.

"Do you only have one leg or something?"

If one leg was caught, he could simply use the other. Freed, Optima immediately performed a breakfall and bounced back up.

*She seems full of determination, but lacks actual experience.*

If strength wasn't enough, he could compensate with technique and experience.
He hadn't fought many powerful opponents, but his training at The Front Line for such situations was paying off.

He showered magic bullets toward Aleph, who was struggling to regain balance. Dozens of palm-sized magic bullets carrying transmutation magic flew toward her.
Boom! The haphazardly fired magic bullets exploded around Aleph, raising a thick cloud of dust.

Would this be enough? Of course not.
Optima continued firing more magic bullets, making the dust cloud even thicker.
Just a couple more hits would be a significant achievement.

"......"

He finally stopped after firing a total of 351 magic bullets.
Gulp, he swallowed. That wouldn't be enough to take her down. He needed to prepare a follow-up attack.

Optima watched the thick dust while casting a shadow stealth spell. He intended to enter the shadows and target Aleph's back.

Just as Optima's form was about to sink into the shadows, whoosh! A small shadow pierced through the dust and charged.

"Ugh...!?"

An irresistible force forcibly pulled Optima out of the shadow. No, it would be more accurate to say he was thrown out.

"You used to be so frightening. Now you look like you're just using cheap tricks."

As the dust cleared, Aleph's figure was revealed. Apart from some swelling on parts of her skin, she was unharmed.
She was extending her hand toward Optima.
She had shot pure magical power like a bullet, pushing Optima back.

"Yes. So this is how magic should be handled."

Aleph waved her hand. Shadows extended like claws, attacking from below.
Clang! Transmutation magic blocked it in a split second. Optima used the barrier created by his transmutation magic as a foothold to regain his posture.

*Sacred territory, domain, and even artifacts. I'm using everything at my disposal, yet barely reacting is the best I can do.*

The situation was extremely dire.
Moreover, Aleph was growing stronger even during the battle.
Optima swallowed his anxiety and jumped down from the foothold, landing on the ground.

*Is it impossible for me? No. Don't think useless thoughts.*

For a moment, weak thoughts invaded his mind. He desperately shook his head in denial.
Weak thoughts meant defeat.
Even if it seemed impossible, he had to make it possible.

*How much time is left until the enhancement is complete?*

The only thing he needed to focus on was the enhancement time of the artifact. Keeping this in mind, Optima kicked off the ground.

Clang! Transmutation magic and pure magical power collided. Sharp and heavy vibrations shook the space. Optima's domain grew even more intense.
Technique. And magic.
These were the only two areas where Optima had an advantage.
He had to use them.

Tap! After one collision, Optima disappeared.

"Hmm."

Swift movements with no footsteps. Trying to follow such erratic movements was enough to make one's eyes and head ache.

Nevertheless, Aleph's gaze moved here and there. She was tracking all of Optima's movements.
Judging by the brief shadows forming under Optima's feet, it seemed to be an application of his earlier attempt to hide.

*If I couldn't track him with my eyes, it would be dangerous, but...*

Slash! Aleph finally caught up with Optima. The difference in specs between the two girls was significant.

Aleph threw a punch.
Her target was his heart. Destroying the core in one blow would solve everything.

Whoosh! Aleph's fist cut through empty air.
Her eyes widened.
He was definitely there just now.
She felt nothing in her grasp.

"Where are you looking?"

Why was Optima's voice coming from behind her?
Thud! Her vision tumbled. Then a black shadow approached her field of view.

"Kuh!"

It was Optima's knee. The solid knee struck her philtrum, sending Aleph's head shooting upward.

*I'm dizzy!*

It all happened in less than a second.
From top to bottom.
From bottom to top.
The movement that defied the flow disoriented Aleph's brain.

But Aleph didn't just stand there.

"Ugh!"

She predicted Optima's position based on where she was hit.
Slash! With a sharp sound of air being cut, blood splattered. Aleph's tail had sliced across Optima's abdomen.

In response, Optima threw a punch.
In a situation where the difference in pure specs was extreme, he couldn't miss the momentary opening Aleph showed.

"I won't fall for the same trick twice."

Bulging eyes turned toward Optima. The fist that came close to her face bounced off a barrier formed of magical power.
Splash! Magical power surged from the ground.

"Ugh, aagh!"

The magic sliced Optima's abdomen again and cut up his arm as well.

"You've lost! Go to hell and cry out my name! I'll make that male cry in front of your corpse too!"

Smack! Aleph's palm struck Optima's cheek.
Aleph's legs.
Arms.
Fists.
Violence using every means brutally battered Optima.

"Yes! That sounds good! I'll become the real you! Your name! Your position! Your boyfriend! All your acquaintances! I'll steal them all...!"

A barrage that left no room for counterattack. Aleph recalled the day she had been mercilessly beaten.
Optima, who had been so strong then, was now helplessly being beaten by her.
Yes.
Wouldn't the best revenge be to steal Optima's very existence?
Unable to contain her joy, her voice unconsciously rose.
Ecstasy excited her brain to the point of numbness.

"So, this is the end! Fake!"

Whoosh! A massive amount of magical power flew toward Optima.
Not a point or a line, but a huge plane.
An area impossible to dodge was about to engulf Optima.

*Is this... the end?*

In her fading consciousness, Optima saw the approaching mass of magical power.
She couldn't dodge it.
She couldn't block it.
She had encountered a situation she absolutely couldn't handle.

That's when it happened.

"No!"

A familiar voice penetrated Optima's ears. Her eyes snapped open.

"Hiiik?! Hiiing...!"

The approaching magical power suddenly stopped.
Not only that, but Aleph suddenly let out a moan and twisted her body.

"Wh-what. Nng, nngh...! N-no...! Don't...!"

Crack! Optima felt something bubbling up from within her chest.
She knew why Aleph was reacting like this. She knew what unseen thing was doing something indecent to Aleph.

Even if it was for her sake.
Even if there was no other way to overcome this crisis.
Even if she understood this intellectually.
It meant nothing to Optima, whose jealousy had reached its limit.

*Because I'm weak.*

What was the fundamental cause?

Was it because Kim Se-Won knew all her weaknesses?
No.

Was it because Kim Se-Won was a beast who couldn't control himself around "Eun-Ha" or "Jae-Yu"?
That wasn't it either.

It was because she was weak that this situation had unfolded.
Optima hated her weak self to death.

Kim Se-Won probably didn't want to do this either.
He would have known better than anyone that this action would provoke Optima's anger.
And for good reason. He had always experienced it firsthand.

Despite knowing this better than anyone, the reason he had no choice but to do it was.
Because Optima was weaker than Aleph.

This was the only reason.

Crack!

Optima felt like her head would explode from indescribable anger and jealousy.

Crack!

"Optima!"

She clenched both hands tightly. Kim Se-Won had approached nearby. Despite Aleph having a huge opening, she couldn't take any action.

Crack-!

Because she hated her weak self.
Because she only spouted boastful words but couldn't land a proper blow.
Because she hated this situation where Kim Se-Won was doing something indecent to Aleph instead of her.
She simply couldn't bear it.

"Optima alone isn't enough."

Even with Virginia, the result would be the same.
Both were needed.

Pop! The Heavenly Scales emerged from Optima's chest. Optima gripped it as if to crush it and forcefully injected an intense wish.

*The power to tear that despicable woman to shreds! A body that can use both Virginia and Optima, my divided powers!*

Knowing that the reason her power was split in two was also because of her weakness, she forced her will.
Even if just for a moment.
If she could use both powers.
She could kill the detestable woman before her with her own hands!

Kiiiiing-!
At that moment.
As if responding to Optima's hope, the Heavenly Scales emitted a dazzling light.

"Ah!"

Kim Se-Won, who had rushed in worried about Optima, covered his eyes with both hands at the sudden light.
Thud! The clone riding on Kim Se-Won's back tumbled to the floor.

*More!*
*More!*
*So I can use both powers!*

Crack! Crack! Crack!

The more power the Heavenly Scales transferred, the more Optima's desire swelled.
Optima knew no satisfaction.
Greater power.
She was already craving the power she would gain upon awakening.

As a result.
Crash-! The Heavenly Scales, used excessively, shattered.
And the restraints inside Optima.
And Optima's own body, unable to withstand the enormous power.
Everything broke apart.

"Haa... haa... haaa...."

As the Heavenly Scales disappeared, the light gradually began to fade.

"Good. That's good. Now...!"

Just as she was about to steel her resolve while catching her breath.

"Huh?"

She noticed something strange.
Her voice was echoing.
As if she had two mouths. Two voices were flowing out.

*Did Aleph approach in the meantime?*

No.
Aleph still seemed unable to regain her sight, her eyes tightly shut in front of her.

"Then..."

Again, two voices flowed out.
Similar but different. The same person's voice.
She turned her head toward the direction of the voice.

"!!!!"

Both people's eyes widened.
For good reason.
Virginia (Optima) was standing right in front of her.

Optima's intense wish.
Grinding the artifact completely and a wish so intense her body was crumbling.

Thanks to that, a magical girl who was both two and one was born.

*My wish came true...?*

It wasn't a dream. It was reality.
Kim Se-Won, witnessing his girlfriend multiply before his eyes, couldn't decide whether to be happy or confused.
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Silence fell.
The artifact's disappearance.
The magical girl's multiplication.
Two identical faces. Two identical beings. Who wouldn't be confused by such a bizarre situation?
At the very least, Kim Se-Won and Aleph were completely bewildered.

"Huh?"

Slap. The girls' palms gently caressed each other's cheeks. The chewy yet soft skin was something they couldn't get enough of touching.

The hands that touched each other's cheeks moved downward simultaneously, as if choreographed.
Cheeks, jawline, neck, shoulders, collarbone.
Eventually reaching the chest.

"...Ugh."
"Hmph."

Their reactions diverged when they felt each other's differently sized chests.
Virginia, with a displeased expression, resentfully fondled Optima's chest.
Soft and supple. And definitely larger than her own.
It should be her own chest, so why did she feel this sense of defeat?

Either way, she never imagined there would come a day when she'd directly see herself like this, beyond just a mirror reflection.

*My magical power has increased.*

That wasn't all.
Not only had her body split in two, but her inherent power had been amplified as well.
Enhanced physical abilities, magical capacity, output—overall, her power had strengthened.
Additionally, the magical power she had used up more than halfway had completely recovered, likely due to her body being reconstructed while borrowing power from the artifact.

After a moment of touching each other's chests and recognizing their changes, the two girls suddenly turned their heads.

"Who do you like better?"

They spoke simultaneously.
Their gazes naturally fell on Kim Se-Won, the boy who was the cause of their split.

"...M-me?!"

Kim Se-Won, who had been blankly watching the scene, pointed at himself in shock.
He suddenly found himself in an impossible situation.
It was like being asked whether he preferred mom or dad.

Being asked to choose between two identical people with different appearances—to rank them.

*No matter which one I choose, it's a minefield.*

Kim Se-Won felt cold sweat pouring down his back.
If he chose Virginia, Optima would be hurt.
If he chose Optima, Virginia would be hurt.
Would it end with just hurt feelings? He could confidently say no.

If they had been completely different people, it might have been manageable, but since they were the same person split in two, he couldn't possibly choose either one.

"Choose."
"Who is it?"

Kim Se-Won was instantly backed into a corner.
Now the cold sweat was flowing like a waterfall.

"W-w-who should I choose~?"

His finger trembled as he raised it, hovering between the two girls. He was careful not to accidentally point at Aleph.

This was an impossible dilemma.
Choosing either one meant incurring the jealousy of the other.

*T-this is strange? Is this what I wanted?*

What would happen if he chose Virginia?
Optima would surely cry foul and add to his already substantial demerits.
Plus, Virginia herself could assign penalties, so who knew what would happen to him.
The same applied in reverse.

He couldn't choose either one.

But what if he chose both?
Or neither?
The thought alone gave him goosebumps.
The phrase "total disaster" must have been invented for situations like this.

Unable to choose either side, Kim Se-Won looked at Aleph, silently begging for help.

"W-what?"

Aleph, who had been watching the three with a blank expression, pointed at himself with a look of disbelief.
Snap! Virginia and Optima both turned around to look at Aleph.

"I see."
"So you prefer a different flavor rather than what you've been tasting all along?"

Of course, the two girls hadn't missed his glance. Virginia and Optima narrowed their eyes and glared at Kim Se-Won.

"5 demerit points."
"Plus 5 more."

Kim Se-Won felt his breath catch.
5 demerit points? And with two people, it doubled.
Was this really the best choice? At least it wasn't the worst, but it certainly wasn't good.

"T-twelve demerit points...?"
"It's fourteen, actually."

The two girls answered simultaneously.
Even getting 1 point had been stressful enough, but now with points accumulating so quickly, he trembled just thinking about what might happen next.

"I-I'll just collect my clone and get out of here! Yeah!"

Rather than risk saying something that would earn more demerits, it seemed better to quietly slip away. Kim Se-Won shifted his gaze to the ground to retrieve the clone he had dropped earlier.

"...Um, w-where's my clone...?"

But it wasn't there.
No matter where he looked, the clone was nowhere to be found.
He looked around thoroughly, wondering if it had somehow gained sentience, but still nothing.

The clone had vanished without a trace!

"Se-Won."

Just then, Virginia grabbed Kim Se-Won's hand with a sweet smile.

"It's right here."
"Right here...?"

Virginia gently placed Kim Se-Won's hand on her chest. He could feel the softness through the fabric.

"And here too."
"Here too?"

His other hand was somehow already on Optima's chest. Her chest had more volume than Virginia's.

The two girls smiled brightly while giving Kim Se-Won uncomfortable stares.

"Do you two even know what you're doing?"

Just then, a bubbling voice came from behind the two. It was Aleph's angry voice.
This was ridiculous.
In an instant, he had become a third wheel.

Just moments ago, he had been pressuring Optima for revenge, asserting his presence.
He had been overwhelming Optima with his superior power!

In the blink of an eye, he had become nothing more than a bystander.

Ominous magical energy surrounded Aleph's entire body. This energy, much denser than what he had shown before, evoked thoughts of death in those who saw it.

"..."

However, Virginia and Optima showed no particular reaction.
They simply stared at Aleph without fear or tension.
A clearly different response from before.

The two girls looked at each other simultaneously.
They glanced furtively at Kim Se-Won behind them and raised the corners of their mouths into smiles.

"In that case."
"We'll go all out too."

Whoosh! Wings extended from behind the two girls again.
Snow-white wings and dark red wings undulated behind them.
Following that, intense magical energy enveloped the two girls.

Flash! Virginia's sacred territory unfolded once more. The sacred territory used in the Vicious Form, Overdrive state emitted an even more brilliant light.
Then Optima's domain quickly took control of the surroundings.
That wasn't all. Their individual physical enhancements combined with Virginia's enhancement magic.

1+1 magical girls, Virginia and Optima.
A power incomparable to when Optima was alone.
This was certainly not 2, the result of 1+1.

The two girls' figures instantly approached Aleph's face.
Each individual's power was clearly weaker than Aleph's.
But.

"Ugh?!"

The simultaneous strikes from both sides left no room for defense.
Aleph had no choice but to be helplessly pummeled by the barrage of attacks that began before he could even react.

Virginia's fist targeted the chest, Optima's fist targeted the back.

"Gack!"

Aleph's body shook violently.
The impact felt at exactly the same point from opposite sides created a sensation as if his chest had been pierced through.
Because the two impacts met and shook his insides.

The chest was just the beginning.
Neck.
Lower abdomen.
Lower abdomen.
Solar plexus.
Lower abdomen.
Chest.
Lower abdomen!

"Urgh, ack! Kek!"

Not from one side, but from both. Impacts from different directions targeting exactly the same points delivered tremendous damage to Aleph's delicate body.
The lower abdomen, which took an especially concentrated beating, suffered a ruptured uterus as a result.

"Argh, ah...!"

The strength drained from her legs. She simply couldn't stand anymore.

"Haa!"

The two girls delivered their final blow.
Thwack! As fists buried themselves on both sides of her temples, a sensation like her head might explode reverberated through her skull.

"Ouch..."

Kim Se-Won, watching this, instinctively squeezed his eyes shut. Even knowing it wasn't real, seeing Eun-Ha's face contorted in such misery was a sight too difficult to witness.
It was especially so because Virginia and Optima were the ones creating this scene.

It made Aleph seem like the victim and the two like villains.

*Good thing I didn't help them.*

He had briefly considered supporting the two as he had done earlier, but he feared the consequences might fall on him.

Perhaps because she was originally a hybrid, Aleph's endurance was beyond imagination. Despite taking countless brutal attacks, Aleph was still alive.

"Grrrrrr!"

Aleph's figure sank down and rolled across the floor. It looked pathetic, but it was the only way to survive.

Thump! When she stood up, she was covered in blood.
Her nose and cheekbones had collapsed, and due to the corruption magic, her healing was slow, leaving her body covered in bruises.

"Y-you'll pay for this!"

With tears streaming down her face, she evoked a sense of pity with her appearance.
Aleph quickly created a fog and escaped.

"...Tch!"

Having lost Aleph in an instant, the two girls clicked their tongues simultaneously. By the time the fog cleared and they spotted Aleph, she was already just a dot in the distance, impossible to catch.

"...Sigh."

With no other choice, Virginia and Optima lowered their heads, let out long sighs, and met each other's gaze.

*Now is the time.*
*For revenge.*

"Ugh."

Thud! The two girls collapsed simultaneously.

"Haa... Haa...!"

They trembled, breathing heavily.
An alarming amount of sweat flowed as heat radiated from their bodies.

"Are you okay?!"

Kim Se-Won rushed over at the sudden change. He recognized these symptoms from seeing them several times before.

*They fought so hard and even split, so they must be running out of magical power!*

The phenomenon that occurs when magical girls run low on magic! Kim Se-Won hurriedly tried to support the two girls with both arms.

Woong! Just then, space trembled. A portal opened with fine vibrations.

"Don't force it. You're just one person."

A girl emerged from the portal.
With an ice-cold face and dressed in black attire, it was Don-Hil.
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"Is that really Don-Hil?"

Kim Se-Won stared at the girl before him with a dumbfounded expression.
Her flawless, smooth skin contrasted with her red eyes. Her snow-white hair, which looked as if it had been dusted with snow, was just as he remembered.
But her clothing and overall aura were completely different.

First, there was more skin showing.
Meaning the style of her clothing had changed.
And while white had been her main color before, now she was dressed in complete black.
Even the magical energy she subtly emitted seemed of higher quality, suggesting she had shed a layer of restraint.

"Yes, it's me. So I'll take one of them. You're heading back to Stellarlis anyway, right? Surely you don't plan to carry both of them in that awkward position?"
"No, but..."
"Then are you going to suspend Eun-Ha in mid-air with your telekinesis? Or tuck her under your arm like baggage?"
"..."

She had a point. The former option would be uncomfortable for both girls, even if they wouldn't complain. The latter would likely earn their displeasure.

Kim Se-Won glanced at the two girls in his arms.
They weren't in good condition. Having used most of their magical energy in a short time, they would be in heat.
Actually, their discomfort was the more pressing issue. Moving them in an awkward position when they were in poor condition was out of the question.

*Though they seem to be giving off less of that provocative scent than before.*

A hint of doubt crossed his mind, but he shook it off. The priority now was getting them to safety.

The best option would be to quickly reach a place where the three of them could be alone, but that would be impossible without Don-Hil's help.

*The keycard Moris gave me only works in Korea. With Don-Hil's help, we might get there quickly.*

In that sense, Don-Hil's sudden appearance was an unexpected stroke of luck.

Meanwhile, Virginia and Optima wore serious expressions as they listened to Don-Hil and Kim Se-Won's conversation. Their eyes met briefly.

*Who's going to go?*

Who would go with Don-Hil?
Having already started pretending to be low on magical energy, they couldn't just cling to Kim Se-Won and whine to be taken along.
One of them would have to separate.

Virginia and Optima began playing rock-paper-scissors in a blind spot where Don-Hil and Kim Se-Won couldn't see.
Perhaps because they were the same person, they tied dozens of times.

"Alright. I'm counting on you."

Kim Se-Won, unaware of what was happening in his arms, made his request to Don-Hil.
The question was which one to send with Don-Hil.

*I should think about—huh?*

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to seriously consider the matter, Virginia painfully raised her head. Breathing heavily as if she might pounce on Kim Se-Won at any moment, she pointed at herself.

"Then... Stellarlis... Right. I heard Eun-Ha has a room there, so I'll go there."
"How do you know that place?"
"...You might not know this, but we're friends too."

A sharp, jealous glance was directed at Kim Se-Won. Despite being enemies, the two had been quite close during their academy days.
When Don-Hil left the academy, Eun-Ha was the only one who gave her a letter.

"We keep in touch occasionally, even if not often. You playboy."
"Me, a playboy?!"
"Going after two women at once—that's the mindset of a beast."
"But they're both Eun-Ha!"
"I know. I was joking."

Don-Hil took Virginia in her arms and gently smiled as she opened a portal.
The destination was White Base, Stellarlis's headquarters.



* * *



Eun-Ha's room inside White Base.
After just a few steps through the portal, Kim Se-Won and Don-Hil arrived in a well-organized room and carefully placed the two girls on the bed.

"Good thing the bed is wide enough."
"Indeed."

While casually remarking that it seemed designed just for inviting him, Kim Se-Won pressed his brow, feeling the delayed onset of fatigue.

"Well now. This is perfect timing."

A familiar voice came from behind them.
Startled, they turned around to find Moris, the Transcendent who looked like a young boy.

"What an eventful time. To think someone would create a clone using my contractor."
"I thought you couldn't keep an eye on overseas matters?"
"That's correct. However, if I use something other than my power, watching in real-time isn't much of an issue. Though private spaces like homes and basements are still off-limits."

Moris snapped his fingers with obvious disappointment, and luxurious chairs appeared behind Kim Se-Won and Don-Hil.

"Please, sit down. I'm quite curious about what happened in China."

With a smile, Moris seated them both and snapped his fingers again.

"My contractor has somehow become two people—that's what I'm most curious about. You may get up now. I've temporarily suspended your magical energy deficiency symptoms."

Moris's words were a complete lie. He had merely guessed why the two were pretending to be in pain.

"Uh..."
"Really?"

Virginia and Optima glanced at each other briefly before simultaneously sitting up.

Their acting was perfect.
They looked bewildered as they slowly examined their bodies, pretending to feel better.

"Now then, please explain everything to me."

After confirming that Virginia and Optima had risen, Moris demanded an explanation with a sly smile.

"Hmm. So the clone's body and your original body merged..."

Virginia and Optima spoke first, followed by Kim Se-Won.
They explained everything that had happened since going to China—about An Hui-jin and Wang Zi-han, the clone, and Aleph.

"I see. That's how it appears."

After they explained how the celestial scales had disappeared and Optima's body had split in two, Moris nodded in understanding.

"The restriction I placed has completely broken due to the artifact's influence, and the artifact itself has disappeared... Is it the same for you?"
"Yes, it is."

Moris's eyes accurately assessed Don-Hil's condition.
Virginia, Optima, and Kim Se-Won opened their eyes wide at Don-Hil's calm nod.
It wasn't just the two of them—even Don-Hil's artifact had disappeared. Too much of a coincidence.

"Eun-Ha... or should I say the Eun-Has... Just as they completely absorbed the artifact's power into their bodies, I also fully integrated the Mist of Nothingness with mine."
"You took quite a risk. You could have become a massive magical bomb if things had gone wrong. And I sense the Mute One's magical energy as well. You should spend some time purifying that energy into your own. That would be best for you."
"Thank you for the advice."
"!!!"

The artifacts weren't the only surprising revelation.

"The Mute One's magical energy..."
"You absorbed it?"

Virginia and Optima stared at Don-Hil in disbelief.

The mention of the Mute One's magical energy immediately brought Aleph to mind.
A servant of the Mute One.
Though they hadn't witnessed the exact process, Aleph, who was reborn using Eun-Ha's clone as a sacrifice, must have possessed the Mute One's magical energy.
And Aleph had been too powerful for Optima to handle alone.

Honestly, Virginia and Optima had only been able to defeat her because they caught Aleph completely off guard.
Otherwise, it would have been an even match.

"That's right. I broke the transparent egg containing the seed and absorbed it all."

Don-Hil nodded straightforwardly. There was no reason to hide it.

*To think Eun-Ha would be this surprised by my power.*

Inwardly, she was delighted.
Seeing Eun-Ha surprised like this was a rare sight.

*I guess I've won as a rival this time too.*

Though she maintained a calm exterior, she was extremely excited inside. Don-Hil desperately tried to keep the corners of her mouth from curling up.

"Let me continue my explanation. Currently, my contractor is split in two. Both bodies are a mixture of the original and the clone."
"Yes."
"That's right."
"But your powers had already begun to merge to some extent. The emergence of the Vicious Form and the ability to use each other's powers—Optima using Virginia's powers and vice versa—is proof of that."
"So that means...?"

Both girls swallowed hard, focusing on Moris's words.

"It means you can return to being one whenever you wish... Though it would be difficult in your current state of magical energy depletion."

For just a moment, Moris's gaze flickered toward Kim Se-Won.
His hobby was voyeuristically observing his contractor's every move. This naturally included their sex life.

Ch.414 - If You Can't Push It Away, Embracing It Might Be The Answer
Morris said he would go take care of the aftermath of this incident and disappeared.
That left only four people in Eun-Ha's room.

"You can return anytime... Conversely, that means you can split again whenever you want, right?"

Kim Se-Won made an assumption based on the fact that they hadn't mentioned being unable to split again.
If they could split whenever they wanted, it meant Eun-Ha's combat power and options had increased.

"Mmm. Probably."

Virginia and Optima nodded.

*Five minutes from now.*

She glanced at the clock in the room. Just before disappearing, Morris had said that in five minutes, the heat that had been postponed would return.
The two girls had to act according to that timeline.

"Ah, Se-Won. Could you bring that over?"
"There's a blanket on the desk."

After checking the time, the two pointed to the desk opposite the bed. More specifically, they were pointing to the chair neatly tucked under the desk.

"Oh, this? Why do you need this?"

Kim Se-Won picked up the blanket, puzzled by the sudden request.

It was an incredibly large blanket. Big enough for Optima and Virginia to lie side by side with room to spare.
The soft yet lightweight blanket seemed a bit premature for this time of year, with spring just ending.

Kim Se-Won, amazed at its unusual size, unfolded it and turned it over curiously.

"I bought it in case I needed to go to The Front Line."
"It's for camping out. With stealth magic, you can hide a few items."

Virginia and Optima said this while recalling what clothes were in the closet.
They were planning to change clothes since there had been intense combat, and they couldn't stay transformed indefinitely.

Kim Se-Won, still fascinated by the large blanket, took a few steps forward with it spread wide.

*It wouldn't be bad to wrap something like this around me and Eun-Ha later.*

With the pocket dimension Morris had given them, it might create quite a nice atmosphere if they ever needed to camp out together.

"This is really bi— Whoa!"

Just as he was daydreaming, his foot slipped on the edge of the blanket. His body tilted forward.

Kim Se-Won's hands let go of the blanket. The blanket fell downward.
Slowly, like a curtain being lifted from above, the figure before his eyes came into view.

It wasn't Virginia. Not her hair color.
It wasn't Optima either. Different eye color.
That left only one person!
The person sitting demurely in the chair, lost in thought, was Don-Hil.

If he leaned just a bit more, he'd land right on her chest!

*I'm screwed!!*

A chill ran down his spine.
He couldn't fall like this. Whether Don-Hil was there or not, the two girls would surely unleash their iron fists!
Kim Se-Won tried to pull his body back using telekinesis.

"Ugh...!"

But it was already too late.
As he pulled himself back with telekinesis, his hand touched Don-Hil's chest. His palm instinctively grabbed it.
His instinct couldn't resist the different sensation from Virginia or Optima.

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won continued to fall. His face landed between Don-Hil's thighs.
Her demurely closed thighs served as perfect cushions.

"Sssssip-"

Kim Se-Won felt the sweet scent of flesh entering his nostrils.
It was different from Virginia or Optima's scent.
While their scent was more erotic and sweet, this had its own charm.

"..."

All this happened in just one second.
Silence fell over the room.

"...Huh?"

Don-Hil seemed to finally realize the situation, looking down with a bewildered expression.
Squish, squish.
Kim Se-Won's hand was fidgeting while gripping her chest, which was larger than Optima's.

She blinked. Even after rubbing her eyes to make sure she wasn't seeing things, nothing changed.
It was a pointless action anyway, since she could clearly feel the sensation on her chest.

*I'm screwed, I'm screwed, I'm screwed, I'm screwed...!*

Silence fell again.
After an awkward minute that felt like hours, Kim Se-Won broke away from Don-Hil, sweating profusely.

Then he stood at attention.
Stiff as a rock, he moved only his eyeballs to look at the two girls beside him.

"...My.foot.slipped.I'm.sorry."

His speech was as rigid as his posture.

*What should I do?*

This one question dominated Kim Se-Won's mind.

From his experience, Eun-Ha's (Jae-Yu's) jealousy was triggered by his interest in other women.
But now? He had gone beyond that to actually touching another woman's chest. And even burying his face between her thighs to smell her!
Whether it was intentional or not didn't matter.

*What should I do?*

In other words, he had instantly reached the end of his life.
His brain frustratingly couldn't produce any answer besides "What should I do?"
In the midst of this, his creaking eyeballs finally reflected the two girls.

What expression would they have? With half anxiety and half worry, he looked.

"Huh?"

Surprisingly, Virginia and Optima's expressions were calm.
They weren't just pretending to be fine.
They were just blinking their eyes as if nothing had happened.

"Are you okay?"

And even words of genuine concern!

*Was the shock too great? Did it exceed some limit and not trigger jealousy?*

Kim Se-Won pondered seriously, shocked as if struck by lightning.

*No. Maybe...!*

His stiff body moved. He turned his head sharply to look at the clock.

*Three minutes... Right. Maybe their minds aren't working properly because Morris's postponed heat is gradually returning.*

Thinking this way made him sigh in relief. Kim Se-Won exhaled slowly and gently while looking at Virginia and Optima.

"I'm fine... but are you two okay?"

Still not completely relieved, Kim Se-Won cautiously asked the two girls.

"Huh?"
"What do you mean?"

Virginia and Optima tilted their heads as if wondering what he was asking.
They didn't seem jealous at all.

"Ah~ No matter what, I wouldn't feel jealous toward a friend."
"That's right, even if it's me."

Kim Se-Won kept his mouth shut at the girls' words.
It was incredibly shameless considering their previous behavior.
Or had their memory become like that of a goldfish?

"Because Nabi has a boyfriend."
"So there's no reason for me to react."
"Ah, I see~"

Someone who had been jealous of figurines and clones wasn't jealous just because the woman had a boyfriend?
It was somewhat forced reasoning, but strangely convincing.
He recalled Don-Hil's appearance at the cosplay shop.

"No. That's wrong."

At that moment, Don-Hil, who had been silent, spoke up. She slowly shook her head and looked at the two girls with gloomy eyes.

"It's because he's this kind of person that I can feel safe. It's still okay because he's like this."

After looking at the two for a moment, she returned to her original position, bowed her head, and began speaking slowly in a subdued voice.

"That's naive thinking. If you stay complacent like that, before you know it... he might be taken away."
"Nabi...?"
"Even if a man only likes you, a woman might forcibly take him away. ...Because that's what I did."

Don-Hil said this with a bitter smile.
That's right.
She had already lost him.
To her mother. And to Dolly, the child Kim Woo-Jin had picked up.

*Taken away?*
*Nabi was?*

Virginia and Optima looked puzzled.
In Gresorion's floating garden, the only women were Don-Hil, her mother, and Dolly.

"No way...!"

Soon, the two realized what Don-Hil meant and opened their eyes wide.

"Yes. I lost him to both of them. I was thinking too naively. How... foolish of me."

Not just one person but both!
An indescribable shock hit the two girls.

"Come to think of it, when mom and Bloody White confronted each other."
"Right! At that time...! She withdrew her magic power when she saw Kim Woo-Jin...?"
"That's right. You have to fight for him. Strongly. And firmly. Bind your partner and make sure no one else can look at him."

The conversation between the three was chilling.

*What a brutal conversation.*

At least to Kim Se-Won it was.

At that moment.
Virginia and Optima briefly exchanged glances and nodded.

"Nabi."

Virginia's hand gently wrapped around Don-Hil's. Her eyes softened, capturing Don-Hil's gaze.
Meanwhile, Optima got up from the bed and brought a book from the desk.

"It doesn't have to be that way."

The words from Virginia's mouth were the opposite of everything Kim Se-Won had experienced.

*It doesn't have to be that way?!*

Kim Se-Won was so startled he almost shouted, but managed to hold back.

"Bloody White... both Ms. Seo Hye-Ji and Dolly are necessary for Gresorion, that's why you're suffering now, right?"
"Mmm."
"You want to tear them apart and burn them, but you can't because they're needed for Gresorion as a group."
"That's right."

Shivers! Kim Se-Won felt a chill down his spine as he watched Virginia speak with a smiling face.
Not content with that, he took a small step back.

"Then you should change your thinking."
"Embrace everyone."
"Make Kim Woo-Jin everyone's man."
"You just need to position yourself as the main wife."
"M-main wife...?"

Don-Hil unconsciously opened her mouth.
Main wife?
What did that mean?

"Firm belief. Even if he gives love to other women, believe that you're the most loved and that he'll ultimately come back to you."
"Of course, groundwork is needed to have such belief."

Optima gently placed the book she had brought onto Don-Hil's lap.

A secret book by an unknown author, received from Hong Yu-Jin.
A book that Virginia and Optima had read dozens, hundreds of times.

"This book...?"
"We're giving it to you because it's you."
"Use this to bind a man to you, down to his soul."

Bam! The two girls clenched their fists simultaneously.

Don-Hil blankly turned the cover of the secret book.
The table of contents was filled with all sorts of techniques written by the author.

She flipped through the pages quickly.
There were sex techniques, various positions, how to set the mood, how to stir the heart, preventing monotony, necessary props, and more, all described in detail.

"And the most important thing."
"You need to take action whenever you think it's necessary."
"Action..."
"Yes. Action."
"If you stay still and do nothing, you never know when other women will appear and target your man."
"Other women..."

A blank face.
Virginia and Optima's words, spoken like whispers.
Don-Hil repeated their words, engraving them in her mind.

That's right.
Come to think of it, she had been very passive until now.
At the same time, she had let her guard down after becoming lovers.
This was the problem.

"Yes. You're right."

Don-Hil stood up abruptly.

"If I can't drive them away, I should embrace them. And not just embrace them, I need to be number one."

Her dejected and weak expression gradually changed. Don-Hil's eyes sparkled.
She looked like a religious person who had received divine revelation.

"And Gresorion is a group of monsters. Right. Why did I forget? Monsters should follow monster logic...!"

Monsters don't love just one female. They love as many as they can within their power.
In other words, they mate!

This applies to Kim Woo-Jin as well.
Human yet monster. Kim Woo-Jin should be thought of as a monster wearing human skin!
And the same goes for Don-Hil herself! After all, she was born between a monster and a magical girl!

"I'm going now! Thank you!"

Don-Hil, having gained a great realization, smiled brightly.
Whoosh-! A portal opened beside Don-Hil. She didn't hesitate to throw herself into it.

"Phew..."

The moment Don-Hil disappeared, Virginia and Optima collapsed onto the bed with a long sigh.
The time had already passed the five minutes Morris had mentioned.
It was time for them to act again.
The two girls blushed and panted. They began to twist their bodies, rubbing their thighs as if they were hot.

*Magic charging!*
*Mating!*
*I've prepared condoms. Secretly poked holes in 14 of them.*
*With 50 prepared, that's a 28 percent chance...!*
*Considering Se-Won's frequency.*
*At least 50 percent!*

Yet their thoughts were lewd.

Looking at those girls with nothing but obscene thoughts in their minds, who could remember that they were once men?

Ch.415 - We Haven't Started Yet (Illustration?)
*Gulp!*
Kim Se-Won's gaze fixed on the two girls.
Eun-Ha's room was so quiet that he could clearly hear Virginia and Optima's breathing.

*The Virginia and Optima I've dreamed of are right in front of me.*

The girls looked incredibly vulnerable as they squirmed, rubbing their thighs while breathing heavily as if in pain. Anyone in this position would be unable to resist.

*Gulp!* He swallowed again and approached the girls one step at a time.

"Haa... Haa..."

They were trying to suppress their moans, taking shallow breaths. Their eyebrows trembled slightly with their eyes closed.

*So that's why Eun-Ha's bed is so big...!*

Kim Se-Won realized belatedly.
The bed was large enough for two girls to lie side by side with room to spare.
It was definitely not something meant for a room used by just one person.
In other words, it was brought in with the purpose of sleeping with someone else!

*Flash!* When that thought struck him, Kim Se-Won's eyes widened. Everything in his vision disappeared except for the two girls.

His lower body was already swollen to the bursting point. He wanted to thrust in recklessly and satisfy his lust right away.

Just then.

"Yeah. That's right. The gate that opened overseas..."

A voice came from the direction of the door in the quiet room.
Kim Se-Won's body trembled violently. His rapidly beating heart immediately slowed down.
He couldn't make out exactly who it was or what they were saying, but the mere sound of a voice brought his reason back.

"Shhh- Whooo."

He took a deep breath and exhaled. His lower body was still firmly erect, but his head wasn't burning hot like before.

*The thrill of possibly being caught by someone else is nice... but that's only when they're in a normal state.*

He didn't think Virginia and Optima could hold back their moans in this state of heat. Even if he covered their mouths, sounds would still escape.

With no other choice, he pulled out a key card from his pocket. It was something Foriner had specially made for him—an item that could take him to the training room for magical girls.

"Let's change locations."

He gently lifted the two girls with telekinesis and embraced them with both arms. As the distance between them suddenly closed, their seductive scents mixed together, causing an indescribable excitement.

*Whoosh-!* When he used the key card, a neatly organized training room appeared before his eyes.
Obviously, he wasn't going to train now, so he turned without hesitation toward the lounge.

"Huh?"

What was going on? Kim Se-Won looked around the lounge with a somewhat dumbfounded expression.
As if someone had anticipated his arrival, the lounge had been transformed.

The bed that had been covered with white sheets was now draped with silky, smooth red sheets.
Next to the bed, dozens of condoms had been prepared, and even the lighting had been changed. The lights now cast a dim glow throughout the lounge.
Though only the bed sheets and lighting had changed, the atmosphere of the room was completely different.

*This is totally...*

It created an atmosphere reminiscent of a newlywed couple's first night. His heart raced without him realizing it.
Even though there were three of them instead of two like most newlywed couples, it still felt like a honeymoon.

"Sniff sniff... ugh?!"

The changes to the lounge weren't limited to just that. Some kind of incense had been lit as well.

Kim Se-Won's body twitched.
When he unconsciously took a deep breath of the incense burning in the room, his head became slightly dizzy. At the same time, his heart pounded loudly, and his blood circulation intensified.

Not just the two girls, but Kim Se-Won's face also turned red. His already swollen lower body became even more taut.

"Morris, you bastard...!"

There was only one person who would do something like this. Kim Se-Won recalled the rather lewd and sly look Morris had given before disappearing.

"Thank you so much!"

He must have come here right after leaving and prepared all this. Kim Se-Won smiled broadly at the unexpected help.

The mood was perfect.
Sexual desire was overflowing.
The location couldn't be better, and there was no worry about interruptions!
Time? He had plenty of it anyway.
And he had built up enough stamina through training that he could keep going until the next day without issue.

Kim Se-Won tried hard to suppress his grin. He carefully placed the two girls on the bed and found himself pondering who to take first.

*Virginia is the one I've had the most, so should I start with Optima? No, the fundamental taste here is Virginia...*

It was quite a luxurious dilemma. Even after throwing off his clothes and remaining only in his underwear, his deliberation continued.

*Right. It has to be Virginia!*

In the end, Virginia was chosen as the first.
Simply because her thighs looked so tempting in the dim light.



"Ah... Se-Won."

As he approached Virginia, she opened her eyes slightly. Breathing heavily, she glanced at Optima beside her.

"You'll eat me up nicely, right?"

Following that, Optima also opened her eyes slightly and continued Virginia's words.

A faint smile appeared on both girls' faces. Yet they shyly averted their gaze immediately.

It was as if he was about to force himself on someone who was sick, and Kim Se-Won became even more excited by the sense of taboo rising in his chest.

*Wait.*

That's when it happened.
Suddenly, his body trembled. An inexplicable fear came over him.

*Magical girls in heat don't have to worry about pregnancy. They don't... so why do I feel so uneasy?*

Condoms make things safe.
But without them, the sensation is more vivid and better.
Obviously, there's no need to use them, so choosing the latter would be natural.

*This is, what...!*

But his instinct.
The instinct he had developed while being with Virginia and Optima!
It was telling him that this was dangerous.
He needed a safety measure.
A safety measure for any unforeseen circumstances...!

Unable to shake off his uneasiness, Kim Se-Won reached for the condoms. *Thud thud thud!* The telekinesis he manifested scattered condoms around.
Within arm's reach.
In a position where he could change them whenever needed.

That's when it happened.

"You're too slow."
"Heya!"
"Waaah?!"

Kim Se-Won's body suddenly lurched forward. *Poof*, his face landed on a modest but assertive chest.

*You need at least Jae-Yu's size to bury your face in.*

But still.
Perhaps because it was Eun-Ha's chest, it wasn't bad.

"No! Wait!"

Kim Se-Won, who had been enjoying the sensation with a contented smile, suddenly recalled the voices of Optima and Virginia he had just heard.

They were definitely not the voices of girls who had been panting and in heat until just a moment ago!
Neither the moist eyes nor the delicate voices were there!
Something.
Something was wrong.
Kim Se-Won realized he had been completely fooled by the two girls.

Kim Se-Won tried to get up abruptly. However, black magic restraining his arms was faster.

"Hehe...!"
"Hehehe...!"
"Don't tell me you planned this from the beginning?"
"Yes."
"That's right."
"From the very beginning."
"Why? Have you grown tired of us?"

Virginia's voice came from his right ear.
Optima's voice came from his left ear.
The seductive whispers of the two girls spread throughout his body through his head, creating a ticklish sensation.

"That's not it! If you wanted to do it, you could have just said so honestly...!"
"But."
"We wanted Se-Won to ravish us."

In response to Kim Se-Won's words, the voices of the two girls became drawn out. They sounded completely dejected. It was as if Kim Se-Won had become the guilty one.

"Us, without any strength to resist."
"We wanted you to make a mess of us while giving in to your desires."

The words that penetrated deep into his brain were both seductive and chilling.

*I'm glad I tried to use a condom...! If I had tried to do it without one, a disaster might have happened by now.*

His trained instinct never lied.
He had almost gotten two girls pregnant in a single day.

"So you see."
"Even if we cry and beg you to stop, you won't."
"W-what...?"
"You know everything. We have a job to do."
"That is. This."

*Poke poke*, Optima, with the corners of her eyes curving upward, put her hand into the shadow.

"!!"

Kim Se-Won had never seen Optima put anything into a shadow before.
If there was one thing, it would be.

"Ta-da!"
"Maid uniforms we borrowed for this occasion."

Maid uniforms stolen from Wang Zi-han's house.
The maid uniforms, which fit the two girls perfectly, looked quite indecent even though they weren't wearing them yet.

Virginia, who had been holding Kim Se-Won tightly until now, suddenly grabbed his arms with a *grab!*
Then his larger body was lifted lightly. What followed was a baton pass between the two girls.

Optima held Kim Se-Won while Virginia slipped out from under him. *Spin!* As soon as Virginia got out, Kim Se-Won's body rotated half a turn.

Virginia and Optima.
The two girls knelt on the bed and looked down at Kim Se-Won with lewd expressions.

"C-can't you reconsider? There's no need to restrain me, right? Hmm?"
"No. That won't do."
"We prefer to take the lead."

As soon as they finished speaking, the girls' clothes disappeared, turning into particles of light.
Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.

Currently, Optima and the clone's bodies were mixed, causing their original clothes to disappear.
In other words, if they deactivated their transformation, they would be completely naked without a stitch of clothing.

"Isn't that good?"
"Se-Won has wanted both of us for a long time."
"So relax and surrender your body to us."
"By tomorrow, you'll be the father of two children."

*Rustle- rustle-* The girls began changing into the prepared maid uniforms right in front of Kim Se-Won's eyes.
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Ch.416 - Drilling Commencement
"Well."

Eun-Ha smiled sweetly.

"Who would you like to be eaten by first?"

Jae-Yu laughed after her.
The expressions on both girls' faces were like females in heat.

"I'll...! Mmph?!"

Being helpless wasn't what he had in mind. Just as Kim Se-Won tried to say something, something was shoved into his mouth.
All he could tell was that it was white.
A sweet, juice-like scent filled his mouth.
A familiar scent. An erotic scent. When he tasted it without thinking, it had a sweet flavor he'd tasted somewhere before.

"Those are the panties I was just wearing."
"I didn't wear them long, but they're nice and wet, right?"

Giggling, the two girls slowly lifted their short skirts.
Perhaps because the skirts were already so short, it didn't take long for their smooth mounds to be revealed.

"How is it? Been a while since you've seen a pussy?"
"Our pussies."

Kim Se-Won's gaze became fixed on the girls' private parts.
Clear liquid was flowing down Eun-Ha's smooth thighs from her mound.
In contrast, Jae-Yu was wearing black panties that were visibly soaked.

"Actually, there's no need to decide who goes first."
"Because. We'll do whatever we want."
"So."
"You can just count the spots on the ceiling."

The two giggling girls approached Kim Se-Won's lower body on all fours like bitches in heat.
Perhaps excited by Eun-Ha's juices, his cock stood even more erect, thick veins prominently visible.

"Acting like you hate it so much."
"Your body is being honest, isn't it?"

Jae-Yu's slender fingers gently wrapped around the base of his cock and began moving up and down.
Not to be outdone, Eun-Ha's fingers circled the tip with her fingertips before gently grasping it.

"Kuk...!"

Tantalizing pleasure traveled up his spine to his brain. His cock twitched each time their hands moved.

"This is fun."
"Is this how Se-Won felt when he was tormenting us?"

Even though they were only providing small stimulation, his strong reactions made it entertaining to watch.
Eun-Ha, who had been caressing the tip, suddenly seemed to think of something and looked at Jae-Yu.
Jae-Yu was the same, and their eyes met simultaneously before they smiled cutely.

The two girls moved closer as if about to kiss.

"Bae-."

Moving their jaws and tongues, they simultaneously stuck out their tongues at a distance that was almost, but not quite touching.
Long strands of saliva dripped down, wetting Kim Se-Won's cock.

"Doesn't this feel better?"
"But don't cum too soon, okay?"

Giggling with mischievous faces, the two girls were like little devils.
With the tip wet with saliva, Eun-Ha's hand began stimulating more smoothly.
And that wasn't all. Jae-Yu's hand gripped the shaft and stroked his cock with just the right amount of pressure—neither too strong nor too weak.

"You're not the only one who knows what feels good."
"I used to be a man too, after all."

Jae-Yu's fingers stimulated the back of his cock, the urethra, from bottom to top.
Though there was clearly nothing inside, it felt like something was about to flow out.

"Ah~ang."

That's when it happened.
Suddenly, both girls' lips covered the tip. The reddened glans disappeared into the girls' mouths.

"Slurp- suck, mmm, slurp-."
"Kuk! Ungh...!"
"Slurp- slurp- suck-."

Kim Se-Won's body trembled with each wet sound.
This was pleasure beyond imagination.
The girls' tongues thoroughly licked every corner where the glans met the shaft, cleaning it thoroughly. All while occasionally flicking their tongues to other areas, providing varied stimulation.

"Kh, nngh, kuk...!"
"No way."
"Too precious."

Just as the stimulation reached its critical point, right before ejaculation, somehow the girls' mouths left his glans. Their mischievous expressions came into view.

The girls simultaneously stuck out their tongues.
On their extended tongues was precum mixed with saliva.

"Gulp."

They swallowed it in one go as if it were delicious, then licked their lips.
Their expressions were the epitome of lewdness. Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu looked at each other again and nodded.

"Well then♡"
"Now the real fun begins."

Smiling broadly, Eun-Ha stood up.
Jae-Yu crawled over on all fours and stuck her fingers into Kim Se-Won's mouth.

The panties that had been filling Kim Se-Won's mouth were pulled out.
The panties, already drained of juices and now soaked only with his saliva, flew through the air and landed on the floor with a wet slap.

Jae-Yu smiled sweetly and moved closer to Kim Se-Won. His vision became completely filled with her chest.

"Well then♡ Time for milk~."

She pulled down her top that had been barely covering her nipples. Her breasts bounced slightly as they were revealed.

"Milk? What are you—mmph!"

She didn't even properly listen to Kim Se-Won's words. A pink nipple was sucked into his mouth, silencing him.

"Mmm...♡ You only pretend to dislike it."

She giggled as she stroked Kim Se-Won's head. Though Kim Se-Won wore a disgruntled expression, once the nipple was in his mouth, he focused on sucking it.

"Mmm, huh?!"

That's when it happened. Kim Se-Won's eyes opened wide.
Slurp- A wet sound came from his lower body.
Something warm tightly squeezed his cock.

"Huhu...!"

At the same time, Jae-Yu's breast moved away from Kim Se-Won's mouth.

"How is it?"

There was Eun-Ha with a lewd smile. She seemed relaxed despite feeling the sensation of the cock penetrating her.
Jae-Yu, having finished her role, naturally moved behind Eun-Ha and embraced her.

"I wonder which one it is."
"Can you guess?"

The girls' palms gently covered Eun-Ha's lower body. The lower body that couldn't possibly be covered by the short skirt was now perfectly hidden.

"If you guess right, we'll give you a reward."
"If you get it wrong, there's a punishment."

Eun-Ha made a mischievous expression as she gently raised her hips. The girls' hands rose simultaneously, briefly revealing the base of his cock.

*At least he's wearing a condom properly.*

Though he couldn't tell where he was inserted, he was relieved to see the whitish rubber material of the condom.

Squeak- squeak- squeak- squeeeak-

When Kim Se-Won showed no sign of opening his mouth, Eun-Ha slowly, teasingly moved her hips up and down.

"If you don't speak soon, we'll punish you."
"You don't want to become the father of two children before you're even an adult, do you?"
"!!!!"

His eyes bulged involuntarily.
He was wearing a condom now, but Eun-Ha could remove it if she wanted to.

"Ugh, ah...!"

Squeeeak- squeak- squeeeak- squeeeak-

But the answer wouldn't come out of his mouth.
She was moving slowly, teasingly up and down, squeezing his cock with rhythmic contractions.

The pleasure that threatened to burn his brain was driving Kim Se-Won crazy.

The unknown scent filling the room.
Eun-Ha's juices.
The girls' soft yet provocative tone.
Being injected with pleasure without permission to resist. Now, without even realizing it, Kim Se-Won was thrusting his hips.

"You know what?"
"What happens for each penalty point."
"And."
"Penalty points. Now at zero."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu were saying incomprehensible things, but they didn't register with Kim Se-Won.
Or rather, they went in one ear and out the other. The pleasure from the hole—whether pussy or anal, he couldn't tell—was beyond imagination.

Kim Se-Won craved more of the forcibly injected pleasure. He grew impatient with the slow movements.

Squeak- squeaksqueaksqueak-!

Finally, he began thrusting his hips on his own.

"Kuk!"

Spurt-! Spurrrrt-!

It took less than a minute to reach his first ejaculation. Kim Se-Won trembled with his hips raised.

"Haaah...♡"

At the same time, Eun-Ha's body also trembled slightly. She could feel the condom swelling with Kim Se-Won's semen.

"He came so easily."
"In the end, he couldn't guess the answer."

Slurrrp- Eun-Ha smiled seductively. Slowly, still squeezing tightly, she pulled his cock out of her body.
The tightly swollen condom came out with it.

"The answer is obviously... pussy."

With a slick sound, Eun-Ha pulled the condom from her wet pussy while spreading her legs lewdly.

"What a waste."

She picked up the end of the condom and looked at the semen filling it. Then she stretched it out and took the semen into her mouth.

"Mmm♡"
"Mmm♡"

With her mouth full of semen, Eun-Ha kissed Jae-Yu. Their pink tongues intertwined as they shared the semen in her mouth.

"Gulp."

The thick semen slowly went down the girls' throats. Slurp, as if even a drop of semen was precious, they licked their lips.

"Well then."
"Now you need to take your punishment for getting it wrong."

After swallowing all the semen and savoring the taste, they looked at Kim Se-Won simultaneously.

Huhuhu, the expressions of the laughing girls were bestial. No, they were like succubi.
The sight reminded Kim Se-Won of the girl he had seen in China.
Aleph, with her lewd, lascivious appearance.

*Could Aleph's succubus-like appearance possibly be...*

It seemed implausible, yet convincing.
The girls before him were like demons, completely draining a man's essence.
Whether this was influenced by Aleph or their true nature, he couldn't tell.

But one thing was certain.
The smiling girls each picked up a condom and used thinly spread magic to puncture holes in them.

"Huk!"

Kim Se-Won gasped in shock.
The meaning of the penalty points.
And now two more punctured condoms!

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu were serious.
They were seriously trying to drive Kim Se-Won to the end of his life.

"That makes 16 out of 49."
"Shall we test our luck?"
"The deadline is until you're completely drained."
"Whether we get pregnant or not will be left entirely to chance."

And he would be squeezed to his limit.
This was milking.
A punishment to settle his karma, without mercy.

Kim Se-Won trembled as he watched Eun-Ha approaching with a black cloth.



* * *



"Huk...! Hah, huk...!"

His heart was beating wildly.
Spurrrrt-!
How many times was this?
How many times had he ejaculated?

He released what felt like countless ejaculations with his vision blocked.

The feeling was obviously good.
The wave-like pleasure was like a drug.

"Haah♡ Haah♡"

Jae-Yu's excited moans reached his ears. Apparently, she had been the one moving her hips until just now.
And Eun-Ha.

"Suck, slurp♡ Puhaah♡"

She was kissing Kim Se-Won.

*Adding one more person has completely reversed the situation!*

Kim Se-Won was frustrated.
When it was just one at a time, even with Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu taking turns, he could win.

After all, he knew all their weaknesses.

"Well, it's cleaning time now."
"...Right. This needs cleaning too."

But what about now?
He couldn't gather his thoughts at all.
He needed to counterattack based on the weaknesses he knew, but he simply couldn't.

When he was using Jae-Yu's pussy, there was Eun-Ha.
When it was Eun-Ha, there was Jae-Yu.
The two girls were cooperating to completely drain Kim Se-Won's soul.

*Usually it's 5 to 2, but now...!*

Normally, for every two times he came, the girls would climax at least five times.
But now it was the opposite.
For every five times he came, the girls only climaxed twice each. And they were such shallow orgasms that the impact was minimal.

"Slurp, how is it? I practice fellatio like this whenever I have time."
"Ungh! Of course...! It's good...!"

With a flushed face, Jae-Yu took Kim Se-Won's cock in her mouth. Slurp- slurrrp- she sucked up the remaining semen and juices on his cock with obscene wet sounds.

"I know how to make this feel good too."
"Kut!"

On top of that, he trembled at the unknown sensation from his behind. Kim Se-Won felt dizzy from the pleasure he had never experienced before.

"Ah♡ It's hard again."

He didn't get hard because he wanted to.
Something.
His cock stood up involuntarily from the unknown sensation of Eun-Ha licking his anus.

"Then it's my turn now?"

Damn it.
Kim Se-Won inwardly clicked his tongue.
It was frustrating.
He wanted to punish the two girls who were milking him with contemptuous looks.
He wanted to change positions and make Eun-Ha, who was on top of him, arch her back like a bow.

If only he could use his tentacles to subdue them instantly.

"Well♡ It's milk time~."

The two girls took turns, never giving him a chance to concentrate.
Their tactics of toying with his lower body while messing with his head could only be done by someone who understood him perfectly.

Spurt! Spurrt! Spurrrrt-!

Kim Se-Won waited for an opportunity while experiencing what felt like his umpteenth ejaculation.
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Ch.417 - Drilling Failure
*slurp♡ suck♡*

Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha were diligently licking Se-Won's still-erect member. One teased the back of the glans with her tongue before taking the entire head into her mouth. The other rolled his emptying testicles around in her mouth.

"How is it? Feels good here too, right?"
"It's cute how your whole body twitches whenever we lick."

Each time they spoke with his parts in their mouths, it sent new sensations through him. The girls were learning how to torment his manhood more effectively.

"No more... I can't! I've already finished...!"

Kim Se-Won shouted with all his remaining strength.
He couldn't even remember how many times he'd climaxed. After the tenth time, his mind had become too dizzy with pleasure to focus on anything else.

*I'm finishing faster and more often than usual. I can't pace myself at all.*

If he had been in control, it wouldn't have been this intense. At least he wouldn't have lost his mind like this.
But the relentless assault from the two girls had rendered him completely powerless.

*Have I lost both outside the bedroom and in it now...?*

He gritted his teeth, resenting his own helplessness. In other areas he might not excel, but at least in bed, he had always maintained the upper hand.

The radiant girl. Strong yet gentle, sometimes showing an adorably silly side—he had always been able to handle her according to his desires.

If only he could take control, at least he wouldn't be in this pathetic state.

"You're completely empty."
"That can't be true."

Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won while giggling.
Their slightly curved eyes.
Though looking up, it felt like they were looking down on him. It was an expression only possible because they knew they had the upper hand.

"Haha...!"

Jae-Yu released his testicles from her mouth. Then Eun-Ha's hand caressed them.
With a fond look, as if facing an adorable creature, she poked them a couple of times before gently stroking them.

"If I do this..."

She cast her spell.
A localized application of healing and enhancement magic.
His drained, sagging testicles were suddenly infused with vitality. His member, which had been stinging from prolonged friction, was restored to pristine condition.

"Ta-da! Completely restored, right?"
"Now for round two."

Kim Se-Won looked down at his lower half with a hollow expression.
His entire body was drenched in sweat and completely drained of energy, yet his manhood alone was perfectly fine. It was as if only that part of him had gone back in time by several hours.
It seemed like a lie that it had been so thoroughly abused.

*I have to be taken again like this?*

He resented his suddenly rejuvenated lower half. The girls' ministrations felt mind-blowingly good. His entire body felt like it was melting.
But it also came with an indescribable sense of powerlessness.
With a feeling of resignation, Kim Se-Won spoke to the two.

"W-we've done a lot today, so next time..."
"No."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu responded simultaneously. They caressed his body as they moved toward his upper half.
When they reached his head, the girls met his gaze and smiled sweetly.

"You've had your way with us all this time."
"So now it's our turn to have our way with you."
"Until our stomachs are full."
"Until both our stomachs and wombs are completely filled with your seed."

We won't stop.
This was like a death sentence.

All day long.
No, even longer—they would milk and extract from Kim Se-Won, making him focus only on them.

"But it feels good, right?"
"No one else can do this. Only we can."
"If you want."
"We'll keep you here until you die. Taking turns."

The two voices alternated in his ears.
Each whispered word, each breath against his ear, went straight to his brain.

*Am I... being domesticated by Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu?*

It was certainly a sweet proposition.
These two girls would surely love only him forever. They would take responsibility for everything and stay with him eternally.

*But.*

Though incredibly tempting, even coming from these two girls he loved, Kim Se-Won was reluctant.
Everything only has meaning when achieved through one's own power. This included his future and his later life with these girls.

And according to their proposal, he would have to endure powerlessness forever, which he disliked.
Perhaps this was the biggest factor.
Kim Se-Won's mind raced. He began thinking of ways to overcome this situation, thoughts he could only have during this brief moment when the girls' assault had paused.

"No."

He uttered his rejection sharply.
Colder than ever before. As if their words weren't even worth considering.

"Huh...?"
"S-Se-Won...?"

The two girls opened their eyes wide in shock at his unbelievable response. They stared at him blankly, unable to believe the words that had come from his mouth.
It was a response they couldn't possibly have expected from him.

That's when it happened.

"Huh? Ah?!"

Swoosh! Kim Se-Won's arm shot out to the left.
The girl there was Eun-Ha. His arms instantly grabbed her small body.

*You let your guard down!*

His member moved with lightning speed. Thrust! He penetrated Eun-Ha's womanhood in one go as she stared with wide eyes.

Making this girl who had been toying with him reach climax was easier than making a defenseless Aleph climax!

"Ah, nngh?!"

Eun-Ha's upper body shook violently.

"Hic, ugh...! Hnng...!"
"You were holding back with shallow climaxes to maintain your pace, weren't you?"

Eun-Ha's body began to tremble.
She felt her strength draining from the pleasure that reached from her womanhood to her brain.

His thick member instantly expanded the small opening, reaching all the way to her womb.
Eun-Ha's body, which had been accumulating pleasure through repeated shallow climaxes, easily surrendered to Kim Se-Won's member that precisely targeted her weakness.

"And that...! Goes for you too!"

Slurp- Kim Se-Won's member slid out of Eun-Ha's limp body. Her womb had been gripping him so tightly that it seemed to follow his member as he withdrew.

Eun-Ha's body went limp, collapsing face-down on the bed.
And Kim Se-Won's fury turned toward Jae-Yu, who was frozen in shock.

"Wait! J-just a sec... Hngh?!"

No room for discussion.
He caught Jae-Yu with telekinesis as she tried to escape the bed with her backside exposed, pulling her toward him.

Kim Se-Won made her get on all fours on the bed, then smack! He slapped her buttocks.

"Eek...?!"

A red handprint appeared on her fair skin as Jae-Yu's body trembled.
It hurt, but even the impact on her buttocks felt pleasurable.

"You said it was round two. That's what you both said, right?"

He couldn't miss this opportunity. He needed to deal with Jae-Yu during the brief time Eun-Ha couldn't move, then handle Eun-Ha afterward.

*It's tough, but I can do it...!*

Kim Se-Won felt his chest burning with determination. He used the emptiness and powerlessness that had dominated his body as fuel to drive himself forward.

"N-no...!"
"Yes!"

His restored member was no longer sensitive. The one that had climaxed like crazy under the girls' ministrations was long gone.

Slurp, slurrrp-!

"No, ngh...! Hnng...!"

Jae-Yu's slick womanhood accepted his member all too easily. He stimulated her weak spots deliberately, scraping them with his glans.

"The night is still long. No, the night is just beginning!"

His lost confidence surged back. Kim Se-Won thrust with a sadistic expression, smack! smack! slapping Jae-Yu's buttocks as he pistoned into her.

Squelch- squelch-squelch-squelch-! Squelch!

"Ngh, my body... my body keeps coming...!"

Her walls tightened crazily around his member with each thrust. She tried crawling forward to escape, but there was no way she could get away.

"Where do you think you're going? You were enjoying this member so much just now."
"Ahnn♡ Ah, aah♡"

His tense arms firmly held her lower body in place.

Squelch-squelch, squelch, squelch, squelch-squelch!
Annoyed that the Optima tried to escape, he thrust his hips even faster.

"Coming, I'm coming♡ I'm comiiing♡"
"You think just the two of you could keep me captive? You kept pushing me because I let you!"

Squelch-squelch-squelch! Squelch! Squelch-squelch-squelch!

"You're coming? Then how many times have you come now? Tell me!"
"F-five... ngh, six...nngh...!"

His thrusts were filled with indignation. Kim Se-Won felt the sensation of dominating her tightly gripping womanhood.
He found her gasping for breath with each thrust incredibly endearing.

"Hngh, ah, aahn...! Again, I'm coming again. Ngh, I'm comiiing...!"
"Oh really?"

Stop! As soon as he heard Jae-Yu's words, Kim Se-Won halted his movements. He looked down at her with a sadistic expression.

"Hnn... hnn... S-Se-Won?"

The wave of pleasure that had been building through countless shallow climaxes suddenly stopped.
It felt like hitting an invisible wall.
Just one more step—one more movement would push her over the edge, but that one step was missing.

Desperate, Jae-Yu carefully called his name. She tried to move on her own, but her lower body had already lost all strength.

"What?"

Kim Se-Won gave a short reply to her breathless call.
He didn't even need to say anything more.
If she wanted something, she should get it herself.

"Why, why aren't you moving...?"
"No. I'm just, kind of tired. Being on the receiving end all day is exhausting."

In other words:
If you want to come, move yourself.

"Huff."

Understanding his meaning, Jae-Yu hung her head.
It was maddening. Her lower abdomen was screaming for his seed. Hot sighs escaped her lips involuntarily.

*Just a moment ago, we were in control.*

Kim Se-Won was supposed to be exploited and become the father of their children.
But in an instant, their positions had reversed.

*I need to move. Move and feel good...!*

Once again the defeated one, in the submissive position, but Jae-Yu felt no sense of defeat in her mind. Certainly no powerlessness either.
Because it was familiar.
In a way, it was natural.

So she had to move.
Even if she panted shamefully, she had to move to chase greater pleasure. She had to extract his seed...!
Jae-Yu forced strength into her arms, using only her arm strength to push her body backward.

Slurp- slurrp-
Slowly, slowly, Jae-Yu's body moved.
Her tight passage was pushing the massive member deeper inside on its own.

With each movement, her weak spots were stimulated by his member. A tingling sensation ran through her body. She trembled so much she felt like she might collapse at any moment.

"Hngh?!"

When his member, which had been halfway out, reached her womb, an overwhelming pleasure surged up her spine.

"Ngh, hngh, aah!"

She felt waves of intense pleasure tearing through her brain. On all fours like an animal, Jae-Yu's lower body trembled violently.
Her upper body collapsed onto the bed.

"Haaanng♡"

Even that small movement felt incredibly intense. She forgot how to speak.
Jae-Yu buried her face in the bed, drooling uncontrollably.

A proper climax. The massive orgasm was enough to break the girl. The shallow climaxes she'd been maintaining for hours to pace herself had backfired.

*Ah...*

Through blurry vision, Jae-Yu saw a girl moving stealthily.
Eun-Ha, having regained consciousness, was trying to ambush Kim Se-Won from behind.

"Not a chance."
"Eek?!"

Just as Eun-Ha was about to pounce on Kim Se-Won, transparent tentacles restrained her with a whoosh!
Eun-Ha struggled in mid-air, trying to break free from the tentacles, but having experienced one massive climax, she couldn't muster proper strength.

"Ah♡ No♡ Ngh, aahn♡"

The tentacles immediately began roughly probing Eun-Ha's womanhood and rear entrance. With each movement of the tentacles, seed that had been in her womb flowed out.

Slurp- sluuurp-

"Ngh♡ No♡ Hngh♡"

As if that wasn't enough, tentacles attached to Eun-Ha's chest and began sucking.

"Ah?!"

Grab! Kim Se-Won's hand seized Jae-Yu's waist. In an instant, Jae-Yu's vision rotated 180 degrees.

"I should clean out everything in your womb too. Don't you think?"
"W-wait... Hngh?!"

As soon as Kim Se-Won finished speaking, transparent tentacles invaded Jae-Yu's passage.
The formless tentacles roughly scoured her womb and passage, absorbing all of Kim Se-Won's seed and extracting it.
They even thoroughly searched for any possible eggs, then expelled everything outside.

"Ugh, haa♡ Haaa♡ Your member. Your memberrr♡"

The process was extremely rough, but Jae-Yu's body was already converting even that into pleasure.

With this, Kim Se-Won had cleaned out all his seed from both Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu's wombs.

*I'll select the intact condoms from what's left and dispose of the rest!*

But his actions didn't stop there.
He extended spare tentacles and began sorting through the unopened condoms.

"S-Se-Won. I'm, I'm really tired..."
"I'm not."

Thud! Jae-Yu gasped when she saw the thick member resting on her stomach. Somehow, he had already put an intact condom on it.

*It's huge...!*

From her womanhood to her navel. She already knew what would happen if it went all in.

*Healing and enhancing him backfired on us!*

Moreover, it seemed even thicker than usual. When it was inside her earlier, and now—his already formidable equipment had become even more intimidating! Jae-Yu's heart pounded as she clasped her hands to her chest.

She was afraid.
But simultaneously excited.
She could clearly envision her future—crying and whimpering pathetically.

It wasn't strange.
That's how it had always been.
And how it would continue to be.

"Don't expect gentleness from me. You brought this on yourselves...!"

Kim Se-Won grabbed Jae-Yu's waist, lifted her up, and thrust all the way to the base in one go.

"Hic♡ Ngh, aahn♡"

Squelch, squelch-squelch, squelch, squelch, squelch!

Jae-Yu leaned against Kim Se-Won's chest, endlessly moaning.
She had no room for any other action.

*Success...!*

Kim Se-Won inwardly rejoiced at the sight of Jae-Yu instantly incapacitated.
Squelch-squelch!Squelch!Squelch-squelch!
Of course, he didn't stop using her like a toy.

He ravaged Eun-Ha to prevent her resistance.
While sorting intact condoms.
And dominating Jae-Yu too.
Extreme multitasking!
His desperate actions for survival were successful.

"Twelve condoms left."

A smile spread across his face. Kim Se-Won looked at the intact condoms floating in the air, feeling his victory.

"I'll use six on each of you...!"

Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha were taken by Kim Se-Won until the condoms ran out.
Of course, his enhanced member wouldn't be satisfied with just twelve times, so after the condoms were gone, they had to make do with just their rear entrances.

Ch.418 - Gresorion's Women And Men
Sunlight leaked through the window. It was not long after dawn.

"......"

Former villain, Kim Woo-Jin stared blankly at the ceiling gradually bathed in sunlight.

His entire body ached.
It was torture.
His lower body felt numb and his waist creaked. Every muscle in his body screamed in pain.
The aftermath of being overworked by four women last night.

*To think that the butterfly I searched for so desperately would return on her own.*

It was fortunate, but what happened afterward was anything but. As soon as Seo Na-Bi returned to the Floating Garden, she dropped a bombshell.

Truly, he couldn't have imagined those words coming from Na-Bi's mouth. No wonder he and Seo Hye-Ji suspected she might have been brainwashed or an impostor.

And for good reason.

"From now on, I'm going to establish a hierarchy!"

That's what she had said.

He and Hye-Ji couldn't hide their bewilderment. What did hierarchy mean? It meant ranking according to some standard.
And that standard?

There was no need to explain.
Obviously, it meant "Kim Woo-Jin's women."

*I don't know if this is right... or wrong. Well, I've been unfaithful from the beginning, so I guess it doesn't matter.*

He felt both regretful and relieved.
It meant she had given up on being the only woman in his life. Also, he could escape the guilt of betraying his girlfriend Na-Bi.

*I never expected the guilt that tormented me daily would disappear like this.*

Glancing over, Kim Woo-Jin looked at the girl... no, girls on the bed. There were multiple women sleeping soundly, breathing softly.
This bed was both the process and result of establishing the hierarchy.

*The aphrodisiac made from monster fluids... and magical assistance. Without those, I might have died long ago.*

Thinking about the aphrodisiac made his waist ache again. After last night's ordeal, he would need to be careful about moving for a while.

"Is this what youth feels like? I enjoyed myself too, it's been a while."

Suddenly, without warning, someone sat up in bed. A girl with hair as black as ebony rose, giggling as she floated into the air.

"Well, since things turned out this way, I hope you'll spend time with me occasionally too. I'm saying I want to use you as a sort of masturbation tool."
"You really say outrageous things."

The girl, Bianca, crossed her legs while floating in the air. She looked as if she were sitting in an invisible chair.

"What's the worry? You can rest assured that no matter how many eons pass, I'll never develop feelings of affection for you. Besides..."

Snap! As Bianca snapped her fingers, changes occurred in Kim Woo-Jin's body.
His body, which had been on the verge of crying out in pain, rapidly recovered.
Healing magic. A spell that only three beings in this world could use.

"Without my help, your body wouldn't last, would it?"
"Does the person responsible for wringing me dry last night realize how irritating that sounds?"
"Hehe! It's been a while, so I couldn't help it. I admit I was overeager. It's been years since I enjoyed myself as a female rather than a Transcendent."

"Well, take care."
Lost in her reminiscence, Bianca suddenly changed the subject, left these words, and vanished.

"Haah."

Kim Woo-Jin unconsciously let out a deep sigh.
He had suddenly become the man of three women. And even a masturbation tool for a Transcendent. It was both pitiful and enviable at the same time.

*I'm sorry, Na-Bi.*

He couldn't avoid feeling complicated. After all, he had come all this way only looking at Seo Na-Bi.
Perhaps this was the price for wanting an uncharacteristic pure love.

After sighing deeply, Kim Woo-Jin glanced at both sides of him.
Seo Hye-Ji and Seo Na-Bi.
He never imagined he would end up in bed with both mother and daughter.

Though they looked similar as they slept peacefully on his arms, there was a clear difference in their distance and attitude.

Na-Bi was completely pressed against him. The closest position. It could be called the privilege of the final victor in establishing the hierarchy.
In contrast, Hye-Ji maintained a slight distance. As if deliberately taking a step back. Yet, as if not wanting to let go completely, her fingertips lightly touched his body.

*I don't know.*

A mother who voluntarily stepped back in the fight with her daughter. Yet the contradiction of not wanting to let him go evoked a feeling of pity.
Kim Woo-Jin didn't know if it was right to embrace her. Although Na-Bi had given permission, hadn't he been rejecting her all this time?

"Did you dislike it?"

Just then, Hye-Ji's eyes slowly opened. Her red eyes gazed at Kim Woo-Jin with an affectionate look.

Don't abandon me.
Don't leave me.
I'm not asking for much.
Just let me stay by your side, that's all I need.

Her unstable, trembling gaze gently conveyed these emotions to Kim Woo-Jin.

"...No, I didn't... dislike it."
"I see."

He wanted to avert his gaze immediately, but felt he shouldn't. As Kim Woo-Jin finished speaking, Hye-Ji's eyes curved gently.
Her unstable gaze regained stability.
Despite her age, she looked like a relieved girl. A girl in love.

"That's good."

Hye-Ji's hand gently pulled at his arm. She traced along the pulled arm to his hand, then used that hand to caress her face.

"Next time... shall I show you my true form...?"

Then she said this with a serious expression. As if regretting her words, Hye-Ji's lips trembled slightly.

"Your true form?"

Kim Woo-Jin responded with curiosity at the mention of her true form.

He was honestly curious.
Just as transformed Na-Bi resembled Hye-Ji, mother and daughter would likely look similar even after transformation.
That was natural, of course.
Yet curiosity arose.
While Na-Bi reverted to her true form when resting unless necessary, Hye-Ji had never once reverted to her true form.

Indeed.
Would Hye-Ji's untransformed appearance resemble Na-Bi's? Well, it should be the other way around... but still, he was curious.

"You'll be very surprised. It's a form even Na-Bi doesn't know."
"Even Na-Bi...?"

A statement that further amplified Kim Woo-Jin's curiosity. After saying this, Hye-Ji quietly rose from the bed.

The blanket covering her body slipped off.
Her pale, naked body was revealed, capturing Kim Woo-Jin's gaze.
She should be no different from Na-Bi, yet somehow, Hye-Ji looked incredibly ephemeral.
As if she might disappear at any moment.

"Well, see you later."

Hye-Ji's body was instantly wrapped in pure white clothing. It was the exact opposite of the black clothing Na-Bi wore.

"...Before I go."

Just as she was about to leave the room, Hye-Ji turned to look at Kim Woo-Jin. She smiled sweetly and climbed back onto the bed.
And then.

Smooch.

"I can do this now, right?"

She kissed Kim Woo-Jin's cheek and spoke softly with a shy expression.

"Hmm, ahem! Anyway, I'll be going now."

Embarrassed by her own actions, Hye-Ji blushed and hurried away.

"Yap!"

As soon as Hye-Ji left the room, someone jumped up from behind Na-Bi.
There were only two women left here. It was Dolly, the youngest person in the room.

*How did it end up like this...*

Kim Woo-Jin suppressed the sigh that was about to escape. Not because Dolly's breasts were truly enormous.
It was because he had ended up being intimate with Dolly, whom he had regarded as a little sister he should protect.

*Anyway. They're big.*

Yes.
Her breasts were large.
An incredible potential.
No, something beyond potential.
Just advancing by a mere three years had changed her this much. Kim Woo-Jin inwardly marveled at Dolly's chest, which was larger than both Na-Bi's and Hye-Ji's.

"Oppa~ Hehe."
"G-good morning."

She jumped over Na-Bi and clung to his side, acting cute.

Though her body had matured, her mind was still childlike. The fact that he had touched such a child, even if somewhat forced, filled him with guilt.

*Come to think of it, her abilities seemed to have grown stronger after her body rapidly matured.*

Trying to escape the soft sensation of her breasts, Kim Woo-Jin diverted his thoughts.

The command structure of monsters isn't much different from humans. Like a giant tree, superiors give orders to multiple subordinates, and this repeats.

But the power of the matured Dolly produced an absurd result.
The cumbersome process of relaying commands became unnecessary.
When she, as the command tower, issued instructions, there was no distortion or failure in conveying her intentions.

A girl specialized in the monster race despite being human.

A girl with the power to command monsters at once, without going through multiple procedures.
That was Dolly.

*A clone incomparably close to the original, unlike other clones...*

It was fortunate she had acted on her own initiative; otherwise, he would have strongly opposed it. Kim Woo-Jin continued to stroke Dolly's head as if she were still a child.

*What should I do?*

But here a problem arose.
Seo Hye-Ji, the leader of Gresorion.
Seo Na-Bi, the second-generation magical girl and future leader of Gresorion.
And now Dolly, who had become the command tower for monsters.

In contrast, what was he?
Wasn't he just a pathetic being floundering under the weight of these women?

*I'll have to ask Deltar for more rigorous training.*

For his powerless self to be recognized, there was no other way.
To be acknowledged as a proper combat personnel of Gresorion, not just someone who dropped in from nowhere, he needed to work harder.

*Why are all the women around me so extraordinary?*

Kim Woo-Jin sighed inwardly as he watched Dolly's retreating figure after she had chattered about something and left the room.

"Now it's just us?"
"You were awake?"
"From the beginning."

As Dolly's footsteps faded away, Na-Bi smiled and spoke to Kim Woo-Jin.
There was no trace of the anxiety or unease she had shown before.
Overwhelming confidence had taken its place.

Smooch. Chu-up-

And this confidence gave her the courage to kiss Kim Woo-Jin as soon as their eyes met.

"So. Can I ask now?"
"...What I did while I was gone?"

After the brief kiss ended, Kim Woo-Jin asked with a serious face.

"Yes. I was worried. A lot. Extremely."
"I know. As soon as I returned here, a monster told me everything in a fuss. Thank you, Woo-Jin. For worrying about me."

Na-Bi didn't hide her joy.
Although he might have betrayed her body, he hadn't betrayed her heart.
She felt that when he looked at her with a guilty face.

"Then, shall I tell you slowly before breakfast?"

And this was true.
Na-Bi found it unbearably joyful. And the resolve she had made after hearing from Eun-Ha became even firmer.

"Where I went, what happened, and what powers I gained."

That monopolizing Kim Woo-Jin was selfish.
But she didn't want to lose her position as his first, as the woman he loved most.

That's why she decided to establish a hierarchy.
Na-Bi began to slowly explain to Kim Woo-Jin what she had experienced.

Ch.419 - I Won. Anyway, I Won (got Utterly Destroyed)
After a long, long day, morning arrived.
Back in her room, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu sat on the bed with sulky expressions. They pouted their lips and glanced sideways at the boy beside them.
Kim Se-Won wondered what was going on as he observed the girls sitting on either side of him.

"We said we'd take care of you forever."
"You just needed to bring yourself."

The reason for the girls' bad mood?
It was because they had brought up a topic that Kim Se-Won thought had already been resolved.
It was quite ridiculous that they were upset because he wouldn't let himself be kidnapped and confined, but it meant that Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu were truly serious.

*What could be the cause?*

Kim Se-Won suddenly wondered. Since they started dating, Eun-Ha (Jae-Yu) had shown concerning obsessive behavior.
This was behavior stemming from emotional issues. He didn't dislike it, but sometimes thought it went too far.

In any case, such mental issues don't just fall from the sky. There must be a cause for this change in behavior.

"I don't like that."

However, discovering the cause would take time. Putting his questions aside, Kim Se-Won shook his head firmly and spoke again.

"I understand that you want me to look only at you, and that you don't like me looking at other women. I feel the same way. But still, I want to live like we are now."

He stretched out his arms and gently embraced the two girls.
Despite being strong, they had vulnerable hearts. Of course, in bed, they were more vulnerable than anyone.
Kim Se-Won liked these girls just as they were.

"I want to take responsibility for you... no, for both of you, with my own strength. Just as I've been running hard to catch up with you, I'm saying I'll work hard to become the head of our household."
"H-head..."
"Of the household..."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu stared blankly at Kim Se-Won.
Head of the household.
Did he say head of the household?
Their blank expressions quickly heated up. Their slightly parted lips closed tightly, and their eyes widened.

*Marriage!*
*Wedding dress!*

Kim Se-Won in a tuxedo.
Themselves in pure white dresses, walking shyly toward him.
The two unconsciously inserted themselves into wedding scenes they must have seen somewhere.

*Certainly, if we lock Se-Won away, we can't have a wedding.*
*A wedding is where everyone congratulates us and visually confirms that we're bound to Se-Won!*

Kim Se-Won's words were enough to shake Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu's hearts. Their hearts began to race uncontrollably.

Then suddenly, a question occurred to them.

"But there are two of us?"
"You might be able to get us a house, but can you support us financially?"

One of their future aspirations: to be a bride.
And one planning to have many children!
Kim Se-Won would need the ability to raise the girls and their children.

"That's why I'm doing all this. I'm continuing my studies at school and working as a Stellarlis."

Kim Se-Won answered without hesitation. He was remarkably smooth. As if he had anticipated this from the beginning, he didn't show even a moment's hesitation.

"Raising children is something for the future when we have more resources, so I can't think about it right now."
"I-I see."
"For our future."

Laughing, his words made the two nod automatically.

Come to think of it, Kim Se-Won could be considered quite a good catch.

Stamina: Strong enough to defeat magical girls.
Ability: Backed by magical girls and Transcendents. Though lacking in talent, he makes up for it with extraordinary effort.
Education: Currently attending the Academy, the pinnacle of hero training schools. Additionally, he belongs to Stellarlis, an organization dedicated to protecting humanity.

Though not born into wealth, he was a reliable talent who could make his own way. And with Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu's wealth, money was no issue.
In other words! The girls could fill in whatever he lacked!

*Complementing each other's shortcomings.*
*Deepening our relationship through our bonds!*

This was revolutionary.
The mindset that had filled their heads was completely overturned in an instant.
Indeed, they hadn't thought about marriage.
They had been so focused on wanting to be with Kim Se-Won forever that they had completely forgotten about this obvious event.

"So, can we trust you?"
"That you'll make us happy."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu smiled broadly and hugged Kim Se-Won's arms.

*We can take turns getting pregnant.*
*Then he can earn enough money.*

The two were confident they would be happy.
Even without Morris's support, they had plenty of experience as heroes. They had enough time to continue working as heroes or find new careers.

*Plus, we won in bed too.*
*If Se-Won hadn't cheated, we would have completely won.*

As long as they didn't show any openings like last time, they would win in bed from now on.
One-on-one was overwhelmingly disadvantageous and unfair, while two-on-one was fair and square.

"Of course. Trust me."

Kim Se-Won answered confidently.
If it didn't work out, he would use his strength until it did. Looking back on his efforts over the past year, he was certain.
That for the girls he loved, he could make any effort.

"Ah, it's already that time. Let's get moving. We're supposed to report to Teacher Hong Yu-Jin."

Feeling the warmth of the two girls, Kim Se-Won suddenly noticed the clock and changed the subject. He needed to start moving now if he wanted to return to his room and change clothes.

"You're right. Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram are also returning to Korea today."
"They've probably arrived in Korea and are heading this way now... we can meet up and go together."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu nodded readily.
Then they stood up and began to undress. Not the shameless maid outfits they had worn on the bed, but casual clothes they had prepared for Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu.

"Ah, Se-Won."
"Here."

The girls, suddenly in their underwear, took uniforms from the closet and handed one to Kim Se-Won.
He received it and opened his eyes wide in surprise.

"W-why is this here?"

What he received was a Stellarlis uniform.
Not a female uniform, but a male one. Judging by the size, it seemed to fit him.

"...Don't ask."
"W-we just wanted to have it ready, that's all."

At Kim Se-Won's bewildered words, the two girls blushed and averted their gaze. Not content with that, they busily began changing clothes.

Their intentions were obvious.
Obvious, and they had even prepared for it. But they were too embarrassed to say it out loud.

*How can we say we prepared it for when we sleep with Se-Won?*
*The big bed is for that too.*

They were perverted girls.

"W-well... thanks. I'll wear it well."

Kim Se-Won made a sour face but reluctantly began changing.
As he undressed down to his underwear, the two girls' gazes immediately fixed on him.

His muscles, one result of his efforts, displayed an impressive build that met the girls' aesthetic standards.
Well-balanced and not excessive, but visibly sturdy, perfectly defined muscles.

*To build more from that state...*
*Is it time for a bulk-up phase?*

For those with superpowers, especially physical enhancement abilities, muscles grow just through training, but other superpower users might need a period of bulking up.

*No.*
*That level might be just right.*

The girls, who had been carefully observing Kim Se-Won's muscles, soon retracted their thoughts.
While stronger-looking muscles were better, perhaps due to their female perspective, they preferred his current build to overly developed muscles.
Besides, while the girls were confident they would love him in any form, others might not. Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu didn't want people to avoid, fear, or look at Kim Se-Won with disgust.

*Now I understand how Jin-Ah felt about Ham Ho-Jong.*
*Rather than just being big, it's better to be moderate... though that part isn't moderate.*

As they scanned his muscles, the girls' gazes naturally drifted to his groin.
That prominently large thing. The girls unconsciously looked at each other's smooth lower abdomens.

"It's fortunate we're magical girls."
"Yes. Really fortunate."

What a strangely belated reaction.

"What are you suddenly talking about?"
"Huh? Oh. Nothing."
"Nothing at all. Yeah."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu evaded Kim Se-Won's question and hurriedly changed clothes.

After all three had changed...

"..."

But Jae-Yu's expression was strange. She frowned while touching her chest.

"My chest feels tight."

The uniform made to fit Eun-Ha's body was too constricting for Jae-Yu. It felt like something large was pressing down on her chest.

"W-we can't help it. It was made specifically for me. We never expected you to be active in that form."
"I know that. But it's still tight."

Whoosh! Both girls' gazes turned toward Kim Se-Won simultaneously.

"Let's go quickly! We'll be late!"

Kim Se-Won hastily led the girls out of the room before they could speak.
It was obvious what they were about to ask.

'Whose chest do you prefer?'
That would have been it.



* * *



The three were heading toward the entrance after receiving a message from In Ha-Ram saying they had almost arrived at White Base.
At this time when dawn was just breaking, the corridors of White Base were very quiet.

"By the way."
"Yes?"

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu answered simultaneously.

"If your magical power recovers... well, this seems like a lie from Morris anyway. But still, can't you return to being one person?"
"Hmm~"
"As expected, it's hard for the two of you~"

At Kim Se-Won's question, the two girls narrowed their eyes. A thoroughly condescending expression. Plus, the way they slightly covered their mouths with their hands made him want to punch them on the head.

"Want me to do it again right now?"
"Kyaa~"
"Pervert♡ Deviant♡"

At Kim Se-Won's irritated words, the two girls clung to his waist. The opposite of his expectation that they would slink away.

"Anyway, to conclude. It's possible right now."
"There's no evidence... just a feeling? That it would work."
"We could go back right now, but we need to let our mom and friends know about this state."
"So we're just not going back immediately."
"I see. That broadens our strategic options."

With his question answered, Kim Se-Won glanced at Jae-Yu.
Since Eun-Ha's uniform didn't fit Jae-Yu, she had unbuttoned several buttons of her blouse and uniform, revealing her chest.
It wasn't that she wanted to, but she had no choice because it was too tight.
Naturally, such exposure had the power to attract a man's gaze.

"So we should surprise them~"

Jae-Yu noticed Kim Se-Won's gaze and smiled broadly. Then, she gently moved away from him and slipped into the shadows.

"Eun-Ha. You need to lie well, okay? You know those girls Cha Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram are like ghosts."
"I-I'll try my best not to say anything."

While she herself wasn't a problem, Eun-Ha was. If they could just keep Eun-Ha's mouth in check, it would truly be a surprising surprise.
Kim Se-Won walked toward the entrance, conscious of Jae-Yu hidden in the shadows.

Ch.420 - Report
The main entrance of White Base, which connects to the outside, forms a gentle upward slope. This is because White Base is an underground facility.
With a hiss, the main gate slid open sideways as Kim Se-Won pressed a button, allowing faint sunlight to filter in.

As soon as the gate opened, two silhouettes appeared, backlit by the sunlight.

"Chae-Eun! Ha-Ram!"

Delighted to see familiar faces, Eun-Ha rushed toward them in one breath.
Even though it had only been a few days since they'd last met, Eun-Ha herself hadn't imagined she would be this happy to see them.

"Why do you both look so disgruntled?"

Walking with all four friends after a long time, Kim Se-Won greeted Eun-Ha warmly but then turned to look at the two who made no effort to hide their displeasure.

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun had discarded the disguises they'd worn when first leaving the country and were now sighing heavily. It didn't seem to be because of Eun-Ha or himself.
Something had clearly gone wrong.

And that failure likely meant the two girls hadn't achieved their goal.

"Are you asking even though you already know? You're really not sensitive at all."
"Seriously. You have absolutely no tact whatsoever."

Starting with In Ha-Ram's sharp glare, Han Chae-Eun's complaints followed.
The atmosphere was tense enough that even the most oblivious person could tell the two girls were upset.

"If I had no tact, would I be asking this? So what happened? You can tell us, it's just us here."
"I'm a little curious too."

Despite facing girls who could intimidate their classmates, Kim Se-Won remained unfazed. He even directly asked what had happened.

"The food was perfect, the aphrodisiac was perfect, the lingerie, makeup, atmosphere, and plan were all perfect."
"And then some idiot like Kim Se-Won who can't read the room caused an incident...! Ugh, I researched so many things I could do with my chest for that day...!"

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun strode forward, bitterly resenting someone who was no longer in this world.
Their rare display of anger showed just how disappointed they were.
As evidence, Han Chae-Eun was kneading her chest in frustration.

"I expected they would fail."
"Seems their plan failed because of something they didn't anticipate."

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won quietly watched the two before exchanging glances and starting to giggle.

"Still, that's a relief."
"Yeah, it is. I heard gates opened in Russia too? I guess they went to different locations?"

Russia, Japan, the United States, China.
Except for China, which had two gates open, the other countries each had one gate open.
And since the pillars of magical energy had appeared in China, Japan, and the United States, Russia should have been relatively peaceful.

"Oh, you heard about it."
"Don't even mention it. Suddenly a gate opened and then something like a pillar rose up. It was quite a spectacle!"

But In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun's words were far from what Eun-Ha had expected.

"Huh? Pillar...? You're saying that appeared in Russia too? Wait, were you nearby?!"

Eun-Ha was startled.
According to what the operator had told her, apart from China, only Japan and the United States had magical pillars.

"Nearby is right. It rose up right in front of us."
"Ugh, I never imagined we'd end up rescuing a captured king~ Isn't getting captured usually the role of princesses like us?"
"Pfft...!"
"Hey! Kim Se-Won! What's so funny?"
"King, not prince! And what? Princessesss? Ack!"

Smack! Almost simultaneously, palms struck the back of Kim Se-Won's head. It was In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun's attack.
Their hands were so fierce that even Eun-Ha was startled.

"Why, why is there so much emotion in that hit, seriously."

Kim Se-Won rubbed his sore head, genuinely surprised.

Usually, even with a surprise attack, he could sense the precursor to such violence. One might exaggerate and call it killing intent.
But this time, he hadn't felt it.

*Could it be?*

Kim Se-Won examined In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun with an aggrieved expression.
It wasn't arrogance, but there truly was a gap between them and himself. Yet somehow, that gap seemed to have narrowed in an instant.
In just a few days.

He was still definitely stronger, but had they undergone some kind of awakening while he wasn't looking?

"Did you two train or something in the past few days? Or maybe make a contract with some unknown Transcendent?"
"That's impossible. We already have two Transcendents, so a third one wouldn't appear. If one did, chaos would obviously ensue."
"Something did happen though. We'll explain in detail when we report, so be paaatient until then~"

With that, In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun walked past Kim Se-Won, heading toward Hong Yoo-Jin's office.

Report, take a short break, then go to school.
Time was precious for both them and Hong Yoo-Jin, so the sooner the report was done, the better.

"What are you doing? Come on. Kim Se-Won, don't tell me you forgot today is a weekday?"
"Come on, I wouldn't forget my sense of date that quickly~"
"Isn't that entirely possible?"

In Ha-Ram narrowed her eyes, looking back and forth between Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha. If the two of them were together just as the sun was rising, it was obvious what that meant.

"Unlike us, these two have already succeeded."
"Ah. Aaah~ So that's it."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun shot them jealous looks.

"Ow!"

They stopped, turned back, and one of them pinched Eun-Ha's cheek hard.
To be honest, they were envious. Being able to be with the person you love.
And that it wasn't morally wrong.

"It hurts! It hurts hurts hurts hurts...!"

Eun-Ha flailed her arms at the sudden violence.



* * *



Deep inside White Base. About a two-minute walk from Eun-Ha's room is Hong Yoo-Jin's office.

A place neither completely secluded nor frequently visited.
Already quiet, and being early morning on top of that, Hong Yoo-Jin's office was silence itself.

"Mom, I'm here."

Eun-Ha flung the door open wide without even thinking of knocking.
Being at White Base at this hour meant she must have stayed here overnight. As Eun-Ha expected, Hong Yoo-Jin was sitting at her desk in formal attire, deeply contemplating something.

"...Ah. You're here?"

Belatedly noticing Eun-Ha and the other three entering, Hong Yoo-Jin smiled faintly and gestured to them.

However, she wasn't alone in her office.
Two familiar figures were also present.

"That person is..."
"Tch."

Eun-Ha's mouth fell open at the unexpected appearance. Kim Se-Won, on the other hand, openly displayed his displeasure.

"..."

The man standing quietly in the corner of the room noticed Kim Se-Won's hostility and lowered his gaze. He had nothing to say.
After all, he was a sinner.

"That's the man who forcibly grabbed Eun-Ha's hand before."
"But why is he here?"

Unaware of the situation, In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun expressed their confusion as they carefully observed the man and woman standing in the corner.
One was Ahn Hwi-Jin, who had fallen for Wang Zi-Han's manipulation and enabled the creation of Eun-Ha's clone.
The other was Ahn Hwi-Jin's younger sister, Ahn Hee-Ya, whose mind was now broken.

Ahn Hee-Ya was staring at the ceiling with a blank expression, her mouth slightly open.

Thanks to Eun-Ha, all traces of abuse had disappeared and her limbs were restored to normal, but her mind had not returned.

"I'm sorry. My sister is in no condition to be left alone."

As attention turned to his sister, Ahn Hwi-Jin spoke up.
No one would willingly take care of his sister, a traitor. Ahn Hwi-Jin bowed deeply with a guilty expression.

"Well. I've already received reports from the agents who went to each country, but I'd like to hear more details from you directly."

Hong Yoo-Jin spoke up, trying to change the subject. At her words, all eyes that had been on Ahn Hwi-Jin and Ahn Hee-Ya turned to her.

"Tell me exactly what happened. In detail."
"We'll go first."

As soon as Hong Yoo-Jin finished speaking, Eun-Ha stepped forward. Kim Se-Won tactfully moved forward with her.

"First, how we saw that person. And then what we witnessed."

Eun-Ha began to share what she had organized in her mind. With Kim Se-Won's occasional supplementary explanations, a vivid testimony poured out into the room.

"What, a clone of Eun-Ha?! Wait, is that true?"

Hong Yoo-Jin slammed her desk and stood up abruptly.

"And that child... I see. That was the reason he had to sell Eun-Ha's genetic material."

In Ha-Ram understood the general flow.

"Wait, something's strange. Why did only China have two gates open? That means the eggs that were one per country elsewhere, there were two in China?! Why? Because the land is so vast? No, that doesn't make sense. Other countries are large too..."

Han Chae-Eun had serious questions about the fact that there were two of the objects she had seen.

"Don-Hil... she happened to be there."
"Even if her being there was coincidence, I still wonder why only China had two... Were they planning something?"
"It's the opposite."

Ahn Hwi-Jin carefully answered Han Chae-Eun's question in a subdued voice.
He was the only one in the room who could answer her question.

"Wang Zi-Han used his wealth and power to snatch an item that should have gone to another country. He once proudly said that originally they would have been placed one each in Russia, the United States, Japan, China, and England, but he forcibly took one."
"Well, Wang Zi-Han was said to have unusually enormous wealth... th-thank you?"

Han Chae-Eun bowed to Ahn Hwi-Jin with an ambiguous expression. While she resented him for enabling the creation of Eun-Ha's clone, she appreciated him easily resolving her question.

"People competing for hybrid eggs... that means there were quite a few who joined hands with the Muk-Si-Ja? For example, the wealthy or high-ranking officials in each country?"
"Probably."

Ahn Hwi-Jin nodded at In Ha-Ram's words. He had only overheard bits of Wang Zi-Han's boastful talk.
Still, given the circumstances, In Ha-Ram's suggestion was very plausible.

"So. Aleph, Muk-Si-Ja's Servant that we defeated before, has been reborn as Eun-Ha's clone? This is troublesome."

Hong Yoo-Jin, who had been listening quietly, let out a deep sigh.

"The more time we give it, the more monstrously strong it will become."

Eun-Ha also sympathized with Hong Yoo-Jin's concern.
Although it couldn't use magic, being born from a magical girl's body meant its magical power would grow exponentially in no time.
Considering that hybrids routinely fought and survived against countless of their own kind, the speed was hard to imagine.

"And lastly, this is the most important part."

Still, worrying about Aleph would be endless. Eun-Ha forcibly changed the subject.

"I mentioned a clone was created, right? And that there was more than one clone made."

What was she trying to say?
Hong Yoo-Jin, In Ha-Ram, and Han Chae-Eun's gazes immediately focused on Eun-Ha's lips. Her expression was very serious.
It seemed she was still hiding something significant.

"Another clone, an artifact, and me. These three factors mixed together, causing something unexpected to happen."

At that moment.
The shadow at Eun-Ha's feet elongated with a slithering sound, and from it, Jae-Yoo emerged.

"!!!!"

Everyone except Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won stared with wide eyes.

Ch.421 - A Man Sometimes Needs To Advance Backward
A silent shock reverberated through the room. Everyone except Eun-Ha, Jae-Yu, and Kim Se-Won stared with gaping mouths at the two girls who shouldn't possibly coexist in the same space.

Of course, Ahn Hwi-Jin, one of the instigators, was equally shocked.

Their plan to surprise everyone had succeeded brilliantly. Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu caught each other's eyes and grinned brightly.

"W-w-w-wait. Just wait a minute."

Hong Yu-Jin was the first to regain her composure. She stood up and leaped over the desk, approaching Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu cautiously before carefully examining the two girls.

"That's it! Chris! Chris Bizal! Did you recruit him? Is that what happened? Huh? Doppelgangers!"

"Maybe?"

"Who knows~?"

Seeing Hong Yu-Jin so flustered was rare. Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu exchanged mischievous glances and avoided eye contact.

Not wanting to prolong the confusion, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu each revealed their magic. Eun-Ha filled the room with her sacred domain while Jae-Yu displayed her opposing territory.

The powers they casually demonstrated were beyond what any doppelganger could imitate, since doppelgangers couldn't use magic.

"What... what's happening?"

"Is this real? Did Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu actually split into two people?"

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun, finally recovering from their shock, moved closer behind the two girls, shoving aside Kim Se-Won who had been smirking unpleasantly.

"Yes, that's right."

"Honestly, if it weren't for the clone, we wouldn't have split like this."

"...Wait. Does that mean you're planning to tell people about this split?"

"Won't people just say everything we've shown until now was fake?"

Fake?
Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu tilted their heads, puzzled by the unexpected comment.

"No, there's no need to make such a fuss. Moris said we can return to normal whenever we want."

"We thought it would be good to tell Mom and you guys first before going back to being one person."

"Sigh... Be honest. You just wanted to mess with us, right?"

"Ahaha."

"Busted."

When Hong Yu-Jin sighed deeply while covering her face, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu shared embarrassed smiles. She had hit the nail on the head.
Hong Yu-Jin really knew them too well.

"So, one of you is currently in the clone's body?"

Assuming that one must be the clone between Clone and Eun-Ha, along with the artifact's power, Hong Yu-Jin concluded that one of them must be the clone.
But Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu simultaneously shook their heads.

"It's not like one is real and one is the clone."

"We're mixed half and half. Um... like half squid ink chicken and half fried chicken."

Jae-Yu offered a strange comparison. Despite the odd analogy, everyone understood what she meant and nodded.

"By the way, this happened because of the clone made in China? Come to think of it, that Jin Jae-Han clone that appeared at The Front Line recently, could it be...?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Ahn Hwi-Jin nodded.

"Then this means similar cases could appear in other countries, not just China. That's going to be a headache."

"No. I can assure you that won't happen."

"Why is that?"

Ahn Hwi-Jin's confident head shake was filled with certainty.

"First, creating just one clone requires an enormous amount of money."

"Ah. Right. That's true."

"Those villain guys were snickering about it."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu nodded, remembering what they'd heard in Wang Zi-Han's underground laboratory. Kim Se-Won did the same.
Simply inputting the materials and pressing a button required an eye-popping amount of money.

"Additionally, obtaining the cloning technology from the Villain Association cost an unimaginable sum. The same goes for the equipment needed to create clones. In other words, this was only possible because Wang Zi-Han was extremely wealthy."

Ahn Hwi-Jin added that foreign branches of the Villain Association weren't particularly interested in cloning. They couldn't bear the costs of maintenance after seeing Korea's failed cases.

"So we don't really need to worry about clones anymore."

"We destroyed Wang Zi-Han's underground lab on our way out anyway."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu looked relieved. What happened in Wang Zi-Han's underground laboratory was an extremely unpleasant experience, but not entirely bad.

"So there are Villain Associations overseas too, but they're not interested due to practical issues. Still, we should keep this in mind. We never know when an individual or group with massive capital might appear. Ahn Hwi-Jin, what you're saying is true, right?"

"...As a criminal, all I can do is tell you everything I know."

A sharp gaze pierced Ahn Hwi-Jin. The pressure was so intense that his shoulders instinctively hunched.
Ahn Hwi-Jin answered obediently, trembling with fear. Even without Hong Yu-Jin's pressure, he intended to be honest.
After all, his younger sister had returned. He was prepared to accept punishment for his wrongdoings.

"Anyway, Ahn Hwi-Jin. Your treatment will be officially determined through the disciplinary committee later."

Hong Yu-Jin opened her mouth to say something but barely managed to hold back. Then she abruptly dismissed Ahn Hwi-Jin.
With detailed reports from Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, and Ahn Hwi-Jin about what happened in China, there was no further need for him.

Ahn Hwi-Jin silently bowed his head. He gently pushed his sister, Ahn Hee-Ya, aside as he moved. His handcuffs rattled with each step.

"Hey."

As Ahn Hwi-Jin and Ahn Hee-Ya reached the door, he suddenly turned around and addressed Eun-Ha.

"I'm truly sorry."

After spitting out the words he'd been holding in his heart, he quietly left the room.

"In all my years... To think I'd see a son become a daughter, and then that daughter split in two."

After Ahn Hwi-Jin left and his footsteps could no longer be heard, Hong Yu-Jin finally voiced what she'd been holding back.

"Actually, there's one more."

"One more? What do you mean?"

Hong Yu-Jin's eyes widened at Eun-Ha's words.
Could it be that she had split into three, not two? The mere thought made her dizzy.

"Aleph."

"Haaa. I thought..."

Hong Yu-Jin stroked her chest in relief.
Aleph, reborn using Eun-Ha's clone as a sacrifice, was certainly troublesome, but at least Eun-Ha hadn't become three people.

"Oh, and there's another problem."

Jae-Yu spoke with a serious expression.
Her serious face soon turned into blushing cheeks. She shyly averted her gaze while fidgeting with her fingers.

"Well... even though we plan to return to being one person someday, I might wear the uniform in this form. So..."

After squirming awkwardly, Jae-Yu finally said:

"Make me a new uniform. My chest is too tight."

She glanced at Kim Se-Won and deliberately pushed out her chest.

"Tsk!"

A clicking sound came from beside her. Without looking, she knew it was Eun-Ha.

"So, is it our turn now? Ah~ honestly, it was going so well up until the middle."

With the stories of Eun-Ha, Jae-Yu, and Kim Se-Won concluded, Han Chae-Eun quickly changed the subject.
It was already 6:30, so the sooner they finished, the better.

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun's story was very similar to how Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won had told theirs.
In Ha-Ram would describe what she did at specific times, and Han Chae-Eun would add what she was doing during those same periods.

Though they went to the same country and place, their different objectives meant the two girls had to separate.

"So both Mr. In Cheon-Yong and Mr. Kwak Yang-Ho almost became sacrifices at the same time?!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
It seemed strange. While she could understand Han Chae-Eun's recent crush, Kwak Yang-Ho, being a sacrifice, In Cheon-Yong too?

"Didn't I tell you before? My father used to be a hero when he was young. He still trains regularly in his private training room because of that."

"Ah~."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu nodded. Indeed, In Cheon-Yong's muscles were extraordinary for someone who trained just as a hobby.

"Tsk, even so, why did it have to be those two?"

Han Chae-Eun clicked her tongue, clearly displeased. Her rare opportunity—a first night abroad—had been ruined.

"Really. Somehow Eun-Ha is always surrounded by people with peculiar tastes."

"I have peculiar tastes too, but..."

"No. Compared to them, aren't my tastes actually normal?"

A daughter with unusual tastes arguing with herself about her friends with equally unusual tastes. Hong Yu-Jin felt a strange malice in the continuous occurrence of events that most people wouldn't experience once in a lifetime.
She wondered if someone was deliberately gathering these people and causing incidents.

*I must be the only normal one here.*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, felt oddly proud.
Although the girl he was dating now came in two flavors, his ideal type was quite normal.

"Anyway, we got injured when we let our guard down, so all our plans fell apart."

"Not just injured—we almost became sacrifices. The opportunity slipped right through our fingers."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun expressed their regret without hiding their unusual sexual desires.

"But still!"

"We won't give up. Father is still healthy, so there will be plenty of opportunities."

"This is just a trial!"

"We're not weak enough to be defeated by mere trials."

After briefly expressing their regret, the two girls clenched their fists with determination.
Whether they made the men approach them or they approached the men themselves, they were determined to achieve their goal.

Given their unusual sexual preferences, they had known for a long time that this relationship wouldn't be easy to establish. Naturally, their resolve was extraordinary.

"So what happened to those two?"

"Are they safe?"

"They're fine."

"We rescued them just before they were completely sacrificed. It was really close~."

"Ah! Is that what you mentioned earlier? The princesses who rescued the captured king?"

"Yes, that's it. And that's how we accidentally got stronger."

Accidentally got stronger? Suddenly, everyone's attention turned to Han Chae-Eun.

"Come to think of it, your hand felt unusually hot earlier. So you really did get stronger. And you said you rescued them just before they were sacrificed?"

Kim Se-Won rubbed the back of his head, which still felt numb.

"You charged toward that egg containing that filthy magic?"

"You should have seen Ha-Ram's face then! She looked like she'd seen a ghost!"

"Hehe, you were the same, Chae-Eun, did you know that?"

"What?! Me, really? I had no idea."

Eun-Ha, Jae-Yu, and Kim Se-Won looked at each other and nodded. The reason Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram had grown stronger in such a short time was now clear.

"I never thought that not only Nabi but also Ha-Ram and Chae-Eun would absorb Muk-Si-Ja's magic."

"It's better than having more servants, but it feels... weird."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu couldn't be completely happy.
Thanks to Muk-Si-Ja's magic, Don-Hil had completely transformed, and their friends had gained stronger magic.
It was good, but the problem was that it came from their enemy, Muk-Si-Ja.
They worried if this might be a trap. They had indeed become stronger, but what if they would later be controlled by Muk-Si-Ja?

"Muk-Si-Ja, huh. Just to be safe, let's have you undergo a thorough examination later. You might have Muk-Si-Ja's genes in you."

Hong Yu-Jin seemed to share the same concern as she recommended a thorough examination for the two girls.
If they really did have Muk-Si-Ja's genes, she also planned to extract them for research purposes.

"Yes."

"We were a bit concerned too. It's Muk-Si-Ja's magic, after all. I even wondered what would happen if my chest got even bigger~."

"It would be troublesome if they got any bigger. Well... it's almost time for work. Se-Won, do you have your school uniform? It seems you were with Eun-Ha yesterday."

"What? Ah...!!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened at Hong Yu-Jin's words.
He knew today was a school day, but he had forgotten to prepare his uniform.
The well-prepared In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun would have already prepared their uniforms to change into.
In other words, he was the only one unprepared!

"I'll go to the dormitory first and change!"

Kim Se-Won hurriedly turned around and headed for the door.

"Ugh?!"

Or at least he tried to.
As Kim Se-Won turned and moved forward, he gasped at the mass of flesh suddenly before him.

The door he was heading for was diagonally behind him.
Coincidentally, Han Chae-Eun, who had the largest chest in the room, was also diagonally behind him.

"Mmph!"

Kim Se-Won's face was completely buried in Han Chae-Eun's chest.

"..."

He felt a chilling gaze from behind.

"Huh? Hey, hey! W-wait?!"

Trembling with fear, Kim Se-Won ran out with his face still buried in her chest. Escaping from this place was his top priority right now.

Ch.422 - The Jobless Life Ends Now!
A tense situation.
Kim Se-Won sprinted with all his might, feeling the soft touch of flesh against his face.

"Wait, hey! Yaaak!"

The sight of someone running while carrying another person by the head. Suddenly suspended in mid-air and flying backward, Han Chae-Eun shouted at Kim Se-Won.

"Stop! I said stop! Hey, what are you doing with your face buried in someone's chest?!"

No matter how much she yelled, there was no response. Kim Se-Won just kept running at full speed, sweating profusely.
Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu. Until he was far enough away from the two girls, Kim Se-Won had no intention of stopping.

Of course, just because Kim Se-Won wouldn't stop didn't mean he could keep running as he wished.

"Huh...?"

Han Chae-Eun's eyes widened.
Stretchhh- the sensation of her body gently touching something. That something was stickily holding her in place, preventing Kim Se-Won from moving forward.

"Huff, huff...! Huff!"

After running in place for a while, Kim Se-Won finally realized something was wrong.
Something felt off.
It felt like running on a treadmill. Suddenly, a chilling sensation tapped his back.

Kim Se-Won's head was freed from Han Chae-Eun's chest. Pahh! He stepped back, taking in a deep breath of fresh air.

"Uh, uhh, uhhh...!"

His eyes trembled. Han Chae-Eun, whom he had been dragging along, was now suspended by sticky magical threads like a spider web.

"M-mutation magic...!"

He knew what this was.
He knew what these spider webs blocking the corridor were.
And he knew who the owner of this black magic was!

Kim Se-Won instinctively turned around to look behind him.

A girl was standing there. Right in front of him. So close that if he had taken one more step backward, they would have touched.

"Did you enjoy it?"

With an icily cold face and an infinitely hollow voice, the girl spoke quietly, her eyes darker than ever before.

"Chae-Eun's chest is big, right?"
"Ah, aah..."
"It was soft, wasn't it? Felt good, didn't it?"

One step, Jae-Yu moved forward.
One step, Kim Se-Won unconsciously stepped back.
One step, one step.
Without closing the distance between them, the two moved.

Thud!

"Gasp!"
"While I'm right here."

Until he reached Han Chae-Eun, who was still suspended in the spider web.
Realizing his escape route was blocked, Kim Se-Won gasped.

A year ago, wasn't this what the villains said?
Witnessing a magical girl exercising violence without a shred of mercy, the villains called her a black nightmare.

That was right.
A nightmare in the form of a girl. Coming toward him.

"Am I not enough? Even with two of us, was it still not enough?"

The girl pressed herself against him, his retreat blocked by the spider web. Smaller than Han Chae-Eun's but still larger than average. Her soft chest pressed against him.
Due to several unbuttoned buttons on her blouse and uniform, her cleavage was clearly visible.

Stealthily, her hands, which had touched his stomach, climbed up his body.
From stomach to chest.
From chest to collarbone.
From collarbone to neck.
With each movement of her hands, Kim Se-Won unconsciously pulled his neck back a little.

Slowly.
Because the girl's hands were closing in on him...!

"No. That's not what I was trying to do. Believe me!"
"Then."

Kim Se-Won shouted with sincerity. Still, the girl's hands didn't stop.
The hands that had been creeping up finally grabbed his chin and climbed up to his cheeks.

"Why did you run away?"

Learned fear and coping. The terrible jealousy he had experienced many times had deeply rooted fear in Kim Se-Won's mind.
Standing on tiptoe with her arm stretched out, Jae-Yu's hand completely covered Kim Se-Won's cheek.

Tremble, tremble, his body shook.
What would happen next? What would she do?
Suddenly, the scene from last night flashed through his mind.

*This is the end!*

Kim Se-Won squeezed his eyes shut.
Like yesterday. No, the fear that he might be squeezed even harder than yesterday. The overwhelming sense of helplessness revived.

"...Well, I'm just kidding."
"Huh?"

But then, an unbelievable voice was heard. The girl's voice, completely the same as usual.
Kim Se-Won couldn't believe this change and opened his eyes.

"?!"

Jae-Yu smiled broadly and pulled his face closer. Kim Se-Won stared at Jae-Yu's approaching face with a dumbfounded expression.
Chu. A brief kiss.

"I was just a little angry because you suddenly ran off with Chae-Eun."

Seeing his dumbfounded expression, Jae-Yu spoke as if it was nothing.
This was different from her previous reactions. Very different. Kim Se-Won couldn't tell if this was a dream or reality.

"So, have a good trip."

As Jae-Yu gestured in the air, the magical threads blocking the corridor gathered at her fingertips.
The gathered threads quickly spread out, gently catching Han Chae-Eun's body that had been floating in the air.

"You too, Chae-Eun."
"I'm really annoyed that I was so obviously used."
"Can't be helped. Se-Won ran away with you like he was escaping from some monster."
"So it's all Kim Se-Won's fault? You're dead. Seriously."
"No, it's my fault... Yeah... It is my fault."

Crack! Crack! As Han Chae-Eun cracked her knuckles, Kim Se-Won slumped his shoulders. He wanted to make excuses, but it was clearly his fault from the beginning.

*I should have just not rushed from the start.*

If he had moved calmly from the beginning, he wouldn't have ended up like this. Or if he hadn't reacted to Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu's gazes.

*Still, it's fortunate.*

Either way, he had felt the sensation of a chest against his face and experienced a brief kiss with Jae-Yu. In the end, it was a gain.



* * *



After Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram left, Jae-Yu returned to the room and found two people sitting across from each other at the table.

"What are you doing? Didn't you say you had to go?"
"It won't take long, so it doesn't matter. Come on, sit down here too."

Jae-Yu briefly replied, "Okay," and sat down next to Eun-Ha.

*Maybe she wanted to talk to us about something.*

Hong Yu-Jin's expression was quite serious. Since there was still some time before they needed to go to school, her guess might be right.

"First, can you really return to your original form?"
"Yes."
"Show me?"

Hong Yu-Jin nodded quickly. It seemed that having her daughter split into two had been quite a shock.

"W-wait...!"

At that, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu quickly began to undress. There was no hesitation in their movements. Hong Yu-Jin, who had asked for this, was the one trying to stop them.

"Why are you suddenly taking off your clothes?! Even if we're the only ones here!"
"Why, you ask."
"Well..."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu tilted their heads as if wondering what was strange.

"If we merge in this state, the clothes we're wearing will disappear."
"And if what we're wearing merges, that's a problem too."
"Ah."

Thinking about it, that made sense.
Hong Yu-Jin nodded in agreement.
Unlike a magical girl's transformation, merging and splitting would certainly come with clothing issues.
It would be fortunate if not, but since this was their first time, they needed to be careful.

*To think I'd see my grown daughter naked.*

It would be different if they were bathing together. The thought of unintentionally seeing her child naked gave her a headache.
The issue wasn't that it was embarrassing or awkward, but that Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu, despite their appearance, were adults.

"Then I'll start."

The girls, having removed all their clothes, held hands. Flash! A bright light briefly obscured their vision.
Following that, a black light enveloped it, forming a single membrane.

After about a minute, the membrane peeled away, revealing Eun-Ha.
Her magical power had increased compared to when she was split in two. Moreover, the output of her core felt stronger.

*This means it would be better not to split when facing a strong opponent.*

Conversely, when facing a large army, splitting would be better. Eun-Ha opened her eyes after this brief reflection.

"Done."
"Is it really all done? Put on some clothes first. Clothes. What if someone suddenly comes in?"
"Yes, ma'am. I understand."

Eun-Ha glanced at the clothes Jae-Yu had taken off and quietly pushed them aside. She remembered the tightness in her chest when she had worn those clothes after merging.

"So, what did you want to talk about?"

Eun-Ha, now in her underwear, spoke. Being in underwear shouldn't cause any discomfort. She could put on the rest while talking.

"I was reminded of it when Jin Jae-Han was mentioned earlier."
"Jin Jae-Han? Why him? After ignoring him all this time."

She tilted her head in confusion.

"Well, even if he's a villain, his beloved younger brother died. That's why I turned a blind eye."
"Weren't S-ranks always laissez-faire...? They all did whatever they wanted. Except for Sister Ji-Yeon."
"S-rank heroes also have duties like Yoo Ji-Yeon. He just dumped all his responsibilities on his direct subordinates. I heard his sidekicks haven't had a vacation in years because of that."

Hong Yu-Jin shook her head.

"Anyway, thinking they can do whatever they want just because they've grown up a bit? I think I need to instill some discipline."
"...Ah, yes. Right. To you, they're just kids."

She found herself nodding automatically.
It was an absurd statement, but considering Hong Yu-Jin's experience and strength, it wasn't strange at all.
She was the strongest "person" in the world and the only EX-rank hero. No hero was stronger than Hong Yu-Jin.

"So bring that basement-dwelling junior along. That day-wasting guy, if you don't force him out, he'll just keep holed up at home."
"...Huh? Wait. What did you say?"
"I'm telling you to bring him. You're less busy than I am. Plus, you know him. If you must, use some aegyo to get him to come."

Eun-Ha tried to say something, her lips moving.
She only tried.

It was true that Hong Yu-Jin was incredibly busy. Compared to her, Eun-Ha was indeed less occupied.

"Sigh. Fine."

And among people who weren't S-rank, she was the only one he might talk to.
It wasn't that no one else knew Jin Jae-Han, but they would be busy cleaning up after him since he was neglecting his work.

Eun-Ha reluctantly nodded.
She had no intention whatsoever of using aegyo.

*He probably won't even listen to me... Maybe if I just burst his balls and make him a eunuch, he'll become more compliant?*

After all, the opponent was an S-rank hero with no motivation or will. If she used all her territories, domains, and magical power, she might be able to subdue him somehow.

Contemplating this somewhat cruel method, Eun-Ha rose from her seat.

Ch.423 - On The Way To The Academy. In The Limousine
While Eun-Ha was contemplating how to persuade the S-rank hero, Jin Jae-Han, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram were heading to the academy in a limousine.

"Due to gates that simultaneously appeared in Russia, China, Japan, and the United States yesterday, countless civilians and heroes have lost their lives," reported the news that In Ha-Ram had habitually turned on.

The broadcast was covering yesterday's tragedy.

"Except for China and Russia, New York in the United States and Tokyo in Japan have been devastated. Though all hybrids were suppressed thanks to the Stellarlis heroes who arrived early for support, the total number of victims is estimated to be in the millions..."

"Millions..."

The number was jaw-dropping. Kim Se-Won blinked in disbelief at the announcer's words and looked at the caption. Sure enough, it stated that Tokyo alone was estimated to have over one million casualties.

"Even though the population decreased significantly after the Great Invasion, Tokyo has always been one of the most densely populated cities. Still, a million people..."

"It's probably different from our country. They didn't have monsters or villains running rampant over there. So their heroes are relatively weaker and had no reason to be concentrated in the capital."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun were equally incredulous. The two girls felt relieved that their actions had prevented hundreds of thousands more casualties.

If they hadn't destroyed the Muk-Si-Ja's egg that appeared in Russia, the news would have included Russia along with Japan and the United States. Naturally, the scale of damage would have been much greater.

"But why did The Mute One risk placing eggs in each country? There weren't even any forces guarding them."

The question suddenly popped into Kim Se-Won's mind. He looked at the two girls with serious expressions.

"I think this was the goal," In Ha-Ram said, pointing at the monitor with her finger.

"I agree with Ha-Ram. Though it raises the question of why they targeted this, the servants who didn't survive this time will have another chance to come back, so there's nothing to lose."

"Mass slaughter as the objective? Then they could have just opened gates."

Questions led to more questions. Kim Se-Won felt his brow furrowing involuntarily.

The Mute One wouldn't need to act hastily. If they had released those hybrids comparable to A-rank monsters like the ones at The Front Line, people would still be dying right now.

Those creatures were monstrously strong.

"Could it be... a condition?" Han Chae-Eun cautiously spoke up.

"A condition?"
"What do you mean?"

"The Mute One isn't just aiming for transcendence but ultimately something higher. Naturally, they need to transcend first."

In Ha-Ram and Kim Se-Won stared at Han Chae-Eun with wide eyes.

"The Muk-Si-Ja's Servant. And they're using hybrids created based on the servants. They're taking lives en masse. Hybrids grow quickly partly because they're in an environment where they'll die if they don't grow, but also because they contain The Mute One's genes, right?"

Han Chae-Eun's speculation was quite sharp.

"Plus, The Mute One is already strong but isn't taking action. It's because they can't move right now. So they're making their hybrids and servants move instead, like extensions of themselves."

"Then 'why' did they need to kill people like this?"

"It's a condition for transcendence. Maybe they gain something by taking lives? Like... karma, as Buddhism calls it."

Han Chae-Eun was speaking seriously when she suddenly looked at In Ha-Ram and Kim Se-Won.

"Was I too serious? Hahaha... It's just something like 'maybe that's it.' Just a baseless fantasy."

Feeling awkward under their serious gazes, she scratched the back of her head. Though she was used to being the center of attention, she felt strangely embarrassed.

"Hmm."
"Honestly, there's no evidence at all."

In Ha-Ram and Kim Se-Won gave bitter smiles.

"Right? I was just throwing it out there~"
"Still, it helps clear the frustrating mental block."
"There must be a reason. Even if it's just a hypothesis, it's better than nothing. No need to brush it off as nonsense."
"One more thing."

Kim Se-Won raised his index finger.

"This is also a 'what if,' but Han Chae-Eun, if your hypothesis is roughly correct, doesn't it make sense that the creatures born from the eggs disappeared so easily if they were accumulating this karma or whatever?"

"The news only covers the hybrids, not the servants born from the eggs. If we think of it as a testing phase, it fits."

"Well, even if it's just speculation, let's keep these thoughts to ourselves for now."

Kim Se-Won grinned.

"But you know."

Soon, his smile disappeared, replaced by an intensely serious look.

"Huh?"
"What is it? You're even shaking your leg."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun opened their eyes wide at the sudden change.

"Ah, could it be~ that you're just now getting nervous about being in such a small space with two beautiful women?"

"How could that be? If that were the case, Eun-Ha wouldn't leave me alone. She might even be listening to our conversation right now. Since she can split and merge at will, she might just pop her head out from someone's shadow."

"Stop saying such ominous things."

Kim Se-Won shuddered. Even knowing it was a joke, it sent chills down his spine.

"Well, this might seem out of the blue, but..."

After reacting to the girls' jokes with a disgusted expression, he cautiously opened his mouth.

"What is it? Why are you being so hesitant?"
"Out of the blue..."

Kim Se-Won watched the two girls' reactions, his mouth moving slightly before he swallowed hard.

"...How many children are you planning to have?"

And then.
He blurted out something truly unexpected and completely out of the blue.

"What..."
"Children...?"

The two girls lost their words and looked at each other. Kim Se-Won's gaze wasn't focused on just one of them.
Both.
He was asking both Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram.

The words 'No matter how close we are, why ask something like that so suddenly!' rose to the tips of their tongues.
But Kim Se-Won's expression was extremely serious.
No.
Perhaps "desperate" would be more accurate.

*That's...*
*This has to be about Eun-Ha, right?*

The two girls glanced at each other and were certain.
The image of a pitiful man feeling a serious threat to his life. At the same time, they recalled Eun-Ha's innocent yet jealous and possessive side.

The two girls nodded simultaneously.
Besides this, there was nothing else that would make Kim Se-Won so anxious.

"A question for a question."
"We should be asking you. How many do you want?"
"I think one or two would be nice. But Eun-Ha..."

Kim Se-Won hung his head and spoke in a weak voice.

"How many is it? How many to make you look like you're facing death? Like... five? Or six?"

Han Chae-Eun narrowed her eyes teasingly. If Kim Se-Won had been right next to her, she would have nudged him with her elbow.

"...A house."
"A house? Suddenly a house??"
"You brought up a random topic, and now you're changing it. What's going on?"
"She wants to buy a house."

Kim Se-Won trembled.
The two girls' curiosity intensified. They leaned forward, reducing the distance to the boy's mouth.

"A house big enough for twenty people."
"Huh!"
"Twenty people...!"

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun couldn't hide their shock.
Twenty people. Despite overflowing with money thanks to Morris, this didn't sound like something the non-materialistic Eun-Ha would say.
However, Kim Se-Won's behavior confirmed it was true.

"Twenty people."
"Even if Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu both get pregnant, Se-Won's lifespan is bound to shorten."

The two whispered very quietly.

"No, wouldn't it be the opposite? Since Eun-Ha would heal him, he'd be in a living hell, unable to die even if he wanted to."

"Either way, poor Se-Won. Remember when we had that video call with Bloody White last time?"

"You mean when she said if you cut open the belly in the third month, you could have a baby while still being a magical girl? I thought Eun-Ha might actually do it... It was surprising that Bloody White covered for Eun-Ha."

The two girls whispered, imagining Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won with over ten children resembling them.
It seemed far-fetched, but entirely possible.

Kim Se-Won was probably asking about children at this timing to confirm that Eun-Ha's wishes were clearly abnormal.
In other words, he wanted them to deny it.

So how should the two girls respond?
Their brilliant minds quickly rotated to produce the optimal answer.
And that answer was!

"I, I also think one or two is enough."
"Me too. Yes. Having many would be lively and nice, but it would put too much burden on the eldest. Well, I guess it depends on the family."

They pretended not to hear. They skillfully continued the conversation as if they hadn't heard about the twenty people and the house.
Meanwhile, Han Chae-Eun's answer strangely felt like it came from personal experience.

*What should I do?*
*This won't work. Let's change the subject.*

Once again, the two girls' gazes met.
They communicated through looks alone and decided to change the topic.

"By the way, summer is approaching."
"Why, thinking about last year? Ah! How about doing something we couldn't do last year? You know, that artificial island? Since we just finished a big job in Russia, we could ask for some time off as a reward~"

"Hmm. Not bad. Showing Papa my swimsuit... I should prepare one for public view and another for when we're alone..."

In Ha-Ram unconsciously twitched the corner of her mouth. She had failed this time, but next time she would surely succeed.

"Should I bring Yang-Ho and show him my swimsuit too? Oh, right."

Han Chae-Eun thought of the middle-aged man she had her eye on, Kwak Yang-Ho, then looked at Kim Se-Won.

"Our Se-Won must be happy~? Eun-Ha will probably prepare at least two types of swimsuits."
"What? Ah... ha, hahaha."

At Han Chae-Eun's words, Kim Se-Won let out an empty laugh.
As she said, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu would prepare at least two types of swimsuits.

The stage: an artificial island.
The venue: Cheonil Group's luxury hotel.

It would be fortunate if they only prepared swimsuits. The worst case would be if they prepared something beyond swimsuits. And not just one person, but two.

"Hey, In Ha-Ram."
"What is it?"

Kim Se-Won spoke in a tone of resignation.

"Does... Cheonil have things like that? Like stamina enhancers. And restraints and vibrators..."

It's definitely not something to say to a friend, especially a female friend.
Kim Se-Won would never have said such things if Eun-Ha hadn't split into herself and Jae-Yu.

Kim Se-Won looked at her with an expression that suggested he might grab In Ha-Ram's skirt at any moment.

He wanted to live.

Ch.424 - Meanwhile, Eunha
Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was walking through the corridors of Stellarlis.

The order from Hong Yu-Jin was essentially to recruit the S-class hero Pungsin. Leaving someone holed up at home indefinitely would be a tremendous loss for humanity. Even if it wasn't Eun-Ha's job, it was about time the Hero Association made a move.

"The problem is how to get that big guy moving..."

So how could she draw in Jin Jae-Han?
This was Eun-Ha's biggest concern.

"Oh, Saint. You're up early?"
"Good morning. I'm just an early riser, haha..."

The person who interrupted her thoughts was a researcher with an unmistakably tired face. Like Eun-Ha, they were among those who lived and worked at White Base.

Eun-Ha exchanged brief greetings with the researcher and looked intently at what they handed her.

"Looks delicious."

The item was beef jerky. For some reason, people often gave her beef jerky when they met her.

"Good morning."
"Ah! Good morning."

Eun-Ha exchanged morning greetings not just with the researcher but with various people, including heroes affiliated with Stellarlis.

"Nom nom."

She hadn't even walked a few minutes from Hong Yu-Jin's office, but Eun-Ha already had three packages of beef jerky in her arms.

*I remember there was a break room somewhere.*

Chewing beef jerky with her mouth while pondering how to recruit Jin Jae-Han, she wandered aimlessly. Then a space with chairs, tables, and vending machines caught her eye.

*It's still early, so nobody should be coming here to rest yet.*

While she appreciated people's warm welcome and kindness, right now she wanted to be deep in thought.
Eun-Ha opened a package of beef jerky and munched on it while sinking into contemplation.

*First, there's no point in just showing up unannounced. He won't even open the door, let alone be persuaded.*

Nom nom.

*So what should I do? All S-class heroes are eccentric and stubborn, so they won't listen to reason.*

Munch munch.

*A more fundamental approach... Right. The reason Jin Jae-Han is holed up is because his brother Jin Yong-Han died without leaving a trace. They say time heals all wounds, but there are limits. The fact that he still hasn't come out suggests he'll stay locked away for years.*

Chomp chomp.

*So... what should I do? There's no one close to Jin Jae-Han, and he has no reason to overcome his grief over losing Jin Yong-Han. He's lost his precious person and has no sense of mission to drive him.*

Om nom nom.

*Then, do I have to use forceful methods? I can't defeat an S-class alone, so I'd have to convince Senior Ji-Yeon to force him out... No, if the fundamental issue isn't resolved, we'd just be adding dead weight. He's not the type to be motivated by threats if he doesn't have the will himself.*

"Uuuuugh."

Eun-Ha let out a groan.
The problem was, she couldn't think of a suitable approach.

At that moment, slap! Something stuck to Eun-Ha's neck.

"Hyaak?!"

The spot instantly turned cold. Eun-Ha jumped in surprise, letting out a high-pitched yelp as she jerked backward.
Boom! Her back hit the wall.

Wide eyes stared at each other.
Eun-Ha's.
And the other person's.
They just looked at each other with startled expressions.

Eun-Ha blankly observed the other person's appearance.
Heavy dark circles. Disheveled hair. A nose shiny with oil. Eyes half-closed with fatigue.
And a languid voice to match.
The typical appearance of someone who pulls all-nighters regularly.

"Ah, hello. Hahaha..."

After about ten awkward seconds of silence, the first to speak was Choi Ju-Min, the person who had pressed the cold drink against Eun-Ha's neck.

"Ah, yes. Hello..."
"I kept calling you, but you didn't respond, so... This is from when you treated me at the convenience store last time. It's not much of a repayment, but..."

Choi Ju-Min moved the carbonated drink she had pressed against Eun-Ha to where she could see it. Droplets of water were forming one by one on the cold can.
As she held out the can, Eun-Ha accepted it with a dazed expression. As it happened, her throat was parched from eating only beef jerky.

"Th-thank you."
"You really love beef jerky, don't you?"
"I do like it, but I'm not sure how everyone knows to give it to me..."

Eun-Ha scratched her cheek and voiced her confusion. She hadn't gone around shouting that she loved beef jerky or spread rumors about it, yet somehow everyone gave her beef jerky.

"Huh? Well, everyone would know."
"What?"

She tilted her head in confusion, having no idea how people knew.

"The Stellarlis selection tournament. It was caught on camera. Jung Jung-Hyun, the supreme commander of The Front Line, kept giving you beef jerky."
"Ah."
"And everyone saw how much you enjoyed eating it, so now when people think of what the Saint likes, they think of beef jerky."

That made sense.
The Stellarlis selection tournament was broadcast nationwide and spread on streaming sites like YouTube.
Anyone who should know, knew.

"I guess I was the only one who didn't understand why people knew. Did you pull another all-nighter yesterday, Ms. Choi Ju-Min?"
"Yes. The work connecting Stellarlis uniforms with hero suits is in its final stages. Oh, you know Centaurus, right? The hero group in charge of the Academy district. I think I saw you there before."
"Yes. But why Centaurus... Oh!"
"Hehe, that's actually why I was brought here. Just like how Centaurus transforms using belts as a medium for their hero suits, they asked if I could do the same with uniforms."

Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled.
Transformation heroes. It had a nice ring to it.

*I'm similar in a way.*

At the same time, she realized just how exceptional this woman, Choi Ju-Min, was.
Since hero suits were developed, heroes had no choice but to wear them directly. Some even wore their hero suits all the time except when sleeping.

But if this technology became widespread, they could transform whenever and wherever they wanted. It would be like having an ON/OFF switch.

"So currently, I'm working on linking Stellarlis uniforms with communication terminals to enable transformation by flipping space."
"That's amazing."

Clap clap. Eun-Ha applauded with genuine admiration.
She was like a genius scientist straight out of manga or novels. Not only researching alone but also developing—it would be too much work even for ten people, yet she was doing it as if it were natural.

"So, what were you pondering so deeply about?"

Choi Ju-Min naturally sat down next to Eun-Ha.
Despite her disheveled, unwashed appearance, a peculiar scent emanated from her as she sat down.
The scent of a mature woman. A scent Eun-Ha couldn't imitate.

*Come to think of it, Se-Won seems to be quite popular both at the Academy and White Base...*

If he's popular.
Naturally, he'd be popular not just with Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu, but with mature women too.
No matter how much Kim Se-Won had grown, he wasn't an adult yet. So the possibility of adult women finding him cute or attractive...
was quite high.

Plus, Choi Ju-Min sitting next to her was someone who frequently met with Kim Se-Won.

"It's nothing. Just..."

Eun-Ha glanced at Choi Ju-Min carefully, making sure her emotions didn't show.

*If I tore open my chest, sewed it with thread, and cast a healing spell... what would happen? No, that's pointless. It would only make my chest bigger.*

She deliberately pushed aside her somewhat dangerous thoughts. Unfortunately, a magical girl's body lacks growth and aging. The only way to become more adult-like is to let time pass and develop a mature demeanor.

"I just received a mission. Hmm... I don't think I can do it alone. Could you help me a little?"

Eun-Ha said with a bitter smile.
Hong Yu-Jin hadn't said to keep it secret, and there was no particular reason to hide this mission. Besides, she had planned to ask Yu Ji-Yeon for help if necessary, so there was even less reason to hide it from Choi Ju-Min.

"What kind of mission... Well, I'll hear you out first."
"The mission is..."

Eun-Ha explained to Choi Ju-Min—briefly about the objective, but in detail about the problem she was facing.

"Hmm. The rumor that Pungsin is holed up at home has spread quite a bit. S-class heroes being self-centered isn't anything new, but this case is different."

Choi Ju-Min pondered deeply, resting her chin on her hand.

"Then how about this."

It didn't take long for her brain to come up with an answer. She raised her index finger to her chest.

"Wouldn't the Villain Association have something? I learned this after gaining access to more information when I joined Stellarlis... Pungsin's brother was an executive in the Villain Association, right?"
"Yes, that's right. Jin Yong-Han died without leaving a trace when Engia Keplux appeared, killed by The Mute One."
"And Jin Yong-Han once showcased his clone. Or more precisely, his fellow executive Philan Arclight showcased it during her subjugation."

Huh? Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion.
She couldn't understand why the topic of clones was coming up here.

"The general consensus is that Jin Yong-Han's clone showcased by Philan Arclight was actually a spare... And Jin Yong-Han was a meticulous man."
"But there was nothing in the Villain Association's database?"

Eun-Ha's voice was filled with doubt.
When she revisited Mt. Geumgang, she had looked through the Villain Association's database. Although she hadn't examined everything in detail, she hadn't seen any information about spare bodies for executives.

"I just said it, didn't I? He was a meticulous man."

Choi Ju-Min said with a giggle. Despite her mature scent, she was quite childlike.
She openly displayed her delight in satisfying her curiosity and the curiosity that arose when finding new questions.

"His actions might seem sloppy with loopholes, but he wouldn't die easily... If his personality is the same as when I saw him 15 years ago, that's probably the case."
"What?!"
"I lived near them for a while. Jin Jae-Han and Jin Yong-Han. I lived close to the two brothers. He was always intimidated by his excellent brother but wanted to surpass him."

Eun-Ha's jaw dropped at Choi Ju-Min's calm revelation.
She had found a connection in an unexpected place.

"Then...!"
"No, it won't work. Jin Jae-Han only cares about his family. Despite his good abilities and decent looks, there's never been a rumor about him with women for that very reason. In contrast, Baek Seung-Yun is occasionally rumored to flirt with married women."

Eun-Ha's words were rejected before she could even finish.

"I didn't spend much time with them, so it's even more meaningless. He's probably forgotten all about me."
"Hmm. So what's left is finding the Villain Association's base, which may not even exist anymore."
"More precisely, a high-priority location. For example, where the database servers are located. That place still hasn't been discovered, right?"

Perhaps due to her naturally curious nature, Choi Ju-Min knew a lot of information.

"So... we need to find clues about Jin Yong-Han there?"
"Jin Jae-Han knows that Jin Yong-Han can't come back. So he can only deceive himself."
"Deceive himself?"
"With a clone."
"Ah."

Eun-Ha nodded.
Jin Jae-Han cherished Jin Yong-Han's clone dearly, even if it was just a clone.
Drawing him out by offering Jin Yong-Han's clone would be the best way to give him the will to stand up again.

"I'll give it a try. Thank you, Ms. Choi Ju-Min."

Eun-Ha smiled brightly as she expressed her gratitude.

*I should repeatedly tell Se-Won that people who don't wash properly aren't attractive.*

Even while thinking this, she was preparing for any possibility. She was trying to create a bad impression of herself with Choi Ju-Min, who frequently met with Kim Se-Won.

"Oh, then here's this."

Choi Ju-Min smiled as she accepted the thanks and reached into her pocket. What came out was beef jerky from the convenience store.

"Beef jerky. You like it, right?"
"Ah, hahaha... Thank you."

Eun-Ha accepted it.

Ch.425 - Woman's Intuition
After her conversation with Choi Ju-Min ended and Eun-Ha was alone again.

Beep- Beep beep beep-

Her communication device rang loudly. It was an emergency call, set to be noticeable in any situation.

"Yes. What is it?"
[Saint! A suspicious person has appeared at Pungsin's mansion!]

The caller was from Stellarlis's control room.

*Mother must have already informed the control room. That's why they're contacting me directly.*

In other words, this wasn't something they would normally contact her about.

"I understand. I'll head to the scene immediately. Please continue to report on the situation."
[Yes!]

Should she go to the control room to monitor the situation? Or head directly to the scene? Eun-Ha's choice was obviously the latter. Going to the scene would allow her to witness the incident with her own eyes and intervene if necessary.

She extracted mana from her core and radiated it around her. She could roughly sense the positions of people nearby.

Dropping the jerky packet she was holding to the floor, swoosh! Her shadow expanded and swallowed it. At the same time, Eun-Ha's body fell downward.
Shadow diving magic. It was perfect for minimizing physical interference.

"Let's go."

Eun-Ha bent her knees, concentrated power in her toes, and dashed off in one breath.



* * *



From White Base to the scene. It took less than 10 minutes to arrive, thanks to shadow diving magic, physical enhancement, and added buffs.

*Who is that?*

Eun-Ha observed a man from within the shadows.
A thin figure standing well over 180cm. A man wearing a brown coat unsuitable for the season.
She couldn't tell what his face looked like because it was completely covered by a mask.

The man hadn't made any notable movements until Eun-Ha arrived at the scene.
He was just standing still in front of Jin Jae-Han's house.

*He seems to be hesitating.*

Fingers, knees, arms, upper body. Though no part of him moved even slightly, Eun-Ha somehow felt that the man was hesitating.

*Who could he be? Someone connected to Jin Jae-Han? Not an S-class hero, not his sidekick either. A civilian he helped before... that mask makes it suspicious.*

Perhaps she was the one hesitating.

*Should I just observe the situation? But if he tries something dangerous...*

Eun-Ha couldn't decide whether to keep watching the man or to step in and intervene.

"Ah."

After hesitating for a while, a sound unconsciously escaped Eun-Ha's lips.
The man turned around.
In the end, after appearing without taking any action, he simply walked away somewhere with steady steps.

Eun-Ha moved quickly to follow him. She could see the man walking steadily at the edge of her vision.

*An alley?*

While pursuing the man at a distance to prepare for any possibility, suddenly, the man turned and entered an alley.

"Ah."

She increased her speed to chase after him, but there was no one there. No matter where she looked in the alley, the man was nowhere to be seen.

Having failed both to identify the mysterious man who suddenly appeared and to chase him down, Eun-Ha returned to White Base with heavy, powerless steps.

"Ugh?!"

Just as she returned to her room and was about to start her daily routine, an inexplicable chill struck Eun-Ha's body.

"This is..."

Woman's intuition would be the right way to describe it. Eun-Ha had a feeling that something was happening to Kim Se-Won.
The feeling wasn't good.
Not at all.

"So today I'm essentially on field duty because of the mission from Mom? Then..."

A legitimate excuse to skip work!
Eun-Ha turned on her communication device while moving her feet.
Her target was the closet right next to the door.
As Eun-Ha threw off her uniform, her hair gradually turned black and her body changed.

"Stellarlis's uniform would stand out. And this form makes my chest tight."

Moreover, most people know Eun-Ha, but they don't know Jae-Yoo.
They might think they look similar, but they wouldn't immediately recognize her as Eun-Ha—a disguise that exploited this loophole.

"Morris. Are you listening?"
[How about saying 'hello' when you call, at least? My contractor.]
"As if you weren't already watching most of what I do anyway."
[Ahem. Even I cannot observe your every move. So, why are you calling me with such a serious face?]

She roughly rolled up the discarded uniform and underwear and threw them behind her back. The bundle of clothes Jae-Yoo threw landed smoothly in the laundry basket after drawing a gentle arc.

"The Villain Association in Korea is virtually annihilated, right?"
[Indeed. The remaining members are just small fry, easy enough to catch as we speak.]
"But what if there's still an important hideout or research facility of the Villain Association that we haven't discovered yet... where do you think it might be?"

She opened a drawer and put on underwear suitable for Jae-Yoo. Since this wasn't a date, she was less meticulous in selecting clothes to wear.
As the weather was getting warmer, cool and active clothing seemed best.

[You mean like the research facility that was in Mount Geumgang?]
"Yes."
[Hmm... I do have one place in mind.]

After much deliberation, Jae-Yoo chose shorts and a crop top.

[Before that, how about wearing this instead?]

Thud! Clothes fell on top of Eun-Ha's head. The shorts and crop top had somehow returned to their original place.

"...A dress?"
[Men always desire innocent attire. Even if it's not their preference, the thought crosses their mind at some point. 'I wish my girlfriend would wear something like this!' That sort of thing.]
"Isn't that a stereotype?"
[Anyway, to return to our topic, there's a place not far from Mount Geumgang. Among the places beyond my and Bianca's sight, it's the most plausible location. Geographically, it's perfect for hiding something.]
"You're really skilled at changing the subject."
[You rarely compliment me. Well.]
"You know that wasn't a compliment, right? You're doing this on purpose."

Jae-Yoo pouted while looking at the dress Foriner had handed her.
Though not see-through, it would be difficult to wear dark underwear with it. Aside from that, it definitely looked innocent.

"So. How am I supposed to find this place? Even if I know the approximate location, I don't know the exact spot, right? And like the research facility in Mount Geumgang, I'll need to find an entrance."
[That's your job.]
"...Sigh. Still, it seems doable."

It already felt overwhelming. No doubt it would be an abandoned place crawling with wild monsters.

*To find the place I want, I'll have to search thoroughly, and who knows how long that will take.*

Still, it was better than having no clues at all, so Jae-Yoo sighed and put on the dress.

[Oops, I almost forgot. Here's a bag to match that dress.]
"I feel like a complete woman now."
[You've been a woman for quite some time, so isn't that comment a bit late?]
"It's just a figure of speech."

She caught the bag falling from the sky again and started putting things in it.

[By the way, the current state of the man you're so concerned about is as follows.]

As soon as Jae-Yoo put on the bag, whoosh-! An image appeared before her eyes.

The image showed Kim Se-Won.
In the academy corridor. Now a second-year student, he was talking with an unfamiliar woman who was acting friendly with him.

She was beautiful at first glance.
Smooth, flowing dark brown hair reaching her waist, meticulously maintained without a single split end.

Moreover, her skin, face, and demeanor exuded nobility.
A woman born into privilege.
She was in a similar department as In Ha-Ram.

"So my feeling wasn't for nothing."

Jae-Yoo stared blankly at the image.
Kim Se-Won was talking to her with a stiff expression, while the girl was conversing with him with a slight blush on her face.

His attitude was clearly that of someone uninterested. After being jointly attacked by Eun-Ha and Jae-Yoo, he was trying to view other women as if they were stones.

[Ah, the bell rang. I'll be going then.]
[See you later~ Let's have lunch together!]

To make matters worse, Morris was even mimicking what was currently happening!
Crack! Jae-Yoo tore the strap of the bag she was carrying and brought her face closer to the image before her.

"I'll remember this."

An ice-cold voice flowed from her lips.

There were no penalty points.
Of course, there were no bonus points either.
This wasn't Kim Se-Won's fault.

Knowing this, she didn't direct her anger at him.
The one at fault was that woman.
A rolling stone that appeared from who knows where.

She glanced at her watch. There was still plenty of time until lunch.
If she wanted, she could visit the academy anytime. No one could stop her.

Ch.426 - The Rolling Stone Becomes A Headache
There was still plenty of time left until lunch.
Jae-Yu decided to use that time to take care of something he needed to do.

Knock knock.

"Si-Won. Are you awake?"

The first thing he needed to do was find someone who could help him.
Surprisingly, it wasn't about the girl who was pestering Kim Se-Won, but about finding the hideout of the Villain Association.

"Si-Won~."

He called for Shin Si-Won once more while checking his watch.
It was just before 9 o'clock. Shin Si-Won, who wasn't officially affiliated with Stellarlis but was there on assignment, still had plenty of time left.

"Is she sleeping...?"

Jae-Yu tilted his head.
There was no response. When he enhanced his hearing to focus on sounds beyond the door, he could hear faint, rhythmic breathing.
Perhaps she was still asleep.

"I guess I have no choice."

Jae-Yu let out a short sigh and then—swoosh!—entered Shin Si-Won's room. Shadow magic was convenient at times like this.

"Si-Won. Si-Won."

As soon as he entered, he saw a girl sleeping soundly in thin pink pajamas. Lying on her side, curled up like a shrimp, she was holding Geminister—Jae-Yu's objective—in her arms.

*Slurp, slurp*

Geminister opened its eyes upon hearing Jae-Yu's voice and flicked its tongue. Its large eyes rolled around, examining Jae-Yu's body.

"Shin Si-Won. Wake up. I have a favor to ask."
"Mmmmm..."

When he grabbed her shoulder and shook it, her eyebrows fluttered with a shallow moan.

"Wh... who?"
"It's me. It's time to wake up."
"Mmm..."

Shin Si-Won rubbed her eyes as she got up. Despite still having childish features, her chest, hidden under her pajamas, moved slightly.

"What is it...?"

Her voice was drowsy. Shin Si-Won looked up at Jae-Yu with her eyes half-open.

"I want to contact Deltar. I mean... Gresorion. There's someone I need to ask a favor of."
"Ah, mmm... Chu-Chu. Go ahead."
*Slurp*

Shin Si-Won nodded and then tapped Geminister's back. Geminister flicked its tongue and immediately shot a beam of light toward the wall.

The light projected onto the wall created a rectangular screen, like a beam projector.
And then.

[Mmm...]

A large chest appeared on the screen.
Yes.
A large chest.
A heavy yet seemingly soft chest was displayed.

*Who is that?*

Along with the thought of wanting to touch that soft chest, Jae-Yu wondered who this person was.
There were four people in Gresorion.
None of them had a chest like that.

*Slurp!*

As Geminister flicked its tongue, the viewpoint on the screen gradually pulled back.
As it pulled back, the chest became more distant, revealing the person's form.

"Ah... it's that kid."

A drowsy voice came from below Jae-Yu. The clever Shin Si-Won had already rested her head on Jae-Yu's thigh.
With her eyes half-open, she looked at the screen and yawned widely.

"Poppy... no, mmm... Ah. Right. It's her."

Jae-Yu blinked as he looked at Dolly, who had grown unrecognizably during the time he hadn't seen her.
Geminister's view gradually revealed Dolly's chest, face, and shoulders as she lay down, showing that she was using someone's arm as a pillow.

*It seems my advice to Nabi worked well.*

A pleased expression naturally formed on his face.
He knew who the owner of that tanned brown arm was.

"Now, find Deltar for me."

Jae-Yu maintained his pleased expression as he stated his purpose.
The Geminister at Gresorion must have heard this, as it began moving quickly—pitter-patter!—to find him.


* * *


Thud. He sat back down in his seat. As soon as he sat, his strength drained away, similar to when he had directly experienced Eun-Ha's jealousy.

*Though this is much better than that.*

Yes. It was much better than the crushing pressure that felt like his soul was being sucked out.

*Is there any way to get her to back off a bit?*

Balancing Stellarlis and the Academy. Plus training. Each day was so busy he felt like he might die, and now he had become popular with girls on top of that, making him even more exhausted.
And one of those girls was particularly persistent, making him not just tired but anxious too.

But since he couldn't openly express these feelings, he could only let out a deep sigh.

"Seriously. How did it come to this?"

Truly, this was something he couldn't have imagined a year ago.

*Kim Se-Won. I like you.*

Not long after the new school year began, that girl, Han Yu-Bin, approached him. He had occasionally heard rumors about her, but never thought she would take an interest in him.

But he had Eun-Ha. No matter how pretty a girl was, he felt nothing.
Besides, Han Yu-Bin was an arrogant girl who lived as she pleased, backed by her good family.
He couldn't be interested.

*What?! Do you think you can ignore me like this?! Even if you're In Ha-Ram's friend!*

So when he treated her casually, thinking she was just talking nonsense, she became furiously angry.

*...!! You slapped me...! Even my father has never hit me!*

When he slapped her because she was being too annoying and even insulted his friend:

*You're the first person who's ever done something like this to me.*

That somehow seemed to appeal to Han Yu-Bin, and she approached him even more.
Of course, he couldn't say he was completely blameless.

*Kyaa! ...Ah, th-thank you...*

There was that one time when he happened to save her from falling, and it turned out to be Han Yu-Bin.
After that, she kept wagging her tail and approaching him even more.

*Kim Se-Won.*
*Kim Se-Won!*

It had been like this ever since.
She kept coming on to him.
Honestly, it was nerve-wracking every day.

He didn't know when Eun-Ha might find out, but he couldn't say he was dating her either.
This Han Yu-Bin, not knowing the situation, kept pursuing him.

What would happen if Eun-Ha found out about this?
Would she really leave him alone?
No, that's impossible. Perhaps the day would come when both Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu would take turns monitoring him.

"Sigh."
"Did she call for you again?"
"Really. The heiress of Osung Group has nothing better to do."

When he sighed again, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram beside him spoke in playful tones.
These guys hadn't just stood by either. They had stepped in to block Han Yu-Bin on his behalf dozens of times.

It was because Han Yu-Bin was so stubborn and refused to give up that they had given up.

"Hey, corporate heiress. Can't you do something about this? Seriously. Can't you give her a stern talking-to? She doesn't listen to a word I say."
"Why should I? She's not particularly related to me. I may know her face and have spoken with her, but it wasn't personal."

I could see In Ha-Ram shaking her head.
She was the only one I could rely on, but Han Yu-Bin was so persistent that she seemed to have completely given up.

"Wow, Kim Se-Won, you're so lucky~ You've become super popular with girls in just a year."
"Look, even now there are girls glancing at you. Some even pretend to just pass by during breaks to check you out. I never imagined such a day would come for a man with no redeeming qualities."
"What? No, really? Don't lie. My heart is already racing enough as it is."

It was something I never expected to hear.
And it wasn't welcome either.

"It's true~"
"I have no reason to lie, do I? I'm just stating facts. Look."

In Ha-Ram smiled sweetly and pointed outside.
Following her hand, I looked into the corridor and saw girls who quickly hurried away after making eye contact with me.
It was just for a moment, but their faces were definitely flushed.

"Eun-Ha should have seen this~"
"I'd like to livestream this right now. Should I?"
"You two...!"

My body trembled involuntarily.
They speak so comfortably because it's not happening to them.

*Of course, those girls will never experience what I'm going through.*

That's because they're not victims but closer to being perpetrators.
If they were to do something, they'd probably act like Eun-Ha.
No, being born female, they might act even more insidiously.

While Eun-Ha might end with obsession,
These two would start with political maneuvering. They would manipulate public opinion to bury someone. That was clear.
They would have both the power and experience to do so.
And In Ha-Ram in particular could use others to bury someone without dirtying her own hands or batting an eye.

In other words, these two became friends with Eun-Ha and me because they were tired of women's political games, not because they couldn't do it themselves.

"Sigh. Why are all the women around me..."
"All beautiful without exception~"
"There's us, of course, and Eun-Ha too. And then... hehe."
"What? Why are you laughing so ominously?"

That beauty, beauty, beauty talk.
It wasn't wrong.
After entering the Academy, I kept seeing pretty girls that I'd only ever seen on screens before, making me lose my sense of reality.

Honestly, I suspect that appearance might be one of the criteria for selecting female students at the Academy.

"What? I was just thinking that Nabi is quite a beauty too. And there's Su-A, and Se-Hee too, though her temperament is different."
"Plus, Ju-Min unnie is always looking like that, but she's super pretty too. She's human too, you know."
"...Ugh."

A chill ran down my spine.
Should I take this well? No, how could I?

That was deliberately said that way, knowing full well. They weren't showing off their own beauty.
They were saying it loudly as if they wanted Eun-Ha to hear.

"I hope you both get the same treatment from a girl someday. Huh?"
"Hmph~ I'll hold on tight~"
"Same here. I've already made all the preparations."
"Anyway, I only have eyes for one woman, so I don't care if other women around me are pretty or not. Beauty is only good if it matches your heart."
"One woman? One woman, you say~?"
"And who might that be?"

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram simultaneously narrowed their eyes. Their slightly curved eyes looked at me with sly smiles.

And they casually displayed two photos on their communication terminals.
Han Chae-Eun showed Eun-Ha.
In Ha-Ram showed Jae-Yu.
They thrust them at me with sly faces.

They're teasing me, knowing full well.

"Th-they're the same person. They're all the same girl. Seriously, at this point..."
"My, what are you saying?"
"They're all different girls. How can you say they're the same person?"

These girls put on surprised expressions, pretending not to know. Their eyes widened as if they were genuinely surprised.
Of course, it was an act.

"Besides, we heard something."
"Kim Se-Won, you actually pursued both of them before you knew they were the same person, didn't you? Tsk, you beast."
"So they told you about that."

I hung my head low.
This was a one-sided attack.
If I got caught up in this flow, I'd end up getting beaten up for sure.

Ding- dong- dang- dong-

But heaven hadn't abandoned me.
I perked up my ears and lifted my head!

"Ah, the bell rang. Let's prepare for class."

Since the bell rang, I could forcibly end the topic!

"Think of it as a trial anyway."
"That's right. I don't think you'll fall for that girl anyway. But, you know, you'll face many situations like this later on."

No, this was my mistake. Those two had the right to end the topic.
From the looks of it, they intended to keep talking until the teacher arrived.

"...By the way, how are things going with you two?"
"Look at him changing the subject. This guy."
"Well, what does it matter... It's not going smoothly, but I haven't given up either."
"Dating a young kid seems to bother him, so he's not falling for me easily."
"The wall of ethics is quite cumbersome. It's not even a legal constraint."

I almost blurted out, "You actually do have legal constraints."
What would have happened if I had said that?
They might have immediately turned on their communication terminals to contact Eun-Ha.

*A loose tongue is the root of all evil, so I must be careful.*

"Good morning, everyone."

I quietly turned my head to see Teacher Hong Yu-Jin entering through the door.

Ch.427 - The Rolling Stone Becomes A Headache
Lunchtime had never felt so unwelcome before.
As soon as the bell rang, even before the teacher left, several students dashed toward the cafeteria.

"Hey! They say there's meat in today's standard meal!"
"What kind of meat?"
"Don't know! Anyway, it's meat! The good stuff!"

Student standard meal. Most ordinary students ate this meal that didn't require extra payment.
The news about meat being served today had apparently spread throughout the school, as I could hear the thundering sound of boys rushing out.

"You kids! Walk slowly! The food isn't going to run away!"

Despite the teacher's shouts, no one listened.

"Sigh."

The classroom quickly emptied, leaving only me, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram.
I needed to eat, but I really didn't want to go. I was seriously considering just getting something outside.

"Let's go eat."
"Don't we need to fill up properly to have energy for the afternoon?"
"Ah~ Do we have to go? I don't really want to."

I was completely reluctant.
Of course, if I went to the cafeteria, Han Yoo-Bin would be waiting for me.
With a face like a girl in love.

I found it uncomfortable.
I almost resented our relationship that couldn't be openly acknowledged as dating.

"Come on, you're going to see each other until graduation anyway, so why be so averse?"
"That's right. It's only a matter of time before Eun-Ha finds out, so think of it more comfortably. At worst, you'll just end up imprisoned."
"That! Imprisonment ending! That's dangerous!"

Chae-Eun tapped my shoulder as she spoke, while Ha-Ram asked with an expression that said "what's the problem?"
Yeah. The problem is these two who think it's not their business and stay comfortable.

"Tsk tsk. Even so. You know Eun-Ha is surprisingly soft-hearted, right? Trust me, the top student in school~"
"Eun-Ha may be soft-hearted, but she's too resolute when it comes to matters related to me."

So resolute that she wouldn't hesitate to think about slicing open my stomach.

"How pathetic. What kind of man are you if you can't control one woman? Push her forcefully. She's your woman, isn't she?"
"That woman is much more... Haa. If only I could win like I do in bed."
"Oh my, did you hear that, madam?"
"I heard it. Who would have thought that someone who's already a beast outside would be even more of a beast in bed."

Oops!
I clamped my mouth shut. I had carelessly misspoken.
These two are still women. Saying such things openly would make me look despicable.

"So."

*Thump!*

"How is it?"

*Thump!*

"Huh?"

I was wrong.
Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram were drumming on the desk, looking at me with excited eyes.

"Tell us quickly. Even if we don't have experience yet, we can at least rehearse."
"No, are you two the same as me?!"
"Whether man or woman, we're the same in that we can take the lead. We'll interpret it ourselves, so just tell us."
"Right. Whether you're doing the penetrating or being penetrated, it's all the same, isn't it? I saw somewhere that some people hold a man's legs and get penetrated themselves, so it's similar~"

I held my head and groaned.
No.
To think I would hear such things from friends.
And from the two girls rumored to be the most beautiful in the academy, no less.

*I knew they were like this, but...*

Even knowing this, I never imagined they would actually ask. Especially asking me to explain what I did with Eun-Ha.

"From the beginning."
"To the end. Without missing a single detail."
"Ah. Please...!"

It seems they're extremely excited and curious as their own loss of virginity approaches.

Ten minutes later.
I was in the student cafeteria.

"Sigh. I guess it's fortunate in a way."

Just as I was about to give in to Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram's pressure and speak, Chae-Eun's stomach growled, saving me.
I truly felt like I'd aged ten years.
Still, it's dangerous, so I'll have to watch what I say until their attention shifts elsewhere.

"By the way, today's standard meal really does have meat."

And it's a sizeable steak at that. Setting aside whether this is appropriate for a student's lunch, seeing this meat makes me think of Eun-Ha first.

*If we have another date opportunity, it wouldn't be bad to make a reservation at a restaurant.*

After all, meat is what Eun-Ha loves most. It's only natural.

As I sat down waiting for Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram to come, the two suddenly changed direction and went somewhere else.

"Huh? Hey, where are you going!"

Their mischievous faces glanced back at me before disappearing.
I felt uneasy.

"Th-this."

There's no way they would do this without reason.
Those girls. Those girls who love to tease me wouldn't suddenly change seats for no reason.
Moving so naturally, as if they had planned to eat separately from the beginning!

"Ah! Se-Won! Here you are!"

And my unease became reality.

A voice calling me. When I turned my head, there was Han Yoo-Bin approaching me, holding a tray in one hand and waving with the other.

Brown hair reaching her waist and an innocent face.
A nice figure with prominent breasts, though far inferior to Chae-Eun's.
Glossy skin and a bright expression.

This girl who is the very embodiment of my ideal type.
The second-in-command of our country. The noble daughter of the O-Sung Group, and for some reason, a girl who has fallen for me.
Han Yoo-Bin.

"Haaaa.... How did it end up like this, really."

A sigh escaped me as soon as I saw Han Yoo-Bin's face.

"Shit."

I couldn't help but curse.
Could I have ever imagined that this arrogant girl would change so much just from getting slapped once?

"...Huh?"

As I reluctantly watched Yoo-Bin approach, I noticed something strange.
It wasn't Yoo-Bin who was strange. She's just unwelcome.

But.

"...Hup!"

I involuntarily gasped in surprise at the strange sight.

Behind Yoo-Bin.
Something was slowly emerging from the cafeteria wall.
Something black and glossy was gradually coming out. Is the glossy thing fur?
No.
It's human hair.
A human head was coming out at a right angle from the wall...!

It was like a scene from a horror movie.

First came the crown of the head.
Then the bangs.
Eyebrows.
Eyes.
Nose.
Mouth.
Chin.
Finally, the head that emerged from the wall.

Defying gravity, the head that came out from the wall was looking at Yoo-Bin with long black hair hanging down.
Cold purple eyes were staring at the back of Yoo-Bin's head as if to freeze it.

I know who that is.
And I know how only the head could come out of the wall!

*Jae-Yoo. How did she get here...*

When I blinked once, Jae-Yoo's figure had disappeared.
Was it a dream?
It couldn't be a dream.

"What's wrong? ...Oh. Is, is it noticeable? Hehe."

Yoo-Bin, who had approached me in the meantime, sat across from me and rubbed the ends of her hair, shyly averting her gaze.
I noticed the men around us blushing.

But that wasn't important.
Thump! Thump!
The sound of my racing heart reached my ears.

"Today, I tidied up my hair a bit. So... Huh?"

Yoo-Bin, who was shyly confessing her change, looked puzzled at my expression.
And then.
Someone's arm entwined with mine.

"!!"

Reacting belatedly, I turned my head sharply.

"Hehe."

There was Jae-Yoo.
Jae-Yoo smiling lovingly.
She looked adorable in her dress with her hair tied in two braids below her chin.

"Who are you?"

Yoo-Bin's cold voice was heard.
The arrogant young lady's anger was directed at Jae-Yoo.

"Hmm, who could I be?"

Of course, such anger was like a child's play to Jae-Yoo.
She brushed it off without a care.

"Whoever you are, would you please leave right now? I've never seen you before, and non-academy students aren't allowed in here, you know?"

Snap! Yoo-Bin's finger pointed to the exit.

"Why not?"

Looking at Yoo-Bin, Jae-Yoo—Han Jae-Yoo—made an expression that said "what are you talking about?"
A sharp voice versus an infinitely relaxed and soft voice.
A battle between two girls with the surname Han.
Invisible magical currents were clashing fiercely.
To be precise, Jae-Yoo's magic was gently deflecting Yoo-Bin's sharp magic.

Caught in between, all I could do was tremble.

If I took Jae-Yoo's side?

*Who is she? Why is she acting so familiar with you? Did you have a girlfriend? Who is she? Where is she from?*

Conversely, if I somehow took Yoo-Bin's side?

*5 demerit points*

Five punctured condoms would appear.

Either way, I was terrified.
Absolutely terrified.

But whose side I would take was already decided.
Between suffering for the remaining two years and suffering for a lifetime.
If I had to choose between the two, the former was obviously better.

"Is it not allowed to visit my boyfriend?"
"Don't lie. If you were his girlfriend, Se-Won wouldn't make that kind of face."
"Huh? Se-Won's expression?"

Jae-Yoo looked at my face.

Forcibly.
Desperately fixing my expression, I looked back at her.

"He looks fine to me? See."
"Urgh...!"
"And I should be the one asking. I've never seen you before. Who are you?"
"Me, you don't know me? The star of the O-Sung Group?!"

Jae-Yoo tilted her head as if she genuinely didn't know.
Sincerely.
She didn't have even a grain of interest.

"Ah~ O-Sung Group? So. Are you really a person worthy of that O-Sung Group?"

A pure question.
And in a way, it hit the mark.
Not just having an impressive bloodline.
But whether one's abilities match up to it.

"For example. Like In Ha-Ram, the jewel of Cheonil."

Are you praised for your abilities like Ha-Ram?

"Kugh...!"

Yoo-Bin's face crumpled.
Crack! The tray she had been holding, who knows since when, cracked.

"You, you...! Follow me after school! I'll show you exactly how great I am!"
"After school?"

Jae-Yoo looked at me.
Her innocent eyes were inscribed with the emotion "Why should I?"
And she hugged my arm even tighter.

"Hmm. There's no need for me to go along with this. Why should I? Se-Won is already mine, and I am his."
"Ah, aha. Hahaha. Y-yes, that's right. Yes."
"Se-Won is making an expression I've never seen before...! Kugh...!"

As soon as I finally opened my tightly closed mouth, there was a reaction. Yoo-Bin bit her lip, truly vexed.

"Still."

The winner and loser had already been decided.
Jae-Yoo spoke with a relaxed expression and a gentle voice.

"Since you insist, I'll go along with it."
"Se-Won will be the judge! Got it?!"
"Yes. I got it. Is that okay, Se-Won?"

Jae-Yoo looked up at me as she spoke.
Then, moving her lips silently.

*Help me out later.*

"Of course."

I nodded without hesitation.

Ch.428 - The Rolling Stone And The Embedded Stone
Time flew by, and before I knew it, school was over.

The afternoon was for training. Training and more training. Since efficiency comes from giving your best when you can, it's inevitable that time passes quickly.

"How's the academy these days?"
"The students' skills are improving overall. Some are growing rapidly and standing out."
"Hmm. What about that kid, Han Yu-bin?"
"She's the same. She must have received personal training from a good hero like In Ha-ram, because she's getting stronger quickly. Probably among the top students in the school. Hmm... she'd be at the very top if we exclude ourselves."
"I see. Still has a way to go. Or maybe it's impressive. At this rate, she could aim for B-rank by the time she becomes a hero."

And I'm sitting with Jae-yu on a stone bench near the first athletic field. Yu-bin said she'd call a limousine and told us to wait, giving us this time alone.

"On the other hand, having all the theory classes in the morning has become quite burdensome. The gap between students is widening. Still, since it's a place where only skilled and academically strong kids gather, no one's completely falling behind."
"That's good. I'm glad they're growing now."

"If it were me, I would have fallen behind in theory classes," Jae-yu said with a bitter smile.
Jae-yu's grades weren't bad, but that was only possible because she had people like Morris or me who could teach her.
Theory is probably still her weakness.

"So what's this about needing help?"
"Oh. It's nothing much."

Jae-yu explained the situation with a broad smile.
While I was at the academy, she received a mission from Teacher Hong Yu-jin.
She met Mr. Choi Ju-min.
And she got a crucial clue from Morris and contacted Gresorion to get Deltar's cooperation.

"It's basically the same members who went to Mt. Geumgang before."

Jae-yu said this and gently rested her head on my shoulder.
As the distance between us closed, her scent mixed with a faint shampoo fragrance became more intense.

It feels nice.
I wanted to stay like this forever.
A space just for the two of us.
A time just for the two of us.
A happy time, undisturbed by anyone.

"If I could, I'd like to stay like this."

And it seemed Jae-yu felt the same way, as she looked up at me and said softly:

"Me too."

I was so happy that our feelings aligned. I felt an indescribable fluttering in my chest. So I gently put one arm around Jae-yu.

"But there are things to do. Things that must be done. I regret dropping out of the academy, but even if I could go back in time, my decision wouldn't change."
"...More than anything, I want to proudly tell people that you're my woman."
"Eep...!"

Whoosh! Jae-yu's face turned bright red.
She lowered her head at my words, speechless like she'd swallowed honey.

"Y-you idiot."

She suddenly raised her head and said this.
I felt like I could drown in her flushed face and glistening eyes.

Despite her words, I know how she feels.
She probably thinks the same as me.
Jae-yu would also want to proudly announce our relationship to people without hiding it.

"By the way, you came to the academy during lunch break and did volunteer work at the orphanage until after school? Aren't you tired?"
"I did volunteer work and treated injuries of heroes who worked hard overseas. Well, I have plenty of stamina, so it's fine. It was something I had to do for image management and to preserve our strength."
"But isn't it technically your day off even if they call it fieldwork? There's no need to..."
"That's why. The fact that I took time to do it when I could have rested actually works well in my favor. And this morning—"

Just as Jae-yu was about to say more with a proud expression:

"Hey! Get away from Se-won first!"

Yu-bin's shrill voice came from a distance.
It seems the limousine is ready.



* * *



"This is magnificent."
"Yeah. What would it feel like to live in a place like this? Se-won, what do you think?"
"Hmm. Well... I'm not sure."

The limousine brought us to a magnificent mansion. Perhaps because I'd recently seen Wang Zi-han's mansion, I wasn't overwhelmed by the scale.

"What do you think? Our house."

But Yu-bin seemed to think we were impressed by the size, as she shrugged her shoulders and showed off.

"That's kind of cute."
"What?!"

Jae-yu smiled warmly at Yu-bin's boasting.
There wasn't a trace of jealousy anywhere.

"Did something happen between them in that short time?"

To be honest, I expected her to be upset. Considering how she appeared from the wall like a ghost earlier, it wouldn't have been strange if she'd wanted to cut Yu-bin in half.

"I hope we don't suddenly have a mysterious murder case at this mansion."

So I was anxious.

"Should I wear my school uniform sometime? You've never seen me in it with this appearance, right?"
"Jae-yu. Let's hold hands."
"Huh? Oh, sure. Hehe."

To prevent her from going anywhere.
I decided to prepare for any situation.
Jae-yu smiled playfully and quickly took my hand.
Not just holding it, but interlocking our fingers.

"But a school uniform... that might be nice."

I've seen Eun-ha in a uniform for a year, but I've never seen Jae-yu in one.

"Since her chest is bigger than Eun-ha's, if she unbuttoned her blouse because it's tight... that would be nice too."

Plus, it's been a while since I've seen Eun-ha in her uniform. I'd like to see it again.

"Ugh! Y-you can only be lovey-dovey now! I'm going to compete to see who suits Se-won better!"

While I was lost in pleasant thoughts, Yu-bin's trembling voice reached us.
Jae-yu and I both looked at her.
Honestly, I wondered why she needed to bring us to her house, but I liked being able to show off my relationship with Jae-yu like this.
If this resolves well, she won't bother us anymore.

Screech-

"Huh?"

Suddenly, a limousine stopped behind us.
It was different from the one we arrived in.

As soon as the limousine stopped, the door flung open.

"My little darling~ What brings you home?"
"D-Dad...! The kids! The kids are watching...!"

A middle-aged man jumped out and hugged Yu-bin tightly.

"More importantly, why are you home at this hour?"
"Why? I heard my daughter came home unexpectedly, so I rushed over!"

I could tell at a glance.
This man.
He's a daughter-doting father.
And a severe case at that.

He must have raised her with constant indulgence, which is why she became so arrogant.

"Hmm? Ah, are these Yu-bin's friends? Yes! Come in! Hahaha! My Yu-bin brought friends home! This father is moved. Moved!"
"He's quite jovial."
"Yeah. Reminds me of Mr. In Cheon-yong. Are all big company chairmen like that? Daughter-doting with good personalities."

Is that so?
I found it hard to agree with Jae-yu's words.
Well, I suppose a businessman's professional face and private face are different.

"I wonder how many influential people I'll meet in my lifetime."

Starting with the O-Sung Group chairman right in front of us.
Then there's Cheonil's Mr. In Cheon-yong.
EX-rank hero Teacher Hong Yu-jin.
And Transcendents like Morris and Bianca.

If I counted carefully, there would be even more, but just the real powerhouses that come to mind are jaw-dropping.

"The order's wrong."
"Yeah. But it's still amazing that houses like this exist in our country. A house... a house..."
"Are you thinking about that house for 20 people you mentioned before?"
"That, and also... I think a house that's too big wouldn't feel like coming home."
"T-then?"

Gulp. I swallowed unconsciously. All my attention was focused on Jae-yu's next words.

"There's a chance it might be reduced to 10 people, no, even fewer!"

Say it!
Five people!
No, just four including us! Two cute daughters would be enough!

"...No. I won't say."
"Huh?"

Jae-yu avoided answering with a playful expression. Her tongue peeking out was so mischievous I wanted to lick and suck it with my own.

"Come to think of it. A father who gets along well with his child... neither of us has experienced that."

Jae-yu barely had any childhood memories. She only remembered from after Teacher Hong Yu-jin took her in.
I also essentially grew up without a father.
Strangely,
I envied Yu-bin's embarrassed expression.

Chairman Han and Yu-bin led the way as we entered the mansion.

"Two photos...?"
"Hmm? Ah, yes. It might seem a bit unusual."

As soon as we entered the mansion, two large family portraits hung directly in front.
One showed Yu-bin, Chairman Han, and a woman who appeared to be his wife.
The other showed a stern middle-aged man, a gentle-looking middle-aged woman, and two young men standing behind them.
Looking closely, one of the four people in the photo resembled Chairman Han.

"The one on the left is our family portrait. And the right one is a photo of my parents and my deceased brother."
"Oh, I'm sorry."
"No. There's no need to apologize. I deliberately hung such large photos. I just wanted to remember my brother who died after living with an unknown woman against our father's wishes."
"I've never seen my uncle."
"Of course not. He's been dead for 15 years now. When my daughter was just a baby."

Chairman Han gazed at the photo intently before moving on. Following the two of them, we arrived at a large reception room.

About the size of six of my rooms combined? Luxurious items lined the walls for display, and through the solid glass windows, a beautiful garden view was visible.
In the center of the room was a rectangular table with two two-seater sofas facing each other, and finally a single-seater sofa at the head position.

"So, what are your names? ...No, I should introduce myself first. I am Yu-bin's father! Han Jung-hyun!"

Seated at the head, O-Sung Group's chairman Han Jung-hyun laughed heartily.
Perhaps due to his slicked-back hair, even his hearty laugh carried a strange pressure.
This might be the charisma of someone who leads a massive corporation.

"I'm Kim Se-won, a second-year student at the academy. It's a pleasure to meet you, Chairman."
"Kim Se-won... Kim Se-won... Ah! So you're the man my Yu-bin has been so fond of lately! I approve! As long as you can make my daughter happy! I don't care about background, but I do care about ability!"
"No, I'm not really—"
"Then... who is this girl beside you? You two seem close."

Not listening seems to be genetic.
Chairman Han rested his chin on his hand and looked at Jae-yu intently.

It must be puzzling.
That Yu-bin brought not just a man.
That the man and the girl seemed very close.
As evidence, we're still holding hands with interlocked fingers.

"I am—"

Jae-yu slowly opened her mouth.

"—Kim Se-won's girlfriend, Han Jae-yu. I came today because your daughter asked me to make time for her."
"Wait, Han Jae-yu...? Jae-yu... no, that can't be."

His expression was quite intrigued. No, it changed to a face trying to recall something, and he muttered something. He spoke too faintly for me to understand.

"Is something wrong?"
"...No. It's nothing. So, Han Jae-yu, you say? You're in a relationship with Kim Se-won?"
"Yes."
"Hmm. I see."

Chairman Han rested his chin on his hand and his eyes gleamed.

"Then there's no choice."

"Is he giving up?!"

This might be a golden opportunity.
Yu-bin seemed to have similar thoughts, as her expression visibly showed disappointment.

"Then declare war!"
"Huh?"
"What?"

Both Yu-bin and I were stunned by this unexpected statement.

"Even if you're dating, you haven't promised a future together. Our Yu-bin is a good child with no shortcomings!"

The daughter-doting father was going into overdrive.

"War! Only war! Love is war! Fighting to win is what love is!"
"I agree!"

Bang! Jae-yu slammed the table and stood up.

"Love is about winning. And also firmly holding onto what you've won so you never lose it. That's love too."
"Oh? Now this is interesting."

Jae-yu spoke while making eye contact with Chairman Han.
No.
I expected this.
I just didn't think she'd actually do it.

"Since this young lady says so, my daughter. What do you think? How about a duel?"
"H-hmph! That's exactly what I want! That's why I brought her here!"

As if her competitive spirit was ignited, Yu-bin also stood up.

"Let's see who suits Se-won better as a woman!"

And she pointed her finger.
Burning with enthusiasm, she declared a duel with Jae-yu once again.

"Follow me."

And with that, she abruptly started walking.

Ch.429 - The Embedded Stone Shattered The Rolling Stone
With purposeful strides, Han Yu-Bin walked somewhere before saying:

"You. Han Jae-Yu, was it? Come here."

She pointed to a room and went inside with Jae-Yu.
I thought she was going to fight in a spacious area since she had challenged me to a duel, but this seemed rather underwhelming.

"Is she taking her there?"
"Not likely."

Mr. Han Jung-Hyun told me to wait a bit longer, so I waited for a few minutes.

"What is this?"

The two girls who emerged were wearing white t-shirts and navy blue shorts.
Jae-Yu fidgeted with her mouth while watching for my reaction.

Considering the shamelessness of Optima and Vicious Form, this was similar or even mild, but it still felt strange.

*This looks good.*

Well, good things are good.
It was an outfit that didn't restrict movement at all. The shorts clung tightly to the groin, revealing smooth legs completely—they might as well have been underwear.
With the white t-shirt covering most of the shorts, it really gave the impression of underwear, making me involuntarily lick my lips.

*Should I look for something similar later?*

Jae-Yu glancing at me from the corner of her eye was too cute. I felt an erotic sensation from the way she tried to cover herself by pulling down the hem of her t-shirt.

"D-don't look."

Oops, I stared too obviously.
Jae-Yu blushed and turned her back to me.

"Tsk."

I licked my lips in disappointment.
But then.

*This has its own charm.*

I noticed the flesh peeking out from under her bottom.
What a defenseless outfit.

"Why this kind of outfit..."
"Because I'm going to beat you up! It would be a shame if your clothes got ruined too."
"No, that's not what I meant. Why this particular outfit?"
"Huh? Because it's easy to move in?"

Han Yu-Bin confidently predicted her own victory in response to Jae-Yu's question.

*I think I understand why Jae-Yu said that.*

Nodding my head, I belatedly sympathized with Jae-Yu's comment about Yu-Bin being "cute."
Cute because she was laughable.

She was about to be pulverized, yet she was predicting her own victory—like an immature younger sibling. It felt like watching a much younger sibling, despite being an only child myself.

"Fine. Anyway, take me to where you were originally going."
"Hmph! I was going to do that anyway!"

Seemingly eager to get out of this outfit as soon as possible, Jae-Yu urged Han Yu-Bin.
She could just transform and be done with it, but she was probably enduring this to avoid completely revealing her identity.

*Good. Very good.*

I grinned broadly behind Jae-Yu's back.

Of course, I agreed with Jae-Yu's thinking.
The fact that I could see her in that outfit longer.
And as long as no one discovered that "Han Jae-Yu" was Optima, we could spend time together relatively freely.

Following Han Yu-Bin, we left the building and entered another one.

"As expected of the O-Sung Group."

Honest admiration escaped my lips.

At home.
Even though there was already a huge mansion here, there was also a large multipurpose room.
Rather than a multipurpose room, "gym" or "training room" might be more accurate.

Perhaps she trained here before entering the academy—there were various training equipment and a spacious area for sparring.
There was even a storage area with sports equipment like soccer balls and basketballs in one corner, suggesting they did various sports besides training.

"I used to play basketball with my daughter here!"
"Since it's bigger than a basketball court, that makes sense."

Honestly, I was envious.
After graduating from the academy, training at home would have limitations, but having a spacious place like this would eliminate those constraints.

*If I persuade Eun-Ha to reduce the size of the house and build a training area...*

I lowered my head to organize my thoughts.

This is something Eun-Ha... no, Jae-Yu might very well approve.
Jae-Yu is someone who encourages training.
Plus, even though PT is now meaningless to Jae-Yu herself, she gets vicarious satisfaction from watching me do it.

This would be killing two birds with one stone.
My lifespan would extend.
I'd have a place to train.
And I could even live in the same house as Jae-Yu!

Jae-Yu just waking up.
Jae-Yu cooking while wearing an apron.
Us sitting together on the sofa, leisurely watching a movie. And so on.
Just imagining living together made me feel good.

"Come on! Bring it!"

While I was grinning at my brilliant idea, Han Yu-Bin shouted with continued confidence.
When I finally looked up, I saw she had already moved to the far end of the multipurpose room.

"What's her ability?"
"Hmm? Ah. That child is a bit special. She has two superpowers."
"What?"

Honestly, I'd only heard rumors about how strong Han Yu-Bin was. I had vaguely guessed how strong she might be from occasionally seeing her train.

But two superpowers? Even I couldn't help but be surprised.

"Whether it's because of our family bloodline, she was born with physical enhancement abilities... but around middle school, her mother's ability suddenly manifested too. However, that ability isn't strong and hasn't been developing well. I don't know if it's because of low proficiency or because it's a second ability."

Mr. Han Jung-Hyun expressed his doubt by stroking his chin with its short beard, unsure of the cause himself.

"Then, can you tell me what your wife's ability is?"
"Haha! There's nothing to hide. It'll come out soon anyway. That is, if Jae-Yu is strong enough."

With Mr. Han Jung-Hyun's words came a loud sound: TANG!

"!!"

My eyes widened instantly.

"She disappeared...?"

Han Yu-Bin had vanished.

"Haha! She must be quite determined! My daughter tried to hide at least this much."
"It seems to be the power to blend with the surroundings."
"It can give a significant advantage in close combat. Not just the body, but even the clothes she's wearing are affected, so there's no need to be naked."
"Hmm."

I looked slightly to Jae-Yu's left.
As Mr. Han Jung-Hyun said, she was invisible. The surroundings rippled, and even her silhouette couldn't be seen.

But everything else could be sensed.
Footsteps.
Air flow.
Han Yu-Bin's magical power.
In short, her presence.

A situation where only her appearance was invisible, but everything else could be sensed. It might not mean much to a novice, but for someone with even slightly higher skills, it would become meaningless.

*If that ability develops, she might be able to erase her presence completely later.*

Thinking about it differently, it could actually be a quite useful ability.

"Jae-Yu. Go easy."

Anyway, controlling one's strength is important. One wrong move could be fatal, so I cautioned Jae-Yu just in case.

"Okay."

Jae-Yu raised one hand while turning her back to me.

"I'll go easy."

Then she smiled broadly. TAK! Simultaneously, the sound of something colliding was heard.

"How?!"

Swish—Han Yu-Bin's surprised face appeared. The weakness of her ability seemed to be its duration.

It would seem too coincidental.
Just as Han Yu-Bin swung her fist, Jae-Yu raised her hand to the exact spot where the fist was heading.

"Blocking that strike... too precise to be coincidence."
"To use that ability more effectively, she'll need more experience and training. She needs to study how to conceal her presence."

Suddenly, Han Chae-Eun's face came to mind.
Han Chae-Eun, who could move at speeds I still couldn't track with my eyes.
Conversely, Han Yu-Bin, who was invisible to my eyes.
Though different in approach, both abilities were advantageous for surprise attacks and ambushes.

*Come to think of it, they're both surnamed Han?*

Looking at it this way, there were quite a few Hans around me.
No, there's no need for such useless thoughts right now.

"Eek...!"

Han Yu-Bin gritted her teeth.
She withdrew her blocked hand and thrust out her other hand.
That wasn't the end.
A barrage of rapid, relentless strikes rained down on Jae-Yu.

Each strike felt like it carried considerable force.

TAK! TAK! TAK! Jae-Yu blocked them all with one hand, wearing a relaxed expression.
As if they weren't heavy.
As if they didn't hurt at all, Jae-Yu's expression remained serene.

Realizing this wasn't working, swish—Han Yu-Bin's body disappeared again.
TANG! Once more, the sound of footsteps.

TAK! TANG! TANG! SCREECH!

Noisy sounds echoed from all directions.
She seemed to think Jae-Yu was detecting her attacks by sound.

But her opponent was Jae-Yu.
Even I could see Han Yu-Bin's movements clearly.
I just couldn't tell what expression she was making, but all her movements were visible.
There's no way Jae-Yu couldn't detect them.

"Haa."

Jae-Yu sighed briefly and waited for Han Yu-Bin's attack.

"I thought Han Yu-Bin might be among the top in the second year. That seems correct."
"I didn't expect you to praise my daughter. Hehe, this makes me shy. But your tone suggests that's all there is to it?"
"Yes. I think she's at the stage where she knows her strength and is arrogant. I know she trains consistently... but she still has a long way to go."

Hahaha! A loud laugh came from beside me.

"As expected of the academy's only awakened one! Did you ever go through such a phase?"
"No. Never. Not even once."

I answered firmly.
I.
Not even once.
Have never thought I was strong.

I looked at the girl in front of me.
A slender back.
At the same time, an incredibly broad back.
I've been desperately running to catch up to that back.

"That's unexpected. No, are you being too modest? Sometimes, people need to show confidence and even arrogance, not just humility."
"Haha. Thank you for the advice. But that's the truth."

TANG! Han Yu-Bin, who had been trying to confuse Jae-Yu, charged.
Straight ahead in a direct line.
TAK! She changed direction midway. Once to the right, then immediately after, she moved to the left, aiming for Jae-Yu's left temple.

"That's because."

The invisible fist was drawn toward Jae-Yu's temple.
Han Yu-Bin's fist was like a massive iron hammer.
At the moment it was drawn in.
At the moment the fist completely connected with the temple, it was a powerful strike that could shatter the head entirely.

It truly carried strength worthy of being called top-tier in the academy.
That kind of force could probably pierce through thick steel plates.

"I've always been chasing after Jae-Yu's back all this time."

But tok. A light sound was heard. It was definitely not the sound of a temple being struck.
The strong force in the fist seemed to have disappeared without a trace.

"Huh...?"

Han Yu-Bin's surprised face appeared again. Due to the limitations of her ability, her appearance had been visible from the moment she threw her punch.

Her fist was blocked again.
And very lightly at that.
With just one index finger blocking the temple.

"That's... impossible..."

Han Yu-Bin stepped back with a dumbfounded expression. She couldn't even think of following up with a barrage like before.

Not once, but twice.
Her fastest strike, aimed for a quick victory, was blocked so effortlessly.
And without Jae-Yu even looking at her.

She seemed to have completely lost her fighting spirit, even though she clearly had plenty of energy left.
Well, if someone blocked your attack so casually, with just one finger, you might feel the same way.

*Well, well.*

I couldn't help but smile.
I told her to go easy, not to toy with her opponent like this.

She was definitely strong enough to be called top-tier in the academy.
It's just that she faced the wrong opponent.

"Is that all?"

Jae-Yu lowered her hand and turned her back to Han Yu-Bin.

What would Han Yu-Bin, standing there with her mouth agape, think of Jae-Yu's overflowing confidence?
She might feel like everything she had worked for was being denied.

They were similar in age.
But there was an overwhelming difference in achievement.
Despite grinding her teeth and training hard, the gap in their levels was despairingly wide.

*I feel a sense of kinship somehow.*

An emotion I often feel. The emotion that whips me to grit my teeth and keep running forward.

"I heard your daughter trained at home during her first year, is that right?"

A woman with innate talent backed by effort. Plus, she had a good figure and came from a good family.
Her grades were excellent without question.
Except for her personality, her body and mindset were my ideal type.

Not that I want to date my ideal type... but still, she's a good kid if you ignore her arrogance and forceful nature.

"...Y-yes. That's right. Then from this year, she said she wanted to use the training room at the academy."

Mr. Han Jung-Hyun, who had been looking dazed, rubbed his eyes and looked at Jae-Yu and Han Yu-Bin again.
He seemed unable to believe the scene before him and had a delayed reaction.

"It's probably because of you."
"Is that so?"

Come to think of it, I had seen Han Yu-Bin occasionally since the beginning of the semester.
Even when she was interested in me. Even before that. Han Yu-Bin trained relentlessly with gritted teeth.
A training regimen that could make one arrogant. She knew very well the strength she had gained through intense training.

"This can't be happening."

That's why she couldn't help but deny reality.
It was unreasonable.
No matter what.
Her strike shouldn't have been blocked so easily.

Han Yu-Bin's body trembled slightly. Her face contorted as if wronged, and tears welled up in her eyes.

"That's not how you use a fist."

Jae-Yu spoke to Han Yu-Bin in a flat tone.
I could see her delicate hand clenching tightly.

"When you throw a punch, make it heavy."

The next moment.
As if she had teleported, Jae-Yu's body was right in front of Han Yu-Bin.
Her fist was already raised, up to her shoulder.
A pulled-back arm and shoulder.
A stance ready to strike at any moment.

"Put everything into your fist and strike."

BOOM! With the sound of air exploding, a shockwave brushed past Han Yu-Bin. Her eyes widened, and her hair was pushed back by the rushing air.

KWANG! The shockwave that passed Han Yu-Bin.
The shockwave created a large hole in the wall far from Jae-Yu.

"Weak punches only work against opponents weaker than you."

And then a statement to deceive the opponent.
She perfectly demonstrated the difference in power.

THUD! Han Yu-Bin sat down with her eyes wide open.
She was probably thinking about what would have happened if that fist, which had just brushed past her, had actually aimed for her face.

"H-huh..."

Mr. Han Jung-Hyun also wore a blank expression, as if he couldn't believe the situation.

"See? How strong my girlfriend is."

So I added my own comment.
I was already a prisoner of that woman, both body and soul.
Even though her attempts at kidnapping and confinement were problematic, she was a woman too good for me.
That was Jae-Yu.

Ch.430 - Kim Sewon's Hidden Intentions
After Jae-Yu had shown off his skills to Han Yu-Bin an hour ago, the sound of tired footsteps approached—not one person, but two. It was Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won.

"I never thought I'd lose," Jae-Yu muttered with a dazed expression.

After the initial match that had been more humiliation than sparring, Jae-Yu and Han Yu-Bin had faced off again. This time, the contest had taken a full hour.

"Cooking..." Kim Se-Won mumbled with a stupid expression.

That's right. The second contest wasn't combat, but a cooking competition.

Since Han Yu-Bin's original goal was to steal Kim Se-Won, there was no need for the competition to involve physical fighting.

"This is cheating! Why would a corporate heiress be good at cooking...! It's cheating. Cheating! CHEATING!" Jae-Yu shouted, unable to contain her frustration.

The result was evident from their faces—a miserable defeat. Completely opposite from the sparring match. Just by changing the competition, their positions had reversed.

*"Isn't it natural to capture a man's stomach? The woman who captures his stomach steals the man!"*

Jae-Yu recalled Han Yu-Bin's confident declaration.

Cooking. In modern times, there's no law saying women must cook. The outdated notion that women must cook has long disappeared.

But.

*She's right about that.*

It was undeniable that a domestic woman who could cook was attractive to men.

*"This match is my victory!"*

And the fact that she had suffered a miserable defeat was also undeniable.

Jae-Yu felt the bitter taste of defeat rising from deep within her chest as she recalled Han Yu-Bin's triumphant words.

"I can capture with my belly though," she muttered, a complaint or excuse slipping from her lips. Her hand naturally moved to her lower abdomen.

A statement that she could certainly capture him with her womb. What a meaningless comment.

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was stunned for a different reason.

*I never imagined Jae-Yu couldn't cook.*

In the year-plus since meeting Jae-Yu, she had undergone many changes. First, after returning from China, she had become much stronger. She claimed she was stronger than A-rank but weaker than S-rank.

*"If I go all out, I might be able to face off against Jiyeon unnie. Assuming she goes all out too."*

Kim Se-Won recalled Jae-Yu's words.

She couldn't win, but she could hold her own. This meant she was essentially leaving the category of human—and she hadn't even awakened yet!

But no matter how strong she'd become, no matter how feminine she'd become, she was far from domestic.

*Well, it's not that she can't cook at all. It's just... the difference in skill level was severe.*

Jae-Yu could cook some things—ramen, fried eggs, rolled eggs. She surprisingly knew the basics.

But that's all she could do—mimic the very basics. Compared to Han Yu-Bin, she was like an infant.

*That was kind of my fantasy.*

Kim Se-Won held back a sigh as he recalled his fantasy.

A couple on an outing. Jae-Yu shyly checking his reaction as she opened her basket. Inside, a lunch filled with her devotion.

It was ordinary. Nothing special. But it was a fantasy Kim Se-Won had kept in a corner of his heart.

A homemade lunch box made by a girlfriend requires more than basic cooking skills.

*"Hmph! How can you support Se-Won like that? How can you boost his energy?"*

Suddenly, Han Yu-Bin's words came to mind. Despite being a corporate heiress, Han Yu-Bin embodied a surprisingly traditional feminine ideal.

A woman who boosts her husband's energy and devotes herself to him. Though somewhat domineering and arrogant with outstanding abilities, she was definitely good for a man.

"Hmm."

At that moment, Jae-Yu pouted and glanced at Kim Se-Won.

"I can't help it. I don't know many recipes, and I never needed to cook. I mean, I'm not completely hopeless! Since my mom couldn't cook, I had to do it instead, so I know a little... but it was mostly focused on food that helps with training."

*There's no need to worry about it.*

Kim Se-Won fixed his expression after hearing Jae-Yu's excuse. He must have shown his disappointment too clearly.

Honestly, Han Yu-Bin's words were quite appealing. But his heart hadn't changed. A fantasy was just a fantasy. He had chosen Jae-Yu (Eun-Ha), and there was no reason for his heart to waver now.

"It doesn't matter."

So he uttered those brief words.

*Should I say this...?*

His lips trembled with hesitation. Kim Se-Won looked at the dejected Jae-Yu and closed his eyes tightly.

Let's just say it. The worst that could happen is being locked up again.

Besides, this was an opportunity—a chance to secure his future!

Kim Se-Won opened his tightly closed eyes and looked straight at Jae-Yu.

"The woman I chose is you. Even if Han Yu-Bin is domestic and physically my ideal type."

"!!!"

Jae-Yu's eyes widened.

*Han Yu-Bin is Se-Won's ideal type?*

Anxiety flickered in her eyes.

"Still, the woman I chose is you alone. That will never change. I still want to follow you."

Kim Se-Won stood before Jae-Yu and knelt on one knee. He raised his head slightly to meet her gaze.

"If you don't believe me, you can watch me. Right by my side. From when I wake up until I go to sleep. Watch all my actions from beside me."

"All my actions... from beside you?"

Jae-Yu's eyes grew rounder. Kim Se-Won's face showed only sincerity. It wasn't a lie.

She stared at him blankly, as if being drawn in.

The words "Watch all my actions from beside me" kept replaying in her head.

"So... you're suggesting we live together?"

Her voice trembled slightly. To Jae-Yu, Kim Se-Won's words sounded like he was asking her to live with him and observe his every move.

Lovers.
Living together.
Marriage.
Wedding.
Husband and wife.
Child.
Honeymoon.
Ten months.
Child.

Various words flashed through her mind in an instant.

There were still many issues to resolve, but it felt like they were rushing straight to the final destination, ignoring everything else.

At that moment, Kim Se-Won suddenly took Jae-Yu's hand and placed it on his chest.

"This is my sincerity."

Thump! Thump!
She could feel his heart beating fiercely through her palm.

"Really?"
"Really."

He nodded with a determined face.
They smiled at each other.
They looked at each other with sparkling eyes.
A rosy future appeared in their minds.

*Living together. Living with Se-Won...!*

*First, we'll start by living together in a small room, using today's incident as an excuse to gradually persuade her. We need a training space where we can practice diligently, and since it needs to be large, the house doesn't need to be that big. A small house means limiting the number of children. Later, even if I have to tie her down... no, a vasectomy wouldn't mean much to Jae-Yu. But she probably wouldn't poke holes in condoms? Then I can at least prevent an assault by two children and gain some breathing room. Even if I get locked up, I can still train if there's a training room.*

In the end, Kim Se-Won found hope in the possibility of living together. Despite coming to this place reluctantly, he had found a new breakthrough thanks to Han Yu-Bin.

*Thank you!! Han Yu-Bin!!*

Kim Se-Won struggled to control his lips, which threatened to break into a wide grin, as he embraced Jae-Yu.

"I love you, Jae-Yu."

He would do anything to survive.
Kim Se-Won was sincere.


* * *


When Kim Se-Won embraced Jae-Yu.

"Someday, I'll make you look at me with that expression too."

Han Yu-Bin watched the two from a distance, swallowing her frustration. It was the complete opposite of the confident, persistent attitude she had shown in front of them.

"I will... someday...!"

Han Yu-Bin's gaze was fixed on Kim Se-Won's face.
A kind and gentle face. A face he never showed at school, only to his girlfriend.

She was jealous.
She wanted him to look at her that way too.

*I need to find another approach.*

Han Yu-Bin's mind raced as she searched for a solution. It seemed impossible to sway Kim Se-Won's heart all at once.
But.

*Little by little... I might be able to make him feel favorably toward me.*

Despite everything, there was hope. Having regained her confidence from the cooking contest, Han Yu-Bin decided to thoroughly utilize her advantages.

*It's not just cooking, Han Jae-Yu. That girl doesn't attend the academy. That means there's physical distance between them!*

No matter how firm one's heart is, distance in body leads to distance in heart. If she maintained an ambiguous distance here, gradually breaking down those thick, high walls...! Then she had a good chance!

*I'll win you over step by step, Kim Se-Won.*

She still had two years left.
In the end, the woman by Kim Se-Won's side would be her, Han Yu-Bin.
She just needed to hone herself over those two years and break down the walls around Kim Se-Won's heart.

*I'll make you look at only me with that expression.*

She reminded herself of her goal once more.
The expression he never showed her came so easily and frequently when he was with Jae-Yu.
It was distant. So very distant.
Yet she wouldn't lose her determination.

Because love is like war.
A bloody battle. A cruel fight without mercy that drives people to madness, and only at the end is a winner determined.

Just because she lost this time doesn't mean she's completely defeated!
She's not the kind of woman who would give up after just one defeat!

Han Yu-Bin returned to the mansion, determined to gradually work on winning over Kim Se-Won.

"Hmm."

Standing by the window, Han Jeong-Hyun watched with a pleased smile as Han Yu-Bin entered the mansion, promising herself another chance.

"Good."

His daughter had grown up properly.
He wasn't sure how she had developed such an old-fashioned ideal of a wife devoted to her husband! But her attitude of never giving up and striving to win love was exactly as he had taught her.

"My daughter, intense emotions become the driving force of life. As long as you're not consumed by those emotions, you will continue to grow."

He just needed to nudge her a little, using those emotions to develop the qualities needed to become the successor of the O-Sung Group.

This was because it wasn't easy for an ordinary person to develop the qualities of a successor.

The qualities of a successor, like the jewels of Cheonil, cannot be made one's own simply by forced learning, unless one is exceptional from birth.
That's why he had planned this.
When he heard that Han Yu-Bin had fallen for a man named Kim Se-Won, he had encouraged her to pursue him more aggressively.

*That girl's intrusion was unexpected. But it actually led to a good result.*

Originally, he had intended to provide a small catalyst, but thanks to Jae-Yu, it had become a tremendous driving force. Han Jeong-Hyun bowed his head in deep gratitude toward Jae-Yu, who had appeared out of nowhere.

"Speaking of Han Jae-Yu..."

His eyes grew nostalgic.
Long ago, when Han Jeong-Hyun was still a young man, he had a brother with whom he was always fighting. Now that brother was gone.

"It's been 15 years since my brother died, yet that name reminds me of him."

Han Jeong-Hyun's brother, Han Seong-Hyun.
His brother who died 15 years ago.
Back then, he couldn't stand the sight of him, but now he couldn't see him even if he wanted to.

To remember him, he had hung a large photograph, so he still remembered his appearance, but he had long forgotten his voice.
That's how long 15 years was.

"But that girl couldn't possibly be his child."

The girl resembled his brother only in name, making it impossible to consider her his brother's child.

Age.
Gender.
Power.

Everything was different.
Han Jeong-Hyun tried to shake off these pointless thoughts.
To do so, he brought up a question about the girl.

"Yet, if she's that strong, word should have spread, but there's never been any such rumor. That bothers me."

The unidentified girl had displayed strength far beyond expectations.
Watching his daughter fight the girl was like watching a child face off against a serious martial artist.

"It's worth investigating."

The question of who she might be arose again in his mind.

Black hair.
Purple eyes.
Immense strength disproportionate to her age.
A pretty girl who looked like a high school student.

"...hmm?"

No, there was one person who came to mind.
Han Jeong-Hyun raised the corner of his mouth in a smirk. A name he didn't need to mention had popped into his head.

"I'll keep quiet."

And then, turning his back, Han Jeong-Hyun said this.

"A wise choice."

In response, Morris, sitting on the sofa, nodded with a bright smile.

"It seems my contractor still wants to hide her identity."
"I understand. At that age, and with fame, she wouldn't be able to date freely."
"That's why I'll give you one piece of information in exchange for your silence."
"Information?"

Han Jeong-Hyun's eyes widened at Morris's unexpected words.
Any information from his lips would surely be of immense value to him.

Given that companies like Cheonil and O-Sung had grown rapidly thanks to Transcendents, his words held value beyond price.

"Actually, my contractor, Han Jae-Yu is..."

And with Morris's words, Han Jeong-Hyun could only gape in astonishment.

Ch.431 - When You're Crazy In Love, You Can Do Anything. Even If It Means Bowing Your Head To Someone Younger
Two people were walking down the street after leaving Han Yu-bin's mansion.

"Where are we going that we need to walk?"

Kim Se-Won was curious why she had refused Han Jung-hyun's offer to drive them. After debating whether to ask, he finally spoke up.

"Hmm? Oh."

Jae-yu was smiling brightly, perhaps because she was walking with Kim Se-Won after a long time. Then she turned around with a grin and said:

"I'm going to find a secluded spot and warp from there."
"The Stellarlis warp gate?"
"No. Morris is going to take us."
"Ah~."

Indeed, with Morris's power, offering a ride would have been more of a waste of time. Kim Se-Won nodded at Jae-yu's words.


* * *


Woong! Space tore open as a portal split sideways.
Jae-yu and Kim Se-Won emerged from the split portal.

Though barely ten minutes had passed since parting with Han Yu-bin, the two had arrived at the border between human and hybrid territories.

As soon as she stepped through, Jae-yu looked around.
Understanding her intention, Kim Se-Won also scanned the area. She had mentioned having an assistant. He remembered that Deltar was supposed to come.

"I don't see Deltar."
"Hmm. Nabi said she'd send him ahead... I wonder if he's off exercising somewhere?"
"No way."
"Actually, Nabi recently sent me a message complaining about how intensely he's been training lately. Look."

Jae-yu held out her communication device and showed him the message log.

[Photo]

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.
The screen Jae-yu showed displayed two naked girls clinging to either side of a man.
Fair skin flushed, shy curved eyes. A photo oozing with lewdness!

Though he saw it for less than a second, Kim Se-Won quickly squeezed his eyes shut, gesturing that he hadn't seen anything.

[Today it's me, mother, and Woo-jin]
[Thanks to you, Woo-jin seems to feel less guilty these days, thank you Eun-ha]
[No]
[No lol]
[You didn't need to send a photo]
[But it's okay because it's you, Eun-ha]

Despite his reaction, his awakened body had time to scan the conversation below.

"Ah...!"

When Kim Se-Won suddenly squeezed his eyes shut, Jae-yu finally realized something was wrong.

"Oh. Not this. This one."

Jae-yu's face flushed bright red as she quickly scrolled down.

"Y-you can open your eyes now."
"Penalty points...?"

Kim Se-Won still remembered.
When Eun-ha and Jae-yu, the two separate girls, had mercilessly given him 5 penalty points!
That terror. The disaster that followed was enough to make him feel powerless just thinking about it.

"It's not your fault, Se-Won. It's mine."

Jae-yu waved her hands dismissively.

*This is strange.*

Was she holding back? It didn't seem so. Jae-yu genuinely appeared to have no intention of giving reward or penalty points.

That was strange.
This couldn't be right.
Jae-yu was being unusually kind.
She wasn't obsessing.
She wasn't even jealous.
Had something changed her today?
Kim Se-Won began to worry about the sudden uneasiness. Whatever happened, could it be something that freed Jae-yu from her jealousy?

*No, I can't let my guard down. I absolutely cannot let my guard down!*

Even if Jae-yu had experienced a change of heart, it was still right to remain cautious.
He absolutely could not let his guard down.

"Anyway. This. This is what I wanted to show you."

Jae-yu was embarrassed about being caught exchanging such shameless topics with Seo Na-bi.
Na-bi had no other friends to discuss these things with, and she simply couldn't refuse her, but to think Kim Se-Won would find out!
No, to think she'd show him herself!

She wanted to hide in a hole if one existed.

[Recently this muscle pig tried to use a building in the abandoned city as a weight]
[A building??????]
[Video]

Kim Se-Won, turning his gaze away from the embarrassed Jae-yu, looked at the new image.
Not a photo. Looking closely, he saw a ▷ shape in the center, indicating it was a video.

[GRRRRRRRGH! KUAH! KUEOK! HUAAAGH!]

When he pressed it, some strange roaring sounds played as a building shook up and down.

"His brain is all muscle too, and since he's also a monster, his scale is pretty big. Anyway, he's so serious about exercise that he might be training somewhere with his spare time."
"Y-yeah, maybe."

Honestly, that was too much. Kim Se-Won turned away from Deltar's antics with a disgusted expression and looked around again.

"...Huh?"

But when he turned his head, something previously invisible came into view.
Something pure white was right in front of him.

"It's me!"

Suddenly, with a booming voice, something writhed violently!
Looking closely, it was muscle. Pectoral muscles, to be exact.
The left and right pecs wriggled and flexed, showing off their presence.

"G-good grief...!"

Kim Se-Won was startled.
Paper-white skin without a hint of blood, a large single eye, and a body armed with solid muscles!
There was only one being who could appear in this place and show off such muscles.
The monster who loved training more than anyone, Deltar!

"Haha! How embarrassing! To think someone recorded me training!"
"Deltar!"
"It's been a while, my comrade!"

Chak! Jae-yu and Deltar shook hands as soon as their eyes met.
The handshake between the massive muscle monster and the slender girl was incredibly bizarre. Deltar's huge hand completely engulfed Jae-yu's.

"But, who is that person...?"

After enthusiastically shaking hands, Jae-yu subtly pointed at the being beside him.
The being stood demurely with hands clasped together.
A white-haired girl who looked exactly like Don-Hil. It was the magical girl Bloody White.

"I will explain that myself."

But the words from Bloody White were extremely polite.
Although they had barely spoken before, she was being unusually deferential to her friend's mother.
Jae-yu blinked in confusion at this behavior.

"Just a moment. This way."

Bloody White gently took Jae-yu's hand and flew up into the sky.
This wasn't magic. Nor was it a special superpower.
She was simply controlling her vast magical power delicately to move her body through the air.

"This should be far enough."

About 15 meters. Within sight of the two men, but far enough that even shouting would make voices faint. Bloody White, finding this insufficient, created a thin wall of magical power to block sound.

"What brings you to a place like this... No, more importantly, why are you suddenly speaking so formally to me?"

Jae-yu expressed her confusion at the sudden, incomprehensible situation.
There was no reason for such a powerful figure, who could stand against Hong Yu-jin, the leader of Gresorion and her own mother, to be so deferential.
Moreover, wasn't she her friend's mother?

"When I desperately need something, I don't hesitate to swallow my pride."

Bloody White gave a fragile smile in response to Jae-yu's question.

*She looks like she could collapse at any moment.*

Jae-yu stared blankly at that smile.
It was infinitely ephemeral.
Like a withered branch precariously hanging onto a tree, about to fall at any moment.

It was a smile that couldn't be faked—one that only someone worn down by harsh life experiences could make.

*To think someone like this could be so aggressive in bed.*

Jae-yu deliberately averted her gaze.
Just looking at her made her feel guilty. A precarious existence that drew her gaze involuntarily.
She also shouldn't get too involved since their alliance would break again in the future.

"Before I explain why I came with Deltar without notice, may I ask you something?"
"Huh? Y-yes. Of course..."

Bloody White, Seo Hye-ji, gently closed her eyes.
Her weak, subdued voice tickled Jae-yu's ear.

"The book Nabi has been reading recently. Is it something you gave her?"
"Ah..."

A book flashed through Jae-yu's mind.
A grimoire read so much it was worn out. The one she had now given to Seo Na-bi.

"Yes, that's right."

She nodded with a questioning "why?" in her mind.

"Then could you give that book to me as well? I'll pay whatever price. Anything I can do."

Seo Hye-ji said this and bowed deeply.

"What?!"

Jae-yu's eyes widened.
Flustered, she forced Hye-ji to straighten up. As their eyes met again, she saw a woman radiating resolute determination.
The ephemeral atmosphere from before had completely vanished.
Only a desperate expression remained on her face.

She had heard that Seo Hye-ji was more aggressive than anyone in bed.
Though she didn't know the circumstances.
Perhaps she truly loved Kim Woo-jin?

*Should I help her?*

She wasn't sure.
But this might be betraying her friend.
Besides, even if she wanted to give it, she couldn't.

"That's... impossible. There's only one copy of that book."

Jae-yu bowed her head apologetically.

"I see."

Once again, a powerless voice echoed.
She should have realized when she saw the tattered book.
That it was the only one of its kind in the world.

Seo Hye-ji turned her back with a face that looked ready to crumble.
It was a love that should never have been. Wanting more would be unforgivable.

"May I ask you something too?"

Just as she turned away with these thoughts, Jae-yu spoke.
Hye-ji's precarious appearance troubled her. The reason for her desperation lingered in her mind.

"Do you love that man that much?"
"No matter how many men there are, I'll never feel for them what I feel for him."

Seo Hye-ji turned back to face Jae-yu.

"Only one person. The only man in the world I can love. Even though it's a love that shouldn't be."
"!!!!"
"I am... a terrible mother who shouldn't exist."

These words shook Jae-yu's heart.
Their situations were similar.

For Jae-yu, no matter how many men existed, only Kim Se-Won could understand and love her.
Similarly, Seo Hye-ji, for some reason, could only love Kim Woo-jin.
That's why, knowing it was wrong, she loved Kim Woo-jin and troubled Seo Na-bi.

Into this situation, Na-bi had intervened.
She had turned Kim Woo-jin into a harem man who embraced all the women of Gresorion, while using the grimoire to gain the upper hand.

Seo Hye-ji thought: I don't want to lose this man. I don't want to just watch as someone gains the advantage through a grimoire.

And she poured out all these inner thoughts to Jae-yu, who was staring at her blankly.
Such a weak appearance.
A face that the leader of an organization should never show.
At the same time, it showed how desperate she was.
Even while putting everything else aside, she wanted to keep Kim Woo-jin by her side.

"Well then, I'll be going."

After revealing all her thoughts, Seo Hye-ji turned away again.

"Wait!"

At that moment, Jae-yu grabbed her arm and forcibly turned her around. Large, wide eyes looked at Jae-yu.

"As I said earlier, the physical book is now with Nabi. But."

Jae-yu hesitated until the very end.
Was this okay?
Was it right to tell this person out of sympathy?

"The contents are in my head."

Still, there was such a thing as gratitude.
Give and take.
Wasn't this person the one who taught her how to have a child while remaining a magical girl?
Even if she could only pass it on orally, wouldn't it be repaying the favor?

"Really?"

Hwak! It was like a flower blooming.
Jae-yu stared blankly at the face that had seemed ready to wither away now brightening up.

"...Yes."

Belatedly coming to her senses, she nodded.

"But it might take some time. Given the nature of the content."
"In that case."

Seo Hye-ji responded calmly. She turned slightly and gestured toward Deltar. Deltar gave a thumbs up, then wrapped one arm around Kim Se-Won and took him somewhere.

"In the meantime, my child will train your husband. That child has been with me since he was young."
"H-husband...!"

Jae-yu's face turned bright red.
Husband.
Yes, perhaps "husband" was more appropriate than "boyfriend."

They weren't married yet! But soon! That's! What! Would! Happen!
So calling him her husband wasn't exactly wrong!

*What a nice person!*

Jae-yu burned with enthusiasm.

Ch.432 - Gratitude
One hour, two hours.
Jae-Yu had passed on all the knowledge imprinted in her mind to Seo Hye-Ji.

The amount was quite substantial, and she explained everything using her own experiences as examples. She even created mannequins woven from magical energy to demonstrate.

That wasn't all.
As she answered Hye-Ji's questions and repeated explanations, several hours had already passed since they'd arrived.

"Th-That's everything."

Jae-Yu announced the end with a bright red face.
There was nothing more to share.
Absolutely nothing.
Not a single thing remained.

"Thank you. It was excellent instruction. Especially sharing your personal experiences... truly informative."

Seo Hye-Ji, who had been listening attentively on her knees, bowed her head deeply.

*What a surprisingly lewd girl.*

She never imagined Jae-Yu would go so far as to weave magical energy into shapes to demonstrate exactly how things were done. At this rate, her husband Kim Se-Won's lifespan might be shortening day by day.

"You are my benefactor."

Regardless, gratitude was gratitude.
Seo Hye-Ji's words as she raised her head were filled with sincerity.

*She has the exact same face as Nabi, but her aura and gestures feel like a completely different person. Will Nabi feel like this as time passes...?*

Jae-Yu observed her every movement in a daze.

Magical girls don't age.
Only internal changes come with the passage of time. Changes in posture, gestures, and behavior.

Seo Hye-Ji's excessively proper demeanor was enough to captivate Jae-Yu's attention.
There was a maturity that emanated from her years of experience, not just her appearance.

"Ah!"

Yes.
Excessive.
Jae-Yu belatedly realized this and waved her hands frantically.

"No! I was just returning the favor for when you taught me about pregnancy methods! There's no need to be so humble...!"

"That's not true. The same information, the same item—their value differs from person to person. The knowledge you've passed on to me is more precious than anything to me right now."

Seo Hye-Ji had no intention of accepting Jae-Yu's refusal. If anything, she felt this wasn't enough.
She could express gratitude all she wanted. She needed something to prove the gratitude she felt.

*That's it.*

Suddenly, Seo Hye-Ji had a good idea.

"The exchange is actually uneven. If what I gave you was worth 1, then I received 4 in return. So..."

"S-So?"

Jae-Yu felt uneasy.
It was already uncomfortable enough having someone so impossibly powerful being so humble toward her, and now she was being treated like a life-saving benefactor, which made it even more burdensome.
And now she wanted to do something more! Jae-Yu just wanted to escape from this place.

"I must give you something of equal value in return."

"No, really. That's not necessary."

"By chance, do you use the technique that Black Swan used?"

"Huh? Technique?"

Ignoring Jae-Yu's protests, her question made Jae-Yu tilt her head in confusion.
A technique, not magic.

There was only one thing that came to mind.
Not many people knew about it. But given their relationship as former arch-enemies, she might already know about it.

"Do you mean this?"

Jae-Yu unfurled black threads made of magical energy from her hand and attached them to Seo Hye-Ji's hand. Then she absorbed a tiny amount of magical energy.

"Yes. Exactly. So she did teach it to her daughter. And you've mastered it quite well. Well done."

Clap, clap. Seo Hye-Ji applauded softly with a faint smile.
Her behavior was like that of a teacher praising a child.

"Hehe. R-Really?"

And Jae-Yu was weak to praise. A silly smile spread across her face.

"If you've learned Black Swan's technique, then the technique I'm about to share will surely be helpful to you."

Seo Hye-Ji closed her eyes gently and brought both hands to her chest. Magical energy condensed between her slightly separated palms.

Whoosh! Soon, something pure white spread outward. Instantly, the surrounding temperature dropped, and frost settled.

*Domain...? No, different. Is this what caused snow to fall instantly when she appeared in the Academy District...?*

Jae-Yu immediately recognized what was happening as the atmosphere around them changed completely.

"Ah...!"

At that moment, the black threads that had been stealing bits of magical energy from Seo Hye-Ji dissipated.

"Just as Black Swan took magical energy from monsters on the battlefield and from me, I developed a method to counter it."

Her explanation was similar to Jae-Yu's domain. While Jae-Yu's domain was stronger at disrupting magical energy, the scale was completely different.

"Its function is simply to interfere with the flow of magical energy, but this alone can significantly reduce the amount of magical energy being stolen."

*Something like this isn't necessary for me. She probably knows that too.*

She wouldn't have mentioned it for no reason.
And she didn't seem like she would take back what she said about not having anything worthwhile to give.

*So what is it?*

Jae-Yu blinked, staring intently at Seo Hye-Ji's lips.

"Simultaneously."

Her lips moved.

"This space is my magical energy itself and also a power that expands my senses. It allows me to perceive living beings within its range."

"Perceive living beings within the space..."

"This is a technique perfectly suited for me as a commander with wide-range attacks. It may not suit you... but I thought it wouldn't be completely useless."

Seo Hye-Ji decided to mention her arch-enemy's name once more.

"Black Swan. She wielded lightning and boasted speeds invisible to the eye. It was only after mastering this technique that I could finally keep up with her movements."

"That means...!"

Jae-Yu's eyes widened. She instinctively stood up and looked around.
This vast space, covered in snow everywhere she looked.

"Yes. You'll be able to keep up with the speed of The Mute One or his servants. And if you combine this technique with your own power and adapt it, you'll become even stronger."

As Seo Hye-Ji said this, she traced her finger through the air. White magical energy left traces wherever her fingertip passed.

A large circle. Inside it were two smaller circles.
Between them were a few simple characters. It was extremely simple.

"This is both a technique and magic. A technique elevated to magic. Unlike magic bestowed by Transcendents, if you memorize and master the magic circle, any magical girl can use it."

*So I'm not the only one.*

A technique elevated to magic. Jae-Yu immediately thought of her ultimate move, Apocalypse Buster.

But that wasn't the important part.
Regardless of whether it was possible or not, Jae-Yu wondered what would happen if her domain and this technique were combined.

Her domain controls space and alters the magical energy within it. It even has the effect of weakening enemies.

*Even if it just perceives movements in space... no, it can expand its range too, so even considering the increased magical energy consumption, isn't this quite good?*

Just being able to detect movements beyond normal perception increases the chances of victory. It's definitely a useful counter against speed-focused opponents like The Mute One.

Whether the result would turn out as expected, or if unexpected functions might emerge, was still unknown.
Nevertheless, just being able to detect The Mute One's movements was a significant gain for Jae-Yu.

After all, from the time she was first killed by The Mute One until now, Jae-Yu had never been able to anticipate his movements.

"I'll use it well!"

Jae-Yu quickly took out her communication device and took pictures. Just to be safe, she circled around Seo Hye-Ji, taking multiple shots.

"But you didn't teach this to Nabi?"

After taking all the photos, Jae-Yu voiced a question that had suddenly occurred to her.
Just as Hong Yu-Jin had taught her the magical energy stealing technique, wouldn't Seo Hye-Ji have taught this technique to Seo Nabi?

"I did teach her. It takes time to master, but she's getting stronger bit by bit. Recently, she seems to have accepted The Mute One's magical energy and is going through the process of refining it. Fortunately, his genetic material wasn't included in the magical energy."

It was a question that didn't need to be asked. Seo Hye-Ji nodded and added a lengthy explanation.

*That means Haram and Chae-Eun probably won't have The Mute One's genetic material detected either...?*

Even if there was, it probably wouldn't be a problem, but there was always the possibility that The Mute One had done something.
Jae-Yu breathed a sigh of relief.

"Well then. I'll be going now."

Seo Hye-Ji stood up.

"...Oh, and this. I'll give you this as a gift."

She took out a few small green beads from inside her clothes.

"It's an aphrodisiac made from monster fluids. It will give your husband strength when he seems to lack energy."

"L-Lack energy..."

Jae-Yu received the beads respectfully with both hands.

When did Kim Se-Won ever lack energy?
It seemed impossible that his unrivaled libido would ever diminish.
But curiosity was inevitable.
He was already incredible.
What if he took this...?

"However, I recommend taking one every three days. The effect is quite strong since it was made assuming you'd be dealing with four people."

"Four people...?"

Jae-Yu's eyes widened.
Even assuming Kim Se-Won was dealing with Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu, that was only two people.
Kim Woo-Jin was handling twice that number, four people.

*Did he seduce one of the monsters too?*

She had thought no one could match Kim Se-Won's libido, but apparently that wasn't the case. Jae-Yu was secretly impressed by Kim Woo-Jin's sexual appetite.

"Even an ordinary person would be healthy from morning till evening."

After adding that the effectiveness had already been proven, Seo Hye-Ji bowed politely once more and disappeared.

"Even an ordinary person from morning till evening..."

She stared blankly at the beads. Jae-Yu was intelligent enough to understand the meaning of these words.

*In other words, Kim Woo-Jin barely manages to handle four people with this medicine?*

"I win."

Jae-Yu suddenly felt her mood improve.
If someone asked whether having a boyfriend with superior stamina was something to boast about, she would definitely nod.

After all, she and Seo Nabi were friends and rivals!

"Se-Won!"

Having finished this long lecture, Jae-Yu called out to Kim Se-Won, who was probably training somewhere with Deltar.
He must be quite far away, as his voice didn't return.

Well, she could just find him herself.

*I won't use it right away, but revenge! Payback! When I split into two and get back in bed! I can get thorough revenge!*

Jae-Yu moved forward, thinking about the day of reckoning that would eventually come.

Ch.433 - Hideout
After finding Kim Se-Won and Deltar, Jae-Yu set out with them to locate the entrance to their original target hideout.

"By the way, that power of yours looks quite convenient," Deltar remarked.

Finding the entrance didn't take long since Deltar had already located it.

"Huh?"
"If you can recover from wounds and fatigue, wouldn't all that muscle training be wasted? Muscles grow by tearing and regenerating, you know."
"Ah, right. Yes, that's true."

This was an important question for Deltar, so his expression was serious. Jae-Yu smiled broadly, showing understanding.

"It still works fine, though."
"Hmm?"

Jae-Yu, knowing this, wouldn't waste her healing on a well-trained body if it would undo the training. That would be the case if healing magic negated training.

"It's actually quite a pragmatic power. It shortens the regeneration process and even regenerates to the level you were meant to grow to."
"Hmm. So that's the secret behind this guy's rapid growth."
"Well... I can't deny it, but most of it was Se-Won's own effort."

*It's only partly my doing.*
Jae-Yu blushed slightly while glancing at Kim Se-Won's muscles. She liked what she saw each time. Knowing they were partly her creation made her feel proud.

*A woman who personally raised her younger boyfriend!*
Not bad at all.

"There, it's done."

*Rumble, rumble!*

Jae-Yu had been moving her hands while chatting. When she finally stopped, the entrance shook violently, and a warp gate opened before the three of them.

"Unlike last time, there doesn't seem to be a split path."

Deltar clicked his tongue in disappointment. The sensation of breaking through walls and rushing out had been quite exhilarating.

"Anyway, now that we've found the entrance, there's no reason to delay."
"Right. Oh, wait a moment."

Jae-Yu nodded at Kim Se-Won's words but then seemed to remember something and closed her eyes. Black liquid dripped onto her head, eventually engulfing the slender girl's entire body.

"It might be better to transform in advance."

Optima was preparing for whatever might be inside. They might have to fight immediately upon entering.

"Now, let's really go. Se-Won, Deltar."

The three threw themselves into the warp gate. Whoosh! Their vision flipped, and they found themselves inside a modern building.

"Seems like it's been a while since anyone was here."
"Yeah, there's some dust on the floor."

The dust was just barely visible. In a sealed space, this much dust meant it had been abandoned for quite some time.

"But the electricity still works properly, so they must have put considerable effort into it."

Kim Se-Won raised his gaze to point at the lights illuminating the corridor. The bright lights weren't flickering or giving off uneven light.

"This Villain Association must have been incredibly wealthy to build so many underground bases."
"Huh? Aren't there just two?"
"I've only seen two as well."
"Hehehe! That's right! Because I destroyed them all!"

Deltar proudly showed off his muscles as he spoke. He could merge with the earth and swim through it. That's why they brought him along this time.

In other words, if it were just him, he wouldn't even need to find an entrance.

Though in reality, he found the entrance by moving around directly as part of his training.

"Including this one, there were four. They seemed to be places for different types of research."
"So this is probably the last one?"
"Probably."

Deltar nodded at Optima's words with his arms crossed.

"After discovering that research facility, I couldn't leave my comrades being exploited by villains. I helped those who could be saved escape, then buried the rest in the earth."

Deltar trudged forward, stepping on the dust.

The hideout was quite small, about one-fifth the size of the research facility under Mount Geumgang they had visited before.

"There's a map here."

Just as they were wondering if they should search everywhere, Kim Se-Won pointed to a wall. Deltar, who had been walking ahead, turned around.

"Oh. I thought it seemed small, and it really is."
"It shouldn't take long to look around the whole place."

The three focused on the internal map of the hideout on the wall. The layout was extremely simple.

Five personal rooms visible right from the entrance.
A long corridor shaped like the letter 'ㄷ'.
A massive space between the long parts of the 'ㄷ'-shaped corridor.

"Wow. It's incredibly deep."

Optima opened her mouth in surprise.

Looking at this space through the windows in the corridor, it had an impressive depth. It seemed designed to prevent any impact on the hideout in case of intense combat.

"The opposite side seems to be entirely a laboratory. It also feels like a dormitory. Though it's small compared to other Villain Association research facilities."

Kim Se-Won mentioned the remaining laboratory.

"But why would they need to draw and hang up a floor plan in a place like this?"
"It seems simple enough for even someone with no sense of direction to navigate."

Optima and Kim Se-Won had a small question about this.

Looking at the floor plan again didn't clear up their confusion.
It really made them wonder, "Why bother?"
Wondering if there might be a hidden basement, they examined it thoroughly again but found nothing unusual.

"Let's just assume they were odd people. Anyway, we don't need to check the personal rooms. Let's leave those for last."
"Agreed."
"I agree too. The most concerning part is definitely this area."

Kim Se-Won pointed to the laboratory at the bottom of the map.
All three shared the same opinion. There was no reason to delay.

*Thud, thud.*
They moved forward, stepping on dust. Optima glanced at the room doors as they passed by.

[J.Y.H]
[P.A]
[A.J]
[I.O]

"This might have been a shelter for the executives."

Optima said, looking at the nameplate marked [I.O] at the very end.
It was probably the initials of Iris O'Bryan.

"Huh? Ah... indeed, those are the executives' initials."
"A shelter, huh. Looking at the state of things, it doesn't seem to have served that purpose."

Kim Se-Won nodded while Deltar tilted his head.

"Or maybe they lived here all along. We never discovered where these people lived before. Doesn't that make sense?"
"There's some logic to that... but I don't think so. Think about it. The distance from here to the Academy District is quite far."
"No matter how strong they are, whether running or using transportation, it would take time."

Kim Se-Won and Deltar's words made her realize the practical limitations. Even with gate technology, the cost of using it each time would be prohibitive.

"I guess so..."

Having her idea immediately refuted, Optima's shoulders slumped.

"Hmm?"

When they reached the laboratory entrance, Deltar felt something under his foot and looked down. A round object about the size of a human face was placed next to the laboratory door.

"Well, well. They were playing with such toys."

Deltar picked up what had caught his eye.
Imagining an evil organization playing with cute toys seemed completely incongruous.

"A toy?"
"That's not a toy. It looks like a small cleaning drone."

Optima and Kim Se-Won's gazes shifted to Deltar's hand. A flat, circular drone. It had stopped working, either because its battery died or it broke.

"It probably focused on cleaning this section? The lab and this corridor. Looking at the corridor's condition, it seems to have broken down recently."

Kim Se-Won looked at the drone and then pointed to the corridor. Unlike the corridors they had passed through, this one was relatively clean.

"Then what about the path we came through?"
"It was full of dust. Was that area just neglected?"

Deltar spoke while lifting his foot. Unlike the other two, he was barefoot, and his soles were black with dust.

"I wouldn't know. It might have broken down after entering one of the rooms we passed."
"Well, we'll find out after investigating this place."
"Do we really need to investigate further? Our objective is clearly here and nowhere else."

Deltar pointed at the laboratory.

"That's true."

Optima nodded. He wasn't wrong.
With time already spent giving lectures to Seo Hye-Ji, neither Optima, Kim Se-Won, nor Deltar had the luxury of time to investigate the personal rooms.

"Then! Let's open it up!"

Deltar thrust his hand into the firmly closed laboratory door. The door easily allowed Deltar's hand to penetrate, as if it were made of tofu.

*Crack!*
Then it was violently torn off.
Deltar ripped the entire door out and casually threw it into the empty corridor.

"Wow..."

Kim Se-Won watched Deltar's actions with a disgusted expression.
Strength.
Overwhelming strength.

While a strange sense of admiration welled up, he also thought this was a lesson in how not to behave.

Optima might like such muscle-brained behavior, but public perception would be negative.
This would lead to Optima becoming upset.

And what would happen then?
The fallout might land on him.
Seeing how Optima, who loved muscles so much, tried to maintain a reasonable limit, this was definitely a cautionary tale.

"Come on! Let's go in!"
"Let's do it!"

But Optima didn't seem to mind and followed Deltar into the laboratory.

"Uh, huh? That's strange. Is it just that Deltar is naturally like this...?"

Left alone, Kim Se-Won stared at them with a bewildered expression before belatedly following.

The inside of the laboratory was as clean as the corridor.
Like the long corridor they saw when entering the hideout, the laboratory was also very long.
And along the walls of the long laboratory were four sets of tanks and terminals.

"These guys, they didn't trust Engia Keplux at all, did they?"

Deltar grinned as he looked at the things floating in the tanks.
The clones of the executives lined up in a row.

Iris O'Bryan.
Akasaka Jin.
Philan Arkwright.
And finally, Jin Yong-Han.

Floating naked with closed eyes in tanks filled with an unknown liquid, they appeared to be backup bodies prepared for emergencies.

"Do they grow them when needed? They're all young... no, only Jin Yong-Han is grown up."

Kim Se-Won scanned the clones.
Two young girls. One boy. And one young man.
He quickly glanced at Optima before turning his gaze to Akasaka Jin and Jin Yong-Han's bodies.

"How strange."
"Since Jin Yong-Han was in charge of clone research, there must be something to it. Maybe using clones to create ones as close as possible to the original."

Optima walked forward.

"As evidence."

She tapped the terminal next to the tank.

"This. I remember seeing it in China."
"Ah. The one in Wang Zi-Han's underground lab...!"

It made sense.
Since Wang Zi-Han had purchased clone technology from the Villain Association, it was natural that the Villain Association would have related technology.
Plus, there was Jin Jae-Han's clone that Wang Zi-Han created. Though it wasn't for a very long time, it was a clone capable of wielding an S-class hero's power.

"The Villain Association might have been able to create clones almost identical to the originals toward the end. They just couldn't implement it due to cost issues."

Optima carefully examined Jin Yong-Han's clone in the tank.
Then she stretched one hand toward another tank and emitted black smoke.

*I should cover them, though it's a bit late.*

The black smoke headed precisely toward the tanks containing the two young girls, Iris O'Bryan and Philan Arkwright's clones.
The smoke wrapped around the tanks, completely concealing the two clones.

No matter how young they were.
Even if they were clones.
Even if they were just unconscious lumps of flesh, she didn't like her man looking at other women.

*Pretending to be calm like this isn't so bad.*

She praised herself for not showing her jealousy. Kim Se-Won was being considerate now, but if he got used to it, he might openly reveal his intentions.

She only wanted to show her jealousy at appropriate times.
If she showed too much jealousy and obsession, Kim Se-Won might get tired of Optima.
It was good to be prepared.

"Does that mean if these remain as they are, the Korean Villain Association could revive? That's dangerous."
"Hmm. Compared to The Mute One, the scale would be tiny, but it would be like having an annoying fly."
"I think we should eliminate them."
"I agree."

Kim Se-Won and Deltar concluded that they should eliminate them immediately.
Even though it was based on a hypothetical scenario, they didn't want more enemies in the current situation.

"I want to observe them for now."

But Optima had a different opinion.
The remnants of the Villain Association are currently being reduced by heroes' activities.
Thanks to Engia Keplux, the Academy collapsed. If things had gone wrong, the entire Academy District could have collapsed, so they wanted to eradicate them completely.

"And if it's Jin Yong-Han's clone, we might be able to draw in Jin Jae-Han. We need his power right now."
"Pungshin... True, we can't just leave that man rotting away at home."

Kim Se-Won thought of Jin Jae-Han, who was still listlessly staying at home. If nothing else, Jin Yong-Han's clone had value.

"Plus, if consciousness hasn't been overlaid on the clone, we could take it to Hope Orphanage where other clones are. Even though they're villain clones, if they have no memories, couldn't we let them live?"

Currently, Hope Orphanage has Chris Bizal and Eva July, a former Villain Association spy he recruited.
They are beings that couldn't be threatened by the power of young clones, so there wouldn't be much to worry about.

"Hope Orphanage?"
"Ah. It's a place where some of the clones created by the Villain Association were taken."
"I didn't know such a place existed. But thinking about future potential, using clones as combat forces isn't a bad idea. Quite a good concept, isn't it?"
"No, that's not what I had in mind..."

Optima scratched her cheek.

*Well, if we defeat The Mute One, the alliance between monsters and humans will dissolve. At that time...*

But she couldn't completely deny it.
Humans and monsters haven't completely joined hands.
They've only formed a temporary alliance in the face of a great enemy.

Considering that, Deltar's words weren't entirely inhumane or viewing people merely as weapons.

"Anyway! Let's investigate if there's anything useful here besides the clones!"

Still, it was uncomfortable to discuss using innocent clones as forces against monsters.
Optima clapped her hands together to change the subject.
There was still much to investigate here.





Ch.434 - Hideout
Since I've come all this way, I should at least get something out of it. Optima scanned her surroundings, examining the structure of the long laboratory once more.

Apart from the tanks lined up along the central wall of the lab, the first thing that caught her eye was the row of desks at the far end.

*That place looks the most promising, doesn't it?*

A desk and chair. And a terminal connected to the wall monitor.
Using that, she could access information stored in the terminal or the database.

Last time she infiltrated a lab, she was only able to retrieve part of the data, but this time she might be able to take the whole thing.

"I'll check over there."

Just as Optima was about to move, Kim Se-Won seemed to have the same idea and headed toward the terminal first.

"Lost your chance, huh?"
"Well, Se-Won would probably do a better job anyway."

At Deltar's teasing remark, Optima quietly withdrew the foot she had extended forward.

*My task was stolen.*

That would have probably been the most important job. Feeling somewhat disappointed, Optima looked around again to see if there was anything else worth taking.

Sink, food-filled bookshelves instead of books, refrigerator, coffee pot... nothing particularly useful.

Even searching through the bookshelves in case something was hidden yielded nothing promising.

"In the refrigerator... nothing here either."

The same was true for the refrigerator.
As soon as she opened it, cold air flowed out revealing the contents.
Just energy drinks and beverages. Judging by the expiration dates, they were bought roughly 3 months ago, maybe 4 at most.

"By the way."
"Hmm?"
"Are you doing well?"
"Suddenly? Well, I'm busy but doing fine."

Just as she was feeling disappointed with the unimpressive results, Deltar approached her.
His tone was very subtle. As if wanting to share a secret, he brought his mouth close to Optima's ear.

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

Finding it frustrating, Deltar tapped Optima's shoulder and pointed to one side.
There was Kim Se-Won's back as he searched for information in the terminal.

"With your man."
"Huh?! W-what...!"

Whoosh! Optima's face turned bright red.

"How long do you think I've been smelling the female scent from you? At first, there was none at all. But at some point, it started wafting out."

Deltar's single eye formed a semicircle. It looked quite lecherous.

"Why be embarrassed? It's natural for males and females to be attracted to each other. But to think you'd date that youngster...! Kekeke!"
"What about you then?"
"Hmm? Me?"
"Do you have a female or something like that?"

It wasn't something she needed to hide. But she felt embarrassed anyway. Her heart was racing.
Optima targeted Deltar to change the subject.

"Of course I do. Unlike you, I've been at it for quite a while. Well over 10 years."
"?!"

Optima's eyes widened.
It was hard to believe.
Naturally, this one statement made her realize how fundamentally different she and Deltar were.

"Heh. Human condoms are quite useful. We have circumstances that prevent us from having offspring. But he showed me these condoms from somewhere and even put them on me! Heh~ It was great."
"So, you haven't had a single child?"
"We can't have any until this war is over. Thanks to that, my protein is solely used for my muscles for now!"

Optima was at a loss for words.
It would be more accurate to say she felt defeated.

*A girlfriend for over ten years? That means she's a monster, right? A monster...*

Glance. Optima looked at Deltar.

"Of course, she's on my level!"

*A gym-obsessed monster?!*

No, that's not important.
The fundamental difference she felt earlier.

*Even among gym enthusiasts, there are such differences in levels.*

While someone hadn't dated a woman for 20 years, someone else had been dating for over 10 years. Optima couldn't help but feel an inexplicable sense of betrayal.

*I'm worse than a one-eyed monster.*

This emotion naturally led to dejection.
It might be too late to worry about it now, but once she recognized this sense of defeat, she couldn't shake it off.

"Really..."
"Huh?!"

As she groaned in defeat, a startled voice came from beside her. It was Kim Se-Won.

"What?"
"I think there's a separate database here."

Optima and Deltar approached Kim Se-Won. On the large monitor mounted on the wall, they could see the Villain Association's database UI, which they had seen a few times before.

"Hmm?"
"It's true. The amount of data is much less, but the content and quality are different."

The reactions of Deltar, who was a layman, and Optima, who knew a bit more, were worlds apart. Faced with information she had never seen before, Optima thought there might be something important that could help humanity in the future.

"But is there a reason to have a separate database...?"
"Maybe the information gathered here is that important? Like top-secret documents only executives should handle?"
"...Maybe."

Kim Se-Won nodded.
The last.
The final stronghold.

This place was probably prepared for the collapse of the Villain Association.
A place known only to executives and a select few.

"Anyway, there are traces of someone having been here. This popped up as soon as I opened the database."
"Isn't it just not password-protected? Since only executives would see it anyway."
"No, there is a password, but someone unlocked it. Either recently, or..."

Kim Se-Won turned around to look at Jin Yong-Han's clone.

"Before Engia Keplux was revived, Jin Yong-Han might have come here to grow that clone."
"Hmm... I'm not convinced yet by any of these explanations. Ah! Right!"

Clap! Optima clapped her hands. As if a brilliant idea had struck her, her eyes sparkled.

"Could there be cameras or something inside this hideout?"
"No, I checked when I was investigating the database, and there's nothing like that. Maybe because this place is so well-hidden, they didn't prepare for that."
"You already found that?!"

Optima was shocked.
Did Kim Se-Won have such abilities? No, this was the first she'd heard of it.
Even though she had been chatting with Deltar, it wasn't for tens of minutes, just a few minutes.
Anyway, Kim Se-Won's words suggested he had thoroughly searched the database in these few minutes!

"Don't you remember?"
"Uh, yes? That? What... is it?"
"Our secret base."

Kim Se-Won turned around, wearing a confident expression.
As if saying "This is me!" he pointed at himself with his thumb.

"Oh. So you have a secret base. A secret base... a secret base for just a male and female."

Deltar scrutinized the two with a lecherous gaze. He thought the female scent was increasing every time he saw her, and now he knew why.

"What secret base?"

But Optima didn't understand Kim Se-Won's meaning at all. In fact, anyone else would have been the same.
A secret base and the ability to investigate a database are completely different. There's no connection.

"Anyway! I repaired the things you brought there. Similar to that, this and that. I had a period when I was tinkering with things. That's how I learned."

Kim Se-Won boldly told a blatant lie.
In reality, he had merely extracted internal information with the help of the Blue Diamond.
He had even stored a vast amount of data.
All of this was thanks to the Blue Diamond.

But!

Isn't it a male's desire to show his best side to the woman he likes?
That's why Kim Se-Won spun this complete falsehood, claiming he did it all by himself!

"Amazing."

Unaware of this, Optima genuinely admired him, clapping her hands.
An unexpected competence. The fact that a somewhat ordinary man turned out to be unexpectedly capable touched her heart.

*Younger than me but more skilled... huh?*

Then, a thought crossed Optima's mind.

*Looking at it this way, am I just good at fighting?*

She can't cook.
Studies? She gave up.
And she doesn't have any other notable skills either.

*Another woman... right. Han Yu-Bin. If a versatile woman like her starts liking Se-Won...?*

NTR!
An alarm went off in Optima's head.
She might lose a capable man. By creating distance physically and emotionally, someone else might slip into the gap!

*This is dangerous.*

She had to do something.
Jealousy, determination, obsession—there's a limit to binding someone with these.

Of course, she won't stop!

But she recognizes there's a limit!

*Something. Anything. Whatever it takes.*

She needed something that could bind not just the body but the soul as well.

"Anyway, it's puzzling that there's no surveillance, but it might be reassuring. Good!"

She didn't express her somewhat clingy thoughts outwardly. Optima smiled brightly and pulled something out from the shadows.

"What's that?"
"What else? A camera, of course!"

A surveillance camera!

Optima declared proudly, her eyes shining.
Kim Se-Won's body naturally flinched.

*Smiling so innocently while talking about a surveillance camera? Could it be...?*

For someone like her, breaking into someone else's room would be easy.
In other words, there might be cameras installed in his room too.
Why hadn't he thought of this simple idea until now? Kim Se-Won let out a sigh.

*No, thinking the opposite way? Couldn't this be an opportunity?*

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won had a flash of insight.

Just in case.
If by any chance Optima is monitoring his room, or if he senses the possibility or signs of it.
What if he takes the initiative?

*I still have figurines in my room.*

Figurines of Virginia and Optima, each with precisely crafted forms, masterpieces filled with the perverted tastes of a Transcendent, were in his room.

*If I shake or pretend to shake in front of the figurines, wouldn't she come running immediately?*

Considering her abilities, it might take at most 10 minutes.

*I could use it as a last resort when things get too pent up.*

Kim Se-Won nodded as he had this absurd thought.
He was still afraid of her obsession, but he seemed to be adapting to it.

*Then I also need a place to hide something.*

He even looked for a place to hide items to prepare for Optima's raids!

"I'll go install them in suitable places. Just a moment."

Meanwhile, Optima moved to a spot she had already marked. It was a place that wasn't easily noticeable but could capture the inside of the laboratory.

* * *

After Optima finished installing all the surveillance cameras, the group left the base.

"Let's go back now. Thanks for your help today, Deltar."
"I got to see quite an interesting scene, thanks to you."

Optima extended her hand toward Deltar.
Thwack! Their fists collided with a crisp sound.

"Oh, and this. A gift."

With a grin, Optima withdrew her fist and pulled something out from the shadows.
Thud! Thud! Thud!
The items she kept pulling out piled up on the floor.

"Hmm?"

They were quite heavy, round containers. Deltar, not knowing what they were, tilted his head and examined them.
Something covered the lid. When he shook it slightly, he could feel something heavy inside.

"What is this?"
"Protein."
"Hmm... Ah! Protein!"

Deltar's eyes sparkled.
Acquiring human items isn't easy. Moreover, he, who only focused on training, was especially ignorant about human items.

But this was something he had heard of.

"Well, well! Hahaha!"

Protein.
In other words, protein! There was no better gift for Deltar. It naturally brought a broad smile to his face.

"I was worried about limited ways to consume protein, but this is perfect! With this much, I could even have offspring!"
"Huh? Oh, yeah. Right."

Optima hadn't expected him to be this happy, so she scratched her cheek awkwardly.

"I just brought some that I had left, so don't think too much of it."

That was a complete lie.
All the items Optima had were already given to others or set aside for Kim Se-Won to eat!
The items provided to Deltar were obtained by asking Foriner before coming here.

There wasn't a significant reason for taking care of Deltar.
Just because he was a colleague who loved exercise.
And in preparation for when she might need his help again.
That was all.

"See you next time! Whether it's on the battlefield or in a peaceful place like this!"
"Take care."

Whoosh! A large portal opened behind Deltar's back. Sensing this, Deltar grinned, raising the corners of his mouth, and waved to the two.
Eventually, the portal slowly moved forward and swallowed Deltar and the protein.

"Phew. Is it over? But, what now?"
"Hmm? What? Is there something troubling you?"

After Deltar disappeared, Kim Se-Won let out a deep sigh.
His girlfriend, Optima, worried about what was wrong and approached him.

"No. You came to the academy. You boldly said you were my girlfriend."
"Yes. I did, didn't I?"

There's no way she wouldn't like being called his girlfriend.
Of course, she liked it!
Her previously tight chest felt a bit more relaxed.
But the problem was elsewhere.

"I'm already worried about what kind of reactions we'll get tomorrow. You know... you're pretty."
"Uh, yeah. I am... Yes. Hehe."

A direct statement.
Though it was a simple remark, Optima twisted her body at Kim Se-Won's words.
Her lips curled up uncontrollably.

"So, I'm worried that the kids will ask you who I am. I'm at a loss about how to handle that."

Optima gently leaned her shoulder against his body.
As the distance closed, the scent of Kim Se-Won entering her nostrils made her feel even more excited.

"Yes, that's right."
"Then, take this."

As soon as Kim Se-Won nodded, a brown envelope entered his view. It was an item Optima pulled out from the shadows.

"What is this?"
"Something that will dismiss the kids' questions at once. Oh, don't open it now."
"Alright."
"Open it in front of the kids."

Optima said this with a broad smile.

Whoosh!

And as if it was their turn, a portal opened behind them.

* * *

After passing through the portal and leaving White Base, Kim Se-Won arrived at his room.
Fatigue was setting in, and his body was urging him to lie down on the bed and sleep.

"I'm really curious though."

However, his attention was entirely focused on the item Optima had given him.
Kim Se-Won moved quietly to a place that was hardly used anymore, the secret base.

"Carefully removing the packaging..."

He concentrated all his attention.
He even used telekinesis to ensure the envelope wouldn't tear!
After some time, inside the fully opened envelope was what appeared to be a printed paper.

"Is this a hint?"

What could it be?
With subtle anticipation, Kim Se-Won pulled out the paper from the envelope.

"Whoa!"

And his eyes widened.
He involuntarily gasped, and the hand holding the paper trembled.

[Form No. 10]
Marriage Registration Form

Husband (Groom) │ Wife (Bride)
Kim Se-Won       Shin Eun-Ha

Thump! Thump!
His heart was beating wildly.

"This, this...! This...!!"

If.
If he had opened this in front of others, what would have happened?
The thought alone was dizzying.

Ch.435 - Important Talk
I opened my eyes.

*Did they leave?*

I was on edge.
If they had somehow detected that I was conscious, what would have happened? The thought made my body tremble.
The clone of Jin Yong-Han in the tank let out an internal sigh of relief.

*Three people came in total. And one of them had an especially unsettling aura.*

Since I could only hear sounds from inside the tank, I had no way of knowing who they were.
Just the aura of overwhelming power.
A girl and a boy. And a mysterious man.
All three were powerful, but the mysterious man was different.

*What was that fear I felt then?*

Yes.
That fear was the certainty that if I hadn't desperately focused my consciousness, if I had shown even the slightest opening, I would have died instantly.

*Why did the Original wake me up?*

Suddenly, the clone recalled when he first awakened. Something like a flashback belatedly crossed his mind.

*The Original set me to awaken when certain conditions were met.*

That's right. When I woke up, the Original's memories had been backed up.
But that didn't mean the clone had become the "Original." Just a fake that was infinitely close to the original.

*These guys, they didn't trust Engia Keplux at all, did they?*

A sentence floated into the clone's mind. It was something the mysterious man had said.
They didn't trust Engia Keplux. That's why they created him and other clones as spare bodies.

*But that plan failed and I woke up...? That doesn't make sense.*

If they intended to use them as spare bodies, and that plan failed, there would be no reason to wake up a clone.

The clone felt his thoughts becoming complicated.

*...No. What matters is that I only have two options.*

Either stay in the tank and pretend to know nothing when they come to rescue him.
Or find his purpose and take action, even if it means revealing that he's awake.

*That's it.*

He tried to change his thoughts to avoid the complexity in his mind.

*I need to find out why the Original bothered to wake me up.*

His choice was the latter.

*This is going as expected.*

He had been able to anticipate someone would infiltrate this place because of the discrepancy between his memories and the database information.

All the hidden bases except this one had been destroyed. So naturally, he expected they would come here too.

*What should I do now?*

Having decided on his purpose, the clone contemplated his next move.
The reason he returned to the hideout he had once escaped was to prevent his existence, the fact that he was Jin Yong-Han's clone, from being discovered.

And as expected, someone had infiltrated this place, but it seemed his existence hadn't been discovered yet.

*First, I'll move to the hiding place I've marked. This place can't be used anymore, so I'll abandon it.*

If his existence hadn't been discovered, getting out of here was the priority.
The clone drew on his magical power, conscious of the surveillance cameras Optima might have installed.

Whoosh-! A sharp wind tore through the expected location.
Even as a clone, with the memories of a Villain Association executive, predicting such locations was easy.

Hiss- Bubble, bubble-

He then pressed a button outside with the wind. The liquid in the tank drained rapidly as the tank opened from below.

"It's been an hour since they left. There's still time before they notice the broken camera."

Even if there was a way to notice in real-time, it would take just as long to return.

The clone scanned his surroundings.

Tap tap. After tapping the floor a couple of times with his foot, the floor tile in front of him split open, revealing hidden towels and clothes.

After changing clothes and putting on a mask, he glanced sideways at the clones in the tank.

"Tsk."

Not a face he particularly wanted to see. The Original's memories recalled unpleasant experiences with them.

At the same time, they had no memories implanted. Unlike him, they were purely spare bodies.

"Even if they had memories, it wouldn't matter."

As clones, they could never become the Original.

"Just like my memories."

Jin Yong-Han's memories had completely settled in his mind. But they weren't his own memories.
It didn't feel real.
It was like watching a man named Jin Yong-Han's life in a movie theater.
Each memory was vivid, but they weren't his own.

"So they're in the same situation as me."

The clone turned and gazed at them intently.
They were still young.
If exposed to the outside world in that state, they might struggle against even a single wild monster.

Even as an executive's clone, a young body has its limitations.

"It's hard enough to take care of myself."

He deliberately averted his gaze from them.

*Hope Orphanage, was it? They said there were clones there. That means the Association must be keeping medicine to sustain clones separately. Otherwise, they would have all died by now.*

That's reassuring.
The clone wrote on a piece of paper on the desk.

How to open the tank.
How to awaken consciousness.
The locations of some documents stored in the hideout.
He wrote down a few things he knew in neat handwriting.

"...Ha. What am I doing?"

After finishing, a laugh escaped him involuntarily.

Probably sympathy for comrades in the same situation.
Even so, pretending to be a good person now seemed ridiculous.

But he had already written everything down.

"If they're lucky, they'll survive."

The clone said this as he attached the paper to a noticeable spot.

"Now the question is how I'll live."

He didn't know what to do, but he had something in mind.

When he first woke up, the face of a man appeared in his mind.
The Original's brother, Jin Jae-Han.

A man who was always perfect and lofty.
A man among the strongest.
A man who always gave the Original feelings of inferiority and despair.
A man the Original wanted so badly to kill.
On the other hand, that man deeply cherished the Original.

"I need to find him again."

Fortunately, that man was currently defenseless.
He could monitor his movements anytime.

"If I go to him, if I see his face again, I might find out why the Original bothered to wake me up."

He wanted to know why he was born with an independent consciousness.
He wanted to know so badly that he completely forgot about the simple risk he could easily recall.

Jin Jae-Han was an S-class hero.
There might be people monitoring the movements of someone holed up at home.

The clone moved busily.
He opened a hidden door behind the bookshelf and took out a bag.
A black, rectangular bag.

"With this, I should be able to live for about a year."

It was a bag containing medicine that sustained the clone's life.

The clone tapped a tile in the corner of the lab, right next to the terminal, a couple of times with his leg. The wall moved, creating a path he hadn't seen before.

"...Survive well."

He glanced at the tank, muttered this, and moved on.


* * *


As soon as Optima arrived at White Base after parting with Kim Se-Won, she undid her transformation.

Ding-

"Hmm?"

A communication terminal rang immediately. Eun-Ha tilted her head and looked at the message that arrived.

[Come see me when you arrive. To my room.]
"Hah. Really. Like a ghost."

A coincidence? Probably.
Eun-Ha clicked her tongue and moved her legs. She desperately wanted to dawdle a bit after traveling such a long distance.
But knowing how hard Hong Yu-Jin was working, she couldn't put that thought into action.

When Eun-Ha arrived at Hong Yu-Jin's room, she found her mother wrestling with documents.
She seemed so focused that she didn't even notice Eun-Ha entering the room.

"What's up?"
"You're here?"

Only when Eun-Ha spoke did Hong Yu-Jin stand up. As she rose and stretched, fatigue was evident on her face.

"Sit over there."

Hong Yu-Jin gestured to a sofa in the room. It was on the opposite side from where she had stretched.
Then she went to the pantry in the direction she had stretched and started brewing tea.

"What's this about?"

What could it be? Questions bubbled up.
Recalling Hong Yu-Jin's serious expression, Eun-Ha sat quietly on the sofa.

After about two minutes, Hong Yu-Jin approached the sofa with a tray.

"I just wanted to talk about something I've been putting off."

Hong Yu-Jin's tone was calm.
As if it was really nothing.
As if she just realized something she had forgotten.

"Really?"
"Really."

Contrary to her words, there was hesitation in her expression.
As evidence, Hong Yu-Jin never properly looked at Eun-Ha's face.
Not earlier.
Not now.

She pretends to look at Eun-Ha but focuses on her chin or philtrum.

"Hmm. I see. I thought you were going to ask me to sleep together."

Suppressing the urge to call out the lie, Eun-Ha drank the tea Hong Yu-Jin offered and casually said something.

"So what is it? This talk you want to have. It's almost time for mom to go back. Don't tell me you really want me to go back and sleep with you?"
"That wouldn't be bad. Your room is for two people anyway."
"Sleep at home. I can go there too. How will sleeping at work help with fatigue?"
"Look who's talking."

After exchanging a few words, Hong Yu-Jin was finally able to relax her expression.

"Eun-Ha, are you happy now?"

But it didn't last long.
Hong Yu-Jin spoke again with a stiff face. This time she was looking directly into Eun-Ha's eyes.

The talk she had been putting off.
A conversation she had to have now or never.
If she postponed it again, she felt she would never be able to bring it up.

"Do you want to stay like this? With the friends you like. Your boyfriend. Do you want to stay with them?"
"What are you suddenly saying? Of course. Why are you saying such random things?"

Something didn't seem right.
She tried to ease the tension with casual words, but Hong Yu-Jin's tension didn't ease at all.
It only seemed to ease for a brief moment.

Eun-Ha adjusted her posture, bringing her knees close together. She straightened her back and stared intently into Hong Yu-Jin's eyes.

*Why is she suddenly asking this? Stay like this... Has a way to return to being male fallen from the sky? No, even if there was a way, it's already too late, isn't it?*

Then what could it be?
Meanwhile, Hong Yu-Jin's lips trembled several times.
Hesitation.

"...Transcendence. The transcendence for the power you so desire."

Hong Yu-Jin finally spoke with a bitter smile.

"Breaking through limits."
"Escaping the vessel."
"Completely transforming into a new being."
"That is, a foreign object in the world. A completely different being. A being that was never born in this world."
"By detaching yourself from this world, transcendence is completed."

Slowly.
Hong Yu-Jin put into words the facts she had learned.

"What... does that mean?"

Breaking through limits.
Escaping the vessel.

That is, gaining power of a different dimension than before.

But that's not all.
A completely new being.
And a foreign object in the world...?
A being never born in this world?

It's puzzling.
It seems understandable yet incomprehensible.
One thing is certain.

Hong Yu-Jin's words made Eun-Ha's heart race.
Anxiety swept over her. Like a tsunami, it engulfed Eun-Ha's heart at once.

"That sounds really unsettling."

Eun-Ha's voice trembled slightly.

"Being detached from the world. Becoming a completely separate existence."

Hong Yu-Jin poured tea into her already dry mouth and spoke again.

"It means you disappear from people's memories. Not just people, but living things. Even objects."
"!!!!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.

"Through transcendence, holes appear in everything you've done."
"It's not that your actions never happened. Rather, every being in this world completely forgets what you've accomplished. Because, well, you become someone who never existed in the first place."

Hong Yu-Jin's voice was also trembling slightly.

This.
This was also why Hong Yu-Jin couldn't transcend.
When she was about to climb the stairs of transcendence. When she just needed to take one more step.
She couldn't bear to leave Eun-Ha behind.

Eun-Ha, who would be completely alone without her.
No family.
No one to rely on.

She couldn't abandon Eun-Ha, who would have collapsed alone against the wall of talent.
Because she had taken her in.
Because she was Eun-Ha's mother.
Because she was a child who gave up her original name and took her name.
Because she was a child whom she allowed to keep her birth mother's surname, unable to ask her to give up everything.

"I'm sorry."

That's why Hong Yu-Jin couldn't transcend.
At the same time, she now regretted not transcending.

If she had reached transcendence then.
She wouldn't have dragged this out so long.
The enemy called Muk-Si-Ja wouldn't have been able to run rampant like this.

The war between the two races would have ended.

"So."

Hong Yu-Jin realized her mouth had dried up again.
She tried to take another sip of tea, but the cup was already empty.
Nothing to be done.

Just as she couldn't undo drinking all her tea at once.
She couldn't go back to the past when she gave up climbing the stairs of transcendence.

"If you want to stay like this, it's best for you to remain as you are. There's no need to try to transcend."
"Uh..."
"I heard from Morris how powerful you are. If your currently divided power were to unite in your current state, transcendence would proceed forcibly."

Eun-Ha couldn't say anything.
She could only stare at Hong Yu-Jin with round eyes.

"Your power is that extraordinary. The power that only shone after becoming a magical girl is too strong. And you've become incomparably stronger than a year ago. That means the total amount of your power has increased even more."

*That strong?*

Thinking about it, it was quite strange.
It's not normal to bleed from every hole in your body as soon as you become a magical girl.

The fact that Morris deliberately divided her originally strong power and placed restrictions on it.
The fact that Morris's restrictions couldn't withstand the power trying to forcibly unite and broke once.
The fact that it broke again recently.
The fact that Muk-Si-Ja deliberately created her clone to make a servant called Aleph.
And many other reasons.

All because her potential, her original power, was indescribably strong?

Eun-Ha looked down at her chest with a blank expression.
Her core was quietly moving, circulating magical power.

"So clearly recognize your limits and draw a line."
"Does that mean... giving up on revenge?"
"Yes. That's it."

Hong Yu-Jin nodded.
Eun-Ha stared at her blankly.

To achieve what she so desperately wanted, she had to give up everything she had accomplished.
That was like saying she had to give up her boyfriend, Kim Se-Won.
To achieve revenge, she must give up everything.
To not give up everything, she must give up revenge.

Against that enemy who, right before her eyes,
Pierced through Hong Yu-Jin's body,
Mocked her,
And eventually planted poison to cause magical power to go berserk, completely cutting off Hong Yu-Jin's breath.
Against that enemy who approached her, deceiving her for five years.
She must give up her desire for revenge.

"I'm sorry."

Hong Yu-Jin bowed her head again to Eun-Ha, whose mind had suddenly become complicated.

Ch.436 - The Camera Is Broken!
Eun-Ha closed her eyes gently.
Even with her eyes closed, Hong Yu-Jin's face appeared vividly in her mind, looking pained as she apologized.

It was truly a desperate situation.

Should she sever all the relationships she had formed since becoming a woman?
Or should she give up her desire to achieve revenge with her own hands?
Neither choice was easy to make.
She couldn't give up either.

Both were driving forces in her life.
Reasons to become stronger.

*If I must choose, though...*

She had only one choice. Call her greedy if you want. What came to mind, what her heart commanded, was just this one thing.

"It's okay. Why would you need to apologize?"

Eun-Ha opened her eyes and spoke.

The future looked even more uncertain now.
She didn't want to give up anything, yet she was being forced to make sacrifices.
But that wasn't a reason to resent Hong Yu-Jin.
Eun-Ha thought Yu-Jin had no reason to apologize to her.

"I am who I am today because you were there for me, Mom."

She smiled reassuringly, her eyes reflecting strong determination as she looked at Hong Yu-Jin.

"We'll figure something out. Really. If by some chance I'm the only one who can defeat that guy... I'll have to choose the path of transcendence."
"..."
"But if that's not the case, there's no need to choose. So..."

Eun-Ha stood up and sat down next to Hong Yu-Jin.

"Help me, Mom."

She deliberately moved closer, clinging to her.

"I'm too stupid to do this alone. I need help. From you, from Se-Won, from Ha-Ram, from Chae-Eun. I want everyone to help me. I don't want to give up anything. If there's a way to defeat him without transcending, then I'll choose that path."

There were only two options available.
So why not do her best with both?

Borrow everyone's strength to defeat The Mute One.
And if that doesn't work...
She would reach transcendence herself.

"It's a selfish thought. I know it's indecisive and optimistic."

Eun-Ha knew her way of thinking wasn't ideal.
She also knew that she had been able to survive as a woman because of the help of many people.

"But I'll do everything I can. Who knows, maybe as we go along, a third option that neither of us can see right now will appear?"
"Eun-Ha..."
"My power has grown unrecognizably strong. Just like you said, Mom. But... Shin Eun-Ha as a person is extremely... unreliably weak. Without you, Se-Won, Morris, and my other friends, I would have broken somewhere along the way."

Not physically, but mentally.
There were already broken parts, but this was probably minimized.

"So I can't choose just one of the two. My anger toward The Mute One is impossible to cut off. It's stuck so firmly in my heart that I can't shake it off."

Eun-Ha gently took Hong Yu-Jin's hand and placed it against her chest.
The beating of her heart transmitted through the hand to Hong Yu-Jin. Somehow, Eun-Ha's heart seemed to be saying, "I'm sincere."

"I'm just a greedy person who wants both. But please help me like this, Mom."

This was how Eun-Ha conveyed her desire to Hong Yu-Jin.

Hong Yu-Jin had given up transcendence for Eun-Ha.
She had planned to leave out of consideration for Eun-Ha, not wanting to show her self-destructive side.

Despite all that emotional struggle, Eun-Ha was taking advantage of her mother's unwavering concern for her.
Hong Yu-Jin could never leave Eun-Ha alone. If she saw her stumbling precariously, she would rush to her side in an instant.

"How much more are you going to make me suffer?"

Hong Yu-Jin couldn't possibly miss Eun-Ha's intention. She smiled wryly, as if finding it ridiculous.

"Just until this fight is over. Don't you want to see your son who turned into a daughter get married, now that you've seen the transformation?"
"Ha, so I should stay single until then?"
"Well, you could always get married before me. H-hang in there...!"

Eun-Ha slowly averted her gaze.
She tried to remove her hand that was pressed against her chest, but now Hong Yu-Jin was holding it firmly.

"Sigh. They say no parent can win against their child."

A smile remained on Hong Yu-Jin's face.
She never expected such a grim conversation to end this way.

To think she would completely abandon the harsh binary choice.

*Or rather, is she aiming for both?*

It was utterly reckless.
Excessively greedy.
She should be forced to choose one of the two. Yet Hong Yu-Jin found herself wanting to support Eun-Ha's choice.

"But what can I do? This is my way—aiming for both. I'm a stupid fool who wants to have it all."

Eun-Ha straightened her chest and spoke proudly.
She had no intention of giving up on awakening.
However, she was no longer blindly focused solely on awakening as she had been until now.

Hong Yu-Jin found Eun-Ha's swagger annoying.
Did she even understand how she felt? No, was she acting this way despite knowing?

"I guess I should find a husband too."
"Preferably someone who likes exercise."
"I'll think about that. I can't stand people who only think about exercise like you."
"Was I that bad?!"
"What's cute about someone who only thinks about exercise while smelling of sweat and obsessing over diet? It's disgusting."

Mmm— Hong Yu-Jin stood up and stretched.
Though nothing had actually been resolved, she felt as if something knotted in her chest had come undone.

"But this is what I chose, so I have to live with it. Sigh. If I'd known it would be like this, I wouldn't have picked you up. Such an annoying daughter."
"It's too late for that now~"

Eun-Ha also stood up. She smiled broadly as she looked at Hong Yu-Jin.

Gurgle—

"Ah."

And then a hungry sound rumbled from Eun-Ha's stomach.

"You haven't eaten?"
"I was on my way back from the Villain Association's hideout. Didn't have time to eat."
"This won't do. Let's go get some food."

Grab! Hong Yu-Jin seized Eun-Ha's slender wrist.

*Huh? Wait.*

As she was being forcibly dragged along by Hong Yu-Jin, something suddenly occurred to Eun-Ha.

*What if I transcend...*

It was very important.
It might be a serious issue that needed to be addressed.

*What happens if I have a baby in my womb at that time?*

For her, giving up Kim Se-Won had never been an option to begin with.

Just then—

Beep-beep-beep—

"Huh?!"

An alarm sounded from Eun-Ha's communication device.


* * *


After several minutes of holding his aching head from the unexpected attack of the marriage registration form...

"Phew."

Kim Se-Won let out a short sigh and collected himself.

"I can't just take this lying down."

His competitive spirit was aroused.
Thinking about what would happen if she unfolded that marriage registration form in front of others, he knew he couldn't just let it slide.

Kim Se-Won raised his head abruptly, conscious of cameras that might be somewhere in the room.
His eyeballs rolled around, scanning the ceiling.

"If that's how you want to play it, I have my own plans."

He dragged his tired body to a certain spot.

Zip— With a solemn face, Kim Se-Won lowered his pants zipper.
Before him stood an intricately carved statue. No, a figurine.
Like it was crafted by a master artisan, it perfectly reproduced Virginia and Optima, and as if by magic, not a speck of dust had settled on it despite the lack of maintenance.

Kim Se-Won...
In front of it...
Pulled out his massive object!

"Heh, hehehehe...!"

His face contorted into a vile expression.
As if...
Threatening: Even now? Even now you won't come?

"Come on. Come...! I'll personally get my revenge...!"

Yet his body and voice were trembling.
While feeling vengeful, he was also anxious about whether Eun-Ha would actually show up.

*Surely. Surely she didn't actually install cameras? Right?*

Thump! Thump!
His heart was pounding violently.

Gulp!

Deep down, Kim Se-Won was hoping his actions were nothing more than shadow boxing.

"I'm really going to do it...!"

He steeled his resolve.
A man's word is his bond.
He couldn't back down now.

Kim Se-Won gently grasped the object he had pulled out, and rhythmically—

Tadadadadat!

Just then, the sound of someone running quickly came from outside the room. The footsteps were rapidly approaching Kim Se-Won's room.

The footsteps suddenly stopped, then—swoosh! Someone slid through the door!

"Se-Won!"

And called his name with an urgent voice!

"Huh?!"

Kim Se-Won was startled and jerked his waist backward. He quickly put away the object he had taken out, as if nothing had happened.
Only then could he see the face of the person who had called him.

*She really came.*

It was the moment his prediction came true.
Kim Se-Won felt a chill run down his spine as he looked at Eun-Ha's sharp expression.

*Is that the face of an obsessed Eun-Ha...?*

It was a bit different from usual.
Is she really obsessed? If he had looked at it coolly, he would have thought absolutely not.

Nevertheless, Kim Se-Won's mind perceived obsession, determination, and jealousy in Eun-Ha's expression.
In his confusion, he couldn't properly assess the situation.

"Cam...!"
"Cam?"
"The camera is broken...!"
"You came here because the camera is broken?! Wait, are you allowed to say that so openly?!"
"Why not! That much is fine!"

Kim Se-Won was shocked.
Camera.
In other words, she was saying that for some reason, the camera she had installed in his room had malfunctioned, so she came here!

*Is she acting so boldly because she anticipated that I would anticipate this?*

Maybe she was even more focused on monitoring him.
Anyway, he was afraid.
This woman named Shin Eun-Ha was terrifying...!

"N-no matter what, that's going too far!"

Kim Se-Won squeezed out some courage.
He wanted to say that no matter what, she should at least make an effort to hide the fact that she had installed cameras.

"If you're going to do that, at least show some effort and dress nicely...!"

*That's right! If you're going to do it, at least be a bunny girl! Or something slightly loose where your chest shows!*

Kim Se-Won decided to indulge his desires since things had come to this.

"Dress? No, there's no time for that, let's go right now! Right now!"

Unaware of his thoughts, Eun-Ha urgently grabbed Kim Se-Won's hand.

*Dress? Is he talking about a magical girl costume?*

After briefly considering this, Eun-Ha...

"I'll do it later! Moving is the priority right now!"

She answered.

"Really, we have to go right now?!"

Naturally, Kim Se-Won couldn't help but be surprised.

Does she plan to do it at a motel instead of in the room?
Well, no matter how soundproof the dorm might be, doing it there would still be concerning.
It's also true that changing clothes at a motel would be better!

"Wait. Just wait! Let's prepare a bit before we go!"
"There's no time to prepare! Just come as you are!"

Still, he needed time to prepare mentally. One minute. He needed even just one minute to collect himself.
But Eun-Ha had no intention of letting go of his hand. She was urging him to leave immediately.

*I need to track down the missing clone as quickly as possible!*

Time was of the essence.
Someone had infiltrated the hideout, and for who knows how long. Not only that, but they knew the locations of all the surveillance cameras she had installed!

She needed to go back to the border immediately to investigate.
Since she couldn't do it alone, Eun-Ha had urgently sought out Kim Se-Won.

*How should I respond to this?*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was contemplating.
It was quite a belated concern.

Should he go with the flow, thinking that whatever works is fine? Or should he take the initiative? He couldn't decide.

*We need to hurry! It's been 10 minutes since the camera was destroyed!*
*Given the situation, I should teach her a lesson and tell her it's not okay to openly admit to installing cameras!*

That's right.
A situation without sufficient explanation, combined with perfect timing, had caused a misunderstanding.

Eun-Ha was talking about cameras installed in the hideout.
Kim Se-Won was talking about cameras (that never existed) installed in his room.

"Alright. Let's go!"
"Yes!"

Kim Se-Won ran straight ahead with a determined face.
Clatter-clatter, the zipper he hadn't fully pulled up swayed slightly at the bottom.

Ch.437 - The Camera Wasn't Ready Yet
The hideout was completely empty when they arrived.
Just like before, there was no one there, and no signs of intrusion. There were no traces of a fight or any evidence that someone had ransacked the place.

*Arrrrggghhh!!*

While Optima surveyed the surroundings with a serious expression, Kim Se-Won trembled with shame, his face flushed red.

*I can't believe the camera talk wasn't about THAT kind of camera!*

It had been a misunderstanding.
Though he couldn't be completely at ease since there was no guarantee Optima hadn't installed cameras, at least her visit wasn't about cameras she had set up in his room.

*This is so freaking embarrassing.*

He genuinely wished there was a hole he could crawl into right now.

*Was I really that crazy? That desperate? Sure, I have a strong sex drive, but even so, why would I make such a ridiculous assumption?!*

Despite feeling like he might die from embarrassment, Kim Se-Won carefully maintained his expression so Optima wouldn't notice.

*No! That's not it. This couldn't be helped.*

That's right.
The situation had been too perfect. There were legitimate reasons for Kim Se-Won's misunderstanding, and the timing had aligned perfectly.

*It's not my fault. I'm not some man obsessed with lust! It's just that the circumstances led me to this conclusion!*

In truth, he could have noticed if he'd paid a little more attention. Only after this self-justification to preserve his dignity could Kim Se-Won finally cool his flushed face.

"The surveillance camera is on the floor. And then..."

Meanwhile, Optima, with a serious expression, checked what had changed in the lab since their earlier visit.

Just as she mentioned, the camera lay broken on the floor. And the tank that had contained Jin Yong-Han's clone was now empty. There were no signs that the tank had been forcibly broken.

"What's this?"

The last change Optima found was on the desk with the terminal they had used to access the database earlier. A single sheet of paper lay on this desk.

"Looks like some kind of instruction manual?"

Kim Se-Won moved close to Optima as she picked up the paper. He quickly read through what she was holding to grasp the general content.

The paper, written in neat handwriting, was indeed a kind of instruction manual.

The instructions detailed how to operate the terminal next to the tank, explaining that anyone could remove the clone if they wanted to.

"Who would leave something like this?"

"Does it mean they only needed Jin Yong-Han's clone?"

It was puzzling.

"Strange."

Optima narrowed her eyes.

"What's strange? Do you have a hunch about something?"

"It's strange that there are no signs of intrusion at all. When we came in earlier, there were no footprints except the ones we left this afternoon."

That meant one of two things.

Either there was another entrance besides the one Optima and Kim Se-Won had used, or someone had been careful not to leave any traces after realizing they'd been discovered.

"Could it be that man...?"

Suddenly, Optima remembered something that had happened that morning. A man lurking near Jin Jae-Han's house. The masked man's behavior had been suspicious at first glance.

She didn't know how he had found this place.
But he was the only person who came to mind.

A very faint connection.
It was just speculation, not enough for certainty, but he was the only one she could think of.

"Who are you talking about?"

"Ah. That... someone I saw this morning..."

Optima explained the whole situation. How she had received a report about a suspicious person right after getting her mission from Hong Yu-Jin, and how she had spotted him as soon as she arrived at the scene.

"And the most important thing..."

Optima's expression turned serious.

"The most important thing? Was there something suspicious? Was he holding a weapon? Or did he resemble a hero or villain?"

"The important thing is..."

Optima paused dramatically and took a step closer to Kim Se-Won.

*What's going on?*

Kim Se-Won flinched.
He felt anxious, wondering if she was about to catch him in something. Her intuition was not to be underestimated.

"That man had a similar build to Jin Yong-Han. Though his clothes concealed it, I think his muscles might be similar too."

"Jin Yong-Han...?"

Fortunately, Kim Se-Won's fears were unfounded. Optima was saying something completely normal.

Jin Yong-Han was already dead.
Which meant...

"Are you saying Jin Yong-Han's clone escaped from here on its own?"

"I think differently. Perhaps Jin Yong-Han's clone isn't the only one. No, not just Jin Yong-Han, but clones of Villain Association executives."

"What?"

"If you think about how he knew this place, it's possible because there's more than one clone. It's possible because he has the memories of an executive who knew about this place."

"You're saying there's not just one backup clone, but two? Isn't it more plausible that the man inside escaped? And that the masked man was that clone?"

"That's true, but... I heard something."

Optima glanced at Kim Se-Won with an uncertain expression.
She pursed her lips and mumbled.

"...something Choi Ju-Min said."

After hesitating for a while, Optima finally spoke. She didn't particularly want to mention that name, but she had no choice.

"Choi Ju-Min said that while Jin Yong-Han can be careless, he's also thorough. So he probably wouldn't have just one backup plan."

"Hmm..."

Kim Se-Won rested his chin on his hand, deep in thought.

*Two clones, huh.*

"Why though?"

He immediately voiced the thought that came to mind.

"Unlike the clones they've been making so far, ones that can produce power nearly identical to the original require enormous funding."

This was information he had learned from Wang Zi-Han's underground lab.

"Even if they wanted to make another backup clone, the cost wouldn't be trivial. There's a reason the Villain Association couldn't mass-produce such high-performance clones."

If that had been possible, clones of S-class heroes would already be running around.
Kim Se-Won shared all his thoughts on the matter.

"And."

Just when it seemed he had finished, he spoke again. Kim Se-Won carefully examined the empty tank.

"I think it's more reasonable that the clone escaped on its own."

"Huh?"

Optima's face clearly asked, "Why?"

"The clone manipulated the machinery from inside to escape. This manual was left out of concern for other clones in similar situations."

"But how? There's nothing inside this tank. No buttons or anything."

Optima pressed herself against the tank containing Iris's clone and pointed inside.
The tank contained only the clone and some unknown solution.
At some point, Iris and Philan's clones had been covered with floating black smoke.

Kim Se-Won was secretly hurt by such excessive obsession.

*Come on, I'm not the type to lust after children.*

He wasn't aroused by undeveloped, childish bodies.

"By the way, do you remember what Jin Yong-Han's ability was?"

"Aerokinesis—controlling wind. But is that possible through a wall?"

Kim Se-Won nodded and pointed upward.
He was indicating a small space between the ceiling and the tank.

"Look up there. There's a small hole in the lid. A hole that wouldn't leak contents unless the tank tipped over."

"Ah!"

Optima's gaze shifted to the small hole.
If it was Jin Yong-Han's clone... with his skills that were stronger than an A-class hero, it would have been possible to control the wind through that hole.

"Looking closely, there's a crack in that hole..."

"You can see that?"

"I'm a physical enhancement ability user. Enhancing my vision is easy."

"Oh right."

Kim Se-Won had completely forgotten about Optima's abilities.
Corruption magic, healing magic, and even sanctuary. Her powerful magic was so eye-catching that her physical enhancement had been naturally forgotten.

Optima glanced at Kim Se-Won.

"Well. That's also why physical enhancement users aren't very popular. You have to train your muscles to increase strength. And it's not particularly flashy either."

She complained, pouting visibly to show she was upset.

"I'm sorry! Really sorry!"

It was true that he had completely forgotten, so Kim Se-Won apologized profusely.
If this became a reason for her obsession to intensify, it would be troublesome.

"As punishment, I'll grant you one wish! Anything except asking me to marry you right now! Anything except signing marriage papers!"

"Why are you against that?"

"I'm not capable of it right now!"

It was a sincere statement.
Optima was secretly moved by Kim Se-Won's words.

*I see. So he's thinking about marriage when he becomes capable.*

She forcibly suppressed her twitching lips as she faced Kim Se-Won.

"Then..."

And then.

"Make time for me tomorrow."

She smiled a rather cruel smile.

"What for?"

"It's a secret."

And as if nothing had happened, she smiled brightly and placed her index finger against her lips.

"Getting back to what we were talking about... I'm still not sure. Really, whether the clone actually escaped on its own."

"Why not?"

"The clone showed absolutely no movement when we were here. You said you were going to use that person. I thought he would at least frown a little, but there was no change at all."

"Hmm... that's true. If there had been any change, Deltar would have noticed."

Optima listed a few other reasons and then carefully observed the clones in the tanks.

"I remembered the saying, 'The criminal always returns to the scene of the crime.'"

Then she grinned and used her shadow magic.

"Suddenly?"

Puzzled by her unexpected statement, Kim Se-Won carefully watched Optima's actions. She reached into the shadow she had created and pulled out a camera.

*I originally planned to install this in Se-Won's room, but I can always buy another one.*

Optima held up the camera with a triumphant expression.

"If someone comes back, they'll be caught on camera, right? Then my theory is correct. If not, yours is."

If the camera gets broken again, that would also be evidence. Optima moved quickly, reinstalling the camera in the spot she had marked before.
Her speed was instantaneous.
It looked like she had practiced many times.

*I should search her room when we get back.*

Kim Se-Won felt a chill run down his spine at Optima's practiced skill and made a mental note to himself.

Ch.438 - The Camera Has Been Installed Now
"Phew!"

Kim Se-Won sat down on the bed with a short sigh. He had just returned from the Villain Association's hideout and had done a brief training session on the way back.

"Clones of the executives."

Kim Se-Won was concerned about the three executive clones he had left behind.
According to the manual, they could survive in that state for over a year, so there shouldn't be any problems, but if someone were to break in, they could be immediately destroyed or misused.

"It can't be helped."

But it was also true that it was hard to imagine what would happen if he tried to protect those three right now.
Executives of the Villain Association. They weren't the real ones, but being clones, some might try to misuse them, while others would want to throw them straight into prison.

It was clear that if he rashly tried to protect them, he would end up getting involved in various troubles.
Leaving them as they were was probably better.

"Right. It might be better to leave them alone for now."

When he finished thinking, perhaps because the tension had eased, a languid feeling spread throughout his body.
Kim Se-Won leaned back, using his arms as support, and looked up at the ceiling.
The ceiling, tinged blue in the moonlight, came into view.

The end of the day.
That scenery he used to see while barely supporting his staggering, exhausted body.

"Too many things happened today."

When he closed his eyes, the events of today flashed by.

Han Yu-Bin, who had been constantly approaching him lately.
And Jae-Yu, who somehow sensed something and emerged from the wall.
Going to Han Yu-Bin's house with Jae-Yu.
Then going to the Villain Association's hideout.
Eun-Ha coming to his room and going there again, and him jumping to the wrong conclusion in the process.

"It was like a two-week day."

To be more precise, it felt like about 16-17 days.
Indeed, today had been an incredibly dense day for Kim Se-Won.

"Still, no matter what, Eun-Ha wouldn't go as far as installing cameras in my room. What a ridiculous conclusion to jump to."

Maybe it was because he was tired, but rather than feeling embarrassed about jumping to conclusions today, it just seemed funny.
Eun-Ha was certainly capable of such things, but accusing her without any evidence was something he shouldn't have done.

"She might do it someday, but not right now."

If more evidence stacked up, then perhaps.

*If I get 2 more points and no demerits... if I get demerits this time, she might install them then. ...If that time comes, I'll punish her for infidelity.*

Glancing sideways, Kim Se-Won looked at the figurines decorating his room.
Those would probably count as infidelity by Eun-Ha's standards.

Having finished his thoughts, Kim Se-Won got up from the bed and dragged his tired body to take a shower.
He changed his clothes, dried his hair.
While checking his body condition, he applied skin lotion and such before lying down on the bed.

"Zzzz."

Sleep overtook him as soon as he lay down. Thanks to the brief but harsh training, his fatigue had reached its peak.
Kim Se-Won fell into a deep sleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.

There was someone quietly watching his sleeping face.

*Sleep well.*

It was none other than Eun-Ha.
With her hair tied up and wearing a beanie with holes for her eyes, nose, and mouth, she quietly approached Kim Se-Won's face.

"Sniff-."

After sensing his breath and body scent, she backed away.

Worried that he might sense her presence, she created a thin barrier of magical power around Kim Se-Won and slowly searched his room.

*That spot looks good.*

Eun-Ha's movements were swift.
It took her only 3 minutes to install and disguise the cameras she had prepared, which were even higher performance than the ones she had installed in the lab.

She set up a total of five cameras to view every part of Kim Se-Won's room.
But that wasn't all.
Taking out one more camera, Eun-Ha installed it to be able to see inside the bathroom as well.

"Phew."

After completing all the work, she let out a small sigh and took off her beanie.

"Slurp."

Then, moistening her lips with her tongue, she gazed intently at Kim Se-Won, who was sleeping so deeply that he wouldn't notice if someone kidnapped him.

"I'm a semen thief."

For tasting, for storage, and for backup—for these three purposes, the thief pulled down Kim Se-Won's pants and opened her mouth.
Eun-Ha's stomach was filled with his DNA.


* * *


The next day.

"I'm heading out first today, okay?"
"Huh? Do you have something going on today?"
"Of course he does. He probably wants to meet his girlfriend."
"Ah. Ah~."

As soon as school ended, Kim Se-Won slung his bag over his shoulder and moved his feet, pretending not to hear Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's words.

*What exactly does she want me to make time for?*

The reason he was moving so hurriedly was simple. Yesterday, Eun-Ha had asked him to make time for her.

He felt anxious.
And his heart was racing at the same time.

*Is it a date after all?*

He was concerned about the unusual expression she had when asking him to make time.
Still, since Eun-Ha had asked for his time, it was certain that it would be something to spend time with her, even if not a date.

"Ah, Se-Won!"

Just then, Han Yu-Bin waved cheerfully at the hurrying Kim Se-Won.
Although she had been utterly defeated by Jae-Yu yesterday, she had also overwhelmingly won in a way. Perhaps because of that, her face was filled with confidence.

The gazes of the male students in the corridor followed Han Yu-Bin as she moved with a bright smile.
Her appearance was flawless. On top of that, she had a large chest and came from a good family.

Although her arrogance made her a bit rude, which was a drawback, her strengths far outweighed her weaknesses, and she exuded a surprisingly friendly atmosphere.

"...Oh. Yeah. But I'm busy."

However, Kim Se-Won's response was just mediocre.
He looked at Han Yu-Bin as if she were just a stone.

"I'm not trying to take up your time, so don't worry. I just called you to give you this."

Han Yu-Bin wasn't a fool either.
She knew well that Kim Se-Won hadn't completely fallen for her yet.

"What is this?"
"Cookies I baked yesterday. I mixed in protein and made them not too sweet. Eat them during your training breaks."
"...Ah. Thanks."

Kim Se-Won's eyes lit up as he received the unexpected item.
If it were just regular cookies, it would be one thing, but cookies with protein weren't bad at all.

Kim Se-Won nodded slightly and walked past Han Yu-Bin.

*I haven't given up yet!*

Han Yu-Bin looked at Kim Se-Won's back and burned with determination.
The scent she had briefly sensed when she approached him—a scent that made her feel good just by smelling it.


* * *


Upon arriving at White Base, Stellarlis's headquarters, Kim Se-Won headed straight for Eun-Ha.

"Yaaawn..."
"Are you tired?"
"A little..."

Eun-Ha smiled lovingly as soon as she saw Kim Se-Won, but kept yawning repeatedly.

*When Se-Won is nearby, it's hard to resist because of his good smell.*

Until Kim Se-Won arrived, she had been able to endure with her mental strength, but as soon as he appeared, she became like this.
As a result, not only her gestures but also her voice became languid, flowing in a more drawn-out tone than usual.

"Why? Did something happen?"
"Yesterday, I learned a technique from Ms. Seo Hye-Ji. I didn't sleep a wink because I was studying magic while practicing that technique."
"Studying magic..."

This was news to him.
Until now, he had only known that she could use it from some point, but it seemed that it was a discipline that required study.

No, it wasn't entirely unfamiliar. A scene from Kim Se-Won's memory surfaced.

"Come to think of it, you've drawn magic circles with magical power before. Is that also a kind of study?"
"Hmm. Similar, but different. It's not about drawing magic circles, but research? Since I don't have basic knowledge, it's almost like starting from scratch, but I asked Morris for advice on that part."

Thanks to that, I stared at magic circles until morning~
Saying this, Eun-Ha yawned languidly again.

Thud.
Just then, something touched Kim Se-Won's shoulder.
When he turned his head, he saw a crown of hair that seemed to be bathed in sunlight.

"Mmm..."

Following that was a dreamy voice.
Kim Se-Won's body scent, combined with the "overworked brain" from staying up all night, had put Eun-Ha to sleep.

"Oh my. Look at the Saint."
"Seems like the rumors were true."
"Training and studying without proper sleep every day. There's a reason for her rapid growth, you know?"

Heroes passing by made comments as they saw this scene.
Since she was friends with Kim Se-Won who was next to her, there wasn't much to say.
They just watched Eun-Ha's sleeping face with fond smiles.

"By the way, if she's sleeping so openly like this, it means it's okay, right? Right?"

One female hero, going beyond fondness, took a photo of the sleeping Eun-Ha with her communication terminal while breathing heavily.

"...Let her sleep for a bit."

Kim Se-Won reached out to wake the soundly sleeping Eun-Ha but withdrew his hand.
Then, covering her body with a blanket handed to him by a passing hero, he continued to look at Eun-Ha's sleeping face.

"In the meantime, I'll eat that... huh?"

While pleasantly looking at Eun-Ha's crown, Kim Se-Won searched his pockets to take out the cookies Han Yu-Bin had given him.

But they weren't there.
They weren't anywhere.
He was sure he had put them in his pocket, but they were gone.
There were no holes in his pockets, but they were gone.

"..."

Shiver!
Kim Se-Won felt a chill run down his spine.


* * *


In the chairman's office of O-Sung Group.
In the office that exuded a clean yet heavy atmosphere, Han Jung-Hyun, the chairman of O-Sung Group, was leaning back in his chair, contemplating.

"I should arrange a private meeting with her."

Han Jung-Hyun was concerned about the girl, Jae-Yu, whom he had met yesterday.
It was undoubtedly true since a Transcendent had personally confirmed it, but his personality wouldn't be satisfied until he found out for himself.

"The Transcendent didn't specifically forbid this kind of thing anyway."

If it was about revealing Jae-Yu's identity and trying to use it, that would be one thing, but a private meeting—meeting her as his brother's daughter—wasn't forbidden.

That's why Han Jung-Hyun wanted to know.
About his brother whom he could no longer meet. He wanted to hear even the smallest story.

"But the problem is that too much time has passed. It's enough time to forget parents' faces or voices."

Fifteen years. Fifteen years was a long time.
While that was regrettable, on the other hand, it was a blessing that at least one person had survived from that accident.

"And to think she's grown up so strong. It wouldn't be bad for an uncle to give a small gift."

It felt like he had gained another daughter. Han Jung-Hyun's face, which was smiling contentedly, already showed signs of becoming a doting father.

"Judging by her age, she must be around twenty already. She seems a bit delicate for a twenty-year-old, so I should feed her something nutritious. She needs to grow at least as much as our Yu-Bin!"

At twenty, her growth plates would have already closed.
Despite knowing this, the fact that she was his flesh and blood made him meddlesome.

"Come to think of it, she does resemble my sister-in-law in some ways. And those purple eyes are exactly like our family trait. Haha."

A child who was supposed to be a boy became a girl.
A child who was supposed to be dead was perfectly fine, and had grown up to be quite strong.
How had she been raised all this time?
Where was she living?
Who exactly was she that a Transcendent would specifically intervene? And so on.
There were many questions.

He deliberately didn't voice them. Some secrets in the world are better left unknown.
Especially if they were related to a Transcendent.

"Since that person vouched for it, it must be true."

Han Jung-Hyun recalled his schedule, pondering how to spend time with Jae-Yu.

Ch.439 - Pseudo-Date + Rough
About 30 minutes after Eun-Ha fell asleep.
After a deep sleep filled with Se-Won's scent, Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled as she left White Base with him.

About 10 minutes later.
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were walking through a street within the Academy District.

Their white uniforms—the Stellarlis uniforms that only a select few could wear—were enough to draw everyone's attention.

Both Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were gradually getting used to these stares. It wasn't particularly bothersome, so they could continue with their afternoon schedule while being watched.

"I can't believe this is why you asked me to make time."

Kim Se-Won recalled the afternoon schedule he'd heard about on their way out. When she suddenly asked him to make time, he wondered what it was about, but it turned out their job was to patrol the streets.

"This way we can at least feel like we're on a date, even if it's not an actual one, right?"
"Not bad at all."

Kim Se-Won was quite pleased with Eun-Ha's unexpected suggestion. Though it wasn't a proper date, it was enough to create a similar feeling.

*It seems she was bothered that we could only date when she was in her Jae-Yu form.*

At the same time, he felt sorry. Because of him—an unreliable boyfriend who only made Eun-Ha anxious—she couldn't move around freely.

*Eun-Ha's obsession is deeply rooted in her heart. It's almost like a disease. I need to find a way to uproot it.*

If you have an exceptional woman by your side, you should make an equivalent effort. Kim Se-Won resolved to find a way to eliminate that excessive jealousy and obsession.

*Still, it's a shame I can't hold her hand.*

The distance between them was so close yet so far. He could grab her hand with just a slight movement, but he couldn't.

Bump.

"Oh."
"Hahaha..."

When their hands accidentally touched, they both jumped apart in surprise.
Like a fresh, innocent couple who had just started dating. Being conscious that they shouldn't do it made them react this way.

"So, inspections at this time? I'm surprised they approved it."
"Ah, well... I guess the heroes who usually patrol the Academy District are busy with their own training. The appearance of hybrids has everyone on high alert."

Kim Se-Won scratched his cheek.
Eun-Ha gently lowered her gaze as she continued the conversation.
They should be used to this by now, but it still felt awkward.
Yet, this feeling wasn't so bad.

"Ah, that makes sense. They need to be strong fighters."
"On the flip side, the hybrid appearances have worsened security not just in the Academy District but throughout the country. You know, like how people lose their minds when the apocalypse approaches? As a result, even if heroes focus solely on their duties, it's difficult to maintain security nationwide."

Kim Se-Won nodded at Eun-Ha's words.
It made sense.
It wasn't strange for Stellarlis to take over the duties that heroes used to handle, patrolling the Academy District.

"Plus, ta-da!"

With a playful smile, Eun-Ha pulled something out from her pocket.

"What's that?"

Kim Se-Won carefully examined the paper Eun-Ha held out with both hands. It had the name of a café written on it.

"Chae-eun said someone she knows opened this café and asked us to help promote it. So we can kill two birds with one stone—visit a café together for the first time in ages. A legitimate café visit!"
"A legitimate café visit..."

Kim Se-Won chuckled.

"So, let's go there after our patrol. What do you think?"
"Well, when would we get another chance like this?"

It didn't take long for Kim Se-Won to understand Eun-Ha's excitement. What reason would two conspicuous people like them have to enter a café while on patrol?
Han Chae-eun had provided them with a plausible excuse.

"That Han Chae-eun, I'm surprised at how well-connected she is."
"I heard she already knew some people in Stellarlis too. You know, Min Dae-ri? Remember him?"
"Ah, the bald—I mean, Mr. Min Dae-ri? The one in charge of hero training."

Kim Se-Won recalled a bald man with colorful, bulging muscles.

"Yes. She said they've known each other for a while. Whether it's Choi Ju-min or Mr. Min Dae-ri or whoever, it's surprising how many people she knows. And they're all capable people too."
"Well, just like her, the people we know aren't exactly ordinary either, right?"
"That's true."

Giggling, the two continued their casual stroll, chatting away.

But they weren't just playing around.
Both Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were high-level superhumans.
Even while conversing, they were skilled at detecting anything unusual.

Shortly after Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won passed an alley, they sensed a strong arm grabbing a young girl and dragging her away inside the alley.

"Kyaaaa!"

The girl's scream quickly faded into the distance.

Evidence that whoever snatched the girl was incredibly fast. Probably a superhuman specialized in speed.

"Let's go."
"I'll cover the rear."

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won nodded at each other.
Thwack! Eun-Ha's body soared into the sky, landing on a building rooftop. Following her, Kim Se-Won entered the alley, pursuing the man who had kidnapped the girl.

*I'm not fully proficient yet, but using it in real combat will help me improve faster.*

Eun-Ha decided to use the technique she had learned yesterday on the rooftop.
Whoosh—a thin magical barrier spread around her. The barrier, centered on Eun-Ha, was wide enough to encompass the entire alley.

"Compared to what Ms. Seo Hye-ji deployed, this is much narrower... But I found them!"

She sensed their location. Two people moving quickly through the alley. Despite being fast for a minor villain, they seemed to move sluggishly from her perspective.

"Got you, you rascal!"
"How are you so fast?!"

The chase ended in less than a minute. Kim Se-Won, who had persistently pursued them, rescued the girl.

"Ugh!"

Eun-Ha, jumping down from the rooftop, struck the villain's crown.

"I wonder where these Villain Association remnants keep crawling out from."
"Do they have some kind of clone factory or something?"
"No way."

With the incident quickly resolved, they needed to return to the street.
Eun-Ha dragged the villain with one hand while Kim Se-Won comforted the rescued girl.

Though their roles seemed reversed, Kim Se-Won's appearance worked well to calm the girl down quickly.

Inwardly, Kim Se-Won was anxious. Given his role, he worried that Eun-Ha's jealousy might flare up.

*She didn't react.*

But surprisingly, that wasn't the case at all.
Instead, Eun-Ha joined in comforting the girl.

"You need to be careful of muscle-heads like this one; you never know when they might attack, okay?"
"Yes, big sister."

However, Eun-Ha was subtly pointing at Kim Se-Won, warning the girl.
Just because she's young now doesn't mean she can let her guard down. In the future, who knows when, where, or how she might become an enemy.

*Really, is she finally getting better?*

Unaware of this, Kim Se-Won saw a glimmer of hope in Eun-Ha's behavior as she comforted the girl.

Had she done some self-reflection? Or was she just holding back temporarily?
For whatever reason, Eun-Ha seemed remarkably calm.

Nevertheless, he couldn't let his guard down yet.
Kim Se-Won decided to remain vigilant as he sent the girl on her way.

Two hours after rescuing the girl who was nearly kidnapped.
Having finished their patrol, the two decided to rest at the café Han Chae-eun had recommended.

Simple interior design with what appeared to be high-quality wooden furniture. Plus, the entrance wall was made of windows, offering a clear view of the simple yet cozy café interior at a glance.

However, the newly opened café wasn't very crowded.
Though it could accommodate about twenty people, there were only four in total, including them.

"Ah, it's been so long since we've come to a place like this."
"Yeah. Chae-eun's acquaintance, right? The café has a nice atmosphere."
"We're in charge of promotion, so we just need to enjoy ourselves. And she gets publicity. Win-win."

As Kim Se-Won said this, he glanced at the menu.

*Coffee for Eun-Ha, mine, and...*

Even though they each had a ticket for one free drink, he didn't think Eun-Ha would be satisfied with just one cup of coffee after so long.

She wasn't any different from when she was a man.
Eun-Ha didn't leisurely sip her coffee; she drank it all at once when she wanted to.
Especially, she liked the sweetness of coffee. Naturally, she didn't prefer bitter tastes.
Knowing this well, Kim Se-Won was looking for the next coffee to order.

"People are starting to gather."

He noticed citizens gathering one by one at the café, drawn by the sight of the two sitting by the window.
Eun-Ha freshly realized how eye-catching she and Kim Se-Won were.

"Yeah. Having you here is definitely good for promotion."
"What? Jealous?"

At Kim Se-Won's comment, Eun-Ha rested her chin on the back of her hand with a pleased expression.
It meant nothing. Just a light, teasing remark.

"I am jealous. You're my woman, and other people are looking at you."

But surprisingly, Kim Se-Won responded seriously.

"Wh-what? Really...?"
"Of course."

Flush! Eun-Ha's face turned bright red. It was just a simple comment, but coming from Kim Se-Won, it hit differently.

"I have jealousy too, just like you do. Honestly, men keep approaching you too, don't they? If I could, I'd chase them all away."
"Ah, geez! A-are you going to keep saying embarrassing things?"

Slap, slap! Eun-Ha patted her flushed cheeks. Her eyes had been tightly shut for a while now.

*Is this mirror therapy?*

Seeing Eun-Ha embarrassed like this felt nostalgic. Kim Se-Won's lips curled up involuntarily.

*It might not be bad to push a bit more.*

Unlike the creepy Eun-Ha who displayed obsession, this girlish reaction was refreshing.
Whether it was mirror therapy or something else, it stirred a sadistic desire in him. He wanted to tease her more.

*What should I say to embarrass Eun-Ha further?*

As he was pondering this interesting question—

Slap!

"Huh?"
"Huh?"

A large shadow appeared between them.
The place where Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were sitting was the most noticeable spot by the window.
And on that window—
A person was pressed against it, glaring at them.
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Ch.440 - The End Of The Pseudo-Date Comes Suddenly
Han Yu-bin was enthusiastic. She saw a possibility of winning against the powerful girl Han Jae-yu in ways other than physical strength.

There were many ways to approach Kim Se-Won without resorting to force.

"Will I really be able to meet him?"

Above all, her priority was to break down the walls around Kim Se-Won's heart by spending more time with him. Yu-bin was walking down the street after receiving a tip from a friend who had spotted Kim Se-Won.

After about an hour had passed.
Yu-bin finally spotted him in a café she happened to glance at.
Kim Se-Won's face.
A face he never showed to her.

"Is that person next to him...?"

Her eyes widened in shock.

Jealousy flared up. At the same time, she realized something.

"That face he's showing her. That's..."

It was identical to how he looked at Jae-yu.
That gentle smile he showed to Jae-yu. That innocent, mischievous smile like a boy his age.

"Could he be two-timing?? And with that saint? What on earth...?!"

She was confused.
Was this what people called two-timing?

"No. That can't be right. Yes. That saint was in the same class as Se-Won in first year. I heard they were close. That's why he looks like that..."

She tried hard to deny it, but in a flash, another thought crossed her mind.
The denial of denial.
That was not the face Kim Se-Won showed to friends.
The word "two-timing" resurfaced in Yu-bin's mind.

She carefully observed the conversation between the two, who hadn't noticed her presence.
Though she couldn't hear them, she could feel the atmosphere.

"That...!"

Then Yu-bin's eyes widened as she spotted something in Eun-Ha's uniform pocket.

"Why, why is that coming out of the saint's uniform pocket? That's the cookie I gave him!"

Something barely visible at the top, perhaps hidden under the table where Kim Se-Won couldn't notice it.
Yu-bin spotted an item, unsure if Kim Se-Won had given it to her directly.
A palm-sized pouch-shaped wrapper. It was definitely the item Yu-bin had packaged herself that morning.

"What is this? What is this, Kim Se-Won...!"

How could he have any reason to give that to Eun-Ha?
She felt betrayed.
On the other hand, she thought it might be too early to conclude that Kim Se-Won had given the cookie to Eun-Ha.

"I need to watch a bit more. Just a bit more!"

Her woman's intuition was telling her these two were lovers.
For now, she ignored it.
She shouldn't be swayed by intuition alone. She needed to see with her own eyes to be certain!

Splat!

Yu-bin pressed herself against the café window.
She needed to observe their actions a bit more.

At that moment.
The two inside looked at Yu-bin with wide eyes.

"Oops!"

Yu-bin belatedly realized her mistake.
But she didn't panic.

"I need to be confident."

Brazen, confident, and courageous.
Since she'd already been spotted, running away would only make her look pathetic.
Yu-bin marched into the café with determination.

"You. Why are you with Se-Won? What's your relationship?"
"Huh? Me?"

Eun-Ha pointed at herself with a puzzled expression at the confrontational question.

"I know who you are. The famous saint. And the magical girl. I know that. But I'm asking what your relationship is with Se-Won."

Yu-bin was serious.
Despite appearances, she couldn't rule out the possibility that Eun-Ha was a player toying with men.

"Usually the ones who act innocent are the most promiscuous!"

She crossed her arms, emphasizing her large chest.
In contrast, her fierce gaze was directed at Eun-Ha.

"Do you even know that Se-Won has a girlfriend?"
"Eh?"

Eun-Ha couldn't understand what nonsense Yu-bin was spouting.

"I told her before, so why is she... Oh!"

Then she belatedly realized that this was "Eun-Ha's" first time meeting Yu-bin.
It was Jae-yu who had met Yu-bin yesterday.

"Ahaha... Do you think we're in that kind of relationship just because we're at a café together?"

Eun-Ha handled it surprisingly smoothly. She smiled brightly, showing her lovable side.
She firmly denied that she and Kim Se-Won were lovers or anything similar.

"We're just resting at a café I was introduced to after finishing patrol."

Kim Se-Won backed her up. His tone was stiff, without a trace of the gentleness he had shown earlier.

"No! You can't fool my eyes."

But Yu-bin was already almost certain.
Unlike when she was outside, after coming in, her intuition was ringing even more loudly.

That these two weren't just ordinary friends.
Despite having no concrete evidence, her woman's intuition was telling her they were dating.

"Eyes... eyes... Then what would make you believe us?"
"Before that."

Snap! Yu-bin's hand shot forward. She extended her index finger, pointing at Eun-Ha's pocket.

"First explain why that's there."

Zap! This time Yu-bin's gaze turned to Kim Se-Won. It was a look full of betrayal.

"What are you talking about?"
"...Ah."

This time Kim Se-Won wore a puzzled expression.
Eun-Ha, on the other hand, was different.

"Oh no!"

The cookie pouch she had swiped from Kim Se-Won just before falling asleep had somehow slightly slipped out of her pocket!

"This is what I'm talking about!"

Yu-bin's movements were swift.
She instantly drew upon her magical power to enhance her body. Her smooth enhancement was incomparable to other kids her age, and Eun-Ha couldn't help but admire her movements.

Snatch! In that moment, the cookie pouch flew out of Eun-Ha's pocket! Yu-bin grabbed it and thrust it in front of Kim Se-Won's face.

"This is what I gave you today."
"...!!!"

Kim Se-Won's mouth fell open.

"So that's where it disappeared to!"

He had no idea when she had taken it.
All he knew was that Eun-Ha must have taken it before falling asleep!

In other words.

"When did Eun-Ha notice the existence of this cookie?"

Eun-Ha hadn't once questioned him about the cookie pouch.

Instinct rang alarm bells.
This was dangerous.

"I'm screwed."

Kim Se-Won shuddered as he imagined Eun-Ha confronting him with dead eyes after pulling out the cookie pouch.

"This is troublesome."

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, who hadn't yet thought about confronting Kim Se-Won, was just staring blankly at the cookie pouch.

"My mistake. I should have hidden it better. But still... she's certainly a persistent woman."

As she had felt before, this woman was truly persistent.
Not that she disliked it.

Another woman pursuing Kim Se-Won... If by any chance Kim Se-Won fell for another woman, she would hate it to death, but on the other hand, that would be proof that she lacked the charm to make Kim Se-Won look only at her.

That's why Eun-Ha had been leaving Yu-bin alone.
This woman named Yu-bin was someone who made her stay alert and not become complacent.

"I guess I have no choice."

So Eun-Ha decided to reveal her identity.

"Tell me. Come on. Even if you dislike it, isn't it too much to give this to another woman?"
"No. You're misunderstanding right now."

Eun-Ha stood up and spoke softly.
As if she were completely innocent, she looked straight at Yu-bin with unwavering eyes.

"You know, don't you? That Se-Won and I have been friends since first year. I was just playing a prank on Se-Won because he was hiding something. Think about it. How did he react when you first pulled out this pouch?"

I'm sorry for causing a misunderstanding.
Eun-Ha was trying to calm Yu-bin down first.

"So. What's your name?"

At the same time, she casually asked for Yu-bin's name.
Before revealing her identity, she needed to change the topic and move locations.
There were too many eyes here.

"Se-Won really is something. To react like a stone to another woman."

While calming Yu-bin, she was also secretly delighted.
Eun-Ha desperately maintained control of her lips that wanted to curl up in a smile.

That stone-like stiff tone.
A tone clearly different from how he spoke to her.
Eun-Ha loved that tone she had seen a few times.

Perhaps conscious of his obsession, Kim Se-Won deliberately acted very stiffly toward women except those he knew.

"Hmm? If you're uncomfortable telling me, you don't have to."
"...Han Yu-bin."
"Right. Yu-bin. Shall we move somewhere else? I think we're being a nuisance if we stay here."

The promotional effect had worked well.
Even before Yu-bin arrived, the café was more than half full, and after she entered, it was even more crowded.

Her business here was done.
She wanted to spend more time with Kim Se-Won, but decided to hold back for now.

After calming Yu-bin down, Eun-Ha took her out of the café.

* * *

Han Jung-hyun was heading home after finishing his daily schedule.

The remaining work could be done at home.
He had finished all the tasks that needed to be completed at the office, and what remained was just a few reviews he could quickly finish at home before resting.

"Hmm?"

At that moment.
A very familiar figure caught Jung-hyun's eye.

Three people walking down the street.
Two of them were wearing Stellarlis uniforms.
And the remaining one was a girl in an academy uniform.

He couldn't mistake her.
That girl was his daughter, Han Yu-bin.

And one of the uniformed girls was pointing to an alley about 10 meters away.

"Driver An. Stop the car."

After a moment's hesitation, he spoke up, concerned by the unhappy expression he had glimpsed on his daughter's face as they passed by.

"For Yu-bin to have such an expression... something must have happened."

This was unusual.
While adults shouldn't interfere in children's affairs, he was worried.
After all, wasn't that Kim Se-Won he had seen yesterday also there?

"And that platinum-blonde girl is... the famous saint? Why is she taking my daughter to an alley?"

Stellarlis, the organization responsible for public safety.
He remembered hearing that the saint was the reason for this organization's establishment.
Moreover, Kim Se-Won was rumored to be very close to that saint.

And here they were, trying to take his daughter to a secluded place?
Something was going on.
He couldn't be sure what they might do to the daughter of the chairman of O-Sung Group.

"So they're not completely pure after all."

Well, of course. No one is completely spotless.
Jung-hyun lowered the car window with a bitter smile, waiting for the young people to pass by.

"Where are you all going?"

And just as Yu-bin was about to pass the car, he called out.
The three stopped and turned their attention to Jung-hyun.

"Ah, Dad."
"Hello."
"...Hello."

The three voices were all different.
Yu-bin with a complicated expression.
Kim Se-Won looking somewhat surprised.
And finally Eun-Ha, who seemed about to act familiar but then pretended not to know him.

"Oh ho."

Jung-hyun made a sound, resting his chin on his hand, then smiled.

"It seems my daughter has made a misunderstanding? Well, that can happen. Get in. If you want to talk, you should do it in a proper, soundproof place."

With his remarkably keen insight, Jung-hyun told the driver to open the doors.

The car doors opened quietly. The girls got in the back seat.
Kim Se-Won sat in the front seat as the car started moving.

Ch.441 - The End Of The Pseudo-Date Is Strange
Quietly but quickly, the car arrived at a restaurant.
A large, spacious traditional Korean house. It was so grand that it seemed almost too luxurious to be just a restaurant.
Eun-Ha and the other two followed Han Jung-Hyun into the hanok.

*I wonder if he knows me?*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was bothered by the strange look Han Jung-Hyun had given her before getting in the car.
It wasn't unusual for people to recognize her, but the look he gave wasn't that simple.

A strange sense of familiarity, perhaps? He wasn't looking at her as "the Saint" but as something entirely different.

She desperately wanted to ask him about it right away.
Eun-Ha followed behind Han Jung-Hyun, debating whether to ask him or not.

*It's quite traditional and elegant.*

Eun-Ha admired the unexpected luxury of the Korean restaurant.
While taking in a place she never thought she'd have the chance to visit, she soon arrived at a large room.

"Wow."

Not just the spacious hanok, but the room itself was impressive.
Eun-Ha looked around the room once before sitting down.

*This feels different from the place I went with Haram last year.*

She recalled the high-end restaurant she had visited with Incheon-yong and In Haram last year.
That place was also a Korean restaurant, but the atmosphere was quite different.

If the previous place had a flashy feel, today's venue had a modest one.
A curious atmosphere that maintained its dignity despite its simplicity.
Perhaps because it was a place she couldn't normally visit, Eun-Ha felt good just quietly taking in her surroundings.

*Wow... it's like a painting.*

Meanwhile, Han Yu-Bin stared blankly at Eun-Ha, who was sitting demurely.
Her platinum blonde hair shimmered softly in the light. That sunlit hair seemed completely out of place in this traditional setting.
Yet she couldn't help but stare.
The demurely seated girl possessed a beauty that seemed to have stepped out of a painting.

*I've never thought of myself as inferior to anyone before.*

Complete defeat.
There was something magnetic about her that drew you in just by looking.
It was a kind of bewitching charm that transcended gender.

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won was trying hard to hide his discomfort.

*Yesterday I was invited to her home, and today it's a meal.*

Honestly, it was burdensome.
These were some serious VIPs.
Both Incheon-yong and Han Jung-Hyun before him.
Not their strength, but the pressure they exuded. Their charisma felt crushing.

*I wonder what they'll serve here?*

Eun-Ha noticed Kim Se-Won sweating nervously, but she didn't pay much attention to it.
Right now, she was curious about what would be served at this Korean restaurant.

*Oh right. This isn't the time for that.*

Remembering what had been bothering her, Eun-Ha shifted her gaze to Han Jung-Hyun sitting across from her.

"I never expected to meet the chairman of O-Sung Group like this."

Finally acting on her earlier concerns.
Eun-Ha carefully chose her words before addressing Han Jung-Hyun.
Pretending to be casual.
Pretending it was just small talk.

*It might just be my imagination, so I'll keep it light for now.*

There was no point in trying to sound like she was testing him. That would only get her devoured.
There was a reason he had risen to chairman of a company at such a young age.
If Eun-Ha, who was terrible at verbal sparring, tried to play that game, she'd only get burned.

So Eun-Ha's choice was to pretend not to notice, to completely feign ignorance.

"Hmm? Haha! I suppose so."

Han Jung-Hyun laughed casually at Eun-Ha's behavior.

*First you give me those strange looks, and now you're pretending not to know?*

He glanced sideways at his daughter sitting beside him. Han Yu-Bin's eyes were fixed solely on Kim Se-Won sitting across from her.

*Let me first find out what happened.*

"By the way, how did you all meet? My daughter and Se-Won are already acquainted, but 'you' aren't, right? If I'm not mistaken."

A bright smile was directed at Eun-Ha.

*Is he still suspicious, or is he certain?*

That smile contained a slight hint of something off.

*Probably the latter.*

The way he deliberately emphasized "you" and his final comment led to one conclusion.

"Your daughter seems to have a misunderstanding about my relationship with Se-Won. Se-Won has a 'girlfriend.' A very strong one at that."
"Oh? So you knew too."
"Yes. We're very close."

She deliberately didn't specify who she was close with. After all, it applied to both of them.

"But. It's not a misunderstanding, is it?"

Han Jung-Hyun didn't try to probe further.
He didn't want to hide his intentions completely, especially not with these young people.

Besides, he hadn't brought them here to have a convoluted conversation with endless deflections.

"...Aha, ahahahaha."

His words were like an ambush.
As if struck at her core, an unnatural laugh escaped Eun-Ha's lips.

"W-wait. What did you say?!"

Bang! Startled, Han Yu-Bin slammed the table and stood up.
Her wide eyes darted between Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

"So you're saying... that Se-Won and, and her...! No! Are you saying she's dating him too?!"

To publicly admit to two-timing was unthinkable.
What a garbage idea.

Han Yu-Bin turned her head sharply to look at Kim Se-Won.
Kim Se-Won showed no particular expression. Just indifference.

Their eyes met.

"Is, is it true?"

Han Yu-Bin's question went unanswered.
Kim Se-Won just stared at her blankly before shifting his gaze back to Han Jung-Hyun.

Silence was as good as confirmation.
Boom! Han Yu-Bin felt as if a massive boulder had crashed down on her head.

With trembling body, she turned to look at her father. He too showed no particular reaction.
He didn't scold Kim Se-Won or say anything to Eun-Ha. There was no sign of displeasure.

*Am I the weird one? Is it normal for guys to two-time these days??*

Her head was spinning.
No matter how rapidly the world changed, she'd never heard of dating norms evolving this drastically.

*The famous Saint... an incredibly cute and pretty girl. And another similarly pretty and strong girl. He's dating both? And both girls know about it?*

It was impossible to accept.
On the other hand, considering Kim Se-Won's abilities, it made some sense.
Kim Se-Won was the youngest Awakened of his generation. Officially, at least.

With such a promising future and abilities, it was perhaps natural that women would be drawn to him.

*But still...!*

Two-timing!
Han Yu-Bin felt a jumble of emotions tearing through her mind.

"I don't want to be purged overnight by that person, so I'll pretend I didn't hear anything."

Meanwhile, Han Jung-Hyun maintained a dignified expression while playing dumb.
Han Yu-Bin might be confused, but it couldn't be helped.

Moreover, Eun-Ha's reaction had turned his suspicion into certainty.
The evidence was clear.
Having resolved his doubts, Han Jung-Hyun decided to end this topic.

*I'll just observe the situation for now.*

Eun-Ha had no objections.

Indeed, how would Han Yu-Bin act now that she'd discovered Kim Se-Won was two-timing?

Would she still not give up?
Or would she give up?
Would she condemn them?
Or would she try to become the third, since there were already two?

As her imagination ran wild, jealousy began to boil deep in her heart.

Tie him up.
Somewhere no one could reach.
Forever.
She wanted to lock him away.

She wanted to flaunt her relationship with Kim Se-Won right in front of everyone.
She didn't care if it took an indecent or lewd form.

*Or should I reveal my identity right here?*

She recalled the resolution she'd been holding until just before arriving at the restaurant.
Though she'd set it aside, it wouldn't be bad to show the difference in power now.

*No. Hold back. I must hold back. Now is not the time.*

She forcibly suppressed her true feelings that were threatening to burst out.
After all, the reason she was leaving Han Yu-Bin alone was to make herself feel a sense of vigilance.

Eun-Ha pushed down her rising jealousy and obsession.

*This is my period of restraint. Just bear with it a little longer.*

Recently, she'd felt her obsession was getting out of hand.
Too much of anything becomes poison.

*Besides, if I just keep obsessing over Se-Won, he'll hate me, no matter how steadfast my love is. So I need to control it.*

Let's endure until it becomes unbearable.
Until then, be satisfied with nighttime exploitation.
Fortunately, once Kim Se-Won falls asleep from his rigorous training, he never wakes up.

"Well, this works out. I actually wanted to talk to you."
"To me?"
"It's not easy to get time with such a famous person. I was hoping you could spare some time later."

Unaware of Eun-Ha's thoughts, Han Jung-Hyun seized the opportunity.
His niece.
He was overjoyed to have before him someone he thought he'd never meet again.

"Time... yes."

Eun-Ha thought briefly before nodding.
There must be a reason for his proactive suggestion.
Actually, she didn't really care about the reason.

She was curious about why this man, Han Jung-Hyun, was so interested in her.

Eun-Ha and Han Jung-Hyun discussed when they could meet, coordinating their schedules until the food arrived.



* * *



The next day.
Han Chae-Eun, leaving her room to go to school, ran into Kim Se-Won in the lobby.

"Huh? Se-Won, what's wrong with your face?"
"Nothing. Just. Lately I feel like my fatigue isn't going away."

Kim Se-Won's face didn't look good at all.
She'd always heard he slept well, but today he looked particularly tired.

"Maybe your bed's gotten uncomfortable? Try changing your pillow. I heard the dormitory will replace it if you ask."
"I might try that. I might even change the mattress too. I was going to ask Eun-Ha after school. Yaaawn."

Kim Se-Won yawned widely as he trudged forward.

Only one person knew why Kim Se-Won's fatigue wasn't going away.
And that person wasn't here.



* * *



Time passed, and it was afternoon.
During the time when group training would be in full swing at the academy.

Beep- Beep beep beep-

"Hmm?"

Having finished her morning schedule and moving into the afternoon, Eun-Ha's communication device rang.

"Saint, you don't have a custom ringtone?"
"Ah~ Ahaha. It just ended up this way. I've been thinking about changing it."

While she had set custom ringtones for calls from certain people, all messages used the default notification sound.
Eun-Ha gave an awkward smile to the female member with her and quickly checked the message.

[Come quickly. Urgent.]
"It seems the Commander General is calling me."
"Ah, the Commander General... then I'll adjust your afternoon schedule."
"Yes. Thank you."

She wasn't sure what it was about, but it was a summons from Hong Yu-Jin.
That grand title "Commander General" that she'd somehow acquired.

*Well, Mother seems to like it too.*

Though she outwardly showed reluctance, Eun-Ha remembered seeing the corners of her mouth twitch upward.
Eun-Ha thanked the female member and left.

"Morris. I have one favor to ask."

Woong- As soon as Eun-Ha opened her mouth, a portal opened before her.
The perverted Transcendent who always voyeuristically watched her movements understood her wishes perfectly.

"Thank you."

Without hesitation, Eun-Ha jumped into the suddenly appearing portal.

A brief moment of floating.
Eun-Ha's vision shifted, and she saw the person who had called her.

"Phew."
"That was quick. I thought it would take at least 10 minutes."
"Thanks to a certain very capable someone, I could come right away. But..."

Eun-Ha continued speaking while looking around.

"I think I know why you called me."

On the vast field, students were training and sweating profusely.
Students who should have been undergoing hellish training within the sacred domain created by the magic-infused crystals Eun-Ha had left behind.

But the field she saw was ordinary.
Students were just panting and sweating.
If that was the case, there could only be one reason.

"I see. Now that I think about it, it's been quite a while."

The most likely reason was that the crystals had lost their power and could no longer create the sacred domain.

"How intense should I make it?"
"Full power. We'll run them for about three hours."
"Wait, the entire school? Not just here?"
"Yes."

She met her incredulous expression with a look that said "what's with that face?"
Eun-Ha realized anew just how extraordinary Hong Yu-Jin was, and transformed to create the sacred domain.

"Aaaaargh!"
"Help, help me...!"

As the sacred domain was reestablished, screams erupted from students who had been holding onto a sliver of hope that the training might be canceled.
These screams came not just from the field before them, but from two other fields spread across the academy.

"Where do you think you're going! You can't escape!"

The sacred domain was of much higher quality than when Hong Yu-Jin had created it. This was because Virginia had grown even more since she made the crystals.

"My body's moving on its own...!"
"I should be collapsing, why is my body still functioning?!"

The students continued their training, barely hearing Hong Yu-Jin's scolding.
It was torture.
Their bodies should have reached their limits and collapsed, but they felt incredibly energetic.

The gap between perception and reality confused the students.

"That looks good."

Virginia watched the students with a satisfied expression before shifting her gaze to Hong Yu-Jin.
And then.

"Mom. I have a favor to ask."

Thinking this was a good opportunity, she spoke to Hong Yu-Jin.

Ch.442 - Flying Sandbags
Eun-Ha had called her mother for a reason, but now she was the one making a request.
Hong Yu-Jin stared blankly at her daughter.

"What exactly are you asking for?"

Though it was sudden, she wanted to grant her daughter's request if possible.

"I learned a technique from Seo Hye-Ji recently."
"What? Seo Hye-Ji? Why? Suddenly? Why is her name coming up??"

Yu-Jin asked in shock, grabbing Eun-Ha's slender arm with a thud.

She truly couldn't understand it.
It was baffling.
Had there been any incident where Eun-Ha could have met Seo Hye-Ji?
No, she could say with certainty there hadn't been.

After all, wasn't she a woman too busy governing Gresorion to have free time?
Even her appearance to form a temporary alliance with humanity must have been arranged by squeezing her tight schedule.

*No, that might not be right. Maybe she had a reason important enough to postpone her work.*

Looking at it differently, it meant she came to request something from Eun-Ha.
Even if they met by chance, it wouldn't lead to teaching Eun-Ha a technique.

In other words, Seo Hye-Ji had approached Eun-Ha directly.

"Ah..."

Eun-Ha glanced away, avoiding eye contact.

*Should I tell her this?*

That Yu-Jin's rival had fallen for a human man.
And that she was... not stealing, but sharing her daughter's man. Was it okay to say that?

"Go on, tell me."

Yu-Jin pulled out some jerky from her pocket and placed it in Eun-Ha's mouth.

"Nom. She came asking for the book you gave me."

Eun-Ha's answer came quickly.

"Book?? Book... oh."

Yu-Jin looked puzzled before suddenly remembering what "book" meant. Her mouth fell open and she froze.

"Really? No, seriously?"

Yu-Jin's eyes grew wider. Shock upon shock.
With an expression of utter disbelief, she brought her face close to Eun-Ha's.

"Yes. Really. So I told her I gave it to Butterfly."
"Butterfly? By Butterfly, you mean..."
"Don-Hil."
"Oh my goodness."

Good heavens.
She couldn't help but sigh.
Yu-Jin stepped back from her close position and covered her face with her palm.

Her daughter's friend had taken the book she'd given to her daughter.
If it had been an ordinary item, it wouldn't matter, but it contained all sorts of sexual knowledge.

*Magical girls passing around erotic literature among themselves!*

What a disgrace it would be if they found out she was the source of that book.
Of course, it was Morris who had inserted the content, but still!

"So. Did you tell them who gave it to you?"

Crack! Yu-Jin grabbed Eun-Ha with a terrifying expression.

"Uh, umm... I probably didn't? I just said I didn't have the book anymore but could share what was in my head. I taught her that and learned the technique in return."

Eun-Ha avoided eye contact again as she spoke.
She probably hadn't mentioned it.
Probably.
Since she couldn't remember, she must not have said anything.

"Phew. So, what technique did you learn that you need my help with?"
"Well."

Eun-Ha focused on the magic circle embedded in her mind and deployed it.
An extremely thin magical membrane spread around her.

"It's a simple technique that deploys like this. It lets me sense presences around me more keenly. Like slow motion? It seems to improve reflexes too."
"Hmm."
"I temporarily named it 'Sonar.' But I want to merge it with another spell, and it's not working well."

Eun-Ha yawned, emphasizing how tired she was.
After learning the technique she named Sonar from Seo Hye-Ji, she tried to merge it with her Domain magic, but it wasn't working.

"I even asked Morris for advice, but it didn't help."
"Why, of all things, did it have to be Seo Hye-Ji's..."
"No, I received it as payment for what I taught her. She said it helped reduce casualties when you were rampaging on the battlefield."
"I'd rather not remember that. It was a simple technique, but that one thing turned our offensive back into a defensive position."

Yu-Jin frowned as if disgusted by the memory.

"Was the difference that significant?"
"Back then, like now, only the talented ones were strong. Only the strong survived to join the battlefield. There wasn't a proper education system in place.

The problem is that despite those terrible conditions, the standards were actually higher than now... Anyway, even with such a small change, we were pushed back again because there were too many monsters."

Yu-Jin rambled as she recalled the old days.
An era when countless superhumans became monster food.

"Now I understand how terrible Park Sang-Heon's trolling was."
"If that bastard were still alive, I'd have dismembered him. ...Anyway, I'll help you."
"Really?"

She reluctantly agreed, but she wasn't happy about it. To think she had to watch her child use a technique from a woman she thought she'd be enemies with forever.
And not only that, she had to help her with it.

Still, it couldn't have been given without thought.

"If it weren't for that damn Muk-Si-Ja."

Sigh. She let out a deep sigh.
Yes. If it weren't for that Muk-Si-Ja, there would have been no need to use this technique.
Yu-Jin accumulated anger toward Muk-Si-Ja in her heart.

"By the way, Mom. There's one more thing I want to ask."
"What is it? Judging by that sly expression, it doesn't seem like anything good."
"Are you still single?"

At this sudden question, Yu-Jin's expression contorted.
Smack! Without hesitation, her arm moved to strike the top of Eun-Ha's head.

"Ouch!"
"Thanks to whom do I only have late nights for personal time?!"

Yu-Jin even shouted in anger.

*So she'll remain a virgin for life... That's a bit sad. Her child already has a boyfriend.*

Eun-Ha rubbed her bulging crown while thinking thoughts that would have enraged Yu-Jin had she heard them.

"Teacher Hong Yu-Jin and Shin Eun-Ha..."

Meanwhile, at the First Training Ground where Yu-Jin was supervising, Han Yu-Bin, the young lady of the O-Sung Group, was present.
Eun-Ha, who had suddenly appeared and deployed her Domain again, was now showing how close she was to Yu-Jin as they conversed.

"Oh, didn't you know? The Holy Maiden and the teacher are parent and child."
"Really?!"

Oh Jun-Young, a boy in the same class as Han Yu-Bin, overheard her muttering and shared this information that was new to her.
It was only natural for Yu-Bin's eyes to widen in surprise.

*So Shin Eun-Ha's mother is Teacher Hong Yu-Jin? That EX-class hero?*

To think that the girl who had been rising in fame for the past year and was called the Holy Maiden was the daughter of the super-heavyweight known as an EX-class hero.

"Se-Won wasn't satisfied with just one girl who has such an amazing person as her mother, so he's two-timing..."

It was too unbelievable.
Han Yu-Bin muttered quietly while staring blankly at Eun-Ha and Yu-Jin in the distance.

"That means Se-Won at night also...!"

Whoosh! Her face turned bright red.
Kim Se-Won's beast-like aspect, roughly exploring the two girls!

*Yes, that's it. Shin Eun-Ha and Han Jae-Yu couldn't handle him alone, so they reluctantly allowed him to two-time. It doesn't make sense otherwise...!*

No matter how capable Kim Se-Won was, he couldn't compare to Eun-Ha.

If Kim Se-Won was close to being a genius within the normal range, Eun-Ha was in the upper ranks within the genius category.
Add to that her power to heal others and amplify abilities, and their values couldn't even be compared!

*So Se-Won is a beast who's submissive during the day but dominant at night...!*

The feeling that questions about incomprehensible behavior were finally being answered.

The mysterious girl who identified herself as Han Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha must have joined forces because they had no choice but to allow two-timing due to his strong virility.
But they didn't want to share him with other women.
It couldn't be explained any other way!

While fantasizing about sticky nighttime activities in her head, Han Yu-Bin also...

*I could handle it alone!*

...filled her heart with baseless confidence that she could handle a man like Kim Se-Won by herself.

*Just wait! Shin Eun-Ha! Han Jae-Yu! I'll defeat you both and make Se-Won my man...!*

For that, she first needed to get closer to Kim Se-Won.
Similar strength. No, she needed to become even stronger than Kim Se-Won to enter his field of vision!
Just as Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu were both stronger than Kim Se-Won, she too needed to become stronger!

Han Yu-Bin, who now had a reason to become stronger, tried to focus on her training with a shout.

At that moment.

*Wait. Come to think of it... Dad and Shin Eun-Ha had arranged to meet, right?*

She recalled what had happened yesterday.
She retraced her memories while moving her body.
It was definitely tomorrow evening.
Han Jung-Hyun had no other schedule tomorrow evening. If not then, it would be delayed by months.

*I'll follow them secretly and listen to what they're talking about.*

Coincidentally, her ability was specialized for tailing.

"Haah! Huaah!"

Han Yu-Bin threw powerful punches while starting to plan how to follow Han Jung-Hyun tomorrow.

After about two hours had passed.

"Attention, everyone!"

Hong Yu-Jin clapped her hands to get the students' attention.

"What's going on?"
"Is training ending early today?"
"Really?"
"No way. That demon of a person would never do that."
"She's extended time before, but never once reduced it."

Murmurs of doubt spread among the students.
There was still an hour left before training was supposed to end. Since this was the first time Yu-Jin had acted this way, there was a hint of expectation in the students' eyes.

"Today, specially! You'll have a sparring session with her!"

As expected, she wasn't ending the training.
Hong Yu-Jin pointed at Eun-Ha beside her.

"Nice to meet you all!"

Eun-Ha smiled brightly as she spoke.

"We're not going to fight her one-on-one, are we?"
"Don't worry! It's all of you against her alone!"
"What?!"

Voices of concern turned to shock.
The number of students currently at the First Training Ground was around 300. In other words, it was like saying that fragile-looking girl would fight 300-to-1.
No matter how strong someone was, there was no defense against overwhelming numbers. It was an absurd proposition.

"I know what you want to say, but focus on surviving. Now! Begin!"

As the students tried to speak, Hong Yu-Jin cut them off and announced the start of the sparring session.

As soon as she finished speaking, a viscous liquid fell onto Eun-Ha's head.
Her hair turned black, followed by a change in her outfit.
Optima – Vicious Form.

"Overdrive."

Adding Overdrive to that.

"Spread, my Domain."

And the magic that linked with Vicious Form, Domain, was combined.
But not just any Domain.
It was a new Domain with a modified magic formula that she had worked out with Hong Yu-Jin over the past two hours.

And then.

"Aack!"
"Uwaagh!"
"Save me!"
"You demon!"

The students flew through the air for an hour.
Not one of them could touch her.
They wanted to give up, but the Domain spread throughout the academy involuntarily infused them with strength and healed their wounds.

The students, who had suddenly become both sandbags and test subjects, never once got to use their seemingly overwhelming 300-to-1 advantage.

"This doesn't seem right."

Optima, who had freely beaten up the students for an hour, wore a dissatisfied expression.

It seemed that more time was needed to combine Sonar and Domain.

Ch.443 - Uncle And Cousin, Discarded Memories
After being treated like a punching bag by Optima yesterday, Han Yu-Bin was fully prepared today.

*Dad thinks I'm in the dorm, and I've asked my friends to cover for me if he calls. Everything should be fine!*

All she needed to do now was follow Han Jung-Hyun to the meeting place with Eun-Ha.

*That magical girl Optima I saw yesterday... she kind of resembles Han Jae-Yu. She was much stronger than Han Jae-Yu, though... No, I need to focus on what's important right now!*

Han Yu-Bin tensed her arms and legs.
She was currently doing something that no one would expect from the daughter of the Osung Group, all to follow Han Jung-Hyun.

*As long as I don't fall off, I'll be fine!*

That's right.
She was currently clinging to Han Jung-Hyun's car, using her ability to remain invisible!
Despite the harsh wind blowing as the car moved, she held on tenaciously, driven by curiosity alone.

*Huh?*

As they approached their destination, Han Yu-Bin stared at the building ahead with disbelief.
It was all too familiar.
In fact, she had seen this building just earlier today.

*Why here?! If I'd known this...*

The building before her was the Academy's main building.
However, the car didn't enter the Academy grounds. It passed the main gate and slowed down as it approached the towering dormitory.

*If I'd known this, I could have just stayed put!*

Han Yu-Bin was internally shocked when she realized the unexpected meeting location.
Her carefully styled hair was now a mess from the wind. Thankfully, no one could see her—otherwise, it would have been utterly embarrassing.

"Hmm... wait here."
"Yes, Chairman."

While Han Yu-Bin was still in shock, Han Jung-Hyun got out of the car and gave instructions to the driver.
Then, he turned on his communication device, checked a map, and headed into the dormitory.

*Huh? Why is Dad going into the dorm? Weren't they supposed to meet outside?*

Since he was already at the dormitory, he might come to see her. Given how much he cared for Han Yu-Bin, it was entirely possible.
Worried that her lie might be discovered, she quickly followed behind Han Jung-Hyun.

Han Jung-Hyun walked with purpose.
Contrary to Han Yu-Bin's concerns, he didn't take the elevator up to the higher floors.

*Where is this place...?*

Han Yu-Bin was bewildered.
At the same time, her curiosity grew.

Following Eun-Ha's prior instructions, Han Jung-Hyun opened a door in the corner of the dormitory lobby and proceeded forward.
Then, he placed his hand on what appeared to be a blank wall and felt around until suddenly, the wall slid open, revealing a passage she had never seen before.

*I never knew something like this existed in the dormitory.*

It was both perplexing and exciting. Han Yu-Bin followed Han Jung-Hyun slowly, worried that her footsteps might be heard.

After walking for about 2 minutes, then 5 minutes, and finally around 7 minutes.
Whoosh! Bright light flooded in, revealing the space at the end of the passage.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."
"Welcome."

As her eyes adjusted to the bright light, she finally saw Eun-Ha standing at the end of the passage.
Eun-Ha's strategic positioning made it appear as if she was surrounded by a halo of light.

*What is this place? Where are we...?*

Han Yu-Bin covered her mouth and looked around.
It was a fairly spacious area, slightly larger than a dormitory room.
The place had all sorts of items.
A vanity, refrigerator, table, bed, chairs.
Various snacks including cup noodles.
Heavy dumbbells and even a yoga mat.

*This is a complete secret hideout...!*

Han Yu-Bin's eyes sparkled.
It was like looking at a slightly larger studio apartment. Perfect except for the lack of a bathroom.

At this point, Han Yu-Bin was more interested in staying in such a place than wondering how Eun-Ha knew about it.

"Have you been well?"
"Yes. Please sit here."
"Hmm. Quite a secretive location. I never imagined such a place existed in the Academy."
"The Academy has many secrets. Even during the time when the Villain Association occupied the Academy, those secrets were exploited."
"Oh? That's interesting. But let's talk about that another time when we have the opportunity."

Han Jung-Hyun sat across from Eun-Ha at the table.
Eun-Ha stared at him with a rather flat expression.
She looked ready to ask him to leave as soon as his business was concluded.

"First, the reason I asked for your time despite your busy schedule is that there's something I want to confirm."

Reading Eun-Ha's mood, Han Jung-Hyun spoke with unusual gravity, different from his usual demeanor.

"I assume that's related to why you needed a location where others couldn't come?"
"That's right. Just to be clear, I'm not here with some absurd request like asking you to give up your boyfriend to my daughter. I believe children's affairs should generally be resolved among themselves."
"That's a relief."

Eun-Ha couldn't fathom Han Jung-Hyun's intentions.
They had no connection to begin with. So what could he possibly want to discuss?

*Does he want Stellarlis to become a partner company? Or is he trying to persuade me to work as a corporate hero?*

That was all she could think of.
Hence, she couldn't help but be tense and speak formally.

"Well then... do you know the name Han Sung-Hyun?"

*Huh? Why is he asking Shin Eun-Ha about Uncle's name?*

Han Yu-Bin, who had been absorbed in exploring the secret hideout, looked at Eun-Ha with wide eyes upon hearing Han Jung-Hyun's question.

"Han Sung-Hyun..."

Eun-Ha was equally confused.

*I feel like I've heard that name somewhere.*

But she seemed to have a vague recollection of the name.
It felt familiar.
As if it had once been familiar to her.

"I'm not sure."

However, Eun-Ha shook her head in denial.
Vague memories are nothing but a bundle of errors. Even non-existent memories can be convincingly packaged at the intersection of memory and oblivion.
She didn't want to affirm anything that might trap her in Han Jung-Hyun's scheme.

"Hmm... I see."

Noting that she didn't firmly deny it, Han Jung-Hyun rested his chin on his hand, pondering.

"Then let me change the question. Do you remember the massive accident that occurred in Anyang 15 years ago? No, 16 years ago?"

He altered his question.

Eun-Ha's body trembled at those words.

*Huh?*

Even Eun-Ha didn't understand why.
Why? For what reason?
Why was he suddenly asking about that?

"Ugh...!"

As questions arose, her head began to throb. Eun-Ha clutched her head and groaned.

Memories she didn't want to recall came vividly to mind.
The sky burning red, buildings collapsing.
People's screams, the sound of flesh being torn, the sound of being eaten alive.
The sound of people pushing each other, fleeing to survive.
A collection of ugly, dirty, and cruel sounds replayed in her mind.

"...Yes."

Eun-Ha hung her head low, her body trembling slightly.

"I see."

With a bitter smile, Han Jung-Hyun derived his answer from Eun-Ha's reaction.

"So you don't remember Han Sung-Hyun and Shin Ha-Young."

Eun-Ha's body trembled once more.

"Han Sung-Hyun, Shin Ha-Young...?"

She slowly raised her head to look at Han Jung-Hyun again.
Her slightly parted lips and wide eyes revealed her shock.

*Those names... those two names feel familiar.*

Names that seemed both familiar and unfamiliar.
Old memories obscured by a cloud in the corner of her mind.

*What's going on? What is this? Why is she reacting like that?*

Han Yu-Bin's expression mirrored Eun-Ha's.
She couldn't understand.
Why Han Jung-Hyun suddenly asked about those names.
Why Eun-Ha was showing such a shocked reaction.

"You look very much like my sister-in-law. Well, I should call her my younger brother's wife."
"What do you mean by that?"

Someone she resembles? This seemed like a far-fetched claim.

*Is he trying to exploit my vague memories to use me? Is he trying to draw me to his side by packaging plausible memories and suggesting we might be related by blood?*

Eun-Ha couldn't understand this man's intentions that were confusing her.

"You'll regret living if you don't speak clearly."

So she had no choice but to be wary.
Eun-Ha stared at him with wide eyes, revealing her killing intent.
Han Jung-Hyun's body trembled under the heavy pressure.
The killing intent was focused solely on him.

"Han Sung-Hyun. Shin Ha-Young. The former is probably your brother. The person in that photo I saw at your home. Are you trying to deceive me with plausible words?"

Eun-Ha spoke to Han Jung-Hyun in an icily cold voice.
She needed to know more.
In detail.
While pressuring him not to speak nonsense.

"My, such strong pressure it's hard to breathe. I called you with good intentions, so please don't be so wary."

Han Jung-Hyun said with a slight smile.
He desperately pretended to be unfazed.

Such incredible power for someone so young.
A mass of magical energy disguised as killing intent. Vast magical power that he couldn't even begin to measure was pressing down on him.
Even breathing was difficult.
He clenched his fist hidden under the table, barely enduring.

"What are you trying to gain by confusing me in this situation?"
"No, that's not it. I understand your confusion. It makes sense. I suddenly brought up names of people you don't even remember. Please calm down and look at this."

Han Jung-Hyun managed to move his trembling hand and took out a photo from his pocket.
With a thud, he placed the photo on the table and pushed it toward Eun-Ha.

Eun-Ha looked at the photo he handed over, still wary of Han Jung-Hyun.

"This is...?!"

And her eyes widened as she saw the photo.

Ch.444 - Uncle And Cousin, Discarded Memories
Eun-Ha immediately picked up the photo and looked at the people captured in it.
It was a family portrait.
A man and a woman. And a young boy.

*Manipulation? Is there any reason to manipulate something like this...?*

By this point, she was confused.
The people in the photo looked familiar to her eyes.
Even when she examined it closely, suspecting it might be a clever composite, she couldn't find anything strange.

*If this really is manipulated, someone put a lot of effort into it.*

She knew this because Kim Se-Won had sent her inappropriate photos several times during the days they were apart.
She knew exactly what she (Jae-Yu) looked like because she had checked her appearance in mirrors and communication terminals, making sure her posture was good and the photos came out well.

The woman in the photo bore a striking resemblance to herself.
And that wasn't all.
Her appearance resembled the woman's, while her hair and eye color matched the man's.
It was as if she could believe she was the daughter of these two people.

*Come to think of it, when Han Yu-Bin used magic, her eyes temporarily changed to purple. When I was young, my eyes didn't turn purple. Is that because I lacked talent?*

Eun-Ha recalled what had happened the day before yesterday.
When she sparred with Han Yu-Bin, the girl's eyes had briefly glowed purple.
Looking at it this way, connections seemed to be forming.

And finally.
Eun-Ha lowered her gaze slightly to look at the bottom of the photo.

The boy smiling brightly between the two adults was...
Jae-Yu as a child.
Jae-Yu before the accident, when he was still a boy.

"The names of the people in the photo are Han Sung-Hyun, Shin Ha-Young. And Han Jae-Yu."
"!!!!!! Ugh...!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
Then her head throbbed as faint memories surfaced.

Someone she could no longer recall.
A memory of holding the hands of two people, heading somewhere.

*'Let's record our future like this.'*
*'Even if hard times come, let's come here every year.'*

Memories she had completely forgotten emerged from the clouds of oblivion.

Despite wearing somewhat shabby clothes.
Despite needing great resolve just to take photos at a studio. The memory of deciding they must take that photo.

*!!!! Wait, Han Jae-Yu...?*

Han Yu-Bin, listening to their conversation, opened her mouth wide in shock.

*So that means this Han Jae-Yu is my cousin...? So I've been in love with the same man as my cousin...? But then why is she called Shin Eun-Ha...?*

The story was getting more complicated.
Jae-Yu was her cousin.
But why call her Eun-Ha instead of Jae-Yu?

*The Saint and the Magical Girl are the same person. And Magical Girl Optima looks like Han Jae-Yu. Extremely so!*

Suddenly, a hypothesis formed in her mind, but she couldn't be certain yet.
Though it was close to certainty, the jealousy swirling in her heart interfered with her conviction.

"I'm telling you this because I thought you might not believe me, but until a few days ago, I thought it was just speculation. Just because the name was the same and the appearance was similar to my sister-in-law. It would have been absurd to be certain."

Han Jung-Hyun continued speaking to Eun-Ha, who had finally raised her head after clutching her throbbing temples.
He had regained his freedom of movement as his killing intent had subsided.

"Would you like to see this?"

Han Jung-Hyun pulled out a document from inside his jacket.
When she unfolded the paper he held out, there was a family registry certificate.
It was a relic of a bygone era, rarely used nowadays.

"It might seem forced, but one day my brother sent this to me and then completely cut ties. I'm a sentimental person, so I've kept it all this time."

She looked at Han Jung-Hyun's bitter expression before shifting her gaze downward again.
The names he had just mentioned were written on the family registry certificate.

Self - Han Sung-Hyun
Spouse - Shin Ha-Young
Child - Han Jae-Yu

"Anyway, what I want to say is this. The relationship between you and us is one certified by the Transcendent himself."
"...I see."

She barely managed to respond.
Was this real? It was hard to believe.
Her head was spinning from the suddenly revived old memories, making it difficult to think clearly.

*Whaaaat?!*

Han Yu-Bin was equally incredulous.
The certainty she had been trying to deny was now confirmed.

*So Shin Eun-Ha is Han Jae-Yu. And Se-Won, who I thought was two-timing, was actually just enjoying two flavors of the same person...! And as for his stamina... I'm not sure, but it seems promising...!*

It felt like a massive hammer was pounding her head.

*I'm a woman who fell in love with the same man as my cousin...! And that cousin is both the Saint and a Magical Girl...!*

She felt like she might scream at any moment.

"If you don't believe it, that's fine. But you know, don't you? What would have happened if I had lied using the Transcendent's name."
"I might have received orders. To eliminate you immediately."

Eun-Ha finally gathered her wits and responded in a still cold voice.
She never expected to recall her forgotten past this way.
Was she surprised?
Was she happy?

The former was true, but not the latter.

"Yes, that's right. And at the same time, it's the strongest and most certain evidence. The fact that I'm unharmed. Isn't that so? Niece."
"........"

Eun-Ha lowered her head at his somewhat familiar tone.
She didn't know how to take this.

Her uncle, whom she hadn't seen for 16 years, appears now?
And he's the chairman of the O-Sung Group?
On top of that, his daughter had fallen head over heels for her boyfriend?

Who could believe such a makjang drama-like development?

*But there's no reaction from Morris. Is he testing me? Or is this the truth?*

That made it even more confusing.
She couldn't figure out what to believe.
She wanted to contact Morris right away.

"Then. Let me tell you this."

Han Jung-Hyun gave a bitter smile as he looked at Eun-Ha, who still didn't quite believe him.

*Of course she wouldn't be happy. She's not living in poverty, and I appeared too late.*

But he didn't want to ignore his brother's blood relative whom he had finally found.
He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them and continued.

"Underground room 103. A studio apartment too small for a family with a child. Meanwhile, luxurious apartments lined the surroundings. Nearby—"

Han Jung-Hyun recited the details of the place he had wanted to visit many times.

What was around the area.
What the family usually bought.
Where they worked, and so on.
He unfolded the meticulously investigated facts with nostalgia.

Information about a place he had persistently tracked down despite the severed ties.
A place he ultimately couldn't visit himself.

Each of his words embedded themselves in Eun-Ha's mind.
Like puzzle pieces, memory fragments cleared away the dark clouds and connected with each other.
It was a trigger that revived memories too old to recall.

"That's enough."

Eun-Ha cut off Han Jung-Hyun, who still had more to say.

Rustle—
Then Eun-Ha's hair turned black.

*It was true!*

Han Yu-Bin was shocked once again.
She witnessed one girl transforming into another right before her eyes.

"I've wanted to see you so much. Jae-Yu."
"I didn't particularly want to see you."

Would she cry upon meeting him after so long?
Of course not.

Jae-Yu had abandoned the past.
The impoverished life, the dead father and mother—
She had discarded everything and lived a new life.
She had been reborn with Hong Yu-Jin's name, leaving the past behind.

That's what she had decided to do.
A child couldn't bear the pain of losing family overnight.
She couldn't have endured otherwise.

Moreover, 16 years was long enough to forget her old family.
Learning about her uncle's existence now didn't stir any emotions.
She just accepted it matter-of-factly.

Would she have been happier if she had met Han Jung-Hyun earlier?
No.
She could assert with certainty that wouldn't have been the case.
"Shin Eun-Ha" had survived until now because of Hong Yu-Jin.

If she had grown up with Han Jung-Hyun, she would have just been an ordinary man.
She would have lived her life suffering from insufficient talent and intelligence.

"But. I'll acknowledge it. That you're my uncle."
"Yes. I wasn't expecting much. That's enough."
"And..."

Jae-Yu suddenly grabbed a cushion beside her and threw it.

"Oof?!"

The cushion flew directly at Han Yu-Bin's hiding place, hitting her square in the face.
Han Yu-Bin, caught by the surprise attack, revealed herself.

"Oh no, Yu-Bin...! When did you...!"
"Feels good? Eavesdropping on other people's secrets."
"N-not particularly!"

Jae-Yu had noticed from the beginning.
There was only one reason Han Yu-Bin would sneak around like this.
She must have been curious.

If there was any weakness she could exploit, she would mercilessly use it to drive a wedge between Kim Se-Won and herself.

"Huh."

With a short sigh, Jae-Yu rose from her seat.

"I'll tell you clearly while we're at it."

Step by step, Jae-Yu approached Han Yu-Bin and brought her lips close to her ear.
And then.

"Don't get too close to Se-Won. I might cut off your limbs right in front of your father."

She uttered those gruesome words without hesitation.
As Jae-Yu's lips moved away from her ear, the two girls' gazes met.
A freezing cold gaze. No, a dark gaze like looking into an abyss.
Han Yu-Bin trembled involuntarily.

"Y-you think I'll give up?"

Still, she didn't abandon her goal.
Kim Se-Won was the first man she had fallen in love with.
She wouldn't give up so easily.
Though she felt like her legs might give out at any moment, she barely held on.

"Oh really?"

Jae-Yu's response was simple.
With a blink of her eyes, she returned to normal.

"I was just saying it. Don't take it too seriously. I was only half serious."
"That means you were actually thinking of doing it!"

Han Yu-Bin shouted angrily.
Being half serious meant she would definitely cut off either an arm or a leg.
The fact that Kim Se-Won's girlfriend was a woman who casually uttered such horrifying things made her even more determined not to give him up.

"And if there's a chance, I'll see you again. Uncle. I'm not particularly pleased. Whatever the circumstances, you and I are just acquaintances. Whether we're blood-related or not doesn't matter."

There was no reason to stay here any longer.
Jae-Yu turned around and snapped her fingers.

"Ugh?!"
"Eek?!"

Flash! A burst of magical light blinded them.
When the two startled people squeezed their eyes shut and then opened them again,
Jae-Yu was nowhere to be found.

Ch.445 - Bad Ending is Confinement, Happy Ending is Marriage
White Base. Eun-Ha's room.
With Morris's help, Eun-Ha returned to her room from the secret base in an instant and leaned against the wall, hugging a pillow.

"Haah."

The soft feel of the bed and pillow. Yet her mood was far from good.
She lifted her head to look through the window at the night sky.

"Unnecessarily clear."

Contrary to her complicated feelings, the sky was clear enough to see some stars in the night sky.
Since it felt like the sky was mocking her, Eun-Ha lowered her head.

"I was so confused that I lashed out."

To be honest, she regretted it.
Being cold to Han Jung-Hyun.
Impulsively blurting out her true feelings to Han Yoo-Bin.
But since it was already in the past, all she could do was regret it.

"Well. Finding out I have relatives now doesn't really affect me. Even if it's the chairman of Osung Group and his daughter. So what?"

Those people weren't becoming her family.
They were just "acquaintances" she now knew about.

*By the way, I wondered why Optima had black hair unlike Virginia. Was that the reason?*

To think that an issue she hadn't cared about for over a year since becoming a woman was only now being revealed.
Perhaps because she hadn't been curious about it, Eun-Ha didn't feel surprised or shocked at all.

She just casually dismissed it with a "So that's how it is~"

"But it's unexpected."

After roughly pushing aside thoughts about Optima, thoughts about Han Yoo-Bin emerged in her mind.

"There's a huge difference between me and her, yet she endured it."

Eun-Ha closed her eyes gently, recalling Han Yoo-Bin who had trembled but didn't avoid her gaze.

She has guts. Good enough to be likable.

"Maybe I should accept her as a member of Stellarlis later? She might turn out quite good with some training. She might even create synergy with Haram in a rival dynamic."

When thinking about the future, the more reliable forces, the better.
Honestly, she has some talent.
She seemed much more capable than herself when she was a man, so that was probably true.

"But I don't like it."

She smiled with a snicker.
An easy-to-understand sensation. The feeling she'd experienced to the point of nausea since she started seeing Kim Se-Won as a man.
Jealousy poked its head out from within her heart.
Emotion interfered with reason.

"Today, should I go all the way?"

Slurp, Eun-Ha moistened her lips. She felt her lower abdomen heating up.

Jealousy was like possessiveness.
And when possessiveness was satisfied—when she was connected with Kim Se-Won—it linked to sexual desire.
At least, that was how it was for Eun-Ha.

It was just changing from one mouth to another for what she did every night anyway.
Not much different.

Eun-Ha briefly considered giving her body over to desire.
Then shook her head.

"No. I've been holding back, so there's no need to do that."

Everything has its limits. Eun-Ha knew very well how excessive her emotions were.

"If by any chance I lose control and Se-Won abandons me..."

What would happen then?
It was hard to imagine. She didn't want to think about it either.

*Really. If by any chance Se-Won gets tired of me or abandons me...*

Then imprisonment would be the only answer.

Feeling depressed for no reason, Eun-Ha picked up the communication terminal on her wrist and called someone.

"Hehe."

While making the call, the other person's profile picture caught her eye.
A face that made her smile just by looking at it.
It was Kim Se-Won.
Eun-Ha laughed frivolously at Kim Se-Won's picture.
It felt like her depressed feelings were washing away.

"I just wanted to hear your voice. And see your face. That's why I called. Keep training."

Eun-Ha spoke as soon as she confirmed the call had connected, before Kim Se-Won could say anything.

"Honey... Ah, umm. Yeah."
"I like that word. One point for you."
"You know I was just starting to say 'hello' and cut it off midway."
"Still. It made me feel good. 'Honey' is what married couples call each other."

The corners of Eun-Ha's eyes curved slightly. Just seeing him, just feeling his presence made her feel this good.
The woman who had been feeling jealousy and sexual desire just moments ago was nowhere to be found.

"You're working hard. One more point added!"
"Aren't you being generous with points today? Well, I need to do at least this much to keep up with the woman in front of me, right?"
"Should I give you one more? That would make it 5 points now."
"Later. I'm good for now."

She nodded as she watched Kim Se-Won shake his head.
Hugging her knees, Eun-Ha looked at Kim Se-Won's muscles with a pleased expression.
Beads of sweat ran down his defined muscles.
A development incomparable to a year ago.

*So this is how Se-Won has changed because of me.*

After contentedly watching Kim Se-Won for a while, Eun-Ha suddenly spoke up.

"Oh. Right. Did I get an uncle?"

Like that.

"An uncle?"
"Yeah. My father's older brother, apparently."
"Hmm. I see. Who is it?"

Kim Se-Won focused his ears on Eun-Ha's voice even while training.
It was probably nothing special. Just a topic to keep the conversation going.

"The chairman of Osung Group. Han Jung-Hyun."
"?!"

Crash!
But it wasn't nothing special.
Startled, Kim Se-Won fell over with the barbell he was holding, getting pinned under it.

"Wha?! Se-Won?!"

Now it was Eun-Ha's turn to be startled.
With wide eyes, Eun-Ha immediately opened the window and jumped outside.
The place where Kim Se-Won was training was fixed anyway.

The Academy's training room.
She could get there in minutes at full speed!
Eun-Ha immediately transformed and flew toward Kim Se-Won, using both Vicious Form and Overdrive.



* * *



Pat. Pat.
Weak footsteps spread around.

"Haah."

The protagonist making these footsteps was Han Yoo-Bin.
Just before, she had experienced something so shocking that she was in a half-dazed state.

*Shin Eun-Ha is Han Jae-Yoo. So that amazing person is Se-Won's girlfriend...*
*I already knew that, but finding out that person is also my relative somehow makes me feel deflated.*

With her shoulders drooping, there was no trace of the spirit she had shown when facing Jae-Yoo's eyes.

"I should head back soon."

Suddenly, checking her communication terminal, she realized it was past 9 o'clock.
She had been walking around in a daze for too long.
Looking around, she realized she was quite far from the Academy.
Right next to her was an abandoned park where hardly anyone came.

"Really, how far have I walked?"

Han Yoo-Bin turned around to go back to the dormitory.
At that moment.

Boom!

From behind.
From the place she had just been looking at, a loud noise came.

"Wh-what?!"

Han Yoo-Bin turned toward the sound in surprise.
The park she had just been looking at.
From beyond it, someone kept making loud banging sounds.

"What is it...?"

She felt uneasy.
At the same time, curiosity stimulated Han Yoo-Bin.
She carefully moved her feet toward the direction of the sound.



* * *



"Damn it!"

Bang! He pounded the wall.
What is this emotion?
He couldn't understand.
One thing was certain—he wanted to smash everything in front of him.

"Just because of, because of trash like that, I threw my life in the garbage?!"

He had gone to find Jin Jae-Han to find a reason to live.
As soon as he saw Jin Jae-Han, uncontrollable anger and disillusionment threatened to devour his reason.

This wasn't his own emotion.
The memories and feelings of the original, which he had always considered someone else's business, were controlling his body.

"I'm a fake, so why should I, your fake, feel this way?!"

It was pathetic beyond words.
Who?
Me.
The original.
And the original's brother, Jin Jae-Han.

Everyone was pathetic.
So pathetic he wanted to tear them apart right now.
His fist was already in tatters from constantly pounding the wall.
This pain somewhat stabilized his confused mind.
The dull pain guided his thoughts.

But that was only momentary.

"Why are you messing with my head and stirring up my heart?! Damn you, original!"

He could feel it.
As time passed, he was gradually fading away.
The original was getting closer.

"This isn't me. It's not!"

Even shouting it out like vomiting didn't help. The memories were gradually becoming one with him.
The memories he had watched through a screen were becoming his own.

"Da-mn it...!"

He couldn't stop this sensation of becoming one with the original.
A sense of helplessness washed over him.
Disgust and anger dug into his heart.

Suddenly, the scene he had witnessed earlier flashed through his mind.
A man staring at a blank wall with hollow eyes.
Not properly washed.
Unshaven.
Just wasting time stupidly, a garbage-like man.
Completely different from the image in his memory.
The original's brother, who had always been competent and praised by those around him, was nowhere to be found.

"I can't let you take away my already short life. I can't...!"

Crack! He bit his lip. The sharp pain felt like it was washing through his head.

He already knew physically that no matter how much he shouted, his anger wouldn't subside.
The more he got angry, the more fiercely it burned, like pouring oil on fire.

That's when it happened.

"Hey, you!"

A shrill voice flew toward the clone.
He whipped his head around to look at the girl who had called him.

"What? Mind your own business and get lost."

The clone growled at the girl who was pointing at him.

"No matter how I look at it, you're suspicious, and even in a secluded place like this, don't you know it's a nuisance to shout like that? Don't you?"
"Ha, what's a girl like you doing here? Coming to meddle?"
"No, I was just taking a walk to organize my thoughts and came here... Anyway! What reason do you have to shout like that? I'll listen"
"Don't try to interfere!"

The clone frowned and shouted.
Unnecessary meddling.
Boldly appearing alone in such a secluded place as a woman—she was even stupid.
Perfect prey for a villain.

Plus, it was unpleasant that a complete stranger was interfering for no reason.

"Ha! 'Girl,' you say. Call me by my name instead. My name is Han Yoo-Bin! The proud star of Osung Group! Remember it well. Now, tell me, what should I call you?"

Han Yoo-Bin folded her arms and shouted loudly.
An extremely confident voice.
Conversely, her body was trembling. Hidden by the darkness, she wanted to escape from this place as soon as possible.

*Really, why did I have to meddle?*

Glancing, Han Yoo-Bin looked at the man's hand.
His fist was shattered from punching with bare hands.

"Ha, I'm not interested in playing silly word games. Girl."

The clone belatedly realized that her gaze was directed at his hand.
The cause of her meddling was none other than his hand. If he had just shouted, she might have passed by thinking he was crazy.

"Tsk!"

Clicking his tongue, he roughly covered his fist with his sleeve. The clone immediately turned around and left.

"Wait! Hey, hey! ...Sigh, fine. It was unnecessary meddling."

Han Yoo-Bin pushed out her lips.
In the end, she couldn't follow him. Even if she wanted to, her trembling body wouldn't allow it.

*I did something out of character.*

She was just trying to imitate Kim Se-Won.
Kim Se-Won was the strongest man in the Academy.
She had heard rumors that he often meddled with people who couldn't overcome their walls, so she tried it too.

*I thought doing something like this might bring me closer to him.*

Is this what it means when life doesn't go as planned? Han Yoo-Bin turned around only after the man had completely disappeared.
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Ch.446 - Crazy Bitch
Eun-Ha rushed from White Base to the Academy in one go and released her transformation as she stood in front of the training room. Of course, there was no pause in her movements.

"Se-Won!"

As she landed, she flung the door open roughly and entered. In one corner of the training room, Kim Se-Won was still pinned to the floor under a barbell, even though several minutes had passed.

"Se-Won, are you okay?!"

Eun-Ha kicked off the ground the moment she spotted Kim Se-Won. Instantly at his side, she used healing magic while anxiously checking if he might be seriously injured.

"...I'm, I'm fine."

Kim Se-Won raised his arm to show he was unharmed.

Of course, Kim Se-Won was fine.

The barbell, designed for superhumans—specifically for those with physical enhancement abilities—weighed tons. Yet he suffered no damage.

Though Kim Se-Won wasn't a physical enhancement ability user, he was still an Awakened. This level of weight was just slightly painful for him. The barbell hadn't hit his head when it fell, so Eun-Ha's healing magic wasn't even necessary.

*This is so embarrassing.*

He was just mortified that Eun-Ha had seen him collapse so ungracefully. He always wanted to show her his best side, and failing to do so made him feel like his head might explode from shame. That's why he'd been lying under the barbell for several minutes.

"Are you sure you're okay? Really? No stretched ligaments? No stiff back or sore neck or muscle shock? Nothing like that? And your head? Is your head okay?"
"Yeah. I'm really fine. Besides, you already healed me."
"I see..."

Whew. Eun-Ha sighed in relief as she placed a hand on her chest. She knew rationally that Kim Se-Won wouldn't be seriously injured by something like this.

But seeing him hurt right before her eyes made instinct override reason.

In other words, she had overreacted.

"By the way..."

Kim Se-Won enhanced his body with mana and casually lifted the barbell with one hand. As he set it down on the floor, his eyes darted around methodically.

*I need something to say. If this atmosphere continues, I'll die of embarrassment.*

He needed to find a new topic.
Something.
There must be something.

*That's it!*

Just then, Kim Se-Won spotted something.

"Eun-Ha. What's that? There seems to be something on your communication device?"
"Huh? Oh? Ah, you're right. Just a moment."

When Kim Se-Won pointed at Eun-Ha's wrist, she blinked and raised her arm. A red light was flashing on the communication device on her wrist.

"This appears when an urgent message is sent..."

What message could be coming at this hour? Was something so urgent? With a puzzled expression, Eun-Ha turned on the communication device and soon widened her eyes in surprise.

"Th-this...!"
"What is it? Did something happen? Do we need to deploy immediately?"
"No. This... look at this!"

Eun-Ha showed Kim Se-Won the communication device. She subtly moved closer to him, taking in the scent of his sweat as a bonus.

[Holy Maiden. The masked man who appeared before has shown up at Pungsin's house again!]

"This is definitely an urgent message."
"Yes. But that's not all. This, this is the most important part."

As Eun-Ha scrolled down, the latter part of the message appeared.

[And Pungsin, Jin Jae-Han, finally came out of his house! He looked around and then went back inside.]

"Pungsin?!"
"Someone who's been living like a shut-in no matter what we did finally moved. Even though he went back inside right away. There must be something going on."
"All this time he wouldn't come out, wouldn't answer calls, and even turned away fellow S-rank heroes who contacted or visited him..."

The man who had appeared once before, as mentioned.
Certainly, as Eun-Ha said, something was happening.
A man who had enough connection to Jin Jae-Han to make him move.

"Great. I think there's hope! If we play our cards right, we might be able to bring Jin Jae-Han to Stellarlis."
"We can't be sure about that yet... but just mentioning the existence of the clone we talked about before might be enough to draw him out. There's also a possibility he might return as a hero, not necessarily to Stellarlis."

The two smiled at each other.
This was an unexpected piece of good news.

"Anyway, what's important is that this means three S-rank heroes might come together again. ...Oh, come to think of it, it's been about a week since I met Jiyeon unnie? I should spend some time with her soon."
"Then I'll join too, the three of us."
"You don't need to be so defensive."

When the topic of Silver Flash, Yoo Ji-Yeon came up, Kim Se-Won quickly tried to join in. Eun-Ha smiled warmly at his sharp reaction.

"You know I'm yours anyway, right?"
"You also know how extreme that person is. Kidnapping, confinement, marriage proposals. I can't just leave you alone."

*At least she's better than what you were planning to do.*
Kim Se-Won barely swallowed these words that had risen to the tip of his tongue as he guarded against Yoo Ji-Yeon who wasn't even present.

"Hehe. Anyway, I should visit Jin Jae-Han's house first thing tomorrow morning."
"Are you sure? Should I come with you? Going alone might be risky."
"No. You have school, Se-Won. Final exams must be coming up soon. I'll handle this alone."
"Final exams... now that you mention it."

At the mention of final exams, Kim Se-Won put his hand on his chin.
And then he recalled something.

"Can we take some time off during summer vacation?"
"Summer vacation? Hmm... I'm not sure. It depends on the situation, but since Stellarlis does have the concept of vacation, I think it might be possible."

Summer vacation, all of a sudden.
Eun-Ha tilted her head but soon nodded.

*I'll take a week off, then spend about three days draining myself with Jae-Yoo, and I should be fine for a while.*

While having these utterly indecent thoughts.
Suppressing her desires would only lead to an eventual explosion, and a massive one at that.
So some release was necessary. Eun-Ha planned to achieve that release during summer vacation.

"Then let's all take time off. What do you think? In an emergency, we can always deploy quickly using Stellarlis's warp technology."
"So, a trip for just the two of us? ...Are you planning to do naughty things to me again? Like what you did with telekinesis outside last time."

Eun-Ha openly clung to Kim Se-Won. She wrapped his arm around her body and subtly guided his hand to her lower abdomen.

"Th-that's dangerous... Though I'd love to do it anytime if you want. Anyway, that's not what I meant."

Kim Se-Won's face turned red.
Though it wasn't quite exhibitionism, using telekinetic tentacles to tease Eun-Ha outside had been extremely satisfying.

"The artificial island. Remember?"
"Ah, that place! Of course I remember!"
"We talked about it before—In-Ha-Ram, Han Chae-Eun, you, and me. The four of us going there together again. That's what I was asking about."

The artificial island!
Eun-Ha's eyes sparkled.
Though it was disappointing that she couldn't be alone with Kim Se-Won, both Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram had been planning for this year.

*Plus, Chae-Eun said she got some kind of stamina enhancer from Mr. Choi Ju-Min today. Maybe Chae-Eun has already succeeded.

Anyway, with those two, there's a possibility they might bring Mr. In Cheon-Yong and Mr. Kwak Yang-Ho. Which means!*

The possibility of having time alone with just the two of them, without anyone's interference, was very high!
Eun-Ha grinned from ear to ear.


* * *


"Phew."

After forcibly sending Eun-Ha away, Kim Se-Won was left alone, deep in thought.

"The masked man, huh."

What concerned him was the masked man Eun-Ha had mentioned.
Who could this man be who had already appeared twice at Jin Jae-Han's house?

"Who could he be that Jin Jae-Han would show interest?"

The masked man. And Jin Jae-Han.

"I see. Of course, if it's someone Jin Jae-Han would be interested in, it can only be that person."

It didn't take long to arrive at an answer.
Jin Jae-Han had only one interest: his brother, Jin Yong-Han.

"Jin Yong-Han's clone. For a man who has been in seclusion and shown no interest in anyone, that clone is the only thing that would catch his attention. And."

If it's true that he appeared 'twice'...

"The clone was awake before we came looking. He had already visited Jin Jae-Han once and returned to the lab for some reason."

Piece by piece, the puzzle was coming together.
Kim Se-Won felt certain that his speculation was correct.
He raised his wrist, turned on his communication device, and connected to the camera in the lab to check the situation inside.

"Just as I thought!"

With a grin, Kim Se-Won became even more convinced.
The lab showed no changes. There was no trace of anyone having been there.

"I can't be completely certain yet, but... there's a high possibility that Jin Yong-Han's clone is that masked man."

Though something was still missing, the possibility was high. With this information alone, Kim Se-Won had a direction for what to do next.

Kim Se-Won needed someone who could verify his hypothesis that Jin Yong-Han's clone was the masked man.
And someone with an unusually wide network like Han Chae-Eun might know.

He turned his head to look at the time on the wall.
8:12 PM. There was still plenty of time before bedtime.

"Han Chae-Eun... Han Chae-Eun... Here it is."

[Big-sized Idiot]

Having found Han Chae-Eun's number, Kim Se-Won immediately called her.

[The call cannot be connected. After the beep, you will be connected to voicemail.]

He called again.

[The call cannot be connected. After the beep, you will be connected to voicemail.]

"Why isn't she answering?"

He called once more.

[Ugh, whaaaat.]

"Hey, why do you sound so annoyed as soon as you pick up? I called because I have something to ask."

On the third try, she finally answered, but Han Chae-Eun responded with an exhausted, irritated voice.
Kim Se-Won frowned and shot back.

[I'm with Yang-Ho oppa right now~.]

*Squelch- squelch-*

"!!!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.

Beyond Han Chae-Eun's voice, he heard a familiar sound. A sound that seemed deliberately made for him to hear. And it was made very close by, as if she had deliberately held the communication device near the source.

That sound was so familiar he'd heard it throughout nights before.

*Is she crazy?*

Kim Se-Won was dumbfounded when he realized what the sound was.
Even though she was generally open-minded, he never thought she would let him hear such sounds.

"Call me back later. Make sure you do it today."

Kim Se-Won hung up with a disgusted expression.

"Sigh. After all that anticipation, looks like she pounced on him."

There was no other explanation. After the wet, obscene sound, he heard a very faint "mmph! mmph!" sound.

It definitely wasn't Han Chae-Eun making that sound.
It was a husky male voice.

"If Han Chae-Eun is like that, I doubt In-Ha-Ram would be any different... I can't even call my friends freely anymore."

While he could let it slide with Han Chae-Eun, if it had been In-Ha-Ram, who knows what she might have done for interrupting the mood.

"Anyway, I'm surrounded by crazy women. Eun-Ha seems normal in comparison."

Kim Se-Won let out a deep sigh from the bottom of his heart and continued his training.

Ch.447 - Crazy Bitch!!!
"Finally here."

I sigh deeply as I sit on the edge of the bed.
It's already 1:30 AM. About time to fall asleep.
Kim Se-Won stared intently at the communication terminal that had just started ringing at this hour.

[ Big-sized Idiot ]

It was Han Chae-Eun.

[ So what did you call about~? Don't tell me you knew I was about to have sex with Yang-ho and wanted to hear my naughty moans? ]

As soon as Kim Se-Won answered the call, Han Chae-Eun's slightly excited voice poured out like a machine gun.

"Is that really the first thing you say when I pick up?"

Kim Se-Won chided Han Chae-Eun, who was somewhere in the Academy district, with a disgusted expression.
Han Chae-Eun's manner of speaking was as crude as ever. Thanks to her, the Cheonil Group's young lady had picked up that way of speaking, causing quite a disaster.

"Ugh! Whew... I'm dying. Anyway, I called because I wanted to ask something. You're the guy with the bizarrely extensive network of contacts. Honestly, you're probably more useful than In-ha-ram."
[ Aw~ Hehe, flattery won't get you anywhere. ]

Having finished his daily routine and feeling dead tired, Kim Se-Won stretched while lying on the bed.
His body trembled as his limbs extended with a pleasant sensation.

"So. You mentioned knowing someone who knows about clones, right? You said a few months ago that you'd succeeded in decoding part of the Villain Association's database."
[ Ah~ There is a sister who received that information and is researching it... Huh? Clones? Why suddenly? ]
"I'd like to talk to the person you said you met through Choi Ju-min."
[ Hmm~ That sister is still in her twenties and lives for the joy of research, so she's probably single... So? ]

Kim Se-Won narrowed his eyes, swallowing the words "Don't give me unnecessary information."

"Jin Yong-han. I want to ask if there's a possibility that multiple clones of that guy exist. Or if there's a way to find out if multiple clones exist."
[ That's probably impossible, right? It's not like clones are connected to each other somehow. And they wouldn't be careless enough to record it in a database. Si-won, who's a clone himself, might know better than any researcher. ]
"...That's true."

Ugh. Kim Se-Won groaned.
Han Chae-Eun's conclusion was obvious with just a little thought.

[ Besides, that sister isn't focused on clones as a whole, but rather on how similar originals and clones are, or whether human organs can be completely replaced with clone organs—she's focused on the medical side, so she won't be much help. ]
"Then I guess there's no choice."

After all, those who researched clones in the Villain Association were people who prioritized knowledge and exploration over ethics.
The clone-related research that ethically-bound people can do is extremely limited.
The research that Han Chae-Eun's acquaintance was doing was also something that couldn't be publicly discussed, as it went against ethical standards depending on the perspective.

[ If not that, I know someone who's not a clone but more like a hacker? Programmer? He's a bit awkward and shy, but what about him? ]
"......"
[ If you don't like that, I know someone who knows someone—she has a tendency to fall for successful men, but she's quite capable. What she does is— ]

Han Chae-Eun's words showed no sign of ending.
Ten minutes. Twenty minutes.
She rattled off information about contacts in her head.

[ Hey. Kim Se-Won. Are you listening? ]

Suddenly, Han Chae-Eun noticed there was no response from Kim Se-Won.
He had been responding with "Yeah, yeah" up to a point, but at some point, there was no reaction.

"......"
[ Hello~? Mr. Kim Se-Won? Mr. Kim Se-Won who's secretly rumored to have the biggest dick in the Academy? The stamina king Kim Se-Won? ]

No response.
Han Chae-Eun, noticing that someone who had been listening well had stopped responding, listened carefully.
Then she heard very faint breathing.

[ Sigh, fell asleep, huh? Well, that makes sense. ]

Han Chae-Eun briefly switched screens to check the time. 2:10 AM. A time when Kim Se-Won would normally be fast asleep.

Sometimes she would try to call him around midnight for late-night snacks, only to find him already asleep or training.
The time he started training varied depending on his schedule for the day.



* * *



"Should I just let him sleep?"

Han Chae-Eun stroked the face of Kwak Yang-ho, who had collapsed from exhaustion because of her.
This man is mine now.
As proof, part of the bed sheet was stained red.

A smile naturally formed on her face.
She shook her head to erase the smile.
A strange sense of elation and accomplishment lingered in her chest before disappearing.

*I can't be satisfied with just this.*

She was only at the starting point.
Her dream remained unchanged.
To achieve that dream, defeating the great enemy known as The Mute One had to come first.

"As much as Se-won..."

The reason Kim Se-Won fell asleep during the call was clear.
He had reached his physical limit.
That level of effort.
A man who puts in effort to the point of shortening his lifespan.

"Right. I need to do it too. I need to put in at least as much effort as Se-won to be able to do anything."

No matter how insignificant or grand a future one dreams of,
As long as an enemy like The Mute One exists, nothing will come true.

"Then others won't look down on me either."

She muttered to herself about the future to come.
Though she was currently getting by with her unique friendliness, it was true that she appeared shabby compared to her friends.
When falling behind becomes more noticeable over time, the heroes' dissatisfaction will surface.

"It's not just about being looked down on. To stay by Yang-ho's side, I need to step up. I need to become stronger myself and prove that I didn't just seduce him with my body."

Han Chae-Eun glanced at Kwak Yang-ho sleeping beside her and made a resolution.
She had succeeded in gradually winning his heart by coaxing and soothing him.
The situation was so good that all that remained was marriage.

In this situation, the biggest obstacle was none other than Kwak Yang-ho himself.
For Han Chae-Eun to avoid being labeled as trash who fell for a woman just because she was young and had large breasts, she needed to distinguish herself.

"I'll become a woman you won't be ashamed of."

A quiet whispered promise.
In her heart, she had already engraved her goal.
And she also had the motivation to move toward that goal.
There were too many reasons to count.

All that remained was to push herself forward.

"Time allocation. Physical strength allocation. Training methods... There's a lot to think about."

Han Chae-Eun closed her eyes tightly and reminded herself of her goal.
That's when it happened.

Hoo hoo.

"?!"

From somewhere, an eerie laugh was heard.
Startled, Han Chae-Eun's eyes flew open as she hurriedly looked around.
Who could have made that brief, sinister, and creepy laugh?

No matter how much she looked, there was no one.
Goosebumps covered her body.
Was it the work of some ghost out of nowhere?
Her tense body involuntarily drew up magical power.

Hoo hoo hoo...!

The laughter was heard again.
Han Chae-Eun's ears sensitively detected the direction from which the sound came.
It was from below.

Han Chae-Eun gulped. She forcibly moved her head, which didn't want to move, to look down.

"The communication terminal...? Ah!"

There was no way sound would suddenly come from the communication terminal. A haunted communication terminal—how terrifying.
But Han Chae-Eun quickly realized 'why' the sound came from the terminal.

*The call was still connected.*

"Inhale- Exhale-."

Han Chae-Eun took a very small deep breath and operated the communication terminal.
The call sound that had been echoing around was adjusted to be heard only in both ears.

[ Se-won... ]
"!!!!"

Han Chae-Eun hurriedly covered her mouth.

*Eun-Ha?!*

She realized the identity of the person who had made the laughing sound.
Han Chae-Eun trembled at the shocking fact and carefully opened the call settings.

*Mute! Mute! Sound! Lower the sound!*

With trembling fingers, she finally turned off the microphone.

It was shocking yet intriguing.
Why was Eun-Ha, who should be at White Base, here?
At this time.
In the early morning.
Why did she appear in Kim Se-Won's room making such a creepy laugh?

Her ears perked up! With a twitching sensation in her ears, Han Chae-Eun focused all her attention on the sound coming through the communication terminal.
Worried that Kwak Yang-ho might wake up, she gently turned her body to the side. Curiosity was the top priority now.

[ Se-won. Today too...... ]

Eun-Ha's voice spread like a whisper. It was as if she was whispering right next to her, not to Kim Se-Won.

A sensual voice.
A voice that tickled her ears.

*What is this. Why such a voice...!*

Han Chae-Eun was shocked.
Suddenly, the image of Kim Se-Won complaining of fatigue flashed through her mind.
The reason why Kim Se-Won couldn't hide his fatigue recently was being revealed through the communication terminal right now...!

*Eun-Ha and I are both women, so why. Why am I anticipating this...?!*

Han Chae-Eun was bewildered.
Not only that, but her heart was also pounding! Thump! Thump!
She was both shocked to discover why Kim Se-Won was tired and anticipating what Eun-Ha would do next.
She closed her mouth tightly and widened her eyes.

The sound of clothes rustling.
Intermittent laughter.
The sound of flesh touching flesh.
Licking sounds.
Sucking sounds.
Squelching sounds.

*This, this crazy woman...!*

She couldn't see anything, but her mind was imagining it all on its own.

Gulp! Han Chae-Eun swallowed who knows how many times and moved her hand to her lower body.

Han Chae-Eun's night was long.



* * *



The next day.

"...I couldn't sleep at all."

Han Chae-Eun went to school with dark circles under her eyes.

Ch.448 - Meanwhile, Gresorion
Rewinding time a bit, back to when Kim Se-Won was waiting for Han Chae-Eun's call.

In a room within the floating garden, Gresorion's headquarters, a rather serious conversation was taking place.

"The breeding frequency and number of monsters being born have significantly increased compared to what we predicted months ago. In approximately three months, we'll exceed our capacity limits."
"That three-month estimate assumes we'll completely fill the passages too, so in reality, it's more like one or two months."

The beautiful woman flicking her thick tail and the pure white mass of muscle spoke. They were Melissa and Deltar, executives of Gresorion.

"I thought as much. It wasn't just my imagination. I never expected the recent increase in breeding speed would become such a problem... So, have you discovered the reason?"

Seo Hye-Ji, receiving the report from the two monsters, tapped the desk while looking back and forth between them.

The monsters' reproduction rate was already fast by nature, but lately, it seemed to be accelerating even more.

"I don't think it's just imagination."

It bothered her that the reason hadn't been explained yet. Had something unexpected happened beyond her field of vision? Hye-Ji wondered.
She needed to find the cause and solve it.
This space, warped to be dozens of times larger than it appeared, was screaming out in distress.

Even if they reduced the number of monsters somehow, it would be meaningless without addressing the root cause.

"Ahem..."
"Well, about that..."

Melissa and Deltar made uncomfortable expressions and quickly averted their gaze from Hye-Ji.

Melissa, usually the epitome of cold rationality, uncharacteristically fidgeted with her mouth.
Even the straightforward and boisterous Deltar was hesitating to speak.

"It's okay. Go ahead and tell me. This is a very important matter. Originally, we should have been fine for another half year. I also take responsibility for not having figured out why we're in such a predicament."

What on earth was going on? Why were they being so hesitant?
Seeing their childlike behavior after so long brought an involuntary smile to Hye-Ji's face.

"Could it be?"

Just then, a memory flashed through Hye-Ji's mind.
She chuckled and smiled with her eyes. Could the reason for their awkward response possibly be that?

"I see they couldn't control their vigorous energy and mated. Well, those two have always been very close."

Those monsters would surely have produced strong offspring. And if they inherited that same vigor, it might explain the rapid spread.

"When they were young, they only fought with each other. Now look how much they've grown."

Recalling their childhood filled her with emotion.
Hye-Ji couldn't stop the smile spreading across her face.
Even though they'd grown up, they still felt like children to her.

After about three minutes, unable to bear Hye-Ji's warm gaze any longer, the two monsters glanced at each other and nodded.

That smile was torturous.

"Well, you see."

Melissa couldn't easily get the words out.

"...Ahem! I-I'll say it."
"Mmm."

Unable to stand it anymore, Deltar flexed his muscles and stood up abruptly.
For a brief moment, Deltar and Melissa exchanged glances and nodded.

"*Deep breath* Haaah! *Deeper breath* Haaaaaaah! May I speak?"

After taking several deep breaths, Deltar finally checked Hye-Ji's reaction one last time.

"Hehe. It's fine. Go ahead and tell me."

Hye-Ji, with a benevolent expression, expected some heartwarming news from the two.

"Including you, Master, along with Nabi, Dolly, and the Transcendent—four females have fallen for one man, emitting female pheromones daily and even mating with him, which is affecting everything. This isn't speculation or an exaggeration; it's actually having an impact."
"Statistically, after the night when the four of you—no, five including that man—spent the night together, the monster increase rate skyrocketed. There was a similar trend before, but it only slightly affected each faction."

It was essentially saying: This abnormal situation is all your fault!

"...Huh?"

Thud. The pen fell from Hye-Ji's hand. It rolled off the desk and dropped to the floor.
Hye-Ji, making a foolish sound, stared at the two with wide eyes.
Her thoughts froze.

"B-because of me...?"

By the time she could think again, her face had turned bright red.

"W-wait. Just wait a moment."

Hye-Ji extended her hand to stop the two.
She needed time to think.
Moreover, she couldn't show such a foolish expression in front of these two children, so she covered her face with one hand and lowered her head.

"What an embarrassment...!"

She felt like dying of shame.
Come to think of it, monsters are a species with sensitive senses. Countless individuals among them have exceptional senses of smell.

"The leader of the pack, who should be setting an example and showing dignity, has been mating like a mere female every day, influencing those below...!"

In other words, this was a consequence she had brought upon herself.

"Ugh...!"

Hye-Ji couldn't handle the rising shame.

"Ahem. Anyway, our problem is that the floating garden is reaching its limit. The key is figuring out how to solve this.

I still believe in the traditional method of survival of the fittest. Not killing each other, but training to raise overall strength is good, but with numbers not decreasing, we're running short on both food and space."
"...Y-yes. That's... right. You think so too. Certainly, since we can't release them to the Front Line like before, the numbers keep increasing."

Thanks to Melissa's forced change of topic, Hye-Ji was able to cool her head a little.
She quickly fixed her expression.
But the heat hadn't dissipated, so she fanned her face.

"Indeed! Looking at it differently, it's true that training has improved overall quality! You must know, Master, that there's strength that can only be gained through training, not through survival of the fittest!"

Deltar crossed his arms and expounded.
Unlike other monsters who survived and evolved through innate strength and survival instinct, he gained his current strength through self-discipline.
It was his very way of life, so he couldn't possibly abandon training.
To give up training would be tantamount to denying his own existence.

"The traditional method favors those born with talent—not potential, but the talent to fight and survive. Without it, monsters can't survive. It's no different from wasting potential!"
"I never expected to hear that from someone who constantly preaches about laws and rules."

Melissa glared at Deltar as he flexed his muscles.

"Of course, I don't deny that survival of the fittest is the law of the world! But it's also true that our comrades fade away without awakening their potential!"

Hye-Ji pondered both opinions carefully.

"I need to make a choice. If we pursue training and embrace the monsters, we need to find a new nest. Not just the floating garden, but vast territory. Unknown land without humans or hybrids."
"Finding such a place is merely idealistic. That's why I'd like to suggest that we need to imitate the hybrid's growth method."
"Hmm. Hybrids, is it."

Tap tap. Hye-Ji tapped the desk at Melissa's opinion.
The hybrid method meant survival of the strongest—Gu poison. A ruthless method that consumed countless lives.

"If we stay like this, we'll run out of space. But we don't have a suitable new place to settle either. Is it time to continue training but also select those with talent?"

Hye-Ji pondered.
The emergence of hybrids had displaced them.
Probably, the underground large-scale facility they had been using had become the territory of the hybrids... no, The Mute One.

"We were able to raise strong individuals using that place as a base... No. I shouldn't keep dwelling on a place we abandoned when Gresorion split in two."

Hmm. Hye-Ji frowned in contemplation.
Honestly, she had chosen training because the overall strengthening of the monsters was attractive. She was actually seeing its effectiveness.
Moreover, the characteristic of monsters was their endless numbers. It was the perfect choice to maintain that characteristic while strengthening their forces, but she hadn't imagined they would reach their limit so much faster than expected.

"This was my oversight."

In the end, the direction Melissa suggested might be the best option.
Just as Hye-Ji finished her deliberation and opened her mouth—

"If it's such a troubling problem, I'll share my wisdom with you."

A girl appeared with a seductive smile, stopping Hye-Ji's words with her index finger.
The girl's name was Bianca, Gresorion's Transcendent.
She floated above the desk, giggling. She seemed to be in quite a good mood.

"Mmm?"
"Mmm..."

The two monsters groaned at Bianca's appearance.
They noticed her flushed body. Not only that, but a fragrant scent emanated from her.
This scent was mixed with female pheromones.

"That man. I wonder about his lifespan."
"The male isn't dominating the females; he's being treated as food."

It was a smell that clearly indicated what she had been doing just before arriving.

Bianca descended from the air and stood beside Hye-Ji.

When the room's light hit the pure white dress she was wearing, the girl's silhouette showed through as a dark outline.
Between the girl's thighs, a viscous liquid dripped down.
The falling liquid didn't reach the floor but was swallowed by a small portal that appeared near her ankle.

"*Gulp* Mmm. I'm in quite a good mood right now. I can help as much as you want."

Bianca fidgeted with her mouth, swallowed something, and then smiled brightly.
It was a seductive smile that a young girl shouldn't be able to make.

"So, you see—"

And from Bianca's mouth flowed one ingenious plan.

Ch.449 - The One Who Is Everywhere Yet Nowhere, The Perverted Freak
Days passed.

It was time to begin the earnest persuasion of Jin Jae-han.
While walking through the corridor of White Base, Eun-Ha ran into her friend Han Chae-eun.
It wasn't just Chae-eun. Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha's boyfriend, was with her too, as if they had met along the way.

"...!!"
"Hmm?"

But instead of greeting Eun-Ha happily, Han Chae-eun's face turned bright red and she hung her head low.
Eun-Ha tilted her head, unable to understand why she was reacting that way.

"What's going on? Why is Chae-eun acting like that?"
"I don't know either. She had the same reaction when she saw my face this morning. She absolutely refuses to tell me why, so I'm just as confused."

Kim Se-Won didn't know why Han Chae-eun was acting that way either. He shrugged and casually stood next to Eun-Ha.
Left alone, Han Chae-eun fidgeted with her hands and glanced at the two of them.

"...Okay."

As if she had made up her mind about something, she clenched her fist and approached Eun-Ha.

"Eun-Ha."

Han Chae-eun brought her lips close to Eun-Ha's ear. She whispered softly so Kim Se-Won couldn't hear.

"That... yesterday... was quite bold."
"?!"

Eun-Ha's body jerked noticeably.
This was unsettling.
Yesterday? Had she done something in front of Han Chae-eun? Eun-Ha couldn't remember anything.
She turned her gaze to look at Han Chae-eun's profile. Gulp—she swallowed nervously.

"But since Se-Won seems really tired lately, maybe you should take it easy?"
"!!!!!"

Whoosh!
Now it was Eun-Ha's turn to blush.
She felt embarrassed, having never imagined that would be discovered.

*How did she find out?! There was only Se-Won in his room!*

At the same time, a chill ran down her spine.

"Three times is a bit much, don't you think? Even I stopped at two yesterday."
"!!!?!!!?!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
She stepped back and looked at Han Chae-eun, whose face was still red.
A bad feeling. Not good. This wasn't good at all.
Was it about satisfying Kim Se-Won's desires?
No.

*Yesterday, Se-Won did come back to the room late... Could it be that... he was with Chae-eun?*

The unthinkable—her boyfriend cheating with her friend!
It was a fact she desperately didn't want to believe.

Kim Se-Won had left the room shortly after receiving a phone call. She had confirmed this through the camera.

Eun-Ha had firmly believed he went to train, but to think he was having sex with Han Chae-eun!

Her head felt numb. Eun-Ha felt something bubbling up inside her chest, like being betrayed by someone she trusted.
But this feeling quickly disappeared.

"Oh right. This guy apparently pounced on Gwak Yang-ho yesterday."
"...Huh?"
"Hey, hey! Why is that coming out of your mouth!"
"You were bragging about it on the phone, so what's the problem?"
"There are things you should say and things you shouldn't! I should be the one to say that!"

Thanks to Han Chae-eun and Kim Se-Won's testimonies.
If what they said was true, Kim Se-Won hadn't had sex with Han Chae-eun.

*Then how did Chae-eun know what I did?*

It made no sense.
Neither of them seemed to be lying.

Actually, if she thought about it a little, she could tell that what they said wasn't a lie.

*Right. Yesterday, Se-Won didn't smell like another woman.*

Even if he had washed, the scent would have remained faintly. There was no other woman's scent in what she smelled yesterday.

"Anyway, I'll think about it. Thanks for telling me, Chae-eun."
"...Huh? Yeah. Y-yeah. Aha, ahaha..."

Han Chae-eun, who had been arguing with Kim Se-Won, looked embarrassed at Eun-Ha's thanks. She avoided eye contact and blushed again.

*So that means I need to cast a healing spell after we're done... no, that would just restore his libido...*

For Eun-Ha, not exploiting Kim Se-Won was not an option.

"If Se-Won is really tired lately... then..."

As a test, Eun-Ha used a healing spell on Kim Se-Won.
Not like she usually did, but limiting the recovery area.
Specifically! A healing spell that avoided Kim Se-Won's thick pillar and two orbs!

"Whew. I feel better. Thanks."
"Really? That's good. You should have told me earlier."

Eun-Ha nodded after briefly glancing at Kim Se-Won's lower body. From what she could see, it had worked as intended.

"Oh right. Chae-eun, perfect timing. I have something to ask you."

After smiling at Kim Se-Won, whose condition had visibly improved, Eun-Ha immediately changed the subject.
She grabbed both of Han Chae-eun's hands, showing no signs of jealousy or obsession.
She genuinely seemed to have something to discuss.

*Phew. That's a relief.*

Kim Se-Won, who had felt an ominous chill for a brief moment, sighed in relief.

"I have somewhere to go today. I'll head out first."

And with that, he walked away from the two girls to attend to his tasks for the day.

"Then I'll go see Yang-ho..."

Thud!
A rough hand grabbed Han Chae-eun's arm.

"Chae-eun."

Of course, it was Eun-Ha who had grabbed her hand.

"How. Did you know? Let's talk about this calmly, shall we?"

Eun-Ha spoke with dead eyes as she looked at Han Chae-eun.



* * *



In a corner of White Base, in a place with no foot traffic, Kim Se-Won stopped walking.

According to what Eun-Ha had told him, the Transcendent is everywhere and nowhere.
Observing those he's interested in 24 hours a day is both his job and hobby. If that's the case, there's a possibility he'll appear when his name is called.

*If this doesn't work, I'll have to find him myself. But this method is best.*

Taking a deep breath, Kim Se-Won leaned against the wall and spoke toward the empty corridor.

"Morris, I have a question."
"How unusual that you want to know the location of that place."

Without any warning, Morris suddenly appeared before Kim Se-Won.
As if he had been there from the beginning, Morris smiled slyly, seeing through his intentions.

"It might be futile, but there's something I want to find out for myself."
"Hmm. I see. That's admirable. From what I can tell, you've been training steadily and growing since your awakening. However... you're concerned about your innate magical power? That's not something that increases easily, you know."

With his hands behind his back, Morris circled around, bringing up a new topic instead of answering the question.
And it was an issue Kim Se-Won had been very concerned about.

"So you knew about that too. I couldn't do anything about my magical power. Even though it increased significantly after awakening, it's still not enough. This will take time... years."
"That's right. Magical power doesn't increase easily through training alone. Besides, it's impossible for you to match a magical girl in terms of magical power. If a human body is a small well, a magical girl is a massive dam."

Morris turned around to face Kim Se-Won, his hands still behind his back.
His narrowed eyes smiled slyly.
His eyes gleamed with desire.

"The physical reconstruction from awakening... do you think this is... a wall that can only be crossed once?"
"What? What do you mean?"

It was an unexpected statement.
The topic Morris brought up had strayed far from their original conversation, but Kim Se-Won couldn't escape it.

He was curious.
Morris seemed to know a way for Kim Se-Won to reach his goal.

"Well, since very few people reach awakening in their lifetime, I suppose it's not such important information. Pretend you didn't hear it."
"No, wait...!"

The method to become stronger shimmered like a mirage and disappeared. Morris chuckled at Kim Se-Won's desperate expression.

"Now, back to the main topic. You want to know the location of Hope Orphanage? That's simple."

Swish—as if performing a magic trick, a key card suddenly appeared in Morris's hand.
It was the key card with Kim Se-Won's name on it, the one Morris had given him.

"That place definitely exists in Korea, but it's disguised to be unfindable unless you enter using a key card. You can use this."

Morris briefly explained and handed the key card to Kim Se-Won.

"What you desire. What you want to know isn't something you can obtain just by reaching out. But that doesn't mean you can't obtain it at all."

He gazed steadily at Kim Se-Won as he spoke.

"So it's up to me?"
"Mmm. Exactly. However, there's a prerequisite."

Foriner raised his index finger.

"Don't doubt your desire. Use it as the driving force to achieve your goal. Generally speaking, desire is something that flows endlessly and can never be filled no matter what you do. If you don't settle and don't doubt, it will function as an infinite driving force."
"Don't doubt. Achieve until the end..."

Kim Se-Won murmured his words as if entranced.

Common, if you call it common.
Natural, if you call it natural.
Yet the words that flowed from Morris's mouth lodged deep in Kim Se-Won's heart.

*I can catch up!*

This was as good as a certificate from the Transcendent, so it could be trusted.

*Even if I can never match magical power. I can catch up in other ways.*

He clenched his fist tightly. A smile had formed on Kim Se-Won's face without him realizing it.
A bright smile full of desire, showing his white teeth.

In the dark path he had been running alone, a light named hope appeared.
Though he couldn't reach it yet even if he stretched out his hand, it was definitely there.

"Hehe. I like it. I really like it."

That's why he responded to Kim Se-Won's call.
At The Front Line. Even now.
This man named Kim Se-Won is prepared to throw everything away for his contractor.
Such men are rare. It's almost a miracle that his contractor has captivated such a man.

"Let me add one more explanation. Use desire as your driving force to pursue your goals, but don't be consumed by it."
"What? What do you mean...?"
"Do you remember the past? When you were going around with my contractor, calling yourselves Astra Alpha, raiding Villain Association hideouts."
"Yes. Yes, of course."

The days he spent with Eun-Ha.
Moreover, how could he forget that day when he was trapped in a cabinet with Optima and gained unexpected benefits?
Optima's scent.
Her chest pressing against his body.
The softness and elasticity of her smooth skin.
The man named Kim Se-Won hadn't forgotten that moment when they were so close he could hear her breathing.

"While all that was happening, you and my contractor once faced a villain who had been released from the Hero Association's basement."
"...Yes. That did happen."
"At that time, my contractor hoped you wouldn't be swayed. If you become numb with your mission and lose your reason, you're no different from a monster. What I'm saying isn't much different."

Morris spun around in place.
When he completed the 360-degree turn and faced Kim Se-Won again, his face was covered with a mask in the shape of a monster.

"Desire, depending on how it's used, can be your fuel. Or it can be a poison that harms you and turns you into a monster. I hope you keep this in mind."

Crack! Crackle! The mask cracked and crumbled.
Morris's face behind the mask was smiling gently.

"But why are you suddenly giving me this advice?"
"The world is changing. Possibilities that I couldn't predict when I first contracted with my contractor are emerging one after another."

A boy who should have died miserably, addicted to drugs, fell in love with a girl and became a proper human being.

A woman whose emotions should have dried up, moving around like a living corpse, is now fulfilling her duties while only looking at one girl.

Even a girl who should have been hiding in the form of a devil has become human like her brother.

A foolish person who should have thrown the world into chaos was killed by the monster he created.

A man who should have died with a small girl in an unknown place is now building his strength in a nest of monsters.

A woman who should have eternally hated the male gender, trapped in a deep place and living only as a breeder, has now realized love and become a girl.

And.
A man so ordinary that it wouldn't have been strange if he had died at any time is now achieving growth more brilliant than anyone else.

"To be frank, that's it. I. Have expectations for you. While you're not the central axis of many changes, you're involved in quite a few parts. Also, since you're already practically a part of my contractor, it would be troublesome if you died recklessly. If my contractor goes berserk... hmm. No, perhaps watching that would be entertaining in its own way."

Morris glanced at Kim Se-Won and chuckled.

"I'm joking. Why make such a hideous expression?"
"Please don't joke about that, even as a joke."
"Alright. Fine. I won't."

Morris nodded and turned his back.

"I've conveyed what I wanted to say. If you don't lose your desire in the future, I'll appear when you need me."

And just like when he first appeared, as if he had never been there in the first place, he vanished.

Ch.450 - I Can't Resist Bunny Girls!
Kim Se-Won stared blankly at the spot where Morris had disappeared.
One minute, two minutes. Eventually, about ten minutes passed.

"Ah."

He finally came to his senses.
He closed his eyes tightly, then opened them.

*A Transcendent has helped me.*

A smile formed on his lips once again.
Passion began to burn from within his chest.
His self-esteem overflowed.
This was as good as being acknowledged by a Transcendent.

The Transcendent had helped him several times before, but how many times had he offered such direct assistance?
One thing was certain—he was the most reliable helper anyone could ask for.

"Alright. Let's do this. I'll keep running for you no matter how long it takes. I'll run and run until I reach you! That's why I'm enduring all this...!"

He clenched his fist tightly, reaffirming a determination he had made countless times.

"Huh?"

Just then, something fluttered down from above Kim Se-Won's head.
He quickly snatched it and examined it.
It was a note with a short message and an attached photo.

[I don't help for free. I'm a bundle of desires just like you. What goes around comes around, don't you think?]

"!!!!"

Kim Se-Won's body flinched after reading the message.
It was because of what was attached to the note.
A photo of a girl covering her face and lower body with her hands.

Kim Se-Won couldn't deny that the girl in the photo had a figure so attractive it made his eyes widen.

Platinum blonde hair that seemed to hold sunlight. Transparent skin.
A flushed face and tightly closed lips revealing embarrassment.
And the enamel outfit draped over the girl's body.

"B-Bunny girl...!"

The girl in the bunny outfit was undoubtedly Eun-Ha.
But it wasn't Eun-Ha. He could be certain of that.
This was a photo of someone who looked incredibly similar to Eun-Ha.

"The person who's been modeling for Virginia and Optima merchandise from before and still ongoing... a doppelganger?"

He didn't know who this doppelganger was.
But he could fully understand why the photo was taken.

*Is he telling me to make Eun-Ha wear that bunny girl outfit...!*

The meaning was clear: 'If you want help, show me Eun-Ha in an outfit that makes her blush with shame.'

"I'll do it. I'll make Eun-Ha wear this shameless outfit! I'll make her wear something so indecent she won't even be able to look me in the eye!"

Kim Se-Won lifted his chin and voiced his firm resolve.
Lustful desire simmered in his gleaming eyes.

*It's not just Foriner who benefits. I don't even have to show her to him directly. He'll see her wherever and whenever she wears it!*

In other words, all the practical benefits would go to him—a condition with no downsides!

*Besides, Eun-Ha once volunteered to wear it before... A regular bunny girl outfit probably won't be enough.*

He snickered.
His face twisted into an ugly, lewd expression as his philtrum stretched.
Kim Se-Won chuckled "hehe" as he used his key card.

"Let me call her first."

With a nasty smile, Kim Se-Won entered the training room and operated the communication terminal to call Eun-Ha.

"Ah, Eun-Ha. You know what—"

He knew exactly how to handle Eun-Ha.



* * *



After having a very serious conversation with Han Chae-Eun, Jae-Yu moved from White Base to Cheonil Department Store.

"It's been a year already. Time flies so fast, doesn't it?"
"Yeah. I never thought I'd be able to go to the artificial island again like last year. Especially since I dropped out of the academy."

The somewhat fierce expression she had shown when grabbing Han Chae-Eun's hand was gone now. Jae-Yu smiled brightly as she looked at Han Chae-Eun, who had come with her to shop for swimsuits.

"Silly. We're still friends, that hasn't changed."
"Yeah. That's why I really like you. And Haram too. Of course, Se-Won as well."
"Ah~ The defenseless, clueless girl who was only feminine in appearance at the beginning of the semester has grown into such a lovely person~ This mother is so happy~"
"What mother nonsense is that."

They entered the department store while making silly jokes.

Buzz— Just then, Eun-Ha's wrist vibrated.
It was her communication terminal set to manner mode to avoid disturbing others.

[Hubby♥ -Merit points 4, Demerit points 0-]

"...What are merit points? And demerit points?"
"Hmm? Oh, points for doing good things and points for doing bad things. We agreed he'd do something nice for me when I collect 5 merit points."
"I'm more concerned about the demerit points. You haven't received any yet, right?"
"Huh? No, I had 14 points but they disappeared."
"14 points?!"

Shudder! Han Chae-Eun felt an inexplicable fear and trembled.
Still, she continued walking with Jae-Yu toward the emergency staircase, a relatively less crowded area in the department store.

It was a considerate move, knowing that nothing good would come from letting others know that Kim Se-Won and Jae-Yu were dating.

"Yes. Se-Won. What is it?"

As soon as they reached the emergency staircase, Jae-Yu answered Kim Se-Won's call with an expression of a girl completely in love.
Her slightly flushed face and relaxed expression had the power to make even another woman like Kim Se-Won jealous.

*I should make that kind of expression for someone else later too. Make someone jealous of Yang-Ho.*

At the same time, it was an excellent educational material.

[Ah, Eun-Ha. I saw a photo today, you know.]
"A photo? What kind of photo did you suddenly see? Where did you see it?"
[Just an erotic photo.]
"...What?"

Shudder! Han Chae-Eun's body trembled again.

*What the hell did Kim Se-Won say to make her change like that so suddenly?!*

It was fortunate that only she heard Jae-Yu's voice, which had suddenly dropped.
The surrounding air seemed to freeze instantly.

[Calm down and listen. It was just a photo of a woman in a bunny girl outfit. She was covering her face and lower body with her hands, but it was really sexy.]
"I see. Is that so? Hmm. I understand."

Jae-Yu leaned against the wall and crossed her arms.
Her attitude suggested she was just listening to what he had to say.

[But. As soon as I saw that photo, I couldn't help but think of you. To be precise, I imagined you wearing a bunny girl outfit.]
"...Really?"

*Huh? Her face suddenly brightened.*

Han Chae-Eun was dumbfounded.
She observed Jae-Yu with amazement as her expression changed dramatically.

In reality, Kim Se-Won's words were a bold statement.
It was a dangerous remark that could lead to immediate confinement if he misspoke.

[Why else would I call? It's just, it's something I couldn't and wouldn't say to anyone else. So... I just, I just want to see you wearing it.]
"...Yes!"

Kim Se-Won continued speaking slowly in a very hesitant voice.
He seemed quite burdened about making such a request, even to his girlfriend.

*What's going on?*

Meanwhile, Han Chae-Eun, unable to hear what Kim Se-Won was saying, had to figure everything out just from Jae-Yu's reactions.

Jae-Yu was now even making her eyes sparkle.

From fear to disbelief.
Following that, curiosity arose, and finally, Han Chae-Eun felt confused.

*Is this what couples are like?*

It didn't seem like a normal couple's conversation at all.

"Hehe, one merit point!"

*Ah, there's the merit point. Is this it? She had 4 points already, right?*

Han Chae-Eun remembered the message she had seen on Jae-Yu's communication terminal earlier.
With this, she had a total of 5 merit points.
Now it was time for Jae-Yu to receive something nice.

*Even so, this merit-demerit system seems pretty strict... Kim Se-Won is handling it well.*

While watching their conversation and feeling various emotions, Han Chae-Eun distinguished between what she should learn and what she shouldn't.

"Okay. Be careful. Huh? What am I doing? Hehe...! It's a se.cret."

While Han Chae-Eun was thinking, the conversation had apparently progressed. Jae-Yu put her index finger to her lips and grinned broadly.

*How was this person ever a boy?*

Really, she never thought Jae-Yu would change this much.

"Yes. Hanging up now."

Soon after, the conversation between Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won came to an end.
Jae-Yu made a kissing sound and ended the call.

"Now what should I do for the merit points~"
"Can't you just do something sexy? But not that thing you do at dawn."
"...I'll think of something else."

Jae-Yu, who had been thinking about the merit points with a happy expression, nodded after pondering deeply.

"Well then, let's go now. You said at least two types, right?"
"Yes. Since there are differences in chest size and other things... at least two. I'd like to buy up to six if possible. I know my size, so I don't need to secretly transform."
"If you're worried, how about just transforming slightly in the fitting room? You need to try them on to know for sure. This big sister can give you feedback too."
"Really?"
"Of course. I'll look with very strict eyes! Hehehe...!"

Han Chae-Eun approached Jae-Yu one step at a time, wiggling her fingers mischievously.

"Let's see~ how much our Jae-Yu's breasts have grown, mommy wants to check~"
"Eek...!"

And then she groped her thoroughly.



* * *



"According to plan."

Standing in front of Hope Orphanage, Kim Se-Won turned off his communication terminal with a nasty smile.

Eun-Ha... no, Jae-Yu had fallen into the trap as expected.

*And I unexpectedly earned a merit point too. I can use that as well.*

Witnessing his girlfriend's shameless appearance with his own eyes.
Nothing was more exciting than that. Imagining a sight that she would never show to any other man made blood rush to his lower body.

"Ahem!"

He composed his expression and cleared his throat to calm his emotions. Kim Se-Won knew he was making an unsightly face.

"The door is open."

He grabbed the orphanage's doorknob and twisted it.

*I hope I can find some clues here.*

A way to find out if multiple clones exist.
Though quite far-fetched, he thought the Villain Association might make it possible, which is why he came here.

*Since I've come this far, I need to gain something.*

Kim Se-Won swallowed hard and opened the door.

"Who are you?"

As soon as he opened the door, he was met with numerous gazes directed at him.
Among them, a black-haired beauty with her hair tied back in a bun spoke up.

*A Westerner? Gray eyes. That's unusual.*

Her appearance was definitely more Western than Asian. Judging by her fluent Korean, she seemed like someone who had settled in Korea after studying abroad.

*Why would such a beauty work at an orphanage?*

After examining the apron-wearing, well-endowed beauty, Kim Se-Won smiled brightly.

"I came here on Foriner's recommendation. I'm Kim Se-Won, captain of the 2nd squad at Stellarlis."

He recited his prepared line and then added, "May I come in?"

"Yes. Please come in."

The apron-wearing woman, Eva July, welcomed Kim Se-Won with a gentle smile.

*That look in her eyes...*

Kim Se-Won didn't miss it.
The fleeting look in Eva July's eyes.
It was an expression of sizing someone up, a way of assessing character based on countless people she had seen before.

*As expected of an orphanage created by Morris, there's someone quite extraordinary in charge here.*

He would need to maintain an appropriate level of tension.

"Who's this big brother?"
"It's the first time I've seen a man come here."

As soon as the conversation between Kim Se-Won and Eva ended, the clone girls flocked to him.
Curious eyes looked up at him.

Same hair color, same hair length. Same clothing.
There were differences in accessories, growth stage, and breast size, but it was immediately apparent that they were all clones originating from the same person.

*If I have a child with Eun-Ha later as she mentioned, would I receive such gazes?*

It was an ambiguous situation—not too burdensome, yet not too comfortable either.
A chaotic scene where he couldn't pay attention to each individual played out in his mind.

"Haha. Hello. I came today because I have something I want to ask you all."
"Ask us?"
"You're curious about us?"
"Are you strong, big brother?"
"What interest do you have in us?"
"You said Stellarlis, right? What's 'I' doing there now? Is she doing well?"

The clone girls' momentum grew stronger at Kim Se-Won's words.
An intense curiosity from contact with the unknown crashed over Kim Se-Won like a tsunami.

"A clone at Stellarlis? Ah... you mean Si-Won."

Unable to answer all the questions, Kim Se-Won only responded to the last one he heard.
It was a miracle he could even understand the words, with nearly twenty girls rushing at him.

"Si-Won!"
"He says Si-Won. Looks like we get names too!"
"Who's next?"
"Me! C-002!"

*This is driving me crazy.*

With over twenty similar voices chattering away, his head felt like it was ringing.

"Si-Won lives freely except for her assigned missions. She's not completely free since she's a liaison and needs training, but she still eats delicious things at the canteen and mingles with people a lot."
"Freely!"
"Canteen! He said canteen!"
"What do they sell at the canteen? Do they have lots of snacks?"

The girls' eyes lit up again at the mention of a canteen.
More than twenty questions poured down like a waterfall.

"Now, now, girls. Don't you remember that when asking questions, you need to raise your hand and ask one at a time?"

Unable to stand it anymore, Eva clapped her hands and mediated. The girls all averted their gazes and made unconvincing whistling sounds.

Whee~ Whee~ The pitiful sound of air escaping surrounded them.

"Haha. Thank you. Well... Ahem! I'll answer any questions you have!"
"!!"

All the girls' heads turned toward Kim Se-Won at once.

"But, I'd like you to answer my questions too. Umm... you there. The girl with the black choker."

Kim Se-Won pointed at the most distinctive girl. If he tried to get answers from everyone, the earlier chaos would repeat, so this seemed like the best approach.

"Yes! Ask me anything, big brother!"
"Then—"

And so, Kim Se-Won began asking the girl about what he wanted to know.

Ch.451 - A Man's Steadfast Brotherhood
Kim Se-Won asked the clone girls a question.
He wanted to know if clones could exchange information with each other.
Not through words or actions, but through some invisible, intangible means.

The girls all shook their heads in unison.
They explained that clones were simply born from the same base, without any special abilities.

Kim Se-Won then tried a more direct question.
He asked if clones could recognize the existence of other clones of the same origin. He wanted to know if the clone he had discovered existed in multiple copies.

Again, the girls unanimously shook their heads.
It was a question that didn't require singling out any particular girl.

"I see..."

Well, that's that.
Kim Se-Won showed his disappointment as he finished his questioning.

"Can we ask questions now?"
"We've learned so much from the internet!"
"We want to know if it's all true!"
"Hmm? Oh, sure. But like that lady said earlier, one at a time. Raise your hand to ask."

Kim Se-Won nodded at the girls' request, forcing a smile.

"Me! Me! I mean, excuse me! Is it true that your uterus drops down when you do naughty things?"
"..."

Dead end!
Kim Se-Won blinked at the girl's question. His slightly parted lips and wide-open eyes showed the expression of someone unable to face reality.

"Um, ahem! Could you repeat that? I sometimes have this condition where my hearing gets bad."
"It's supposed to make the vaginal canal longer, but the internet says the uterus... mmph! mmph!"
"Oh my, this child. Haha, hahaha..."

He asked again just to be sure, but the result was the same. Eva July, who couldn't bear to watch anymore, covered the girl's mouth while breaking into a cold sweat.

"That's strange. I'm pretty sure I set up strong security measures..."

The girl's question seemed to have caught Eva by surprise.
Moreover, the other girls appeared quite disappointed, suggesting they had been curious about it too.

"What kind of place is this anyway?"

Kim Se-Won finally had a chance to look around the orphanage. Or rather, this was his attempt to escape reality.

"Gasp!"

And he was shocked.
The orphanage was spacious enough to accommodate dozens of clone girls with room to spare.
No, it had become even more spacious than before!
There was a training room for disciplining the girls.
Classrooms for various educational purposes.
A playroom and bedroom exclusively for the girls.
And even a self-study room with dozens of terminals for independent learning.

The facilities were excessive for what one would call an orphanage.

"It's almost like they're training professional agents."

Though shocked by the unbelievable scene, he soon understood.
They weren't just feeding and housing these girls for free; they were raising support agents to assist Eun-Ha.

"Come to think of it, Si-Won wasn't just playing around either. She was occasionally called in for office work. I thought they called her because they didn't like her just loafing around, but it was the opposite."

That's right.
These girls possess the power to train monsters, just like Dolly.

"Those photos on the wall... isn't that Eun-Ha? Has she been coming here regularly to oversee the girls' training?"

Looking around more, he noticed photos of a platinum-blonde girl plastered all over the wall.
Though he wasn't sure when she had visited, it seemed she came regularly, as her outfit was different in each photo.

This confirmed his suspicion.
They weren't just beings protected in the rear.
The purpose of this place wasn't just to use their power to handle monsters, but to develop their ability to protect themselves.

"Hey, big brother."

Just then, one of the girls approached Kim Se-Won.
She tugged at his collar to get his attention, then looked up at him with curious eyes.

"Why do you want to know?"
"Why, you ask... Oh. You mean my earlier question."
"Yes. Why do you want to know?"

Her eyes held genuine curiosity.

"Should I tell her this?"

After a moment's hesitation, Kim Se-Won made his decision.
This place was practically Morris's territory. That meant this girl and that woman were on his side.

"Well—"

Kim Se-Won explained the situation to the girl, breaking it down so she could understand.

"Whether there's a way to know if the same clone exists... No. There isn't. Clones have absolutely no way of knowing. They wouldn't have been made that way.

No, it's not just us. If you're looking for a clone of that person, I can say with certainty there's only one."
"What? How can you be so certain?"

Kim Se-Won turned to face the girl directly.
This girl was different somehow.
Like Dolly, she had something that set her apart from the other clones.

Seeing Kim Se-Won's obvious curiosity, the girl smiled sweetly.
And then.
The look in her eyes changed.

Not the eyes of an innocent girl, but those of someone who had survived many experiences.

"Villain hideouts are limited in number. Moreover, the places and facilities that can produce clones are equally limited.

Even I hadn't heard about research facilities in other areas like Mt. Geumgang until now... but I knew money was flowing out.

Judging by those funds, there were four locations total. Considering that all research facilities except one have collapsed, the only one left is the place you visited."
"What? How do you know all this? You're not just an ordinary clone, you have something special...?"

Kim Se-Won trembled at the girl's unbelievable words.
His feeling that she was different wasn't wrong.
This girl was special. She knew a lot about the Villain Association.

"Funds? Would they really expose such information to a mere clone?"

No, even if she was special, this didn't make sense.

"Sigh."

The girl who had been staring at the shocked Kim Se-Won let out a sigh, then chuckled.

"Well, I know these things because I'm not a clone, right?"

The girl stretched her arm forward.
Stretch—her arm began to change. The slender arm that looked like it would break with just a little pressure suddenly swelled up thick.
It resembled the arm of an adult male.

"This...! A doppelganger?!"

Kim Se-Won couldn't believe there was such a doppelganger, even though he was seeing it with his own eyes.

"I was just watching to see who this newcomer was, so don't worry."

Kim Se-Won instantly created distance and drew upon his magical power. Seeing this, Chris waved his thickened hand to stop him.

"My name is Chris Bizal. I manage this orphanage. And I was a spy for the Villain Association."
"Villain?!"

The word "villain" sent a chill down his spine.
One wrong move could lead to the massacre of countless clone girls!

"Wait a minute."

But something was strange.
The reactions around him were oddly calm.
Neither Eva July nor the clone girls showed any signs of panic; they just blinked and watched the situation unfold.

"You said you 'were' a spy... Does that mean you're not anymore?"
"That's right. See that girl over there? I quit being a villain because of her. She's genuinely insane."

Chris pointed at the photos on the wall with an incredulous expression.
There were various pictures: Eun-Ha having fun with the girls, Eun-Ha training the girls with a stern expression, and more.

"I really thought I was going to die back then..."

Chris recalled when he had infiltrated the academy disguised as Chae Ji-Won.
Even though it was a past memory, his body trembled involuntarily.

To Chris, Eun-Ha was a crazy woman who pretended to be attracted to him, entered his room, and then beat him mercilessly. A crazy psycho lesbian with two faces.

No matter how many times he saw her.
No matter how often they met.
Even when they spoke directly.
The fear of Eun-Ha etched into his bones—no, his soul—never disappeared.

"Oh, and you and I have met before?"
"What?"

Chris quickly changed the subject.
Kim Se-Won's eyes widened again.

"A doppelganger... if he's an awakened one who can copy not just abilities but also people's appearances, I must have seen him somewhere. I just didn't notice."

That made sense.

"I see."

Kim Se-Won nodded.

"Ha, you really don't remember. We met back then. Let's see..."

Seeing that Kim Se-Won still didn't catch on, Chris walked deep into the orphanage.
When he returned to Kim Se-Won, he was holding a small bottle.
A tall, slender glass bottle containing a red liquid.

"What is that?"
"You'll see."

After opening the cap and drinking it, Chris's body began to change again.

His limbs grew, and his body shape... his face...
Everything changed.
And that wasn't all.
With a rustle, his black hair that had reached his waist grew to mid-thigh and turned platinum blonde.

Chris, who had been in the form of a clone girl until just now, had become Eun-Ha.

"!!!!"

Startled, Kim Se-Won desperately searched through his memories.
When.
Where.
Had he seen Chris instead of Eun-Ha?
He had some ideas.
Quite a few, actually!

"This dress is a bit small after all. Let me see... there should still be some clothes in the corner."

While Kim Se-Won was recalling his memories, Chris went to a corner of the orphanage and reappeared.

"Ah! That's!"

Kim Se-Won pointed at Chris instinctively.
That appearance was Magical Girl Virginia.
The very image of the so-called Saint.

"I was the one riding on your back at The Front Line. You know, when that black-haired person suddenly appeared and took charge. We switched places in that brief moment."
"No wonder the scent was different..."

Kim Se-Won muttered quietly.
From what he remembered, Virginia on his back at The Front Line when Optima appeared had no scent at all.
It was suspicious that he couldn't detect Eun-Ha's distinctive fragrance.

"Huh? What did you say? Oh, and during the camping training. I also switched places with her when you were with that small brown-haired girl."
"That... Yes, I remember now. That was pretty decisive."

Thinking about it, there had been quite a few points of contact between them.
Kim Se-Won and Chris seemed like strangers, but they had a peculiar relationship where they weren't strangers at all.

"And..."

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won approached Chris stealthily.

"As I thought, you don't have Eun-Ha's scent."

After confirming this by taking a slight sniff, he brought his mouth close to Chris's ear.

"You're the model for Virginia and Optima's merchandise, aren't you?"
"The pay was good. I'm quite skilled at realistic facial expressions."
"I knew it!"

The bunny girl photo he had just seen flashed in Kim Se-Won's mind.
A photo of Eun-Ha naturally expressing shame. That required exceptional acting skills.

"Hmm!"

With a solemn expression, he stepped back.
Kim Se-Won stared at Chris, nodded, and then...

"I look forward to working with you in the future, sir."
"Huh? Oh, sure... buddy."

They shook hands.

Chris looked bewildered by the sudden gesture.

"Perfect!"

Kim Se-Won inwardly rejoiced.
No matter how jealous Eun-Ha might get, he had no intention of giving up collecting her merchandise.
And since Morris also had no plans to stop producing merchandise, if he could just use Chris well, he could produce an infinite amount of high-quality goods!

Chris would get paid.
Morris would fulfill his desires.
And he would gain secondary benefits.

Isn't this a win-win situation? If necessary, he was willing to fully cooperate with Chris.

"Oh, right."

Chris, who had been looking dazed, clapped his hands.
He seemed to have suddenly remembered something.

"I recently found out—ah, I know this because that lady told me, so don't get suspicious—
there's a doppelganger named Yang Se-Hee? A doppelganger with the guts to enroll in the academy. You know, that brown-haired girl I mentioned earlier."
"What? Se-Hee? Why bring her up all of a sudden...?"

It was an unexpected statement.
Yang Se-Hee was a girl with no connection to him.
Nor was she particularly outstanding.
Kim Se-Won couldn't understand why Chris had brought up Yang Se-Hee.

"It's nothing special. I just want to meet her. Since summer vacation is coming up soon, have her stay here while she's at it."
"Stay here too?"
"I'm not just doing this for no reason; I received a request from Stellarlis.

Unlike me, who's uncomfortable coming out into the open, she's different.
Even if she somehow reaches awakening, I'm not sure if she'll go in the same direction as me, but the more awakened doppelgangers, the better."
"If that's the case... Yes. I'll talk to her about it."

Kim Se-Won wore a bewildered expression.
He truly hadn't expected Yang Se-Hee to come up as a topic here.

"Actually, awakening isn't something that happens easily, so I'm not expecting that much. But even an ordinary doppelganger can be quite useful if used well."
"And you know how doppelgangers are treated because you're one of them?"
"Of course. I was fortunate to be born a spy; if I had been a low-ranking combat soldier, I know I would have been treated like trash forever."

Chris gave a bitter smile.
But that didn't last long. He grinned and handed Kim Se-Won a shopping bag that had appeared from somewhere.

"I'm not asking for free."
"This is...!!"

Visible through the shopping bag was a pile of countless photos and something contained in a rectangular box.
Blatant bribery! Kim Se-Won couldn't help but be shocked.

"These are photos used for Virginia and Optima merchandise production. There are some that are widely available, but many more that haven't been released to the public.

And that box contains a figurine that Foriner personally made as a prototype and... ahem, an item that perfectly replicates the internal structure of a certain girl. Use it when needed. There's gel included too.

It's also made by Foriner, a one-of-a-kind item. Naturally, I've never used it."
"I'll bring Yang Se-Hee here no matter what it takes."

But the items were too good to refuse or get angry about.

The two men shook hands again.

Ch.452 - The Power Of The Bunny Girl Was Strong
After receiving a hefty bribe from Hope Orphanage, Kim Se-Won returned to his original location using a key card. It was a secluded corner of White Base, and fortunately, no one was passing by.

"Hello?"
[Se-Won? What a surprise... You actually calling me.]

The first thing he did was follow Chris's request to recruit Yang Se-Hee, the doppelganger. Fortunately, Yang Se-Hee answered the phone right away.

Her voice perked up, as if she was happy someone had called her.

"Well, it's nothing really..."

*What should I say?*

He realized he hadn't thought about how to recruit her. But it wasn't a big problem.

"I just noticed we haven't hung out lately. I also have something to talk about. Want to hang out tomorrow?"
[M-me? Is that okay? Really?]

Yang Se-Hee's insecure voice came through clearly. She seemed to be speaking with her mouth pressed close to her wrist.

*Why is she so excited? Well, she doesn't have many friends... Though lately she seems to be getting along well with Go Su-Ah.*

Sometimes Chae Ji-Won joins them too. Kim Se-Won felt a strange connection, as they were all people who had been involved with Eun-Ha.

[So... will it be just the two of us? Or maybe, someone else...]

Yang Se-Hee spoke with an ambiguous voice, unclear whether she preferred more people or just the two of them. She was probably hunched over while talking, as usual.

"I'll mention it to Eun-Ha too... but she's pretty busy, so I'm not sure. By the way."

Drip. Splash.

"What's that sound I've been hearing?"

Something had been bothering him. Yang Se-Hee's voice seemed louder than usual, or rather, it echoed. It sounded like water dripping or something cutting through water.

[Huh? Oh, um. I was... taking a bath. Is that... not okay? Should I call back later?]

*This is dangerous.*

A bead of cold sweat ran down his jaw. Eun-Ha probably wouldn't go so far as to tap his phone, but her intuition and obsession sometimes created synergy beyond imagination.

"No, it's fine. I've said what I needed to say anyway. Let's go together after school tomorrow."
[Okay. Tomorrow! Hehe.]

Click. Kim Se-Won quickly hung up.
Swish! Swish!
Just to be safe, he looked around and hurried away.

His walk turned into a fast pace.
The fast pace soon became a run.

His destination was the Academy dormitory.
Eun-Ha was probably there. He had no evidence, but he just felt she would be.

*Should I tell her my thoughts first? Or should I just blurt out that I'm meeting Yang Se-Hee tomorrow?*

Kim Se-Won moved forward, wavering between which approach to take.

"...That's it!"

Suddenly, his footsteps stopped.
Next to Kim Se-Won was a cabinet with his name on it. It was a place for personal items.

He stuffed the bribe he received from Chris inside and slammed the door shut. After making sure the lock was working properly, he hurried on his way again.


* * *


Kim Se-Won tried to act casual as he caught his breath.

*I can feel her beyond the door. Eun-Ha is there.*

His Core informed him that Eun-Ha was in his room, beyond the door.
Perhaps because he had approached silently, she hadn't noticed him yet. He could sense her magical energy from where the bed would be.

"Phew."

Kim Se-Won exhaled as quietly as possible. Glancing at the small bag in his hand, he steeled his resolve.
Then, as he took another breath, he opened the door.

"Se-Won! Welcome!"

Somehow, Eun-Ha was already at the door to greet him.
She grabbed him with her small hand and pulled him inside.
Kim Se-Won had no choice but to enter the room, led by Eun-Ha's hand, without even making a sound.

"Hehe."

Eun-Ha smiled broadly as she gently closed the door.
She stood with her back against it to prevent his escape and looked up at him intently.

She was wearing a cloak that barely covered her lower body. Her extended legs were wrapped in white stockings.

"I prepared this because you said you wanted to see me."

Eun-Ha's face flushed slightly, as if embarrassed.

"Ta-da!"

But there was no hesitation.
Eun-Ha threw off her cloak, revealing what she had been hiding to Kim Se-Won.
Following up her white legs was a black bunny girl outfit made of patent material.
The pointed shape following the contours of her cleavage was particularly distinctive.

"W-well? How is it?"

There also seemed to be a slight gap between her chest and the bunny girl outfit.
Looking up a bit more, a collar and tie wrapped around her body came into view.
Looking down again, there were cuffs around both wrists.
It was a perfect bunny girl outfit, except for the missing rabbit ears.

"Oh."

His reaction was brief.
The corners of his mouth turned up slightly, showing he liked it, but something seemed lacking.

"What? That's a bit underwhelming."

That feeling was clearly conveyed to Eun-Ha, who had belatedly put on a rabbit headband, causing her to pout.

"No. I like it. Really."

It wasn't a lie. Kim Se-Won slowly scanned her transparent skin as if drawn in.
Though only her shallow cleavage and shoulders were exposed, the bunny girl outfit that clung to her body while still being loose displayed an extremely sensual charm.

Above all, the slight gap at her chest bothered him.
He wanted to get closer and see the pink protrusion in that empty space.

"R-really? I see. Hehe."

Eun-Ha noticed the change in Kim Se-Won's gaze and began to twist her body coyly.
Her expression loosening was a bonus.

"...!! Ah, d-don't come closer! No!"
"Why?"

But when Kim Se-Won tried to take a step forward, Eun-Ha hurriedly waved him off.

"Y-you can see. It's embarrassing."

With a face much redder than before, Eun-Ha covered her loose chest area with one arm and averted her gaze.

"A-anyway, what's that...?"
"This?"

She needed some way to change the subject.
Fortunately, the small bag in Kim Se-Won's hand was enough to change the topic.

Kim Se-Won held out the small bag to Eun-Ha as if this was perfect timing.

"I just happened to have something I'd like you to wear."

His bright smile seemed forced.
A trick to hide his slimy intentions.
Though Eun-Ha wouldn't normally fall for such tricks, she couldn't simply ignore something prepared "for her."

"T-then... I'll try it on..."

She was also curious about what kind of item it could be.
Eun-Ha carefully took the bag.

"Then change. I'll wait outside for a bit."
"Huh?"
"Or would you prefer I watch? The process of getting naked and dressing again. Even though you were too embarrassed to show your chest earlier."

His bright smile changed to a lewd one.

*Is there no other way...?*

It was somewhat disappointing to have him leave again.
Yes, this must be how a wife feels watching her husband go out drinking with friends right after coming home from work.

But it was true that it was embarrassing unless she had deliberately gotten on the bed.

"Okay. When I'm done changing... w-wait! Just a moment...!"

At that moment, Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
After peeking at the item in the bag, Eun-Ha couldn't help but be shocked.
It was a bunny girl outfit.
Yes, it was a bunny girl outfit.
But no, it wasn't.

*What is this?!*

If it had been the same bunny girl outfit, Kim Se-Won wouldn't have needed to hand it to her.
Something different.
Eun-Ha suddenly felt anxiety creeping in.

"This...!"
"Come to think of it. The store. You've collected 5 points now, right?"

Kim Se-Won cut her off before she could speak, reminding her of the store's existence by spreading his hands wide.

"Y-yes... but."
"I'll look forward to it."

As Eun-Ha tried to make excuses, click. The sound of the door closing was heard.
Kim Se-Won had left the room with a sly smile.


* * *


"Se-Won, you idiot...!"

Eun-Ha was conscious of her face, which had turned completely red.

*Right. Points. I'm wearing this because of the points. It's not like I want to wear it. I'm doing this for Se-Won. Yes.*

She tried her best to maintain her composure and not be too conscious of it, but it wasn't easy.

The coverage of her body hadn't changed.

However, it was an outfit that made her more conscious of her body than before.
It was a bunny girl outfit, but the middle part was made of transparent vinyl, an utterly shameless garment.

Just lowering her gaze slightly filled her with shame.
The shame made her body sensitive.
Her sensitized body could even feel the lukewarm air brushing against her chest.

"If I call Se-Won after a little while..."
"Are you done changing?"

At that moment.
Suddenly, Kim Se-Won opened the door and came in.

"Waaah?!"

Eun-Ha hurriedly covered her body.
She had intended to wrap herself in the cloak she had been wearing earlier before Kim Se-Won came, but there was no time.

"D-don't look...!"

Eun-Ha hunched her shoulders.
Desperately trying to hide as much as possible, she covered her chest with one arm and her lower body with the other hand.

If she didn't cover up, they would be visible.
The pink protrusions and the pink flesh spreading in a circular pattern.
Parts she didn't want anyone but Kim Se-Won to see, but now she didn't want even him to see these embarrassing areas.

It's embarrassing.
How.
How could such a shameless outfit exist in this world?

"Wow..."

Kim Se-Won seemed to have a similar impression, staring intently at Eun-Ha's body with his mouth slightly open.

No matter how much she tried to cover herself with her arms, he had already seen every inch of Eun-Ha's body numerous times before, so with mental correction, it was as if he could see right through her arms and hands.

"That's hot."

Kim Se-Won blurted out in a dazed expression, as if entranced.

"Ugh...!"

His words resonated deeply in Eun-Ha's chest.
Thump, thump, her heart trembled. Then it began to race wildly.

She was going to be devoured.
There was a bed right behind her.
There was also a place to wash.
This was the setup for being devoured!

In this state, she couldn't resist.
If she moved to resist, she would expose herself.
But if she didn't resist, she would be devoured!

It was quite a virginal reaction for someone who seduced him every night.

As Kim Se-Won took a step forward, she took a step back.
Another step.
Another step.
A repetition of advancing and retreating.

"D-don't come closer...!"
"How can I stay away?"

Kim Se-Won moistened his lips with his tongue as he gradually approached Eun-Ha.

"I-I said don't come closer... Ah...!"

Thud, something touched Eun-Ha's back.
The sensation of a hard, cold wall.
She had backed into the wall while facing Kim Se-Won.

Thump! Kim Se-Won hit the wall to block her remaining escape route.
In an instant, Kim Se-Won's face was right in front of her.

"I've always wanted to eat a golden rabbit like this."

Throb, throb, blood rushed to his lower body.
The talk about Yang Se-Hee had long disappeared from his mind.
Right now, he only wanted to devour the rabbit in front of him.

That's when it happened.

"...! That's it!"

An idea flashed through her mind.

"Ugh!"

Whoosh! Eun-Ha's body was enveloped in brilliant light.
Kim Se-Won covered his eyes with his arm and stepped back.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

After the light faded.
There stood a girl wearing a magical girl outfit harmonizing white and blue colors.

"Oh. Right. I had something to tell you."

Kim Se-Won, whose lust had instantly drained away, looked at Virginia and remembered Yang Se-Hee, whom he had forgotten about.

Ch.453 - Abandoned Perverted Freak
"Mmm. I understand."

Eun-Ha nodded.
Kim Se-Won had mentioned meeting Yang Se-Hee tomorrow. If her doppelganger could receive advice from a senior, it would certainly help with her growth.

"Speaking of Se-Hee... it's been a while since I've seen her."

The image of a puppy-like girl appeared in her mind.
Her fluttering brown bob and shoulders hunched from low self-esteem stirred a protective instinct that made Eun-Ha want to hug her tight.

"Se-Won."
"Huh? What is it?"

While thinking about Yang Se-Hee, Eun-Ha suddenly stiffened her face and looked at Kim Se-Won with a serious expression.
Surprised by the sudden change in atmosphere, Kim Se-Won gulped.

"...This stays between us, okay? Got it?"
"This? Oh. Why? Is there any reason to keep it secret? Yang Se-Hee already knows we're dating."

But what came out of Eun-Ha's mouth was something quite adorable.
The way she spoke cautiously despite there being only the two of them in the room provoked a sadistic urge in him.
Kim Se-Won's expression turned mischievous.

"Why, why?! What if rumors spread about me wearing such an indecent outfit...!"

It was Kim Se-Won's request, and she only did it because he used a shop token, but she absolutely hated the idea of others finding out about this.
She felt like she would die of embarrassment.
Eun-Ha, her face completely flushed, lightly pounded on Kim Se-Won's chest.

"You're just trying to embarrass me so you can pounce on me! You pervert!"

Eun-Ha was fine with pouncing on him herself, but she was terribly weak when it came to being pounced on and losing control.
In this couple, victory or defeat was determined by who took the initiative.

*She doesn't think the Vicious Form is indecent?*

Looking at the whining Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won barely swallowed the words that had risen to the tip of his tongue.

The bunny girl outfit and the Vicious Form too.
Every time he saw them, he got angry.
Mainly in his lower body.
So angry that he wanted to pounce on her to vent.

"Alright. I won't tell anyone."

But knowing when to yield when Eun-Ha genuinely disliked something, Kim Se-Won nodded with regret.

"Really? Be careful not to let it slip when you meet Se-Hee tomorrow...!"
"Of course."

Kim Se-Won chuckled as he grabbed Eun-Ha's shoulders and pushed her away.
Cold sweat was streaming down his face.
His chest muscles felt like they were about to rupture. Actually, they might have already ruptured.

"That's a relief then."

Only after receiving his confirmation did Eun-Ha feel relieved and place her hands on Kim Se-Won's chest again.

It was firm.
As she absentmindedly stroked his chest, she could almost feel the muscle fibers Kim Se-Won had cultivated with blood and sweat.

*That's impossible, though.*

Eun-Ha smiled at her own silly thoughts.
Then she cast a healing spell on his pectoral muscles, which were radiating heat from her pounding.

"Se-Won."
"Hmm?"

After finishing the treatment, Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won.

Tomorrow, Kim Se-Won was going to meet Yang Se-Hee, the doppelganger, to bring her into the orphanage.
But she couldn't go with him. Her schedule tomorrow was too packed to accompany him.

*Should I cancel my schedule to go with him? ...No. Wait! I have that option!*

After genuinely contemplating, Eun-Ha suddenly smiled brightly at the thought that came to her.
If her schedule was too tight to go together.
Couldn't she just split herself into two?

"I love you."

Having come up with this brilliant idea, Eun-Ha hugged him without any warning.
His solid muscles. They made her feel secure.

*Suddenly?*

Looking down at Eun-Ha who had suddenly embraced him, Kim Se-Won widened his eyes in surprise before smiling.

Though it was a bit out of the blue, he was simply happy.

Words from Eun-Ha's mouth were always pleasant to hear.
Plus, the superiority, happiness, and satisfaction of knowing that such a girl only had eyes for him filled his heart.
If he had one wish, it would be for the day to come when she could say such things in front of many people.

"I love you too—??!!?"

Just as he was about to whisper his love with a warm expression, Kim Se-Won's eyes bulged.

*Suddenly?! After being so embarrassed earlier??*

It was because Eun-Ha had slipped away from his chest and started taking off her clothes.

Kim Se-Won quickly turned his head away.
They were truly alone here.
There was even a bed nearby.
It was evening, and though a bit forced, the atmosphere wasn't bad.

*She wants to do it...!*

As she lowered the zipper on her back, the loose bunny girl outfit slid down, revealing her chest.
Her modest breasts and pink protrusions had a bewitching quality that always made him want to taste them.

Just a little more. Just a little more watching and her smooth skin would be completely visible.

*Should I look or not?*

She was so different from the person who had been embarrassed just moments ago that he didn't know how to react.

It felt good, but such a sudden change was strange.

*Thank goodness I left the items from the orphanage in the cabinet!*

Suspecting it might be a trap, he tightly closed his eyes.

Thud.
Soon the bunny girl outfit was completely removed.
Rustle, rustle.
Even the stockings that had wrapped around Eun-Ha's body were all taken off.

*Is it finally happening?*

Kim Se-Won reacted like an innocent, sensing the moment had arrived.

"So tomorrow, go with her. I need to discuss with mom how to persuade Jin Jae-Han, who's finally showing some willingness to move, and I have many other things to do."
"Huh?"

But that wasn't it.

When Kim Se-Won's eyes flew open, a brilliant light enveloped the surroundings.
After the light that had filled the room for a brief moment disappeared, there stood a girl split in two.

Virginia and Optima.

"Oh? Um, yeah. Got it."

Kim Se-Won nodded, pressing down on his pounding heart with his hand.

He was relieved it wasn't another trap where he might get devoured.
It wasn't an unexpected trap, so he felt at ease.

*It's also a bit disappointing. ...Well, if it's the artificial island we're going to during summer vacation...! No, wait?*

If he had just been a bit forceful, thinking of it as a meal served to him, she might have accepted both of them.

*Should I have been more proactive?*

A complex mix of relief and regret filled him.
He couldn't tell if staying still was right, or if he should have pretended to misunderstand and acted more aggressively.

"Oh. And. This. A gift for Se-Won."

While Kim Se-Won was lost in these complex thoughts,
Optima used a shadow magic spell and pulled something out from the shadows.

"I noticed all your training aids were worn out last time."

What Optima brought out were training aids mainly used during practice—gloves and protective gear.
Unlike regular people, the training aids used by superhumans had relatively short lifespans and needed frequent replacement.

"Oh. And this and this. This too. Right. I thought this would be good to have too, so I brought it."

Not just that, but also multivitamins, vitamin C, D.
It didn't end there.
Zinc, magnesium, arginine.
And most importantly, protein!
Even a cube-shaped container to carry the supplements came out from the shadows.

"Th-thank you..."

Kim Se-Won looked at the items being placed on the floor one by one with a dazed expression.

If she couldn't build muscles herself, she would build her boyfriend's muscles.
The way she cherished Kim Se-Won's muscles as if they were her own was quite peculiar.

After taking out all the items, Optima took Virginia's hand and emitted a bright light again.
When the light faded, there was Eun-Ha changing clothes while hiding on Kim Se-Won's bed.

While watching Eun-Ha change clothes with a blanket covering her body.

*Wait, last time? When she noticed last time?*

Suddenly, a word flashed through Kim Se-Won's mind.

He didn't remember telling Eun-Ha that his training aids were worn out.

It's also strange to say she found out today.
If she had discovered the worn-out aids today, she would have brought them the next time they met.

*Has Eun-Ha been monitoring me? No. I must just not remember... That must be it.*

For a moment, a chilling thought ran down his spine, but Kim Se-Won actively denied it.

"...Right?"

After handing over all the items and seeing Eun-Ha off, Kim Se-Won muttered quietly.

"She just guessed, right?"

He wanted to believe that she was just a perceptive woman who had been exercising longer than him, so she roughly guessed the timing.

* * *

In the pitch-black night, long after sunset.
Just about to enter dawn.
At the time when Eun-Ha, who had left Kim Se-Won's room, was sneaking back in, Han Yu-Bin was walking alone, lost in thought.

She wasn't aiming for anything in particular; she just found herself leaving the dormitory when her thoughts became overwhelming.

"Han Jae-Yu. Shin Eun-Ha..."

Han Yu-Bin recited one person's name while deep in thought.

Just recalling the name made her body tremble.
A saint and a magical girl.
Also her cousin.

She never imagined that she, a Transcendent's contractor, would share the same bloodline as herself.

"Ah, really...! Why did I act so arrogant!"

She felt ridiculous for showing off in front of such a woman.
Thanks to that, lately she's been kicking up her blanket in shame before falling asleep.

Anyway, that's not what's important.
Eun-Ha is strong, beautiful, and has a good character.
She also has a good background.

*Dad seemed to want to take care of her...*

Add the Osung Group to that, and she has nothing to fear.

And then there's her endless obsession with her boyfriend, Kim Se-Won.
What should she call this girl?

"Should I call her 'unni'?"

No.
She soon shook her head.
Although it was a relationship where she could call her "unni" without issue.

"I don't like using such a title for a rival."

Her pride wouldn't allow it.

Eun-Ha is a fearsome existence.
A person who excels in many ways compared to herself.
She didn't want to bow down to such a being.

Because surrendering mentally would mean losing.

"Shin Eun-Ha. Unlike you, I can be with Se-Won for two years. Those two years will be the time that helps me overcome the difference between you and me...!"

Even though she was lacking in everything and Shin Eun-Ha was an extremely dangerous woman, Han Yu-Bin burned with determination.

*Plus, stealing another woman's man... and not just any woman, but a woman who's superior to me and shares the same blood. It makes my heart race.*

The murky emotion creeping up from deep within her heart gave her strength.
After walking for some time.

"Urghhhh..."
"Huh...?"

A dying voice.
The sound of someone collapsing.

Sensing that something had happened, Han Yu-Bin cautiously approached the direction of the sound.

"Y-you. What are you doing there?"
"Tsk."

Soon, as she entered a neglected alley where hardly anyone passed by, she saw a man leaning against a streetlight. Cold sweat was streaming down his face. From his grimacing expression, she could tell how much pain he was in.

Jin Yong-Han's clone, who made eye contact with Han Yu-Bin, clicked his tongue and pulled out something shaped like a syringe from his chest, injecting it into his body.

Chiiik— After pulling the trigger and injecting it all, his face finally relaxed.

*What is that? Drugs?*

No.
If it were drugs, he wouldn't have that expression. His eyes would be bloodshot or his gaze would be hollow. Among many other symptoms, none applied to the man.

"Your hand still hasn't healed, I see."
"Mind your own business and get lost."

The clone growled and glared at Han Yu-Bin.

"Eek?!"

That wasn't all. Whoosh! A heavy wind pushed Han Yu-Bin backward.

"Tsk, a girl who thinks she's a hero."

The clone clicked his tongue and struggled to get up from his spot.

*Deliberately leaving only low-potency medicine, what a calculating bastard...*

Staggering with unstable steps, the clone moved toward the depths of the academy district, cursing the now-dead Jin Yong-Han.

"What's his problem, seriously."

Left alone in the deserted alley, Han Yu-Bin watched his retreating figure with an incredulous expression.

It bothered her.
Not once, but twice.
Seeing such a precarious state made her concerned.

Han Yu-Bin, despite being arrogant and haughty, secretly cared for others. That's why she wasn't isolated in her class.

"If I meet him again next time, I'll definitely...!"

She would grab that abandoned dog-like man by the collar and forcibly take him to the hospital.

With this thought, Han Yu-Bin turned around.

Ch.454 - Peephole
The Gresorion base, Floating Garden.
Seo Hye-Ji, the commander-in-chief of the monsters and leader of Gresorion, and her daughter Seo Na-Bi were gathered together having a serious conversation.

"No matter how I look at it, Woo-Jin seems to lack energy these days."
"You're right. There's nothing obviously wrong with his movements day or night, but..."

The two girls, who looked eerily similar, let out deep sighs.

"Especially that person..."
"Bianca is practically a monster."
"Honestly, I'm jealous."

Seo Hye-Ji nodded frankly at Na-Bi's words.
The Transcendent, Bianca, was no different from a monster.
Her appearance on the bed was that of a hungry beast greedily devouring its prey.

Despite maintaining her innate seductiveness and dignity, she attacked with an alarming intensity.
The way he looked when being forcibly pleasured was quite different from when he was with them.
It was the expression of someone experiencing unknown pleasures.

The two were jealous of that.
A side of him they never saw. No, a side he couldn't show them.

"Nngh."

*I went to all that trouble to learn from the vision book.*

"Haah."

*Just when I thought his condition had stabilized. Who knew a Transcendent could have such overwhelming lust.*

The two girls, true to their mother-daughter relationship, simultaneously groaned and hung their heads.

"Anyway, we need to find a solution. At this rate, Woo-Jin might be drained to death."
"The reason Bianca has been somewhat cooperative lately is probably because she's taken a liking to Woo-Jin... We need to find a way for him to survive first."

The best option would be to make Bianca give up on Kim Woo-Jin, but it's impossible to make Bianca—who is the embodiment of living phenomena—give up on him.
The only way is to make her tire of him so she leaves on her own.

"...!! Ah! That's it!"

Bang! Na-Bi stood up, striking the table between them. Her eyes sparkled.

"Eun-Ha! With Eun-Ha's power, it might be possible. She knows healing magic. Maybe she can solve this."
"Healing magic... that's for healing wounds, right? I've heard it's powerful enough to reattach severed limbs."

Unless one has seen it firsthand, information about the powers of Virginia or Optima is shrouded in mystery. Foriner, Morris, has deliberately used his power to prevent others from knowing.

*Still, it might be worth trying even if it's a long shot.*

Nevertheless.
Seo Hye-Ji harbored a tiny hope as she thought of the only man she could ever love.

"You're wrong. Healing magic won't be enough."
"!!!!!!"

The two turned their gazes toward the childish voice that suddenly joined their conversation.
Their eyes simultaneously fixed on one spot.
At the head of the table where the two were sitting face to face, there was a girl sitting with her legs crossed, resting her face on her hand.
She looked arrogant.
Despite being a small girl, the posture suited her perfectly.

A tyrant.
For Bianca, who was once called the Empress of Slaughter, a throne was the most fitting place.

"What do you mean by that?"

Na-Bi asked with a trembling voice.
Hye-Ji sighed heavily as if to say "as expected."
Healing magic won't be enough. Not ordinary healing magic, at least.

"Healing magic is certainly useful. But it only heals external or internal injuries. In other words, it merely accelerates the recovery that would naturally occur anyway."

Bianca looked at the two with a faint smile.
Yes, it's impossible.
Magic cannot replenish life force or yang energy that has already disappeared.

"Without a power that transcends cognition, not mere magic but a true authority, you cannot revive what has died. The same applies to his life force. He should be able to hold on for... about three years, so don't worry."

Bianca's smile was mischievous.

*Unless it's magic developed enough to cure baldness, unless it reaches the realm of divine authority, it's impossible. Shall I leisurely watch as they cling to false hope?

He should be able to last about three years. I'll think about how to drain his energy until then.*

It was clearly impossible anyway.

Three years.
Bianca plans to drain Kim Woo-Jin until then.

And if the war isn't ended within that time.
Gresorion will collapse from within.

The two girls—no, three including Dolly—depend on Kim Woo-Jin.
He was nothing less than a sanctuary for the three women's hearts.
Losing him would be like losing their will to live.

"Still, we won't know unless we try."

Even so, she wanted to take that chance.
Na-Bi looked straight at Bianca, who was wearing a mischievous smile.

"I feel the same way."

Hye-Ji agreed.
The eyes of both girls revealed their firm resolve.

*Eun-Ha can even cure baldness, so she should definitely be able to heal yang energy!*

It wasn't just wishful thinking. Na-Bi recalled Eun-Ha's extraordinary feat when she was still attending the academy.

The memory of when the principal's baldness, which he always covered with a fedora, was restored.

"False hope, is it? Well, that's fine. There's still time before my plan is executed."

She shook her head.
Even false hope is still hope.

As long as they hold onto it, they can feel at ease.

Bianca smiled gently, looking forward to seeing what Hye-Ji and Na-Bi would do to save Kim Woo-Jin.


* * *


Seo Na-Bi and Seo Hye-Ji immediately took action.

Hye-Ji went to find her subordinate Melissa to see if there were other ways to restore Kim Woo-Jin's yang energy besides Eun-Ha's healing magic.

Na-Bi came to the Academy district to find Eun-Ha herself.

"I heard roughly where Eun-Ha might be, but..."

Bianca had given her hints about two locations, saying there were fewer restrictions now.
Na-Bi looked around the bustling area, drawing everyone's attention.

"I don't understand why she made me choose between two places."

Na-Bi resented Bianca for giving her two locations to choose from, as if making her pick one.

Still, she had teleported to a relatively close spot, with an error of only a few meters at most, so she should be able to find Eun-Ha quickly.

*Five minutes. If I can't find her in five minutes, I'll try the other option.*

Na-Bi's eyes flashed.
She paid no attention to the men who were staring at her, entranced by her beauty.

"That, that...!"

And then Na-Bi spotted something.
A man entering a café with a black-haired girl and a girl with chestnut-colored bob hair.
Her face crumpled in shock.

What she discovered wasn't Eun-Ha, whom she was looking for.
But it was such a major incident that she couldn't look away.

"Argh! That Kim Se-Won...!"

She couldn't ignore it.
She couldn't just stand by and watch.
Na-Bi's arm shot up quickly.
Click! Her communication device captured the backs of the three people entering the café.

"Unforgivable...!"

Crunch! She bit her lip again.

*Ha. Is it okay if you don't get caught? If Eun-Ha doesn't know, it's not cheating, right? Really? And above all, what does this have to do with you? Eun-Ha is your enemy, but you still want to meddle?*

She recalled what Kim Se-Won had said when they met at the cosplay shop.
The epitome of a vile, garbage man!

"I was the fool who believed him!"

She had thought he would reform and become a proper man after her scolding!
But that wasn't the case.
It was all an act!

"Not once, but twice he's fooling around with women other than Eun-Ha? And this time with two women?"

Unforgivable.
With determined steps, Na-Bi headed toward the café the three had entered.


* * *


Na-Bi sat very naturally behind where Kim Se-Won, Jae-Yu, and Yang Se-Hee were seated.
Fearing they might recognize her, she sat with her back to Kim Se-Won and Jae-Yu, just perking up her ears.

*What? Why is she here?*

Unfortunately, Kim Se-Won was the only man who could detect magical girls. He had noticed Na-Bi's approach long ago.

He couldn't understand why she suddenly appeared and was pretending not to know them.

"Se-Se-Won, who's that girl next to you...?"

Meanwhile, Yang Se-Hee, who had been tense the whole time, pointed at Jae-Yu with hunched shoulders.
She had expected to come alone, but he brought an unfamiliar girl. And such a pretty one!
Just looking at her made Se-Hee feel intimidated.

"Ah, about that."

Kim Se-Won was about to introduce the girl beside him, Jae-Yu, as Eun-Ha.

"Han Jae-Yu. She's my girlfriend."

But instead, he introduced her not as Eun-Ha, but as Jae-Yu.

*I remember. Something like this happened before.*

Na-Bi is currently misunderstanding the situation.
No, she doesn't know that Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu are the same person!

*Let me tease her a bit.*

As soon as he introduced Jae-Yu, he felt an ominous aura from behind.
It was killing intent.
Still, compared to Eun-Ha's obsession, this was nothing.

Kim Se-Won subtly lowered his arm under the table and tapped Jae-Yu's thigh.

*It's soft.*

What started as a tap turned into a gentle stroke.
Slap! Optima's sharp hand struck Kim Se-Won's hand.
Then she grabbed his hand and placed it palm-down on her thigh to let him feel the texture better.

"Ahem!"
[Behind us. Don-Hil is there.]

Kim Se-Won was surprised by Jae-Yu's action but didn't forget his original purpose.
He opened a notepad on his communication device and informed Jae-Yu of the current situation.

"Yes. I'm Se-Won's girlfriend. Nice to meet you."
"Ah..."

After reading the notepad, Jae-Yu nodded slightly and extended her hand to Yang Se-Hee.
With just that gesture, Se-Hee shrank back, her shoulders hunching even more.

*The person behind us has an intense aura...!*

It was partly because of Na-Bi's ominous energy emanating from across the table that was weighing down on Se-Hee.

*I really want to eat her up.*

Jae-Yu thought wickedly while smiling sweetly.
She's still cute even after all this time.
Just like a small animal.

If Na-Bi weren't there, she might have jumped across the table to hug Se-Hee right away.

"B-but why did you bring your g-girlfriend...?"
"Hm? Oh, we were planning to go on a date later."
"D-date...! Then...! After the date...!"

Se-Hee's eyes lit up.
She clasped her hands near her chest and let her imagination run wild.
Where would a couple go after a date?
There's only one answer.

"Nngh!"

Just then, an irritated voice came from behind Kim Se-Won.
A voice filled with rage, as if boiling up from the depths of hell.

*Kim Se-Wooooon!!*

A messenger from hell was cursing him.

*How dare you flirt with another woman while abandoning Eun-Ha?*

Na-Bi used spatial magic to open a small portal.
Through the portal, she began watching what the three were doing.

*This, this shameless...!*

She also used her camera in silent mode to capture everything—Jae-Yu's thigh and the way he was gently caressing the inside of it.

Ch.455 - Charging You With The Crime Of Infidelity
Han Yu-Bin, the daughter of the Osung Group, is a woman who doesn't know how to give up.
If she were going to give up, she would have done so long ago. At the very latest, when she was threatened by Eun-Ha. She would have given up when her heart sank and her legs trembled.

But today, she was still pursuing her goal, holding onto a thread of hope.
She was trying to use her advantages—time to spend together and physical proximity—things Eun-Ha didn't have.

That's why she had persuaded a girl to join her at a café in the Academy district.

"So. Is there anything else Se-Won likes?"

Han Yu-Bin seriously asked the girl sitting across from her.
She held a small notebook and pen in her hand.
The notebook was filled with dense writing, as if she had written down everything she knew.

*This girl looks more like Han Jae-Yu every time I see her. Rumor has it that she wasn't originally like this, but changed her appearance because she admires Optima. Is there anything else? Was she just in the same class?*

Her serious gaze studied the girl before her.
The girl had been in Kim Se-Won's class since last year. Being in the same class, she must have seen and heard mountains of information, whether she wanted to or not.

Han Yu-Bin eagerly awaited for her to speak.

"Yeah. There's nothing particularly... Oh. Right."
"What is it! What?"
"Hmm. Just a moment..."

The magical girl Optima.
No, the girl who changed her appearance to resemble Optima, Go Su-A, was deliberately stalling.
As it happened, there was something she hadn't mentioned yet.
She glanced at the table and pondered repeatedly, her expression suggesting something was missing.

Tap!

"Se-Won is completely devoted to her, you know? Eun-Ha... you know, the Saint. He only likes her. I think everyone else noticed except those two! Plus, his ringtone is some weird indie song with lyrics about Eun-Ha, so it's obvious.

The important thing is, Kim Se-Won wasn't that strong of a guy. Until a year ago, he was just ordinary but good at studying, that kind of feeling? So there must have been something related to Eun-Ha. Or maybe he gained enlightenment and awakened while training just to impress Eun-Ha!

So the problem you're worried about, not having enough strength right now, might be solved with the power of love! LOVE POWER! That's what I'm saying. If Se-Won, who you're so curious about, got stronger, why couldn't you?

Who knows? There's a saying that birds of a feather flock together. He might be attracted to someone in a similar situation. Someone who's walked the same path as him."

Go Su-A rattled off everything she knew while looking at the several 50,000 won bills placed in front of her.

*With this much, I could have a nice dinner with my brother!*

There was already what could be called a bundle of yellow 50,000 won bills placed in front of her.
As expected of the Osung Group's daughter. She's certainly generous.

Go Su-A didn't ask for these bribes.
Han Yu-Bin gave them voluntarily.

*Use every method available to get what you want. When it comes to love, even bribery is a valid method.*
This was one of the teachings from Han Yu-Bin's father, Han Jung-Hyun.

"Hmm. I see."

Scribble scribble—Han Yu-Bin quickly wrote down Go Su-A's words verbatim in her notebook.

*Same situation... Yes. That might be right. If I don't waste these two years, surely...! My chance will come!*

Despite writing very quickly, her handwriting remained neat. The result of rigorous practice since childhood.

"Anyway, that guy. He's charmed so many people. Even my brother changed from a useless trash man to some handsome guy because of him... Tsk, why did he become popular? He was just my brother. I was going to feed him, give him a place to sleep, satisfy his sexual desires, bear his children, do everything for him."
"Huh? What did you say? I didn't hear you. Say it again."
"Oh, it's nothing. Pretend you didn't hear. It's really nothing. Just a side comment, not even information, so don't worry about it."

Go Su-A's voice was very quiet as she muttered while biting her nails.
Whether it was really just a side comment or not, she waved her hands dismissively when Han Yu-Bin reached for her wallet to take out more bills.

"And... Ah."

Snap! Go Su-A snapped her fingers.

"Wait. I think I remember something else. Let me think. It's really nothing special, but it might help. Just a moment..."

Go Su-A pressed her fingers against her temple, deep in thought.
The memory was just on the tip of her tongue, but vague. She frowned and struggled to recall it.

Taking advantage of this pause, Han Yu-Bin took a sip of coffee to wet her throat.

"...Huh? Kim Se-Won?"
"Pffft?!"

Go Su-A's words made her choke. Some of the coffee she had just sipped sprayed across the table.
Fortunately, Go Su-A had instinctively pulled away the money.

Through the window across the road. Through another window beyond the road.
Go Su-A pointed there while putting the bundle of money into her bag.

"Cough, cough...! Really? Se-Won? Where? Where is he?! Oh no...! I didn't do my makeup properly today...! No, wait. Tissue. Let me clean this up with a tissue first..."
"Look over there."

Hurriedly, she wiped the table with tissues. Go Su-A glanced at Han Yu-Bin and pointed toward the window.
In the café across from them—a rival establishment to the one they were in—was Kim Se-Won.

"It really is him."

While wiping the table with tissues, Han Yu-Bin looked at the people across the street.
The most noticeable was a white-haired girl sitting alone, exuding an unusual aura.
But she wasn't Han Yu-Bin's concern.
Behind her were Jae-Yu, Kim Se-Won, and another girl who looked familiar.

"What? Se-Hee is there too? Why is Se-Hee there...? And Jae is..."

She looks like me, doesn't she?
Or more accurately, she resembles Optima.
Go Su-A stared at Jae-Yu for a moment before clapping her hands.

*Ah. That must be Eun-Ha.*

Virginia and Optima are the same person.
And the girl next to Kim Se-Won, who resembles herself, must be none other than Optima (Han Jae-Yu).

*Well, only a shameless woman would normally dress in such indecent clothes.*

Her hairstyle and clothes were different, so her impression had completely changed, making her unrecognizable.

"S-Se-Won, why is he there? And Han Jae-Yu is there too. Se-Hee... from what you're saying, they seem to know each other."
"You know Jae-Yu?"
"...We're not exactly on good terms."

Han Yu-Bin turned her gaze away as she spoke.
The distance between the two cafés separated by a road felt like the distance between Kim Se-Won and herself, and it didn't make her feel good.

"Anyway, I'm curious about what they're saying over there. And I'm wondering why Se-Hee is meeting with them. Am I the only one?"
"No. I agree."

The two girls were in agreement.
Nodding to each other, they stood up from their seats.


* * *


At the café across the street, the target of Go Su-A and Han Yu-Bin's interest—three people, no, four people gathered together.

"Come to think of it, haven't we... met before...?"

Yang Se-Hee carefully asked, flinching at the intimidating aura coming from directly in front of her.

"Yes. We have."
"I see. I thought something seemed... suspicious, so that's the kind of relationship you had..."

Yang Se-Hee recalled meeting Jae-Yu during the vacation.
She had been so startled by the ominous aura of Seo Na-Bi that it took her a while to remember.

"S-so. Can I ask why you wanted to meet...?"

Yang Se-Hee mustered her courage.
Today was the day she was supposed to go to the comic book store with Su-A.
Plus, that ominous aura was so frightening that she wanted to end this quickly if possible.

*The moment has come!*

Ears perking up! Seo Na-Bi listened intently to Se-Hee's words.
What could the three of them possibly be gathering for?

Seo Na-Bi watched the situation through a portal she had opened in the air, her ears perked up as she focused on what Kim Se-Won was about to say.

That's when it happened.

Thump-!!

"?!"

Someone appeared.
Next to her, at the café window.
A large shadow suddenly loomed.

"Eek?!"

Seo Na-Bi was startled by the heavy sound and the shadow that appeared.

*What the? Twins?! No, they're a bit different. Why is there a girl who looks exactly like the woman behind me here too?!*

There was an arrogant girl and a follower girl.

"Did something happen?"
"Kyaa!"
"What the?!"

With such a shrill scream, they couldn't help but turn their heads.
Jae-Yu, Yang Se-Hee, and Kim Se-Won turned toward the window.

"Su-A and... Han Yu-Bin...?"

Jae-Yu muttered blankly.
The two girls had their faces pressed against the window, staring at them.

Jae-Yu, Kim Se-Won, and Yang Se-Hee quietly looked at each other.

"What should we do?"
"I-I... don't mind..."
"Then let's call them in."

There was really no choice.
Kim Se-Won sighed deeply and gestured to the girls at the window.

It was a signal for them to come inside.

But that wasn't all.
Tap tap.

Turning around, Jae-Yu tapped Na-Bi on the shoulder.

"Hey, you come too."
"W-what?"

*Was I caught? When? When was I discovered?*

Na-Bi, who hadn't imagined that her presence had been detected from the beginning, met Jae-Yu's gaze with wide eyes.
Jae-Yu found Na-Bi's reaction cute and gave her an eye-smile.


* * *


"Look over there."
"Wow... all the girls are pretty."
"Are they friends? Or is that guy dating all five of them?"
"Wow... what trash... he must have been stringing along five girls and got caught. Look at that tense atmosphere."
"But it's kind of cool. Like a bad boy type, you know?"

An awkward atmosphere settled around them.

Jae-Yu, Kim Se-Won, Han Yu-Bin.
Seo Na-Bi, Yang Se-Hee, Go Su-A.
The boys and girls filled the seats around the table.

It was truly a field of beautiful girls.
None of them would ever be called ugly anywhere.
However, the gender ratio was terrible.
One boy.
The rest were all girls.

*How did it end up like this?*

Kim Se-Won was embarrassed.
It wasn't the girls, but the cold stares from other people watching the situation that were all directed at him.

*I'm a faithful man who only has eyes for one woman...!*

It was as if he had become trash!

"Wow. And look at them. Aren't they twins?"
"Not just one, but two? Wow..."

His prediction was spot on.
Kim Se-Won hadn't done anything, yet he was becoming trash in real time.
The one fortunate thing was that not a single onlooker recognized him.

"...I'll be going now."

From the gathering of six, Seo Na-Bi stood up.

*This isn't the time. I need to find Eun-Ha as quickly as possible.*

What does it matter if Kim Se-Won is playing around with women?
He's not her man anyway, and it's not important anymore.

*Once I find Eun-Ha and hand over the evidence photos, it will be over. Finding Eun-Ha is more important right now.*

Seo Na-Bi glanced at Jae-Yu sitting across from her.

"I don't like you playing around with someone else's man. Not once, but twice."

Feeling she should say something, she pointed at Jae-Yu accusingly.

"Huh? Someone else's... man?"

Jae-Yu opened her eyes wide.
She looked confused.
Then she slowly looked at Kim Se-Won beside her and tilted her head.

"Su-A. W-what should we do?"
"Shouldn't we just watch and see what happens?"

Unlike Yang Se-Hee who was trembling, Go Su-A found it fascinating.
Watching other people's drama is always the most entertaining.

*When did they start dating?*

While it wouldn't be strange for them to date at any time, she couldn't tell exactly when they had started.
From the atmosphere, it seemed like Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won had been dating for quite a while, but she didn't know how long.

*Is that girl also Shin Eun-Ha's friend? Is that why she's so angry? Hmm. I see.*

Han Yu-Bin saw an opportunity in Seo Na-Bi's behavior.
If she played it right, maybe she could use this woman to drive a wedge between Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won?

"Eek!"

Flinch!
At that moment, an inexplicable chill ran through Han Yu-Bin.

"You. Want to talk with me later?"
"W-who, who would w-want to talk with s-someone like you, unnie... no, someone like you...!!"

Jae-Yu had very good intuition when it came to matters related to Kim Se-Won.

"Unnie? Unnieeee? Wait. Did you just call her unnie?"
"Unnie... Jae-Yu and... her...?"

The words that accidentally slipped from Han Yu-Bin's mouth were enough to surprise Go Su-A and Yang Se-Hee.

"Wow... what don't you have?"
"Amazing."

Go Su-A was astonished by Jae-Yu, who already had everything plus connections to the Osung Group.
Meanwhile, Yang Se-Hee, who didn't know that much, was purely impressed by the Osung Group connection.

"Hmph. Good luck with that. I have things to do."

In the brief moment while the two girls were shocked, Seo Na-Bi, who had been manipulating her communication device, smiled somewhat viciously as she looked back and forth between Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won.

All the photos she had taken were sent to Eun-Ha's communication device.
Not just subtle displays of affection, but shameless ones too!

*You must pay dearly for betraying Eun-Ha!*

Being abandoned by Eun-Ha.
Being punished by Eun-Ha.
The future of these two people.
Just thinking about it was satisfying.

Ring ring-

At that moment.

"Oh my. I got a response right away."

Seo Na-Bi's communication device rang.
She showed everyone the message that appeared on her device: [Eun-Ha♡].

Ch.456 - You're... Going To... Punish Me... For... Cheating...?
Seo Na-Bi wore a triumphant expression as she glared at Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won.

*I hate that I have to tell Eun-Ha about this, but there's no choice. If I leave him alone, that man will just keep messing around with different women!

Even if it hurts Eun-Ha, I need to make sure he gets punished properly!*

It was truly karma.
The playboy and the other woman would surely face Eun-Ha's wrath.
Eun-Ha is strong.
She had become incomparably stronger than when they first met.

*What should I do?*

Meanwhile, Jae-Yu was lost in thought.
He couldn't just stand there staring blankly.

*It's funny, but I also feel sorry for her? I need to think of something, some way to handle this.*

Wasn't he friends with Seo Na-Bi?
And wasn't he the only friend she had left?

The thought of her being humiliated here was too pitiful.
He had to stop Na-Bi somehow.

*Just doing this in such a public place would cause ripples, and on top of that...*

Who knew when they might run into these people again?
Jae-Yu glanced around at the others.

*Ko Su-Ah has figured it out.*

The other two, Yang Se-Hee and Han Yu-Bin, still looked confused or tense as they watched him.
But Ko Su-Ah was different.

Her eyes sparkled with amusement.
She was thoroughly entertained.
She must have figured out that he was Optima based on the information she had.

*Since she knows that Virginia and Optima are the same person, she must also know who Na-Bi contacted through the communication terminal.*

There was no choice.
He'd have to force things a bit.

"Ahem, come to think of it, Na-Bi. Did you return that thing you took last time?"
"Huh? What are you...? Wait. How do you know my name?!"
"Is that what matters? The really important thing is something else."

Seo Na-Bi looked bewildered, then quickly changed to a flustered expression.

"What do you mean 'is that what matters'? Of course it matters! I never told you my name! And there's no reason for you to act like we're close!"

Very few people knew her real name as a magical girl from Gresorion.
Even fewer were humans. And she hadn't even transformed back!

"Sigh."

Jae-Yu let out a reluctant sigh.
Then he raised both hands above his head.

"Boing. Boing."

He made a shape like rabbit ears.
Making the sound out loud was a bit much, so Jae-Yu quickly blushed and lowered his hands.

"Ahem...! I guess that night was good?"
"...!! Hey, I just slept quietly!"

Seo Na-Bi's face turned bright red.
She finally realized.

*Come to think of it, I never returned it!*

The fact that she had unintentionally committed theft!

But there was still something she didn't know.
The night before the temporary alliance between humans and Gresorion, Seo Hye-Ji had seduced Kim Woo-Jin wearing the bunny girl outfit that Na-Bi had worn!

"Anyway, trying to change the subject won't work! Do you think I don't know you're just trying to buy time?"

Snap! Na-Bi's finger pointed at Jae-Yu.
His attitude of trying to avoid the situation when he should be begging for forgiveness really irritated her.

Beep beep- Beep beep-
Quite some time had passed since the default alarm sound started ringing.
If she didn't answer soon, it would automatically disconnect.

"Hmph. Ahem, ah. Ah."

Seo Na-Bi checked her voice to make sure it wouldn't sound unpleasant.
Then she hurriedly pressed the call button, afraid it might disconnect.

*Is the close-range call starting now?*

Ko Su-Ah instantly changed her attitude and stared intently at Seo Na-Bi, who now wore an expression like a young girl.
Her heart pounded with anticipation of what expression Na-Bi would make in a moment.

"Yes. Did you see my message? Sorry, honestly I didn't really want to tell you. But given the situation..."

A gentle voice. No, a voice with a hint of aegyo.
It was practically the voice one would use with a girlfriend, not just a friend.

*She doesn't even use that voice with her boyfriend.*

Kim Se-Won made a disgusted face at the completely transformed Seo Na-Bi.
They say loners with only one friend tend to depend and rely on that one friend—this was exactly that.

[Yes. I saw your message.]

*What?*

In contrast, Ko Su-Ah couldn't hide her surprise.
The voice wasn't coming from in front of her.
Eun-Ha's voice was clearly coming through the communication terminal, but Jae-Yu's lips weren't moving at all.

*What? So Han Jae-Yu wasn't Eun-Ha?!*

She was confused.
She had been absolutely certain that Jae-Yu was Optima and Eun-Ha, but her prediction was wrong.

*Could it be that not only do I resemble Optima, but he does too...?*

She was confused and her mind was racing, but this made things even more interesting.
How could such a coincidence exist?
Ko Su-Ah's heart raced at the unpredictable development.

Then she looked at Kim Se-Won with contemptuous eyes.

*Kim Se-Won is such a piece of trash!*

She never imagined her classmate would be such garbage, dating two women at once.

[So. Se-Won was with another... woman. Is that it? Na-Bi, you discovered that.]
"Mm-hmm."

Seo Na-Bi wore an extremely sympathetic expression.
She personally wanted to obliterate those two, but Kim Se-Won was the man Eun-Ha loved.
She couldn't just eliminate him as she pleased.

[Haah.]
"Eun-Ha..."

A deep sigh.
The sigh, heavy enough to sink the ground, conveyed Eun-Ha's feelings.
As soon as she heard it, Na-Bi's expression crumpled.

"Wait. Seo Na-Bi...?"
"That girl from the same class? Is it a coincidence that they have the same name?"

Whisper whisper. Yang Se-Hee muttered, and Ko Su-Ah answered.
Their timing had been off, so she hadn't seen her before.
Or maybe she had seen her, maybe not.
She'd heard that Na-Bi was a quiet girl with a faint presence, but she never imagined someone could be so drastically different.

[Na-Bi. It's okay.]
"How is it okay...! I should never have left that beast alone...!"
[Really, it's okay. I've known about Se-Won being with that girl for a while now.]
"No way...!"

Seo Na-Bi wore a dejected expression.
She had experienced the pain of having her man stolen by another woman.

She couldn't help but empathize!

"Sigh. I never imagined Na-Bi would catch us like this."
[I know. I still can't move, so please comfort her for me.]
"I guess I have to."

Jae-Yu also let out a heavy sigh.
He had come because he didn't want Kim Se-Won meeting Yang Se-Hee alone, but he never imagined things would escalate this far.

"What's this? That guy doesn't just have five women, he has more?"
"No, that white-haired one seems unrelated. It's still five women."
"Wow. Trash."
"Look at that shameless expression. Like nothing's wrong."
"Just because he's good-looking with a nice body, he's playing around with girls. I bet it's not just five but more than ten."

Whisper whisper.
Words sharp enough to cut bone attacked Kim Se-Won.

*This is bullshit.*

He also wanted to sigh.
Saying anything to them here would only hurt himself.

But Kim Se-Won wasn't the only one who heard the whispering.

*I should wrap this up soon.*

Jae-Yu also didn't want Kim Se-Won's position to become any more awkward.

Clap! Clap!

"Alright. You go take care of your business. I'll explain the situation. Nothing's been clearly decided yet, right?"
[Right. Nothing yet. I'm counting on you.]

Jae-Yu clapped his hands to get everyone's attention.
He was beyond calm—he was natural. His behavior seemed completely normal.
It wasn't at all the behavior of someone who had stolen another woman's man.

Click, the call ended.

"Huh?! W-wait...! Eun-Ha? Eun-Ha??"

When the call suddenly disconnected, Seo Na-Bi brought the communication terminal close to her mouth and shouted.
Was she too shocked?
Did she suddenly collapse?

*But she seemed so calm...*

The reaction was completely different from what she expected.
It was so different that she couldn't understand the situation at all.

*Does that mean Eun-Ha knew about it...? That Kim Se-Won was legally cheating...? Even Woo-Jin didn't legally cheat...*

Seo Na-Bi's expression went blank.
What was this situation?
Why were Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu talking as if they were perfectly fine with each other?
This feeling of being made a fool—what was it?
She was dazed, unable to understand how the situation was unfolding.

Her mind couldn't process it properly.

"By the way. Why did you come here?"
"Huh? Oh... Woo-Jin hasn't been feeling well lately, so I wanted to ask Eun-Ha... if she could heal him..."

Because of her confusion, Seo Na-Bi answered Jae-Yu's question obediently.

"Then, shall we change seats?"

Jae-Yu smiled brightly.
Suddenly in a good mood, his smile wouldn't leave his face.

There was no need to ask why Kim Woo-Jin needed treatment.

*Well, I guess an ordinary man would struggle dealing with multiple women.*

Because Jae-Yu was the mastermind!
The mastermind who changed Seo Na-Bi's way of thinking, making her share one man with multiple women!

At the same time, knowing that unlike Kim Woo-Jin, Kim Se-Won could handle any number of women with ease, his chest swelled with pride.

*I should provide after-sales service.*

So he had an obligation to grant the sudden request.

"Then. I'll take that as agreement? Sorry for calling you so suddenly. Someone will probably come on the weekend. Just so you know."

As soon as Jae-Yu got up from his seat, Kim Se-Won opened his mouth toward Yang Se-Hee.

"Huh? What? Um? No, I didn't hear what you were talking about...?!"

Yang Se-Hee looked startled.

She didn't know why Kim Se-Won had called her in the first place.
She didn't know, and they hadn't even talked about it.
Suddenly, it had turned into a forced agreement.

"Uh...?"

While Yang Se-Hee stood there dumbfounded, Jae-Yu, Seo Na-Bi, and Kim Se-Won left.

"What the heck. They just left. They could have talked more before leaving. Se-Hee, what are you going to do now?"
"Huh? Um... should we go where we were planning to go?"

Wondering what he had wanted to ask, Yang Se-Hee nodded at Ko Su-Ah's words, deciding to ask Kim Se-Won later.

"Let's get up then. What are you doing? Not getting up."
"Do you... want to come too...?"
"...Me?"

Han Yu-Bin, who had been watching Kim Se-Won leave the cafe, blinked and pointed at himself.

"Are you planning to trudge back alone? Forget it. We're only hanging out for a bit, so make some time."
"If, if you don't want to... I guess it can't be helped."
"......"

It was an unexpected proposal.

*What's with her?*

But strangely, he couldn't refuse.
It wasn't because Ko Su-Ah's words were close to demanding.
It was because of Yang Se-Hee, who was fidgeting with her fingers while glancing at him.
Yang Se-Hee's eyes were full of expectation.

*What is this... feeling?*

This was a type he'd never seen before.
She seemed to lack confidence and self-esteem, but strangely, mysteriously, she triggered his protective instincts.
He wanted to hug her tightly right away.

He wanted to buy her clothes, feed her, give her a place to stay.
He also wanted to pat her head gently.

"Well, I don't mind joining you."

Han Yu-Bin, who had been staring blankly at Yang Se-Hee, gave a dishonest answer as he stood up.

Ch.457 - Actually, About My True Identity...
Seo Na-Bi, the magical girl of Gresorion, was led by Jae-Yu's hand with a blank expression, unable to grasp the situation.

"Here we are. Take off your shoes."
"Huh...?"

She had been so dazed that she didn't know how long they'd walked or how far they'd gone. Only upon reaching their destination did she finally come to her senses.

"W-where is this...?"

Na-Bi broke free from her blank expression, blinking as she looked around.
Now that she was alert, she realized they were inside an apartment.
More specifically, inside an elevator heading upward.

With a ding, the elevator stopped, and Na-Bi was led by Jae-Yu toward an apartment on the right.

Beep- beep- beep- beep-
Ding-dong-

They entered the home after the sound of the door lock opening.

*An apartment, really?*

It was good that she'd finally come to her senses, but she never imagined she'd be brought to an apartment.

*Could it be that she's living here with Kim Se-Won?*

Na-Bi looked around again with a blank expression.
A large home.
It seemed quite wealthy, with the place itself giving off a distinctly luxurious feel.
The square footage was spacious too.

As Na-Bi scanned the apartment, she glanced sideways to gauge Kim Se-Won's reaction.

*No, that doesn't seem to be the case.*

He looked strangely tense.
Judging by the awkwardness emanating from his body, this appeared to be an unfamiliar place for him.
They probably weren't living together.

"Make yourself comfortable. Wait here and she'll come."
"W-who's coming? Why did you bring me here in the first place? If we're waiting for Eun-Ha, there's absolutely no need to come to a place like this."

Na-Bi, having regained her senses, snapped back sharply.

*Why did you bring me to a place like this? Really.*

Na-Bi crossed her arms and looked at Jae-Yu as if appraising her.

"You'll know if you wait. More importantly, is there anything you want to eat? I don't know if your objective will be achieved when Eun-Ha arrives, but we'll have to wait either way."

Finding Na-Bi's reaction cute, Jae-Yu smiled broadly as she headed toward the kitchen.

*Huh? That smile... it looks familiar...*

As Jae-Yu opened one of the two refrigerators—the one filled with beverages—Na-Bi tilted her head in confusion.

*Could it be that Kim Se-Won is into girls with smiles like that?*

The smile she just showed resembled Eun-Ha's smile remarkably well.

Jae-Yu opened one of the two refrigerators in the kitchen and took out a drink.

"Wow...."

The refrigerator contents glimpsed were filled with beer.
At first glance, she looked like a minor, but apparently she was already a rude woman deeply immersed in alcohol.
Na-Bi's expression naturally turned to one of disgust.
Her gaze followed Jae-Yu's movements.

*Looking at it now, what kind of state is this home in? You bring guests to a place like this?*

Moreover, it seemed she didn't clean properly either, with things scattered here and there catching Na-Bi's eye.

*What's this? Does she usually wear formal clothes? Why are there so many blouses that look like they've been worn once and discarded?

That means she's extremely wasteful, right?*

She wondered how this girl could think of bringing her boyfriend to a place like this.
Such a shameless woman.

Na-Bi's eyes were sharp.
She appraised everything one by one.
Though she didn't speak, she was like a mother-in-law evaluating a potential daughter-in-law.

"Is it uncomfortable because it's messy? Well, my mom is so busy, it can't be helped. She doesn't come home often these days.
I don't live here either. So it's not bad to use it occasionally to welcome friends while she's away."

Jae-Yu noticed Na-Bi's gaze and gave a bitter smile.
The reason they came here was partly because Hong Yu-Jin had a habit of living messily, so she came to clean up as well.

"W-what...! Who said I'm your friend...!"
"Ah, watch some TV. It'll take time for Eun-Ha to arrive, so you should rest in the meantime. I need to do some cleaning while we wait."
"O-okay."

Na-Bi was embarrassed that her staring had been noticed.
She didn't think she'd been that obvious, but somehow Jae-Yu had sensed it.

*No, I can't let myself be intimidated!*

Slap! Slap!
Na-Bi slapped her cheeks hard to regain her composure.
Here, she needed to be even more meticulous and picky, finding things to criticize!

"Oh, right. Se-Won. Please tell Eun-Ha to come here. I think she probably knows, but just in case."
"Got it."

Kim Se-Won quickly raised his wrist and operated his communication terminal at Jae-Yu's words.

*Looking at it now, she doesn't have a communication terminal...? So she's not related to the Hero Association and not a superpowered person either? Just an ordinary person?*

Speaking of communication terminals, Na-Bi's gaze turned to Jae-Yu's wrist.
There was only a smooth wrist there, no communication terminal in sight.

An ordinary person with outstanding looks.
A figure without flaws.
Plus enough wealth to live in such an excellent apartment in the expensive Academy district.

According to Jae-Yu's words, it wasn't her own wealth, but her family seemed to have money, so she probably had a considerable amount at her disposal.

*Was he approaching her for money? Kim Se-Won, you garbage.*

In conclusion, Kim Se-Won was trash.
Glaring, Na-Bi shot him a resentful look.

"Why, what?"
"........"

Kim Se-Won felt wronged.
That resentful gaze was the very look of someone seeing him as garbage.

"Hmph! It's nothing!"

Na-Bi turned her head away sharply.

"Sigh."

Kim Se-Won felt wronged but believed the truth would soon be revealed, so he turned on the TV.
If he trained while watching TV, Eun-Ha would arrive.
Then he could mock Na-Bi's expression when she learned the truth!

After a little over an hour had passed.

"...what is this."

For about an hour, instead of watching the TV as instructed, Na-Bi had been blankly focused on Jae-Yu's movements.

There was no waste in her movements.
She organized and cleaned the house according to a systematic process.
Quick and neat. Thorough too.

This wasn't the skill of someone who had done it just once or twice.
She was the very image of a domestic woman accustomed to housework.
It was quite an old-fashioned female image, but it could be attractive to men.

As evidence, Kim Se-Won's gaze kept following Jae-Yu's behind.
Chest, buttocks, waist, hair.
Just when he seemed to focus on one area, he would change targets and glance at another.

*What a beast. Is that it? Eun-Ha is for adventures and this woman is for the home??*

Na-Bi pushed out her lips in a pout.
She came from a good family and was skilled at housework.
Moreover, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu seemed to acknowledge each other's existence.

*But is that truly acknowledgment? I don't think so.*

This was merely something Eun-Ha had to choose because rumors of her dating someone couldn't spread.
The more she thought about it, the more pitiful Eun-Ha seemed.

*I don't know how you blackmailed Eun-Ha, but I'll... I'll solve everything...! I'll do anything for my only friend!*

Na-Bi clenched her fist tightly and burned with determination.
This was clearly a problem that she, as a friend, needed to solve!

But.
There was something that bothered her.
Na-Bi hesitated, chewing her lips before speaking.

"...Hey, you."
"Hmm? What is it? Do you need something?"

Having finished most of her tasks, Jae-Yu was now taking laundry out of the dryer.
She was currently folding clothes that Hong Yu-Jin had left scattered everywhere.

"Ugh...."

Na-Bi's mind was filled with both anger and shame.
The clothes Jae-Yu folded were neat.
This wasn't something done just a few times for show, but a skill acquired through much practice.
That bothered her greatly.

*That's something I should do for Woo-Jin as his official girlfriend. So for that purpose. Yes. It wouldn't hurt to learn for Woo-Jin's sake.*

She didn't like the idea of learning from Jae-Yu, but she was secretly envious of such small details.
She realized that even the simple act of neatly folding clothes could attract a man's attention.

"...T-teach me how to fold clothes."

Na-Bi reluctantly turned her head away and spoke softly.

"Then will you help me?"

Giggling, Jae-Yu didn't refuse Na-Bi's request, even though she was embarrassed while asking for help.


* * *


Beep- beep- beep- beep-
Ding-dong-

The sound of the door lock opening echoed.

"I'm home."

Following that, the door opened and a girl's voice was heard.
Eun-Ha, who had been devising ways to recruit Jin Jae-Han at White Base, had arrived.

"I-I did it...!"

At that moment, a joyful voice came from the living room.
A voice whose expression you could imagine just by hearing it—Na-Bi's voice.

"What's this? I thought the situation would be bad, but they seem to have gotten along well?"

Eun-Ha giggled as she made eye contact with Jae-Yu.
Then she shifted her gaze to what was in front of Na-Bi.
There was a blouse that had been neatly folded after many failures.

"...!! E-Eun-Ha...! No! This, this isn't what it looks like...! I haven't fallen for her...! So...!"

Realizing Eun-Ha had arrived, Na-Bi hurriedly waved her hands in denial.
Sweating profusely and shaking her head desperately, she looked like a man caught cheating.

"Welcome back."
"Hi. How was it?"
"How was what? I was just watching TV and training."

Kim Se-Won answered while doing push-ups.
Jae-Yu was kneeling on his back, which was bare from the waist up.

Up. Down.
With each of Kim Se-Won's movements, Jae-Yu's body and chest moved up and down as well.

*I'm envious.*

Eun-Ha envied Jae-Yu.

"No. Really. Really. It's nothing. Okay? Believe me. Believe me, Eun-Ha."

Na-Bi, still not understanding the situation, made a tearful face.
Despite being so close physically, the distance between her and Eun-Ha felt immense.
No, it felt like they had grown apart.

"Hehe."
"Hehe."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu laughed as they watched Na-Bi.
It was time to reveal the truth to her.
Though Na-Bi's reactions were too amusing, they couldn't keep deceiving their friend forever.

"Shall we do it?"
"Shall we?"

Making eye contact, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu nodded.
Then they simultaneously began to undress.

Rustle- rustle- The two girls removed their clothes without hesitation.
Fair skin that had been hidden by fabric, figures so alluring they seemed to draw you in—all came into view.

"W-what are you doing...!"

Na-Bi was speechless.
Suddenly taking off their clothes?
"Shall we do it?" they said???

In her mind, she pictured Kim Woo-Jin rolling around in bed with four women.

Lewd!
Promiscuous!

To think she would end up doing such things in a place like this!

*Wait, I, I have Woo-Jin...! I like Eun-Ha, but no matter what, I can't with that trash man...!*

Na-Bi squeezed her eyes shut. If she kept looking, she felt she might unconsciously rush toward the two girls.

Yet she kept stealing glances at Eun-Ha's body, unable to resist her desires.
Her heart was pounding.

During their time at the Academy.
The person who had been close yet distant. The dazzling existence was now undressing right before her eyes.

"Hehe."
"You don't need to be so embarrassed."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu found this awkward reaction amusing.

The fact that they were undressing without hesitation despite Kim Se-Won being present made her wonder if the modesty they had shown yesterday when wearing bunny girl outfits had been an act.

Soon, the two girls were completely naked.

"Twenty-one, twenty-two...! Twenty-three...!"

Kim Se-Won desperately focused on his training to avoid looking at the two girls.
If he looked now, his lower half would surely react, so he had to endure.

"No. This, this shouldn't be done...!"
"Do you really dislike it...?"
"When we're asking like this...?"
"Isn't this what you wanted?"
"That's why you waited patiently."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu approached Na-Bi with sly smiles, completely naked.

As they pressed close to Na-Bi, the scent of the girls with similar body fragrances enveloped her.
It felt good, making her head spin.
A sensation that made her feel like she might cross the line if she let her guard down even slightly.

"N-nooooo...!"

Can I touch them?
Should I touch them?

Na-Bi's mind raced, trapped in a swamp of misconceptions.
Slightly. She couldn't deny wanting to touch that soft skin.
The rounded breasts looked so soft that, despite being a woman herself, she felt a surging desire to touch them.

*This isn't right...!*

It was strange.
She had never felt this way when looking at another woman's body.

Yet strangely, why did such desire well up in front of Eun-Ha?

*Still. It's not good to refuse a meal that's been prepared.*

Though she certainly didn't have such sexual preferences, if her friend desired it this much, wouldn't it be right to do it just once?

"Hehe."
"Watch carefully, Na-Bi."

Such a virgin-like reaction.
It was so amusing how Na-Bi seemed to have become a man.
The two girls who had pressed close suddenly distanced themselves and held hands.

"Huh...?"

As the two girls suddenly created distance, Na-Bi opened her eyes with a puzzled expression.

The dizzying, sweet fragrance moving away brought relief but also disappointment.

Whoosh- Light burst forth from Eun-Ha.
Then, slimy black liquid dripped down onto Jae-Yu's head.

"!!!!! T-that...!"

Virginia and Optima.
Why did the magical girl who should be one exist as separate entities?
Na-Bi widened her eyes and then rubbed them with her hands.
Looking again, Virginia and Optima still existed as independent entities.

And then once more, a bright light flashed.
Virginia stood exactly in the middle of where the two girls had been standing.

"Ta-da~ Actually, they were both me~."
"Uh, uhh....."

Na-Bi stared at Eun-Ha's brightly smiling face with a blank expression.
In that moment, memories from around chapter 80 until today flashed through her mind like a montage.

The person she thought was another woman was actually Eun-Ha.
The person she had treated with hostility, thinking it wasn't Eun-Ha, was actually Eun-Ha.
The person she had yelled at and been hostile toward, thinking it wasn't Eun-Ha, was actually Eun-Ha.
She was the one who had mistreated, glared at, and been mean to Eun-Ha while pretending to care for her.

"Uh..... Uhhhh?!!?"

Her thoughts stopped and then started spinning again.

*S-so. All this time... I've been doing things no friend should do?*

Na-Bi's expression turned tearful and then flushed bright red as if about to burst.

"Aha, ahahahaha!!"

Eun-Ha, who had undone her transformation, held her stomach as she laughed.

"No way...."

Na-Bi muttered with a dazed face.

Ch.458 - Actually, About My True Identity...
After about 10 minutes, Seo Na-Bi's face was still bright red.
Even after regaining her composure and calling for Kim Woo-Jin, her face refused to cool down.

"Pfft. So you were like that to Eun-Ha, who you were so close with?"
"Urgh...!"
"Oh my. The great magical girl couldn't even recognize her own friend. Hmm? So you were all excited about delivering justice, treating Eun-Ha like a bad person and me like trash?"
"Grrrr...!!"

Trembling!
Seo Na-Bi's body shook like an aspen tree.
Every single word from Kim Se-Won was true.
Each one felt like a knife piercing her lungs.

"'Eun-Ha, I'll sacrifice myself for your happiness! Just watch! I'll finish everything before you arrive! I'll prepare everything so you can deliver the final blow!'

...That's what you were thinking, right? But what a shame! Eun-Ha was with me from the beginning. She witnessed your little performance firsthand!"

He acted out the scene with his hands on his cheeks, speaking in a feminine voice.
Kim Se-Won was pouring all his frustrations from being treated like trash onto Seo Na-Bi, the source of his problems.
And fueled by this resentment, his acting was annoyingly perfect.

"Urrrgh!"

Seo Na-Bi wanted to punch the man in front of her, but she simply couldn't.
With her head bowed, fists clenched, body trembling, and teeth grinding, she could only suppress her anger.

Because it was true!
Even if the details were different, the essence was the same!

Ding-dong-

Just then, the doorbell rang.

"He's here...!"

Seo Na-Bi's eyes lit up with hope that she would finally be free from Kim Se-Won's mockery.

"Coming~"

Just as Seo Na-Bi was about to go first, Eun-Ha quickly walked to the entrance and opened the door.

"...Huh?"

But it wasn't just one person who had arrived.

"Excuse me."
"Nice to see you again."
"Hmm~ *sniff sniff* Oh, isn't this Black Swan's house?"

They had only called for Kim Woo-Jin.
But three people had arrived: Kim Woo-Jin, Seo Hye-Ji, and Bianca.

Moreover, Bianca somehow knew who the homeowner was.

"C-come in..."

Even Eun-Ha hadn't expected this, so she let the three in with a bewildered expression.

As Kim Woo-Jin entered, Kim Se-Won was just getting up after finishing his training.

Their eyes met.

"......"
"......"

Kim Se-Won and Kim Woo-Jin.
The two men who had met at Hong Yu-Jin's house.

The atmosphere between them was quite different from when they had met as couples before.

The men stared at each other for a moment.
Then Kim Woo-Jin looked at Eun-Ha.
Kim Se-Won silently observed the other women.

And then.

Clap!

"You're having a hard time."
"You too."

They shook hands firmly, man to man.
They had instinctively realized they were both suffering.

"Why, why are they acting like that?"
"I don't know either."

Eun-Ha and Seo Na-Bi looked at each other and tilted their heads in confusion at the men's sudden behavior.

"Hmm."
"Hmm!"

After exchanging glances while shaking hands for a while, the two men finally nodded silently and released their grip.

"...Though this is sudden, I'll be in your care."

Then Kim Woo-Jin bowed politely to Eun-Ha.
It was hard to believe this was the same former villain who had fought with her several times.

*I guess it's because his life is at stake?*

Still, understanding that his life was on the line made his attitude comprehensible, so Eun-Ha bowed back.

"Well then. Shall we take a look around?"

Bianca had an intrigued expression.
She swept her gaze around and gestured, causing the table in the middle of the living room to float up and position itself by the door to the veranda.

Snap!
She flicked her fingers next.

"Wow!"
"So this is what being a Transcendent means."

Suddenly, a wheeled frame and mattress appeared out of nowhere and settled on the floor.
Soft bedding covered it and pillows appeared, making it look like a hospital bed.

"Now, lie down. Don't worry. We won't do anything here."

Bianca smiled at Kim Woo-Jin with her eyes.
A gaze like looking at something lovable.
Whether that was a pet, a living sex toy, or a man, only she knew.

Eventually, she moistened her lips with her pink tongue while openly staring at Kim Woo-Jin's lower body.

"L-let's lie down first. It'll be more comfortable that way."
"Mmm."

In the awkward atmosphere, Eun-Ha wanted to proceed quickly and urged Kim Woo-Jin.
As Kim Woo-Jin reluctantly lay on the mattress, Eun-Ha carefully observed his condition.
Suddenly, she turned her head and shifted her observation to Kim Se-Won.
Then her gaze moved to Seo Hye-Ji and Seo Na-Bi before returning to Kim Woo-Jin.

"Hmm..."

Eun-Ha frowned and tilted her head.
Kim Woo-Jin's physical condition was abnormally close to normal.
He looked fine on the outside, but something inside seemed to have been scraped away.

While the red energy indicating health overflowed from Kim Se-Won, Kim Woo-Jin's body had a strangely faded color.
It was too faded.

"It's like the energy flowing through your body has diminished. It's as if your life force has been drained... What did you do to change so much since I last saw you?"

Eun-Ha looked at Seo Na-Bi with genuine curiosity.

"......"

An awkward silence fell.
Seo Na-Bi suddenly turned her head to look at Seo Hye-Ji.

"......"

Seo Hye-Ji likewise turned her head, transferring the responsibility to Bianca.

"...Hehe. With him added, that makes four in total, so it couldn't be helped."

Bianca didn't deny it.
Although she had known him for the shortest time, she had extracted the most energy from him.

*Phew. I'm glad Se-Won is only with me.*

Eun-Ha felt relieved seeing this.
Unlike Kim Woo-Jin who had to deal with four women, she only had one partner.
No matter how lustful a life one led, it wouldn't drain someone as severely as that.

"...Stay strong."
"You too."

Kim Se-Won and Kim Woo-Jin clasped hands again to encourage each other.

"Can you really heal him?"

Seo Hye-Ji asked Bianca with a worried face.
If Eun-Ha's healing magic didn't work, there was no way to extend his lifespan in the current situation.

*I've already frozen some of his sperm... so having children later won't be a problem, but...*

Still, the thought of losing the only man she could love within three years made her heart ache.
The anxiety was maddening.
This feeling was a first for her.

Even when she was critically wounded by Black Swan and nearly died.
She hadn't felt this anxious and afraid.

Seo Hye-Ji trembled secretly in fear.

"Well. As I said before, it's impossible if it's not within the realm of divine power.
Even within that realm, it's impossible to revive completely dead organisms, but byproducts of life can be restored.
For example, lost yang energy, life force. And dead hair follicles or missing organs and limbs.
There are exceptions, but as long as you're not completely dead, healing power within the divine realm can heal almost anything."
"...!"

Hearing Bianca's words, Seo Na-Bi unconsciously smiled.

*It's possible.*

She clenched her fist.
Eun-Ha had already demonstrated a miracle once before.
So it was possible. If it was Eun-Ha, she could extend Kim Woo-Jin's life.

"Well, I'll try first."

Eun-Ha, who had been examining Kim Woo-Jin's body, focused on her power within her core. It seemed impossible without her Vicious Form.

Since the seal broke, she could clearly feel two powers within her core.

As she focused more strongly on the brilliantly shining power, her appearance began to change.
From Virginia to Vicious Form.

After transforming sequentially, she once again carefully examined Kim Woo-Jin's condition.

"This is life force... I can clearly see it's significantly reduced compared to when I saw it before."

However, she felt it was impossible to heal him instantly even in Vicious Form.

*Still. If I can do it, I should.*

Virginia closed her eyes and moved both hands over Kim Woo-Jin's body.

*Focus.*

Whoosh-!
Pure magical power swirled around.
The light emanating from Virginia's hands filled the living room.

"This will be noisy."

Seeing this, Bianca made a gesture.
A transparent barrier enveloped the inside of the house, preventing the healing light from leaking outside.

After eliminating any potential for troublesome incidents, Bianca shifted her gaze to observe Kim Woo-Jin's condition.

"Oh...!"

A sound involuntarily escaped her lips.
As the healing magic gradually seeped into Kim Woo-Jin's body, his lost life force began to fill up.

"I never thought I'd see the realm of divine power with my own eyes."

This was close to pure astonishment.
The power of healing is a power that only the chosen can use.
Healing itself becomes available upon reaching transcendence, but one cannot reach the next level.
Only the chosen ones can reach the realm of divine power.

"I see. Now I understand why he treasures her so much."

Next, Bianca's gaze pierced through to Virginia's core inside her chest.
Only then could she understand Moris's feelings.
At this level, even if the divided power became one, it would reach transcendence.

A power beyond standard.
The division of power didn't halve its total amount.
It was closer to having lost almost all power.
Otherwise, her body remaining intact couldn't be explained.
It wouldn't make sense.

*If she had a body capable of withstanding the power from the beginning... she would have reached transcendence long ago. Our roles would have ended trivially.*

It was truly a shame.
If that had been the case, the goal could have been easily achieved.

On the other hand, it was fortunate.
Because her immature body couldn't withstand the power.

*Still, it's not bad.*

Because she got to know a man named Kim Woo-Jin.
Because she became interested.

When the brilliant light from Virginia's hands had completely seeped into Kim Woo-Jin's body.

"My body is overflowing with energy..."

Kim Woo-Jin sat up on the mattress with wide eyes.

He checked his physical condition again and again.
But the result didn't change.

His once heavy body felt incredibly light.
It was as if he had a new body.
He had thought it was due to his intense training, but that wasn't it.

"Your life force was significantly reduced. It's not just because of se... ahem, sexual activity. I think something that made up your body was completely drained."
"Something in my body... Ah, could it be...!"

Clap, Seo Hye-Ji clapped her hands.
Something occurred to her.

The purple liquid that had drained from Kim Woo-Jin's body.
The Muk-Si-Ja (Engia Keplux)'s gene.
Ironically, the gene that had enhanced Kim Woo-Jin and posed the risk of making him The Mute One's puppet had also been sustaining his life.

"It was because of the gene."

Bianca's words added to this conclusion.

"Phew..."

Seo Na-Bi let out a sigh of relief at Seo Hye-Ji and Bianca's words.

*Then, Woo-Jin is really okay now.*

This essentially solved Kim Woo-Jin's lifespan problem.
Seo Na-Bi was about to move, accepting the feeling welling up from within her heart.

That's when it happened.

"Woo-Jin...!"

Seo Hye-Ji suddenly embraced him.

"Thank goodness. Really, really thank goodness..."

She sat on his left side and hugged him while sobbing.

"That's... my place..."

Having lost by a split second, Seo Na-Bi quietly went to the opposite side of Seo Hye-Ji and hugged his arm.

Though her reaction was delayed, Kim Woo-Jin was still her man.
She was the official wife.

"Don't covet it."
"I'm not childish enough to covet others' possessions. I would have been, but that one is different."

Slurp, Bianca moistened her lips while responding to Moris who had suddenly appeared.

She coveted it.

She wanted to impose trials.
She wanted to see him survive tenaciously and stand up again.
Her affection was directly connected to her sadism.

Only a warrior who survived to the end through repeated trials and rewards could reach her.

"Well, I'll restrain myself."

Still, he wasn't her contractor.
Bianca looked fondly at the two sobbing girls.

Seeing this, Moris smiled slightly and disappeared again.



* * *



How much time had passed?

"Thank you. Really. Thank you so much."
"Thank you, Eun-Ha. If it weren't for you, Woo-Jin would have..."

The two girls clung tightly to either side of Kim Woo-Jin with tears in their eyes.
Especially Seo Hye-Ji, who kept murmuring "thank you" as if she was about to bow down completely.

"It's not much, but here. Use this on Kim Se-Won later."
"This is..."

Seo Na-Bi handed a bottle to Eun-Ha as a token of gratitude.
It looked familiar.

*Like mother, like daughter, they think exactly the same.*

A small green bead.
It was an aphrodisiac.
The only difference was the additional bottle for storage; otherwise, it was identical to what Seo Hye-Ji had given her.

*Combined with what I received before, I have over ten now. It might be good to test them on Se-Won later.*

She anticipated the day when she could feed it to him before bed and enjoy the show. Eun-Ha slipped the bottle into the shadows.

"One word of caution: half a bead per day is appropriate. Honestly, even half is a lot. If you can divide it, split it into four pieces and use a little at a time. Got it?

Using too much at once makes it uncontrollable."

Seo Na-Bi whispered the precautions into Eun-Ha's ear.
Thanks to Bianca's presence, eating a whole bead at once had been a disaster.

"I should give you something too since I enjoyed a good show. A good spectacle deserves an appropriate reward."

As Seo Na-Bi stepped back, Bianca approached.

Seo Hye-Ji, Seo Na-Bi.
Similar appearances to both girls.
Black hair as dark as the universe beyond the sky.

She smiled and held out her fist toward Eun-Ha.

"Um... th-thank you?"

Eun-Ha extended her hand while staring at those eyes that seemed to pull her in.

"...No."

Suddenly, Bianca turned around and threw something to Kim Se-Won.

Kim Se-Won reflexively caught the object and held it up.
It was a small key. A yellow key that fit perfectly in his palm.

"It's more appropriate to give this to that man than to you. I'll impose trials on him. That's what you'd prefer more."
"Trials?"

Kim Se-Won alternately looked at the key and Bianca, confused by her unexpected words.

What trials?
What could they be that only a key was given?
When would they start?
What was this key for?

Numerous questions bubbled up at once.

"When the trials end, I'll give a corresponding reward. Please, try to follow that child diligently."

But Bianca didn't answer those questions.
Snap! She flicked her fingers and disappeared as if she had never been there.
Seo Na-Bi, Seo Hye-Ji, and Kim Woo-Jin—all those affiliated with Gresorion—were gone too.

"...They could have taken that bed with them."

The only trace of her visit was the hospital bed sitting alone in the living room.

Ch.459 - This Onahole Is Amaziiiiiiing!!!!!
After parting with Eun-Ha and returning to his room, Kim Se-Won pretended to head to the dormitory but secretly made his way to White Base.

*Good. I'm keeping enough distance from Eun-Ha. Doesn't seem like I've been caught.*

Maintaining sufficient time and distance, Kim Se-Won tracked Eun-Ha's location.

Stealthily.
He was careful with each step.

Even though he was several hundred meters away from Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won remained vigilant.

Her senses were sometimes eerily sharp, and one moment of carelessness could lead to questions like, "Why did you come to White Base?"

"Alright...!"

After retrieving an item from his cabinet, Kim Se-Won quickly returned to the dormitory.

"I never thought I'd receive an item that perfectly resembles my girlfriend's form..."

A figurine modeled after his girlfriend.
A dakimakura printed with his girlfriend's image.
An onahole that perfectly recreated his girlfriend's intimate parts.

Just hearing about these things was dizzying.
Moreover, all of them were items Kim Se-Won owned—things that would make any normal woman cringe with disgust.

But Kim Se-Won couldn't contain his curiosity.

"I wonder if it really is a perfect recreation."

With his chin resting on his hand, he stared intently at the pink column stored in a transparent box.

He was the only man in the world who knew that sensation. This was an eternal truth that would never change.
The so-called "Eun-Ha Sommelier."

"...Pfft! How ridiculous to call myself a sommelier. That's going too far."

Kim Se-Won waved his hand, laughing at his somewhat vulgar thought.
Even though he had awakened while focusing solely on a girl named Shin Eun-Ha and knew many facts about her, calling himself a sommelier was absurd.

"Alright. Let's do this."

After swallowing nervously and mentally preparing himself, Kim Se-Won opened the box and emptied its contents onto the bed.

The contents were simple.
A masturbation device.
And a piece of paper that looked like instructions.

"Couldn't I just use it without instructions?"

He wondered why there were instructions when he could just use it.
And why would this one-of-a-kind item need instructions at all?
Unable to resist his curiosity, Kim Se-Won read the enclosed instructions.

1. This masturbation tool is a one-of-a-kind item that perfectly recreates a girl's genitalia.
2. After use, it has built-in automatic cleaning and maintenance functions, so the user doesn't need to manage it themselves.
3. As long as the user has magical power, this masturbation tool doesn't need external power.
4. This masturbation tool perfectly recreates the actual girl's skin so it can adapt to your size.
5. Please enjoy this item that perfectly recreates the girl's movements.

"What... what is this...?"

It was utterly shocking.
The part that said "to your size" seemed like it was specifically targeting Kim Se-Won.

"There can't be many guys like me."

After all, Kim Se-Won had considerable confidence in his size, thickness, and stamina.
If it specifically mentioned "your size," it must be referring to someone like him.
With renewed pride in his size, Kim Se-Won grabbed the item he had taken out of the box.

"It really feels like touching Eun-Ha's skin."

Just a light touch gave him that exact sensation.
Curious, he brought it to his nose and could faintly detect Eun-Ha's scent.

It was an amazingly accurate recreation.

"Alright then..."

By this point, he was excited and quickly tried to unbuckle his belt.

Knock knock.

Just then, someone knocked on his door.
Startled, Kim Se-Won hastily stuffed the contents under the blanket and tightened his belt again.

"Ugh!"

He tightened it more than usual in his haste, but there was no time to worry about that.

"W-who is it?"
[Se-Won... it's me.]

The timid voice coming from beyond the door belonged to none other than Yang Se-Hee.

"Ah, ah! Right! Wait! Just a moment. I'll be right there!"

Kim Se-Won loosened his tightly fastened belt, redid it, and opened the door.

"Oh, what's up?"
"Um. About meeting today..."

As soon as he opened the door, a small figure appeared.
The brown-haired girl with a bob cut that barely touched her shoulders looked up at Kim Se-Won with an uncertain expression.

"Today... ah, I'm sorry. Things were hectic, and I just sent you away. I'm really sorry."

Upon seeing Yang Se-Hee, he immediately understood why she had come. Kim Se-Won bowed his head with a genuinely apologetic expression.

*Sigh, if it weren't for those girls, it wouldn't have gone this way.*

Thanks to the unexpected ambush by Seo Na-Bi, Go Su-A, and Han Yu-Bin, he had done something inconsiderate to Yang Se-Hee.
He hadn't explained why he had called her, which must have been quite confusing.

"Do you want to come in? Or should we talk outside?"
"Um. O-outside."

Yang Se-Hee glanced back and forth between the corridor and the room before pointing to the corridor with her small finger.
She seemed uncomfortable being in a confined space with a man, especially one who had a girlfriend.

"Just a moment then."

Remembering that the café in the dormitory was still open, Kim Se-Won grabbed his wallet and led her to the lobby on the first floor.

*I should buy her something nice.*

That was the right way to apologize to Yang Se-Hee.



* * *



About an hour later.
Back in his room, Kim Se-Won let out a deep sigh.

"Se-Hee actually has motivation, you know? She just lacks confidence because she struggles to use her ability."

The conversation had gone very smoothly.
When he brought up the awakened doppelganger, Yang Se-Hee had even pleaded with him.

"Well then... let's get to it...!"

Thinking it was fortunate that the conversation had ended well, Kim Se-Won lifted the blanket.

A smile spread across his face.
It was time for the sexual release he had been anticipating.



* * *



A day later, after school.
At White Base, Kim Se-Won parted ways with In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun, who were heading to the training room, and went looking for Eun-Ha.

"Eun-Ha!"

It didn't take long to find her.
He waved to the girl visible in the distance.
A smile formed on his face without him realizing it.

"Eun-Ha...?"

He approached, expecting her to respond with a smile, but no response came.
Strange.
Kim Se-Won observed Eun-Ha as she stared at the bulletin board.

"...!!"

His heart sank.

Eun-Ha's expression wasn't good.
Her face showed worry and concern.
She seemed dazed.
It looked like she might burst into tears at any moment.

"Eun-Ha. What's wrong? Eun-Ha?"

Kim Se-Won rushed to her and shook her body.

"...Huh? Oh? Se-Won."

Only then did Eun-Ha seem to come to her senses, startled.

"Did something happen? Did something happen last night?"
"Huh? No, no. It's nothing. Really."

But Eun-Ha slightly furrowed her eyebrows and waved her hands dismissively.
She insisted it was nothing, repeating it countless times to block Kim Se-Won's questions.

"Alright."

Kim Se-Won hesitated for a moment, then finally nodded.

*I'll have to ask her again when the time is right.*

Given how much she was hiding it, it must be something she really didn't want to talk about.

Perhaps it was better to wait for the right opportunity rather than forcing it out of her.
Kim Se-Won tried to understand her, feeling a tightness in his chest.

"By the way, how did it go yesterday?"
"Huh? Oh, ah~ You mean the meeting?"

Trying to forcibly change the subject to forget his gloomy feelings, Kim Se-Won made an attempt. Recognizing his intention, Eun-Ha put on a deliberately bright expression and answered.

"We decided to leave Jin Jae-Han alone for now."
"Leave him alone? Why? He now has a reason to move."
"Yeah. But they said he stopped moving again. Seems like he's forcing himself to believe it was just a hallucination."
"Well... since dead people don't come back to life. I can understand that."

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won began conversing as they walked through White Base.

The conclusion of yesterday's meeting was to focus on capturing Jin Yong-Han's clone first, rather than rushing to recruit Jin Jae-Han.

"If there's physical evidence, he'll have to move."
"Yes. Even knowing the original is already dead, he'd want to cling to the clone if he encountered it."
"But how are we going to find that clone?"

That was the problem.
Kim Se-Won realized there was no way to know where Jin Yong-Han's clone was located.

"There's a way."

Perhaps because she was with Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha seemed to return to her usual self, smiling with her index finger against her lips.

As the topic concluded, they passed by the training room and saw heroes sweating as they trained.

Having been waiting for the right timing, Kim Se-Won finally opened his mouth.

"So, Eun-Ha."
"Hmm?"

Kim Se-Won took Eun-Ha's hand and gently moved to the side.
Through the window of the sparring room next to the training room, he could see two familiar people sparring.

A waterfall flowed beyond the window.
With the waterfall from a high mountain as the centerline, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram faced each other in stance.
They seemed to be in a momentary lull.

"Ah, they're testing something called spatial reproduction technology. I heard you can feel like you're actually in that space when you're inside."

As soon as the sparring room came into view, Eun-Ha spoke first. She could see what Kim Se-Won was about to ask.

"..."

Kim Se-Won closed his mouth and looked at Eun-Ha's face.

Eun-Ha was staring at her friends as if she was being drawn in.
No, that was the same expression as before.
A worried, unstable state that looked like she might cry at any moment.

"Eun-Ha. What's really wrong? Did something happen?"
"Huh? No, it's nothing. Nothing at all, ha ha ha."

When he grabbed her shoulders and shook her, Eun-Ha just gave an awkward smile.

*What could it be...?*

It was very suspicious.
She would normally tell him about most things, but there was something she couldn't even tell him.

He felt hurt.
He was curious.
Was he such an unreliable boyfriend?

Kim Se-Won changed his approach.
He needed to ask forcefully.

"What happened? Earlier and now. Did something happen?"
"..."

Kim Se-Won forcibly turned Eun-Ha's body and placed his hands on both her shoulders.
He was trying to make eye contact.

Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won and then hung her head.
After a moment, she raised her head again and moved her lips.
She seemed unsure whether to speak or not.

"Well..."

After hesitating for a long time, Eun-Ha painfully opened her mouth.

"...Last night..."

Her voice trembled finely.
With each word she uttered, her voice became more tearful.

"...!!!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened as he heard the situation.

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry..."

After painfully explaining the situation, Eun-Ha hung her head with tears welling in her eyes.

*This is insane.*

Eun-Ha's appearance was pitiful.
It was heartbreaking just to look at her.
He should have felt pain in his heart seeing that face.
But Kim Se-Won was feeling the opposite.

*No way, yesterday that was...!*

He didn't know how to express this feeling.
Guilt and a sense of sin.
At the same time, he felt a strange pleasure.
After the pleasure passed, some emotion tickled his chest.
The corners of his mouth twitched involuntarily.

*Blasphemous pleasure. Yes. That's it.*

Thump! Thump!

Kim Se-Won unconsciously clenched his fist tightly.
Eun-Ha's delicate shoulders, where his hands rested, flinched.

"When? Do you remember the time?"

Kim Se-Won forcibly controlled his twitching mouth and put on a serious expression.
He asked in the lowest tone possible, seriously.

"Yesterday, in my room... I was definitely alone, from around 10 o'clock..."

It was an irresistible force.
Eun-Ha said it was violence she couldn't resist.
Her finely trembling body must be due to the emotion of being molested by a man other than Kim Se-Won.

"S-suddenly. I really, really wanted to resist, but there was no way to resist."

Why was her rambling appearance so lovable?
Whoosh!
Kim Se-Won tightly embraced Eun-Ha.

He couldn't hold back anymore.
A twisted smile appeared on his face.

*Morris, you crazy bastard!*

Inwardly, he gave Morris the highest praise he could muster.

"I'm sorry. I had no idea... But it's okay. We both know we only have eyes for each other."
"Y-yes... I'm sorry, really sorry..."

She must be anxious to the point of going crazy.
She must not know what to do with her guilt.
She probably wants to cry her eyes out right now.

Kim Se-Won patted Eun-Ha's back.

"Eun-Ha. Keep this with you."

After a moment, Kim Se-Won separated from Eun-Ha and took out the Blue Diamond from his pocket.

"This...?"
"I want to be of some comfort to you."

As he forcibly placed it in Eun-Ha's small hand, Kim Se-Won made eye contact with a stern face.

"And I promise I'll find the culprit."

Then, he embraced Eun-Ha once more.
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Ch.460 - The Onahole That Perfectly Replicated My Girlfriend Was More Incredible Than I Could Have Imagined
After comforting Eun-Ha, who was trembling with anxiety and weighed down by guilt, Kim Se-Won returned to his dormitory.

"Phew!"

He sighed, quietly shifted his gaze, and pulled out something hidden under his bed. It was a paper box. When he opened it and felt the contents, his lips twisted into a smile.

"Is this really okay?"

He asked himself.

"Of course it is...!"

The answer was already decided. Come to think of it, holding something with the exact same texture as Eun-Ha's skin was somewhat creepy. Nevertheless, Kim Se-Won felt his lower body beginning to stiffen.

This was like betraying Eun-Ha's trust. It was no different from pushing her, who had been trembling with anxiety, back into fear.

That's why. That's why he felt a strange thrill.

"Well then, let's see how Eun-Ha reacts."

It was about the time Eun-Ha would be resting in her room. Kim Se-Won called her, thinking of the Blue Diamond he had given her.

When he activated the Blue Diamond he had connected beforehand and brought up the screen, he could see Eun-Ha's profile as she lay sprawled on her bed.

She wore light pajamas that wouldn't look strange if she fell asleep in them, and her skin was flushed as if she had just bathed. In contrast, her expression was completely exhausted. The desire to just fall asleep as she was transmitted to Kim Se-Won through the screen.

*Well, of course. She's busy being a saint and training every day.*

Just then, as if she had just noticed the call, Eun-Ha's head moved. Her face brightened when she saw who was calling. Kim Se-Won's mood improved along with hers.

[Hello?]

There was no time lag. Her voice came through the communication device as her lips moved.

"Hey. What are you doing? How are you feeling?"

Kim Se-Won sat down on the bed with a thud and gently stroked the onahole while checking on Eun-Ha's condition.

[I'm tired~ I just want to sleep now.]

She certainly looked that way. But talking with Kim Se-Won seemed to act as a source of energy, as her voice and actions gradually became more animated.

[So, shouldn't you be in the training room at this hour? What's going on?]

"What do you mean what's going on? I'm worried about you, of course."

Kim Se-Won spoke in a gentle voice while gripping the onahole. His thick fingers gently caressed the clitoris implemented on the onahole.

[R-really...?]

When he first saw it, he thought it was a useless detail, but that wasn't the case. Eun-Ha's body twitched. It wasn't yet conveyed in her voice, but he noticed her eyebrows quivering.

"How has it been so far? That mysterious person, did they come back?"

[N-no... they didn't come.]

Eun-Ha's gaze darted around before she told the lie. She twitched, closing her thighs. Seeing her like this, Kim Se-Won grinned.

*How long can she hold out?*

The finger that had been tormenting her clitoris slid down smoothly. His long finger stroked back and forth along the tightly closed slit.

"That's good. If anything happens, let me know. I'll rush over there immediately."

[No, you must be tired too. And I was just surprised yesterday. If they appear today, I can subdue them. It's just the ability to become invisible after all.]

Eun-Ha's voice, pretending to be fine, revealed a bit of anxiety. She said she was fine, but she looked very uneasy. He could feel her desire for him to rush to her side immediately.

"...Yeah. That's right. You can do it."

But Kim Se-Won pretended not to notice. His finger, which had been slowly and gently stroking back and forth while observing Eun-Ha's reactions, soon invaded the inside of the slit.

[Uh?!]

Eun-Ha's eyes widened momentarily. The more the invisible finger stimulated her, the wetter she became.

As Eun-Ha's pussy got wetter, so did the onahole. Kim Se-Won quietly licked the small amount of fluid that had flowed out and moistened his finger.

*Indeed, it's Eun-Ha's taste.*

Though he couldn't explain the principle, it perfectly matched the smell and taste of Eun-Ha's love juices. It was as if this onahole was Eun-Ha's pussy itself.

"What's wrong?! Did something happen?"

His voice was urgent despite his lewd smile. Kim Se-Won spoke with an urgent voice, pretending to be worried about Eun-Ha.

Squelch—
It was sticky and viscous. Knowing all of Eun-Ha's weak points, he played with his fingers while pretending to worry about her.

[No. It's nothing.]

Eun-Ha tried hard to appear calm. But she couldn't stop her voice from trembling, and that slightly quivering voice excited Kim Se-Won.

*I want to thrust into her right now... but let's torment her a bit more.*

His heart pounded. He was curious to see how long Eun-Ha, who was trying so hard to seem fine, could hold out. It felt like when he first conquered her.

Like back then. Like when Eun-Ha, who had always been strong, became a girl weaker than a child when she was being toyed with by him.

*Later, it might not be bad to buy something like a vibrator and put it in.*

It would be a thrilling day with no chance of being caught. Of course, for Eun-Ha. Kim Se-Won's sadistic desire grew stronger.

"Are you really sure it's nothing?"

Squelch— The number of fingers increased. His index and middle fingers entered her vagina, gently touching Eun-Ha's weak spots.

[I-I'm fine. I was just trying to hold back a sneeze... haha.]

"Is that so? That's good. You don't need to hold it back. Do I look like a man who would be disappointed by a mere sneeze?"

Squelch— Squelch— Squelch-squelch—
Squelch-squelch!
Squelch-squelch-squelch!

While desperately calling Eun-Ha's name, his hand didn't stop. The onahole tightly squeezed his penis in sync with the movements of her vagina.

[Uh, haa...! Ungh...! Ah, noth— Haah!]

Eun-Ha's body trembled incessantly. She tried to cover her mouth with both hands, but.

[Mmm! Hng! Ungh...! Mmph...!]

Her moans penetrated through her hands and reached Kim Se-Won's ears through the microphone. The sight of Eun-Ha desperately trying to hold back excited Kim Se-Won even more.

*This is insane. Insane...!*

It felt different from when he held Eun-Ha's waist and thrust into her. The onahole perfectly replicated Eun-Ha's vagina, tightening on its own. And thanks to his strong grip holding the onahole, Kim Se-Won experienced pleasure beyond what he normally felt.

Squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch.
Squelch-! Squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch-!

"Eun-Ha?! Eun-Ha!"

[Hng... Mmph...! Haa...! Uh, haang♡]

His penis was painfully hard, but he couldn't stop. Eun-Ha tried again to bring her hands to her lower body, searching for the source of pleasure. But there was only her vagina, spread as wide as Kim Se-Won's penis. She couldn't stop it. Pleasure poured down like a waterfall, impossible to resist.

"What's wrong! Something is happening, right! Right! Where are you now? Eun-Ha? Eun-Ha! Answer me!"

His urgent voice drowned out all the squelching sounds.

Squelch-squelch-squelch-!

[Ah, it's noth♡ing♡ really... ungh♡]

To the left. And to the right. Rolling on the bed, Eun-Ha tried her best to act as if nothing was wrong.

She even tried to insert her fingers into her vagina, but an invisible, hard something prevented her intrusion.

Squelch— Squelch-squelch-!

Kim Se-Won continued to get excited watching Eun-Ha on the screen. She frowned, desperately trying to resist the pleasure. But her face soon surrendered to the pleasure, giving him a sense of conquest, albeit indirectly.

*It's different from having sex with Eun-Ha. Really different!*

Kim Se-Won's mouth stretched into a grin. When he had sex with Eun-Ha, he had to thrust his pelvis or hold her tightly and move.

Squelch-squelch-squelch-squelch-!

[Haa, ahng♡ Haang♡ No, nooo...♡]

But what about now? What he held in his hand was a light onahole. If he wanted, he could thrust as fast as he wanted, much faster than usual.

[Hik, ahk, haang♡ haa♡ haaa♡ Re, ally♡ it's nothing...♡]

Already without the strength to hold back, Eun-Ha panted heavily while reciting excuses that didn't make sense. Her pajamas, soaked with sweat, clung to her body. The shape of her round breasts and erect nipples were revealed.

"Are you really... okay?"

Did he really think she would believe him?

Squelch-squelch-squelch— Squelch-! Squelch-squelch! Squelch-squelch!

[Haa♡ Yes. Y-ungh♡ Yes...♡]

What nonsense. Kim Se-Won continued his thrusting without stopping, incredulous. Eun-Ha's body twitched with each rapid thrust.

*Such a strong Eun-Ha is so powerless before my cock.*

And now he could even violate her remotely. It was a one-sided violence she could never resist.

"You're okay? You're really okay...?"

Kim Se-Won glanced at the thoroughly soaked bed sheets and increased his pace. Perhaps because he was too excited, he was much faster than usual. He could feel his climax approaching.

"I'll believe you. Because it's what you're saying."

Thrust!

[Ungh?!]

With his gentle voice, he thrust so hard the onahole might tear. Eun-Ha's body jerked.

Spurt! Spurrrrrt!
His semen filled the onahole, filled Eun-Ha's pussy.

[It's coming in♡ No♡ This can't be♡]

Eun-Ha twitched her body, completely limp. A large amount of semen gushed out, enough to burst the onahole, but nothing flowed out from it.

Meanwhile, slightly yellowish semen leaked from Eun-Ha's pussy. It slowly soaked the bed sheets, squeezing between the transparent hole as large as Kim Se-Won's penis and her pussy.

"...Goodnight, Eun-Ha."

[Mmm♡ G-goodnight...♡]

Kim Se-Won pretended to be completely fooled and ended the call with Eun-Ha. But he continued watching the screen displayed by the Blue Diamond.

Eun-Ha's body twitching in the afterglow of pleasure. The sight of semen flowing between her firm buttocks was spectacular.

Slurp—

He had ejaculated a lot after a long time. When Kim Se-Won pulled his penis out of the onahole, Eun-Ha's body trembled slightly.

"Whew."

A sensation he had never felt before. Having tasted it once like this, it seemed addictive.

*Still, I need to control myself.*

It felt incredibly good. It was a pleasure different in nature from having sex with Eun-Ha.

*Next time, I'll use tentacles too... No. Since the feeling is good, using tentacles might give me away.*

Kim Se-Won lay down on the bed, carefully wiping the wet surface of the onahole with a tissue. He turned off the screen broadcast by the Blue Diamond and surrendered to the pleasant languor.

"It's good to ejaculate once before sleeping."

Kim Se-Won's face was the very picture of serenity.


* * *


About 15 minutes after Kim Se-Won fell asleep.

"It was more intense than I imagined."

Today was more intense than yesterday. It really felt like her head was burning up.

After confirming through the hidden camera that he was completely asleep, Eun-Ha jumped up and began tidying the bed.

"...According to plan."

And she smiled brightly. If, as Han Chae-Eun said, it wasn't good to extract energy every day, then she could make Kim Se-Won release it himself.

*I'm glad I asked Morris for help.*

Eun-Ha felt a sense of satisfaction.

Ch.461 - Grand Mansion
The search operation to recruit Jin Jae-Han, a clone of Jin Yong-Han, wasn't going as well as initially expected.

"Thank you for your hard work today."
"I never thought finding one man would be this difficult."

In response to Eun-Ha's comment after returning from the search, A-rank hero Jeon Yu-Seong sighed deeply, expressing what everyone else was thinking.

"It's been a week without any results. Are we sure this man actually exists?"
"He does exist. The man captured on the CCTV footage I showed you before is a clone of Jin Yong-Han, an executive of the Villain Association... Though I've only seen him once in person."

Eun-Ha tried to hide her disappointment. If only she had known the clone was conscious, she would have forcibly detained him then.

"Hmm... Even with an S-rank hero involved, I never expected we'd have zero progress like this."

Jeon Yu-Seong scratched his head and folded his arms, sighing repeatedly.

An S-rank hero represented tremendous power. They were sacrificing training time to search for him, yet a week had passed without results.

Though the operation had barely begun, concerns were already being voiced, perhaps because they weren't heroes who specialized in search and tracking.

*I guess it has been a week already. The academy starts vacation tomorrow too.*

If this dragged on, her summer vacation plans and new swimsuit might go to waste.

"We need a new strategy..."

The team Eun-Ha was leading consisted of nearly 100 people, plus assistance from other hero groups. Despite this, having no significant results after a week was becoming frustrating.

*Should I ask Chae-Eun for help?*

Han Chae-Eun suddenly came to mind. With her countless connections, she might know something that could help.

"I'll look for a solution. Thank you all for your hard work today, everyone."

Either way, today's work was done. Since the team wouldn't disperse without her word, Eun-Ha dismissed her subordinates.

"Hello? Yes, it's me, Chae-Eun..."

After everyone had left the room, Eun-Ha picked up her communication device.

* * *

"Huh? You're asking if I know someone good at finding people, like a detective?"
"What are you talking about?"
"No, it's Eun-Ha."
"Ah, I see."

In-Ha-Ram nodded at Han Chae-Eun's words. The two were inside a limousine.

"I know someone who can do something similar... Sorry, I'm busy right now, but I'll ask around tomorrow. Yeah. Yeah. Bye~"
"Seriously, when did you meet someone like that?"

In-Ha-Ram looked at her best friend with an incredulous expression.

"I met them while on patrol recently? They have a surprisingly good personality, so we became friends quickly~"

The ability to easily befriend various people was a kind of talent that was impossible without being born with it.

"Anyway, I never expected the chairman of Osung Group would suddenly want to meet us."
"Didn't Eun-Ha mention he was related to Han Yu-Bin? So I think it's probably related to Stellarlis."
"Hmm... Is he trying to form an alliance like Cheonil? Whatever his intentions, isn't it strange? Even if they're relatives, they're practically strangers. Eun-Ha only found out recently."
"Well... we'll find out when we get there. I think that's one reason why he invited us to his mansion specifically."

The reason for being invited to the mansion specifically bothered In-Ha-Ram. That's why she brought along Han Chae-Eun, who excelled at escaping and surprise attacks, just in case. Even if they hired an A-rank hero for something suspicious, Chae-Eun could easily get them out.

"Wow! Amazing! Ha-Ram, look at that! How can there be such a huge mansion in the Academy District? I've never seen anything like it."

After riding in the limousine for quite some time, Han Jung-Hyun's mansion came into view. It was the same place Kim Se-Won and Jae-Yu had visited before.

"Hehe! If you have time this summer, would you like to visit our villa too? It's not inferior to that mansion in size or facilities."
"You have one too?! Really?"
"Of course. It's even more splendid than the hotel on the artificial island."

In-Ha-Ram chuckled at Han Chae-Eun's genuine amazement.

After experiencing Cheonil's wealth, most people would try to leech off them for scraps, but Chae-Eun never did that.

She wasn't pretending not to care—she genuinely didn't. This was true not just for Chae-Eun, but for Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won as well.

"So does the villa have a home theater? Hmm... since it's summer, turning the AC on full blast and watching movies leisurely sounds nice."
"Of course it does. I'll prepare whatever you want."

In-Ha-Ram gazed at Han Jung-Hyun's mansion as they approached.

"First, we need to handle this meeting well. I'm here representing my father, so mistakes aren't acceptable."
"If you handle it too perfectly, wouldn't he worry? Thinking his daughter is pushing herself too hard?"
"That's exactly what I'm aiming for."

In-Ha-Ram looked at the well-built middle-aged man visible through the window. Whatever reason Osung Group had for contacting Cheonil, they absolutely couldn't take a loss.

Following Han Jung-Hyun, who had come out to greet them personally, Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram entered the mansion.

"Wow...! Is that a family photo?"
"Yes. My father, mother, and younger sibling."

A large framed photo caught their eye immediately upon entering the mansion. It was so large that Han Chae-Eun's eyes widened in amazement. Though the frame was somewhat old, it was well-maintained and didn't look shabby.

"You must really cherish your family?"
"I may not trust others, but family is different. At home, at least, one should be able to rest comfortably."
"I never thought of it that way! That's amazing!"

Despite meeting for the first time, Han Chae-Eun and Han Jung-Hyun conversed smoothly. Chae-Eun would bring up topics and add appropriate responses to lead the conversation. This was her way of socializing.

However, their conversation didn't last long.

"Now then. Could we speak privately?"

When they reached the reception room, Han Jung-Hyun, who had been chatting amicably with Chae-Eun, changed his expression and asked. His sharp gaze, suggesting they were now entering the business realm, had the power to intimidate ordinary people.

"...What do you think?"

Han Chae-Eun looked at In-Ha-Ram with an awkward expression. Han Jung-Hyun's demeanor clearly indicated he wouldn't proceed unless they spoke alone.

*How absurd.*

To be so forceful after inviting guests. But that made In-Ha-Ram even more curious. What matter could be so important that he needed to speak privately?

In-Ha-Ram glanced briefly at her communication device before speaking.

"Why don't you look around the mansion for a while?"
"Sure, I'll do that."

Han Chae-Eun, understanding what In-Ha-Ram's look meant, nodded readily.

There was a hotline established between them. With just a simple gesture from In-Ha-Ram, a signal would be sent to Chae-Eun. With her speed, she could break through walls and arrive within seconds of receiving the signal.

"Well then, I'll go explore someone else's house~"

While chatting with Han Jung-Hyun, she had already grasped the general layout of the house. Since he didn't object to In-Ha-Ram's suggestion, it seemed fine to wander around.

"Oh right. Since I have time now, I should take care of what Eun-Ha asked me to do~"

The hotline would function normally even during a call, so there was no problem. Han Chae-Eun turned on her communication device and began browsing through her contacts. Of course, she kept walking. Her main purpose was to explore the mansion while killing time.

Han Chae-Eun walked straight ahead and turned a corner.

Thud!

"Whoa?!"

She collided with something solid. Startled by the unexpected collision while browsing her contacts, Han Chae-Eun quickly stepped back.

"I-I'm sorry. I was just doing something..."

Not expecting to bump into anyone, Han Chae-Eun bowed her head first.

*I didn't notice anyone's presence. Who could it be?*

Then she looked up to see who she had bumped into. It was a rather tall man, similar to or slightly taller than Kim Se-Won.

*Wow. People really do dress like this.*

He appeared to be in his late twenties, with a monocle over his eye and neatly cut hair fixed with wax or hairspray, giving him an intellectual yet somewhat stern impression. Additionally, he wore an impeccably tailored tailcoat. Judging by his appearance, he seemed to be a butler working at this mansion.

"Not at all. I was careless too. Excuse me."

The butler bowed slightly and walked away in the direction Han Chae-Eun had come from.

"Does Ha-Ram's family have people like that too? Butlers or maids?"

Han Chae-Eun watched the butler's back with a bewildered expression.

"Butler... maid... Come to think of it, Eun-Ha mentioned something about cosplaying at night..."

It might not be a bad idea to borrow a maid outfit through In-Ha-Ram's connections later. Actually, if she could get a butler outfit too, that would be perfect. Han Chae-Eun thought of her boyfriend, Kwak Yang-Ho, as she continued on her way.

"Let's see~ Ah, here it is."

While walking, Han Chae-Eun found the name she was looking for in her contacts. If she could persuade this person to help Eun-Ha, her task would be essentially complete.

That's when it happened.

"Seriously, where did that man go...!"

A familiar voice reached her ears. Though not one she heard often, it was a voice she'd been hearing more frequently lately.

"Oh."
"Huh?"

Han Yu-Bin. The young lady of Osung Group. She was wearing an academy uniform and looking around intently, searching for someone.

Ch.462 - Grand Mansion / The Third Defeat
Han Yu-bin's eyes widened in shock.
Her lips quivered several times before she finally spoke.

"Y-y-y-y-you! Why are you here?!"

Finally finding her voice, Han Yu-bin pointed accusingly at Han Chae-eun.
This mansion didn't have any staff besides the chef. There was just one property manager, but their paths rarely crossed due to different schedules.

"Breaking and entering! Home invasion! I-I'll report you! I don't know why you're here, but—"
"And what about you... Oh, right."

Han Chae-eun had started to point back in rebuttal but stopped mid-sentence.

*Come to think of it, she's the young lady of the Osung Group. I've only been thinking of her as the girl following Se-Won around lately, so I forgot.*

She lowered her accusing finger and crossed her arms. It seemed better to wait for the dramatically overreacting Han Yu-bin to calm down.

"What do you mean 'oh right'? What 'oh right'...! A-anyway... why are you here?"

Standing awkwardly, Han Yu-bin shifted her gaze around, subtly scanning the mansion's interior.
She seemed anxious about something, tapping the floor with her foot and completely unable to focus on the conversation.

*This is serious...! Hiding someone from Dad is no small matter, and to think I'd run into Han Chae-eun here of all places...!*

She wasn't particularly close with Han Chae-eun.
And what if Chae-eun held a grudge against her?
A shiver ran down her spine. If Chae-eun truly held a grudge, rumors could spread quickly through her unique network of connections.

*It's okay, I haven't been caught yet. But I need to be careful...!*

Han Yu-bin turned completely to face Han Chae-eun.
Dealing with the person in front of her took priority over whatever was worrying her.

"Me? I'm a bodyguard."
"A bodyguard?!"
"It seems like Cheonil and Osung are trying to collaborate on something."

Han Chae-eun shrugged.

This had been in discussion for several days, and as luck would have it, In Cheon-yong's schedule didn't work out, so In Ha-ram came as his representative.

"I don't know the details, but... Ha-ram's schedule lined up, and long story short, I became a bodyguard."

There was no need to hide such information from Han Yu-bin, the young lady of the Osung Group.
Han Chae-eun stated the facts in a casual tone.

"Osung... Cheonil..."

Han Yu-bin lowered her gaze slightly.
Then she muttered the names of the two companies with a serious expression.

"Cheonil... that's connected to Shin Eun-Ha."

Partly because In Ha-ram was her friend, and partly because the silver bracelet Eun-Ha wore was proof that she was acknowledged by In Cheon-yong, the chairman of Cheonil.
In other words, the girl Eun-Ha was essentially affiliated with Cheonil.

There she was again, Shin Eun-Ha.
Or should she call her Han Jae-yu?
Either way, it was complicated.

*I never thought Dad would join hands with Cheonil.*

This was all because of Jae-yu.
The unexpected appearance of a relative named Han Jae-yu had caused all this.

*Dad always talked about his younger sibling since I was little, so it's unavoidable that he finds Han Jae-yu cute... but he used to be someone who clearly separated personal and business matters.*

If it was purely a matter of corporate interests, that would be somewhat better.
But the timing bothered her.

"Do you really know nothing?"
"Really. Truly. What would I gain by lying about this?"
"What would you gain? You might be afraid I'd steal Se-Won from you...!"
"Well~ I don't think Eun-Ha would go that far~."

Han Chae-eun gave a sly smile.
In a way, Han Yu-bin was an admirable girl.

*Those bouncy breasts. I'd like to touch them once.*

Eun-Ha, a girl whose abilities were suspiciously good compared to her intelligence, would never let go of Kim Se-Won no matter what.
But she wouldn't use corporate power for personal matters.

Why would she need to?
She had an even stronger helper in Morris.

"How can you be so sure? I don't believe it. Those eyes of hers... they're the kind that could tear someone to shreds while smiling. Someone like that could do anything."
"Uh, umm...?"

Han Chae-eun wore a blank expression.
It was hard to believe.
But Han Yu-bin's trembling as she hugged herself seemed like someone facing an insurmountable fear.
Her body language spoke of having experienced trembling before a predator.

If this was acting, she should be pursuing acting rather than being a hero.

"A-anyway... right. Se-Won's been acting strange lately. Do you know what's going on?"

Han Yu-bin suddenly changed the subject after gauging Han Chae-eun's reaction.
More than getting answers, she was terrified of Eun-Ha's gaze that kept appearing in her mind.

*What kind of look could make her break into a cold sweat like that?*

This wasn't normal.
Han Chae-eun carefully observed Han Yu-bin's neck, chest, face, and then chest again, deciding to go with the flow.

"Se-Won? What about Se-Won?"
"What do you mean! As his friend, you should know! Se-Won has become quite gaunt this past week! His expression seems enlightened, but he seems to have lost weight... A-anyway! I'm asking because I'm worried!"
"Se-Won...?"

Was that true?
Come to think of it, it did seem that way.
He'd been feeling quite relaxed lately.

*Did Eun-Ha do something again? I told her to hold back... No, that can't be right? When I asked her the day before yesterday, she said she really wasn't doing anything these days?*

She briefly averted her gaze from Han Yu-bin before looking back.

"I and Ha-ram have also noticed that Se-Won seems different. But gaunt? Maybe he's just worried about a lot of things lately? It must be physically demanding too."
"Worried about things... Could it be!"

Han Yu-bin's eyes sparkled at the vague response.
She stepped closer to Han Chae-eun, closing the distance between them.
Looking up with determined eyes, Han Yu-bin's rather large chest was now prominently in view.

"Are you also after Se-Won?"

Han Yu-bin's gaze fell to Han Chae-eun's watermelon-like chest, then back up, then down again.

*Even I can't compete with this.*

Someone once said that all living beings, regardless of gender, are naturally drawn to large breasts.
This would apply even to Kim Se-Won, who was devoted to Eun-Ha.

*I might not be able to compete with Han Jae-yu, but with breasts like hers, I can't win either.*

Han Yu-bin felt her heart sink.
Just as she was trying to close the distance using her advantages over Jae-yu, if Han Chae-eun interfered, her chances would essentially disappear.

A woman who was already close to him and had more time with him than herself or Jae-yu!
Plus, her wide network of connections, formidable skills, and overwhelming physical attributes!

"No thanks~ I'm not interested in kids like Kim Se-Won."
"...Huh?"

What was she saying?
Han Yu-bin stood with her mouth open, wearing a stupid expression.

*Kid? Who? Se-Won?*

"My type is dandy, embracing older men~ Well, I'm already dating someone."
"W-wait. What? O-older men? You? You're dating an older man? Why? What are you missing?"
"Missing? What would I be missing? It's just what I like. With just a little force to break down ethical barriers, most men can be won over~."

A madness Han Yu-bin had never seen before flickered in Han Chae-eun's gently curved eyes.

Those eyes.
They were the eyes of someone who had crossed a line.
There was an emptiness inside. No, it was an abyss.

*Se-Won is in danger.*

Jae-yu, Han Chae-eun, and perhaps even In Ha-ram.
Dangerous women surrounded Kim Se-Won.

*I have to do something. I have to save Se-Won.*

A sense of mission welled up in Han Yu-bin's heart.
Firmly gripping Han Chae-eun's large breasts, she renewed her determination to make Kim Se-Won hers.

"Ahem. I understand. Then continue what you were doing."

How vexing.
Despite their size, these breasts were firm and bouncy, which was very irritating.
Touching them seemed to make all worries disappear, creating a bewitching desire to keep touching them forever.

"Ahem! Ahem! And absolutely! Don't tell Dad I'm here! Got it?!"
"Huh? Why?"

Han Chae-eun finally removed her hands from her chest.
Han Chae-eun remained calm, as if such incidents weren't rare for her.
Rather, she paid more attention to Han Yu-bin's words.
She hadn't planned to say anything, but Han Yu-bin's emphasis made her curious.

"I wonder why~ Hmm~ Oh, is our Han Yu-bin hiding something from Chairman Han Jung-hyun~?"

Han Chae-eun's eyes curved slyly.
This was good prey. No, emergency rations.
It was like having a card she could use later.

"Shall we talk a bit?"

Han Chae-eun glanced at a nearby room and took Han Yu-bin's hand.


* * *


Aleph, a servant of The Mute One, still couldn't forget the humiliation.
The time when she was thoroughly defeated by two girls.

"I can't live with this defeat. Not once, but twice!"

Aleph ground her teeth.
She had initially had the upper hand, but thanks to the two girls who had become insanely strong, she had been defeated twice.

"That woman's weakness is that man...! I'll use her body to seduce that man and make him mine.

I need to repay the humiliation I've suffered a hundred—no, a thousand times over!"

Aleph moved with the sole determination to kill Kim Se-Won.
She flew alone from the hybrid base to the academy dormitory, covering dozens of kilometers with ease.

Deliberately dropping from the sky to avoid detection, no one would have noticed her presence.

This was personal revenge.

"Hehe, new is always better than used. Men can't resist that conquering desire."

Aleph looked down at her body, which she had never used before.
Would that woman have only been with one man, Kim Se-Won? Certainly not.

Humans, especially famous and good-looking ones, are never satisfied with just one person.
They indulge in carnal desires by constantly changing partners—that's what humans are.

"In contrast, I'm a virgin. Hehe...! Making a man my prisoner, even as a virgin, is as easy as eating cold rice."

Slap! With a vile smile, Aleph clung to the dormitory's outer wall.

"...Surprisingly good smell."

She could sense it.
She could sense Kim Se-Won's scent.
Her heart raced uncontrollably.

With other men, or rather males, she felt inexplicable anxiety and rejection, but she didn't feel that with Kim Se-Won.

"Humans should be going to bed soon, so there's no chance of counterattack. Even if there is, I can just subdue him."

She peeked through the window into the room.

"...He's not sleeping?"

But Kim Se-Won wasn't asleep yet. He was holding something like a thick rod in his hand.

"What is that?"

Just as curiosity arose at the unfamiliar object.
Twitch!

"Ugh?!"

Aleph's body writhed involuntarily.
She quickly covered her mouth to prevent any sound from escaping, but in her surprise, she almost fell from the dormitory wall.

"What? W-what is this...?!"

A sensation she had never felt before.
It gave her goosebumps.

"T-this isn't what I think it is...!"

Aleph immediately denied her sensations.
Though she had never experienced this feeling before, she instinctively knew what it was.
It was a kind of foreplay for mating.

Foreplay to excite the female, making her more receptive to pregnancy!

*What? What? What?? Why am I suddenly feeling this sensation?! I didn't touch anything! That man doesn't even know I'm here! Then who? No, there's only that man around...*

The confusion accelerated.
Her mind was in chaos, unable to think properly.

"Is it some kind of magical tool that was said to have disappeared? Placing a curse on the closest person...!"

Kim Se-Won appeared in Aleph's mind.
Just before the strange reaction in her body, he had been licking that rod-like object.

And that sensation was fully fed back to her lower body!

"Dangerous."

It was dangerous.
She needed to escape from here immediately.
Otherwise, she, a servant of The Mute One, would suffer the disgrace of being defeated by a mere human for the third time...!

"Just you wait...!!"

The very idea of fleeing from an ordinary human was inconceivable.
But it wasn't a complete defeat yet.

Aleph hastily spread her wings and soared high into the sky.

Ch.463 - Finally Found It
After having a lengthy conversation with Han Chae-eun, Han Yu-bin trudged back to the dormitory on her own.

"Why did I have to run into Han Chae-eun there of all places!"

Her luck couldn't possibly be worse.
Yu-bin stomped her heels on the floor in frustration.

"That guy suddenly disappears, and Han Chae-eun is either similar to Shin Eun-Ha or just naturally crazy...!"

With all these unfortunate events piling up, she felt wronged. So wronged that tears—which she would never show in front of others—began to well up in her eyes.

"You idiot! Moron! Why did you bring up your dad to Han Chae-eun? Why!"

Thump! Thump! Yu-bin hit her head as she berated herself.

Looking back, it was something she didn't need to say, but in her desperate attempt to change the subject, she had blurted it out.
In other words, Yu-bin had dug her own trap and jumped right in.

"Haah..."

Yu-bin's shoulders slumped.

"I wish I could become a star in the night sky... Huh?"

Finding herself too pathetic, she looked up at the sky, and her eyes widened.

"What's that?"

Something was rising high in the sky.
She squinted, focusing her gaze. Her pupils turned purple as she enhanced her senses to improve her vision—a skill she had only recently learned.

"Is that... a person? Wait, they have wings and a tail...?!"

It wasn't physical enhancement. Nor was it a superpower that transformed parts of the body.
It wasn't made of magical energy, but something real.
Unless someone was born with wings and a tail, there was no explanation for it.

"It's gone. Am I seeing things because I'm tired...?"

Yu-bin tilted her head.
She had only blinked once, but whatever it was had completely disappeared from her sight.

"Well, I have been preoccupied lately with training and taking care of that person I picked up..."

Perhaps she was just too tired and mistook an airplane for a person.

"There's no way someone could be flying around in the sky."

Plop. Plip-plop. Plip-plip-plip!
Just then, as she lowered her gaze from the sky, something like rain began to pour down.

"Oh crap...! And now it's raining too...!"

It wasn't much, but she hated getting wet.
Yu-bin whined as she ran toward the dormitory.
Perhaps because she ran at full speed, fortunately, she didn't get hit by the falling water.

"But that Han Chae-eun... her reaction was strange, wasn't it? Something must have happened to Se-Won. She seemed like she didn't know, but also like she did."

Back in her room, the events at the mansion came back to her.
Though she denied it verbally, there was clearly something bothering her.

"A reason for a man to become gaunt in a short time... Maybe he's going through something emotionally difficult? If so, this might be an unexpected opportunity?!"

Her eyes sparkled.
This was a golden opportunity.

If she comforted the weakened Kim Se-Won, he might develop feelings for her!

Yu-bin immediately ran to her closet and laid out some rather scandalous underwear she had bought for use with Kim Se-Won on her bed.

"I've been stressed because that guy keeps disappearing without warning, but this is perfect! I'm just too nice for my own good, and now I'm being rewarded!"

She would use this opportunity to get closer to Kim Se-Won than Han Chae-eun, In Ha-ram, or Eun-Ha, and make him her captive!
Yu-bin grinned as she dreamed of a happy future.

Then suddenly, she remembered the breasts she had touched with her own hands.
That overwhelming volume that couldn't possibly be human!

"...Even if mine aren't as big as Han Chae-eun's, they're still plenty."

She couldn't help but feel her confidence drop.
Not that her own chest was small by any means. In fact, it was quite large!

Yu-bin tossed off her clothes and fondled her own breasts.

"I never thought the day would come when I'd need to use padding."

She clicked her tongue briefly, then slowly reached deep into her closet.



* * *



Several hours after Yu-bin had fallen asleep with the vain hope of making Kim Se-Won her man.

"Huff."
"Urgh..."

A short sigh was followed by the sound of someone collapsing.
The man, slashed by a sharp wind, died while bleeding profusely.

The clone of Jin Yong-han, who had brutally killed the man, casually wiped the blood splattered on his face.
The clone was no longer interested in the man. His attention was directed elsewhere—to something in the man's possession.

"Fortunately, there are still people using these things."

The clone put the object from the man's possession into his own and turned his gaze.

"A sword, huh."

He took what the fallen man had been holding and swung it through the air a few times.

Swoosh-! Swish!
The hwando, about 80cm in length, made a sharp sound as it cut through the air.

"Among swords, a hwando... I'm sure one of the S-class used wind techniques with a sword."

This might be quite useful.

A smirk spread across his face.
One of his problems had been solved.

The clone stared at the hwando, which had no ridge, then picked up the scabbard from the ground and sheathed the sword.

"She'll make a fuss the next time we meet."

It should be annoying, but he didn't feel that way at all. Instead, a faint smile unconsciously formed on his lips.

"I have no more business here."

The clone thought of the shelter he had acquired by chance and extended his foot forward.

"I finally found you."

Just then, a familiar girl's voice came from behind him.
The clone, who had been about to step forward, stopped and turned his head.

In the dark alley.
A girl stood between the buildings.
Despite the only illumination being the dim moonlight, her black hair, transparent skin, and purple eyes were clearly visible.

"I thought you'd given up playing the justice hero after creating Stellarlis, but I guess not? Magic Girl."
"It's not playing—I'm a real agent of justice. Seven days a week. And aren't you the one playing at being a justice hero?"

Optima stared at the man she had found after a week.
Dried, browned bloodstains and fresh, deep red ones. His body was covered in blood, but it didn't seem to be his own.

*Could this be the person they say has been killing villain remnants lately, even though he's not a hero?*

Optima glanced at the fallen corpse, infusing magic into her eyes.
The horribly mutilated body was bleeding from the face, neck, abdomen, and groin.

*It's similar to the reported corpses. It really is this man doing it.*

It wasn't particularly problematic.
In fact, it was good.
Thanks to the clone's efforts in eliminating villain remnants, Morris had been able to pinpoint his location.

"Ha, playing the justice hero? I couldn't care less about that. What I want is this."

The clone twisted his lips into a smile and pulled out a bottle from his pocket.
Colorful pills, mostly painted red.

"What do you intend to do with those?"
"None of your business. Just get lost, Miss High-and-Mighty Justice. Leave me alone."

The clone turned his back again and walked forward.
Optima, who needed to catch him, naturally put strength into her legs.

"Wait...!"

But she couldn't pursue him.
Her steps halted.
Her outstretched hand cut through empty air.
Optima's eyes widened.

"He disappeared...?"

In just a moment.
In less than a second, the clone had vanished.
Even using the technique she learned from Seo Hye-ji, which she called "Sonar," she couldn't sense his presence at all.

"Damn it...!"

Bang! She pounded the wall in frustration.
At this rate, even if she met the clone again, she would only lose him right in front of her.

*What Jin Yong-han's clone had... it must have been Enhanced Activator.*

Why did he kill the villain remnants who could have become allies?
What was he trying to do by stealing Enhanced Activator?
And how could he vanish so completely right before her eyes?

Numerous questions arose in her mind.

"Now that he knows I can pinpoint his location, he'll be more cautious for a while. Or maybe he'll just recklessly continue killing villain remnants to collect Enhanced Activator."

Minor villains wouldn't possess Enhanced Activator with good effects.
It was bound to be something with dubious benefits and high addiction potential.

Enhanced Activator was dangerous.
There had been a major incident because of it before.

*If he were to distribute it to ordinary people, or even low-level superhumans... it could be catastrophic.*

She grew anxious.
She had one more reason to find Jin Yong-han's clone.

*Revealing myself was the problem. What an idiot I am.
Next time, I'll approach with stealth magic. I'll subdue him first, then talk.*

Optima recalled her careless actions as she trudged back the way she came.

"But today was quite sudden... No foreplay and straight to the point. ...This might be good in its own way."

At first it was agonizingly painful, but this wasn't so bad in its own way.

"I really should go back."

Optima, her reflective mood suddenly gone, threw herself into the portal that opened before her.

Ch.464 - Detective Agency
"Haah."

Eun-Ha sat on her bed with a troubled expression.
4:30 PM. It was about time for students to head out for work after school.

Normally, she would have been moving toward the entrance to greet her friends or working with other heroes, but now she was just sighing deeply as if the ground might cave in.

"A villain's clone who kills villains... Enhanced Activator... an ability that disappears in an instant... What could be the purpose?"

She couldn't find an answer no matter how hard she tried.
There were many things she couldn't understand about the actions of Jin Yong-han's clone whom she met yesterday.

"There was blood on him, but his clothes were relatively clean. That means he had a place to wash up. Plus, he didn't show any signs of fatigue."

His hideout must be somewhere in the Academy District.
A place with access to electricity and water. A place not easily found by others, where one could rest comfortably. Where could such a place be?

"The Villain Association's hideouts... I destroyed most of them. But there might be some I didn't completely destroy, so maybe I should check those first...?"

There were mainly two types of places she could think of.
Eun-Ha rested her chin on her joined wrists as she pictured the two locations in her mind.

One was the former Villain Association hideouts she had mentioned. Being Jin Yong-han's clone, he would know those places to some extent.

"Nabi, Kim Woo-jin, and Dolly..."

The other was the red-light district that Seo Nabi once used as a hideout.
Located on the outskirts of the Academy District, it was a quasi-lawless zone that didn't attract much attention. There were too many issues to address, so heroes couldn't easily intervene, naturally attracting villains, the poor, and criminals.

"I need to go check. I'll beat the information out of him if I have to. If I keep beating him up and healing him, beating and healing, even Buddha would eventually talk!"

She might not be able to subdue Jin Yong-han himself, but she could overpower a clone with force.
Having made up her mind, Eun-Ha jumped up from her bed.

"I still have some scheduled work, so I can't go right away, but I have about two hours free, and once that's done, I can resume the search immediately. No problem!"

She clenched her small fist with determination.
She had already searched those places once with other heroes, but that was then and this is now.
Even if it turned out to be a waste of effort, she couldn't afford to miss even the slightest chance.

Knock knock.

"Huh?"

Just then, someone knocked on her door.
Eun-Ha looked toward the door.

"Who could be visiting at this hour...?"

Tilting her head in confusion, she opened the door.

"Waaah!"
"Kyaa!"

As soon as she opened the door, a massive figure pounced on her.
Since she didn't sense any hostility, Eun-Ha couldn't react and was engulfed by the enormous mass.

"Our Eun-Ha~ What were you doing alone in your room at this hour~?"
"Mmph! Mmph mmph mmph!! Mmph!! Mmph!!!"

The high-density flesh wall, the violence of massive fat!
Eun-Ha flapped her arms frantically as soft breasts pressed against her face.

"Let's see. It doesn't look like you were doing anything special... *sniff sniff* I only smell Eun-Ha's scent."

Han Chae-eun was holding the back of Eun-Ha's head tightly in an embrace, giving her a simultaneous taste of heaven and hell.

"Puhaaah! Haah...! Haah...!"

After about 30 seconds, Eun-Ha finally escaped from the chest and inhaled roughly.

*They say you only realize how precious something is after you lose it... I never thought that would be oxygen...!*

Her face was drenched in sweat in just that short moment. Eun-Ha looked up at Han Chae-eun with somewhat resentful eyes.

"Sorry~ Anyway, about what I asked yesterday. I got in touch. I contacted them on my way here since I didn't have time yesterday. So, what do you think? Want to go? Do you have time?"
"What you asked yesterday... Oh, it was real?!"
"What do you take me for? I said I'd contact them if they existed."

When Eun-Ha opened her eyes and mouth wide in shock, Han Chae-eun pushed her lips forward.
Her curt voice was evidence that she was offended.

"S-Sorry! Let's call it even with what you just did! So, what kind of person is it?"
"A detective."
"A detectiiive?"

Do such jobs still exist these days?
Eun-Ha asked again with wide eyes.
Blink, blink, she kept blinking her eyes endlessly as if she couldn't believe it.

The same reaction from Eun-Ha as before.
But Han Chae-eun's response was different this time.
She nodded in agreement with a small smile.

"I know, right? Honestly, when I first heard it, I thought they were lying too. But they really are a detective."

Han Chae-eun's expression showed discomfort as she explained. She glanced at her own chest briefly and her expression changed subtly.

"I was so surprised that I let my guard down and got sexually harassed, but I let it slide in exchange for a favor later."
"Whaat?"

She was surprised again. Eun-Ha opened her eyes wide and alternately looked at Han Chae-eun's face and chest.

"Since they're a former hero, I figured fighting there would make a mess of the surroundings. Plus, Stellarlis hasn't been established for that long.

Stellarlis is still in the stage of building trust, so I couldn't act rashly."
"I see... But wait. A former hero? A hero who became a detective, and that detective sexually harassed you?"

Her head was spinning. Eun-Ha couldn't hide her confusion at the information that was difficult to process.

In her mind, a hero was someone who helped and protected the weak, someone who eradicated evil.
Moreover, if you reached a certain rank, it was a secure job with no worries about retirement.
This was Eun-Ha's definition of the hero profession.

But for such a person to retire and become a detective, a profession far removed from being a hero, and then commit sexual harassment?

*There are heroes who specialize in search rather than combat, but was that not suitable for them either?*

There could be many reasons—perhaps they felt their abilities were lacking, or it didn't match their temperament.

"Are you lying?"

It wasn't called a quasi-iron rice bowl for nothing. She couldn't understand.

"No. As I said earlier, they demonstrated their abilities. They have pretty good physical abilities and quickly recovered the item I had lost."
"I-I see..."
"So even though I was angry, I decided to let it go~ If they weren't capable, I would have flipped them over and turned them into electric barbecue. I could have brought them to you when they were on the verge of death, and you could have saved them."
"Wait. So what you said earlier about Stellarlis and all that was a lie?"
"...Maybe...not?"

Whoosh! Han Chae-eun's gaze quickly shifted to the side.

"How dare you lie?!"

Eun-Ha, who had been staring at her intently, grabbed the massive fat mass and shook it vigorously.



* * *



After shaking Han Chae-eun's breasts up and down, Eun-Ha eventually found herself in front of a building.
She had reluctantly come along after Han Chae-eun's persistent persuasion.

"I still can't believe this."
"Trust me~ What I said about Stellarlis had a liiiittle bit of a lie in it, but this is real, I swear."

Looking up with half-opened eyes, she noticed a window with "Detective Agency" written on it with packing tape.
Before questioning whether the person was really a detective or not, she could at least confirm that the person Han Chae-eun was introducing claimed to be a detective.

"Come on, let's go up. They'll be really surprised when they see our Eun-Ha!"
"Who? Me?"
"No, them."
"Haah."

Han Chae-eun lifted the drooping-shouldered Eun-Ha almost like carrying her and went up the small building.

"Come forth!!"

Bang!
When Han Chae-eun opened the door with one hand while carrying Eun-Ha, a piercing cold air rushed out.

"Ugh! It's cold! Mister! Even though it's midsummer, don't you know you'll get sick if you keep the air conditioner on this high?"
"Hmm? Well, look who it is."

A man who had his feet up on the desk responded to Han Chae-eun's voice.
He lowered his legs and stood up.
A tall, slender figure that seemed to be over 180cm. A pipe in his mouth, possibly just for show.

Eun-Ha peeked out from behind Han Chae-eun's back.
She immediately surveyed the man's attire with a surprised face.

*Wow... Isn't he hot?*

The man was wearing a trench coat and a fedora in the middle of summer.
The khaki-colored coat and fedora, slightly darker than regular khaki, looked hot enough to make observers feel the heat.

"What's this? You're not alone? Oh? Wait. That kid...!"
"Are you the one who sexually harassed my friend?"
"Ah, sexual harassment~ That's harsh. People are naturally drawn to the gravitational pull of breasts. Just as the Earth holds people with gravity, my hand was slightly, just slightly, pulled by that force."

Hahaha, the man laughed slyly, making a small space between his thumb and index finger.

Eun-Ha looked at the man with narrowed eyes, clearly displeased.

*I remember seeing this person at The Front Line. For someone who supposedly wasn't suited for combat, he fought too well... If he had gritted his teeth and continued, he could have easily aimed for the upper ranks of B-class.

Looking at him now, I'm glad he retired.*

She didn't dislike honest people, but she didn't want to see someone like him continuing as a hero.

*No, that's not right. I shouldn't think like this. After all, I'm here to ask for a favor.*

The displeased expression lasted only for a moment, a fleeting instant.
Quickly changing her expression, Eun-Ha tapped Han Chae-eun and got down from her.

"Ahem! Nice to meet you. I'm Shin Eun-Ha."
"I know! My name is... Oops!"

The man extended his hand with a still sly expression.
At that moment, his body lurched forward.

*He planned this.*

He deliberately stumbled, shifting his center of gravity forward. Both his hands naturally extended forward, targeting Eun-Ha.

Swoosh!
But those hands never reached Eun-Ha.
A shadow—no, magical power—extended from beneath Eun-Ha's feet, wrapped around the man's hands and body, and forcibly made him stand upright.

"I almost fell! Thanks! I'm Go Do-il!"
"Go Do-il...? Ah, yes. Nice to meet you, Mr. Go."

Eun-Ha was about to tilt her head at Go Do-il's name but corrected her posture.

*Every man with the surname Go has a strange name.*

Go Soon-jo.
Go Soo-hwan's real name, Go Jo-rim.
Every Go-surnamed man Eun-Ha had met had a peculiarly strange name.

"So, you're looking for someone, right? Even the smallest detail is fine. Tell me everything you know."

Go Do-il said this as he returned to his desk.
He then took out a fountain pen and notepad and held them in his hand.
Seeing his attentive posture, ready to listen to his client's story, Eun-Ha began to trust Go Do-il a little more, wondering if he wasn't just pretending to be a detective out of pretentiousness.

"First of all, the person I'm looking for is someone you've probably seen before. But there are some changes—"

So Eun-Ha told him all the personal information and characteristics she knew.

"Short... ash-gray...?"

While Eun-Ha was talking about Jin Yong-han's clone, Han Chae-eun, who had been quietly listening from behind, rested her chin on her hand and fell into thought.
It was a familiar impression she had seen somewhere.

"Hmm. Come back in three days. I'll have results for you by then."
"Yes, I'm counting on you. By the way, how much should I pay you?"

Eun-Ha smiled brightly and raised her index finger.
A proper request deserved appropriate compensation.
And it wasn't a bad idea to know in advance how much the compensation would be.

Besides, she pretended to forget that she had originally agreed to do it for free as a favor to Han Chae-eun.
After all, work is more motivating when proper compensation follows.

"Not necessary."
"What? No, even if it's a favor for Chae-eun... that's a bit..."
"I've already received payment, Holy Maiden. You treated my cousin, didn't you? Let's call it even with that."
"What? Your cousin...?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head.
Treated him, he said.
Honestly, it was entirely possible.
But she had treated so many people with healing magic that she couldn't possibly remember who he was talking about.

Go Do-il grinned at that and nodded.
Then he raised his hand and placed it on the crown of his head.

"You know, the guy who was bald like this. The one who got bitten by a monster at The Front Line and had a big scar on his head."
"Ah...!"

Go Do-il's finger slid down smoothly.
Then he traced from his forehead to the right side of his crown with his hand.

"I remember now. That person..."

Eun-Ha clapped her hands as she recalled the man she had met at The Front Line.
Back when The Front Line was still divided between Academy graduates and non-Academy graduates.
He was a man she had seen when she rented a small room to treat people.

"People like me were weeded out, but that kid will continue his hero activities steadily. I was worried because his head was balding.

But then suddenly, the Holy Maiden appeared at The Front Line and treated him. He was so happy, sending me selfies, and I was relieved.

So I won't take any payment for this job."
"...Yes. I understand. I'm counting on you."

Eun-Ha had a dazed expression at this unexpected connection.
Soon, she changed her expression to a faint smile and bowed her head again.

*Sometimes my actions come back to me in ways like this.*

Though dazed, her heart was racing.
A smile naturally formed on her face from the sense of fulfillment.
Eun-Ha smiled brightly as she left Go Do-il's office.

Ch.465 - Sudden Earthquake
About an hour after leaving the detective agency.

*Truly, remarkable is remarkable indeed.*

Han Chae-Eun thought to herself.
It was just a random thought that popped into her head.
Her gaze lingered on Virginia, who was sitting calmly on the circular chair.

*Even if it's for the future. Even if it's to gain allies for what's to come... volunteering like that can't be easy.*

Virginia could have spent this time training or with her boyfriend, Kim Se-Won, but instead she was here, greeting people with an unwavering smile.

As Chae-Eun stared at Virginia, the latter noticed and met her gaze.

*Even if it's fake. Even if she hasn't done anything remarkable yet. Even if she's not truly compassionate but just wearing a mask. When you repeat it enough, you start to give off the aura of a saint.*

That gentle smile made it hard to believe that until a year ago, Virginia had been a man.
There was a genuine compassion in Virginia's face as she treated people.
It was dazzling to see.

"Next person, please come forward~"

Chae-Eun spoke cheerfully while naturally shifting her gaze.
The hall rented under Stellarlis's name was packed with people.

From minor injuries to severe illnesses and incurable diseases.
All kinds of people were waiting, their eyes fixed on Eun-Ha alone.

People looked at her with hopeful faces.
Eun-Ha looked back at them with a gentle, compassionate smile, engaging in brief conversations.

"You'll be fine now."

A bright light flowed from Eun-Ha's hands and seeped into the child's body.

The child suffering from epidermolysis bullosa, a terrible disease, had their cracked and blistered skin fall away, restoring to its original state.

"Thank you. Thank you so much...! Come on, Chanwoo, you should thank the nice lady too."
"Thank... you, lady...!"
"You're welcome."

The child's mother, witnessing the instant cure of what might have been a lifelong terrible disease, bowed repeatedly with tears in her eyes.

The child, who used to cry at the slightest touch, couldn't believe his healed skin and kept touching it all over.

"Ma'am, this calls for a party! Take your child out for something delicious!"
"Ah... yes, of course. Thank you, Holy Lady."

Though she would have liked them to stay longer, the next patient was waiting.
Chae-Eun was also acting as a mediator for situations like this.

The woman who had brought the child wiped her tears and walked past Virginia.
As she passed, she discreetly left something behind.
It was a form of gratitude.
Virginia's healing activities were volunteer work, not done for money.
But some of those who received treatment left tokens of appreciation like this.

*Since she can't eat anything but protein... Come to think of it, there was so much protein stacked up in the White Base training room that it filled an entire wall...*

Already, many gifts of gratitude were piled up behind Eun-Ha.

*Somehow, it seems like every time she repeats these treatments, the aura around Eun-Ha grows.*

Turning her gaze from the pile of gifts, she looked at Virginia. Chae-Eun could see a soft light emanating from Eun-Ha.

An aura invisible to ordinary people, visible only to those who could handle magical power.
This aura expanded bit by bit every time Eun-Ha performed these acts of kindness.
The increase was extremely subtle.
So small it was barely perceptible.

*What was once the size of a millet seed has now grown to about the size of a basketball.*

But compared to when she first saw Eun-Ha, it had grown incredibly large.
It was like seeing all the virtue she had accumulated made visible.

*That's what draws people to her. Even though Eun-Ha hasn't done much as a magical girl yet and there are unknown dangers lurking, no one questions her because of that aura.*

She glanced through her communication device's camera, and as expected, it wasn't visible.
This mysterious energy could only be seen directly by those who could handle magical power.
But she felt that even ordinary people could sense this aura, even if they couldn't see it.

"Oops...!"
"Wait. Stop!"

Chae-Eun, who had been lost in thought, suddenly moved like lightning.
She was heading toward a middle-aged man who was pretending to fall, leaning toward Eun-Ha.

Thwack!
Chae-Eun not only caught the man but also tightened her grip on his wrist.

"Ow! What, what are you doing?!"
"Mister. Even if Eun-Ha looks naive with her blank smile, that doesn't mean you can try to touch her chest."
"What, what are you saying I did...! Hey! You! Do you have any proof I did that? Huh?!"
"Mister. Do you see my chest? This isn't the first or second time I've seen eyes like yours~"
"Proof! I'm asking if you have proof! What? Chest? You cow-like girl, how dare you talk back to an adult! Did your mother teach you to be so rude? Such a young thing with no manners!"

Chae-Eun disliked people like this.
People who stubbornly insisted on their way and were loud but closed-minded.
She might have a thing for middle-aged men, but this type was an exception.

*Anyway, he's taking advantage because Eun-Ha just smiles foolishly. And Eun-Ha can't use force because that alone could give people something to criticize her for.*

Compassionate.
Kind.
In other words, she looks easy to take advantage of.

That's why unnecessary security guards were assigned.

"Mister. Do you see this sign?"

Though angry, Chae-Eun pointed to a nearby sign while twitching her lips.
It listed guidelines for patients and precautions.

"It says right there that if you have inappropriate thoughts or actions toward Eun-Ha, you'll be forcibly removed. Can't you see that? Sexual harassment is a crime, by the way."
"That's why I'm asking for proof! Proof! Where is it?! You're accusing an innocent person! Last time I came, they didn't do this kind of thing! You know? What kind of education did you receive!! Seriously! Stellarlis or whatever! Manager! Call the manager!"
"This person is still...!"
"It's okay."

Chae-Eun was getting upset. Just as she was about to restrain the shameless and noisy man, Virginia held her back.

"Sir, please sit here. Where does it hurt?"

Virginia soothed him with the same kind expression as before.
The man who had been called out by Chae-Eun cleared his throat with a "Hmph! Ahem!" and glared at Chae-Eun before starting to talk with Virginia.

*Sigh. What trash.*

Chae-Eun decided to ignore him completely.
But she still kept an eye on his behavior as she looked away.

*Still, it's amazing. There must have been more than just one or two people like him. Yet she shows no sign of anger.*

One might be able to smile through a few incidents, but it's different when there are dozens or hundreds.
Was she enlightened?
Had she given up?
Or was she truly unbothered?

*Plus, he said he came before. Don't tell me he actually touched her last time?!*

Worried as a friend, Chae-Eun opened and closed her mouth several times, considering whether to say something.
She wanted nothing more than to turn that sex offender into electrical barbecue.
But she couldn't act on it.

Because Eun-Ha wasn't just playing around.
She was using various methods to increase her power and influence, and this healing activity was part of that.

She had to endure whatever happened in the process.

*Among people, there are those who treat her like a free, easy cure-all...*

Chae-Eun didn't like that.
No matter how much one had to endure, still.

Being treated like an object, not a person.
Perhaps even being treated like a doll, not a human being.

Plus, the image of Eun-Ha seen through eyes and media was that of an infinitely pure girl.
There are countless people with desires to taint and bring down such a girl.

*Eun-Ha knows that too.*

But Eun-Ha doesn't condemn such people.
She can't condemn them.
Because that's the kind of being she is.
That too is a fate she must bear.

Looking at Eun-Ha makes Chae-Eun feel sorry and anxious.
At the same time, she feels impatient.
That impatience she felt at the beginning of the semester, and still feels occasionally.

The feeling that Eun-Ha might leave her behind and go far away.

*I need to do something. Should I increase my training even more? No, I feel like that alone won't be enough.*

Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram have been training intensively, splitting their time as much as possible, though not as much as Kim Se-Won.
But looking at Eun-Ha makes her feel it's not enough.

Not just training.
The readiness to sacrifice something for what you want.
The determination to see through what you desire until the end.

"Ah."

As if realizing something, Chae-Eun opened her eyes wide.

*I see.*

What you give up and what you gain.
What you want until the end.
It doesn't have to be grand. What matters is how desperately you want it.

*Eun-Ha, Se-Won, me, Ha-Ram. We all have something we desperately want.*

With a small smile, Chae-Eun continued to watch Virginia as she greeted more patients.


* * *


While Chae-Eun was watching Virginia with a forced smile, Han Yu-Bin left the dormitory and came to her house. She was concerned about the clone she had taken in.

"Hmm?"

Just as Yu-Bin arrived at the mansion and was about to check on the clone in his assigned room.
Whoosh! Whoosh! She heard the sound of wind from the inner courtyard.

When she went to the courtyard, she found Jin Yong-Han's clone there.

"What are you doing? Why the sudden sword?"

Where could he have gotten such a sword? Yu-Bin was curious.

"Just a hobby."
"A hobby? No, more importantly, that sword! Where did you get that sword?"

In response to Yu-Bin's question, the clone kept his gaze straight ahead and continued swinging the sword.
He was ignoring her.

The sword had a thin layer of wind around it.
The sword, which had been making a dull sound as it cut through the air, gradually changed its sound.
The dullness was scraped away, replaced by sharpness.

"...Tsk, still not like that woman."

Though it gained sharpness, it lost power.
The clone clicked his tongue and lowered his sword arm.
He was drenched in sweat, having practiced for who knows how long.

*Is that why S-class heroes are rare... Still, there's potential.*

The sword he had picked up on a whim turned out to be a good fit.

"Hmm."

Seeing him ignore her words and immerse himself in his own world, Yu-Bin looked at him with half-lidded eyes.

"You like swords that much? The owner of the house is here, and you don't even bother to look."
"...Sorry."
"Forget it. Let's go."
"Where?"
"Where else?"

When the owner arrives, shouldn't one at least greet them?
With a sulky expression, Yu-Bin pointed to the large building beyond the courtyard, the multipurpose training room.

"If you like it so much, try taking me down. I may not look it, but I'm super strong, you know? I'm in the upper ranks at the academy. I'll crush that proud nose of yours!"

Yu-Bin's confidence wasn't unfounded.
She is strong.
Among her peers, she is undoubtedly one of the top-ranked fighters.

"I'll get ready and meet you in there! Got it? Don't waste your energy swinging that sword!"

Crack! Yu-Bin pointed her finger triumphantly as she shouted.

And then.

Yu-Bin appeared wearing extremely short bottoms, so short they could barely be called panties, and a white short-sleeved t-shirt that looked like workout clothes.

"...What kind of outfit is that?"

The clone wore an incredulous expression.

"What's wrong with this? Isn't it obvious you should wear something comfortable when exercising?"

In contrast, Yu-Bin still wore a confident expression.

"Ah~ I see. You're worried you'll get distracted by my smooth skin and figure and lose? You're building up excuses! No need to worry! I'll go easy on you, so come at me!"

Not content with that, she wiggled her fingers, taunting the clone.
She was confident in her victory.

Boom!

"Kyaak?!"

Just then, a loud explosion was heard from far away.
It was such a big explosion that the floor of the training room shook.

"Really, what's with the sudden explosion...!"

Having fallen on her bottom due to the unexpected tremor, Yu-Bin got up irritably and ran toward the direction of the sound.

Ch.466 - The Hole Goes BOOM-!
The explosion was so loud it could deafen anyone nearby.

"Kyaaaa!"
"Help! Someone help!"
"Move! Everyone get out of the way!"
"Don't push me, you bastard!"

The street had instantly transformed into chaos.
The explosion centered around the auditorium where Virginia and Han Chae-Eun had been violently shook the ground.
Debris from the auditorium scattered in all directions.

That's when it happened.

"Aaaaaahhh!"
"Uuuaaargh?!"
"Kyaaaak!"

Whoosh! Numerous silhouettes suddenly emerged from the dust and rubble caused by the explosion.

Five people were encased in spheres of scattered light.

Except for Han Chae-Eun, who appeared first with her chest heaving, all were heroes wearing Stellarlis uniforms.

When the heroes reached the apex of their trajectory, pop! The spheres of magical energy disappeared.

"Hup!"

Crackle! Snap! Electricity surged through Han Chae-Eun's body.
The electricity she discharged spun her body around, gradually slowing her descent.
Eventually, she landed safely on the ground.

"Hah... huff...! I thought I was going to die...!"

Han Chae-Eun exhaled roughly, feeling her heart pounding.
In just moments, her entire body was drenched in sweat.

"What, what's going on? What happened in there?"
"Haram...! Ah, wait."

Crackle! Electricity sparked from Han Chae-Eun's shoes. She instantly moved past In Haram and flew toward Kwak Yang-Ho, who was falling.

It wasn't particularly to help Kwak Yang-Ho.
Thud. He could land on his own just fine.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

She had only gone to check if he might have been injured.

"Hmm. That's right. Thanks to the Saint, no one was hurt. But the Saint herself..."

Kwak Yang-Ho frowned as he looked toward the auditorium.

"Sigh. All the time we've spent together seems meaningless now."
"Hehe, sorry~."

In Haram crossed her arms with an exasperated expression.

She could understand Han Chae-Eun's actions.
If her own father were in such a dangerous situation, she would have rushed to help, dropping everything else.

'That expression I glimpsed briefly... something was happening in there. Not just the explosion. Something else.'

But that behavior seemed excessive.
It looked like she was trying to buy time forcibly.

"Anyway, what's with the sudden explosion? I was... on my way to a meeting with my father and Osung Group."
"...Well."

In Haram's guess was correct.
Han Chae-Eun's expression rapidly darkened at In Haram's question about what had happened.

Han Chae-Eun whipped her head around to look at the already exploded auditorium.

The auditorium had collapsed, sinking in on itself.
A large hole had formed around where the auditorium had been, filled with debris.

Anyone still inside would surely have died.

"Eun-Ha! Eun-Ha...!"
"Eun-Ha? What are you... Don't tell me."

Eun-Ha's schedule flashed through In Haram's mind.
Come to think of it, that place was where Eun-Ha was supposed to provide healing services today.

And from there, Han Chae-Eun and several other heroes had flown out with the explosion.
But Eun-Ha wasn't among them.

"Eun-Ha is buried in there."

Han Chae-Eun opened her mouth with a trembling voice.

"What do you mean Eun-Ha is buried? Then how did you all escape?"
"She evacuated only us and stayed behind alone."
"...Tell me in detail. What exactly happened in there?"
"Well—"

She glanced at In Haram's father, In Cheon-Yong, and Kim Se-Won who had approached, then explained everything that had happened.



* * *



Near the end of the volunteer work.
Just one more person to heal.

"Uuuuuugh..."

The condition of the last person looked extremely bad.

"If you were in such bad condition, you should have said something earlier. Didn't the other heroes outside tell you?"

Virginia approached him with a worried expression.
There are often people like this.
People who don't know they can receive priority treatment based on the severity of their condition.

"Huh...?"

As Virginia approached the middle-aged man, she realized something was wrong just before casting her healing magic.
Her emerald eyes scanned the man's body.

"You seem... normal...?"

Her blank face continued to examine the man.
Her eyes, which could visually detect bodily abnormalities, didn't seem to find anything wrong.

Yet his outward appearance was strange.
His gaze was slightly upturned like someone on drugs. And his eyes were unfocused.
Drool was dripping from his mouth.
He seemed normal, yet abnormal.

Was he truly alive?
It was such a strange phenomenon that one might wonder if he was infected with some kind of parasite.

"Ugh, uuugh...!!"
"?!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.

Gurgle, gurgle! Crack!

The man's body began to swell rapidly.
As if countless large bubbles were forming inside his body, he swelled up with bizarre sounds into numerous bubble-like protrusions.

"What is this...?!"

Virginia quickly scanned everyone in the auditorium, startled.
All patients and citizens had been treated and left.
Only Stellarlis heroes, Virginia, and the man before her remained.

"Eun-Ha! It's dangerous!"

Han Chae-Eun, who noticed the danger first, blocked Eun-Ha's path with lightning speed.

"Ack?!"

But Eun-Ha pushed Han Chae-Eun aside.

"This person...! The magical energy inside his body is going wild!"

Virginia shouted loudly as if deliberately wanting everyone to hear.
She stretched her arms out to the sides and squeezed her core.

"?!"
"What, what is that!"

It was all over.
The heroes who had relaxed thinking the two-hour volunteer work was finally ending noticed something was wrong and each thought of ways to protect themselves.

"Grrrgh..."
"Uuuugh."

Then.
The auditorium doors suddenly opened, and people similar to the swollen man began pouring in.
Nine in total.
Their bodies swelled up like the man in front of Virginia.

Crackle!

Meanwhile, the flesh had lost all human form.
Bright light flickered inside the flesh.

Virginia, with her arms spread, quickly poured out magical energy.

Woong! Woong! Woongwoong!
As the magical energy vibrated, thick barriers formed around everyone in the auditorium.

"Kugh...!"

Blood poured from Virginia's mouth.
Her body was in shambles from using so much magical energy all at once.

'This is my first time using this...!'

The barrier surrounding people was similar to what automatically deployed when Virginia transformed.
A protective barrier that blocks external impacts.
It was one of the results she achieved while researching the fusion of "Sonar" and "Domain" that Seo Hye-Ji had taught her.

Boom!
The flesh that couldn't withstand the pulsating magical energy burst.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Intense magical energy release.
The massive explosion reached the people who had entered the auditorium and began to explode in a chain reaction.

"Eun-Ha!!!"
"I'm fine... get out!"

Virginia swung her arm.
A thin barrier formed in front of her.
The protective barrier that had been shielding the heroes used the explosion as propulsion to escape outside.

Crash! Rumble!

The building collapsed.
There was no way the auditorium could withstand such large consecutive explosions.

"Eun-Ha!! Shin Eun-Ha!"

Han Chae-Eun reached out toward the collapsing auditorium and shouted.



* * *



"That's what happened..."

It took Han Chae-Eun only two minutes to explain everything.
She tried to explain as calmly, quickly, and concisely as possible, but her trembling voice caused some delay.

"So Eun-Ha is in there?"

Kim Se-Won, who had appeared just before the explanation, pointed at the collapsed building with a serious expression.
The powerful explosion had caused nearby buildings to collapse as well, with debris falling onto where the auditorium had been.

It was a horrific scene where no ordinary person could possibly survive.

"..."

Kim Se-Won quietly stared at the collapsed debris.

"It's okay."
"What's okay about this?!"
"No matter how strong Eun-Ha is, if she's injured internally and trapped under debris like that..."
"I can sense Eun-Ha's magical energy. She's still alive."

He clenched his fist tightly.
Amid the noise of evacuating citizens, Kim Se-Won roughly estimated the distance to Eun-Ha.

"I'm going. Take care of the people. It seems Eun-Ha is fighting someone."
"What?!"

Han Chae-Eun's eyes widened.

"I can tell. I know where Eun-Ha is. My core. The core infused with magical girl energy tells me."

He placed his hand on his chest.
His core could function like a radar that detects the magical energy of all magical girls.

And that radar was now telling him that Virginia's magical energy was continuously being consumed and moving.

"So. I have to go."

Kim Se-Won stepped forward.
He looked directly at the exact spot where Eun-Ha was, listening to what his pulsating core was telling him.

He glanced around to assess the situation.
Fearing another explosion, no one was approaching the debris.

He stretched both arms forward.

Crunch, boom!

Kim Se-Won's telekinesis slowly began lifting the debris from the outer edges.

"Chae-Eun. Here..."
"...I understand. Evacuating citizens is the priority."

It was right to do what she could rather than ineffectively trying to help him.
Han Chae-Eun turned away from the debris that was instantly rising into the sky.

"Dad. You should go back. In this situation, safety takes priority over the meeting with Osung Group."
"Oppa. Take In Cheon-Yong with you. We'll handle things here!"

The two girls quickly looked at the evacuating citizens and the heroes helping them.

They nodded at each other.
Simultaneously, they kicked off the ground and headed toward the nearest shelter.

"The shelters?"
"People are evacuating evenly to each shelter. The explosion's impact must have been enormous."
"Then let's go ahead. Judging by the debris flying earlier, evacuation routes might be blocked. Hurry—?!"

Crack!

The sound of something breaking.

Crack!

The sound of something collapsing.
In Haram and Han Chae-Eun, who were rushing toward the shelter, suddenly felt their bodies floating.
The sensation at their feet wasn't that of stepping on ground.

Their gaze went downward.
Nothing.
There was nothing there.

"The impact from the earlier explosion...!"
"You said Eun-Ha was below. Philan Arklight! That huge tunnel where that woman was hiding! I think it's connected to here...!"

The two girls fell into the hole.

Ch.467 - I'm Sorry I'm Not A Virgin
The hole was quite deep.
They hadn't been falling for long, but already their vision was pitch black.

"Damn it! Haram! Grab on!"
"Okay!"

Han Chae-Eun clicked her tongue as she drew up her magical power.
In Haram, who was falling alongside her, grabbed onto Chae-Eun.

The magical power squeezed from her core transformed into electricity, spreading from her fingertips.

*I'll layer magic over this to make it like a whip...!*

Crackle-zap! The fierce current scraped against the wall of the hole, gradually reducing their falling speed.

Scraping against the wall was good.

"Nnnghhhh...!"

Scritch-scratch!
But the fragments that randomly flew up as they scraped the wall mercilessly struck the two girls' bodies.

In Haram, who was hanging onto Han Chae-Eun, looked down intently.
Realizing they were getting close to the bottom from the sounds she heard, she stretched out her hand.

"That's enough now, Chae-Eun. Let go."
"Got it...!"

In the direction where In Haram stretched her hand.
Countless ice barriers began to form from the very bottom.
Their number quickly exceeded dozens, approaching a hundred.

Crash!

And they were thin enough to shatter at the slightest touch.

Crack! Crack-crack-crack!

The sound of breaking glass echoed countless times.
Naturally, their falling speed decreased, allowing the two to land safely on the ground.

Splash!

"Ugh...! That hurts like hell."

Han Chae-Eun rubbed her body all over, checking for injuries.
Fortunately, apart from small scratches, there was nothing serious.

"Still, we landed relatively safely. Really... I don't know who made this hole, but it's incredibly deep."

In Haram looked up.
The hole they had fallen through was already so distant it appeared as a small dot.

"Ugh, the smell...!"

Splash. As Han Chae-Eun covered her nose and made a fuss, the sound of water came from her feet.
The water was very shallow, barely covering half of their shoes.
But there wasn't just water; some kind of broken fragments were scattered around.
Moving their feet even slightly caused these fragments to be stepped on, creating an unpleasant sensation.

Plus, judging by the musty smell around them, this place had been abandoned for quite some time.

"Seriously, where on earth are we?"
"I can't see anything."

Even looking around with frowns, they couldn't make out anything.
They could only tell it was quite a spacious area from the way their voices echoed.

Ring-ring-ring!

Just then, both of their communication devices rang simultaneously.

[Kim Se-Won]

The name that appeared on both of their devices was the same.
It was the group call function.

"Hello?"
"Se-Won, is that you?"
[Hello? It's terrible! Mr. Incheon-yong—]

Static, crackle!

"Hello? Hey! Kim Se-Won! Why did you—!"
"It cut off."

In Haram looked at the disconnected screen and then raised her head again.
The very faint spot of light had grown slightly smaller.
A straight line blocking most of the circular opening.

"It seems the signal is unstable here. Plus, it looks like no one knows we've fallen in."
"Mmm. I guess waiting for contact is out of the question."

Han Chae-Eun also looked up, glaring resentfully at the hole.
The people above ground had only noticed the hole appearing, but apparently hadn't realized the two girls had disappeared.

"That's strange."
"What is? That the hole was just covered with something like a plate? That... seems like they covered it to prevent people from falling in during evacuation."
"No. That's not it."

In Haram, who had been watching the hole all along, frowned.

"How did a hole form exactly here? The ground collapsed right after we jumped high and landed. As if... someone was targeting us."

There were many questions.
The sudden explosion.
And the hole that appeared precisely targeting the two of them, as if intentional.

But In Haram's thoughts didn't continue for long.

Grooooowl—

"Eek?!"
"W-what's happening?"

Han Chae-Eun trembled involuntarily.

A gloomy, eerie, throat-scratching low voice coming from an unknown direction.

It sounded like a human voice.
No, it was more like a zombie's.
They couldn't tell if it was coming from the front, back, or side.
It was difficult to gauge how far away it was.
The echo made it hard to judge.

"I can't gauge the distance."
"But it seems a bit far away. I think we should keep quiet."

In Haram nodded at Han Chae-Eun's words.
The two girls held their breath and lowered their voices as much as possible. They deliberately controlled even their breathing.

"Well. The question is whether we can climb back up."

In Haram maximized the flashlight function on her communication device and aimed it up toward the hole.
The powerful light from the device illuminated the hole, which narrowed as it went up.

"There's a space on either side of the hole...?"

As Han Chae-Eun traced the marks she'd made scraping down the wall with her gaze, she discovered a space.

"It's not far from the surface. It seems someone deliberately dropped us here."

Han Chae-Eun also used her flashlight function.
She wasn't mistaken. Someone had deliberately made this large hole to drop them in.

But how?
The same question arose in both their minds.
How did they know their location?
How did they create this hole?

"Anyway, let's find an exit first."
"Yeah. Plus, look at this. It's quite spacious. Using enhanced vision along with the flashlight would be safer."
"I wanted to conserve magical power, but... I guess we have no choice."

She sighed deeply, agreeing with Han Chae-Eun's words.
So the two closed their eyes, concentrated, and enhanced their vision.

"Ahh~ Now I can see better. Really, who is it? We're already busy enough, and they play this prank on beautiful girls like us..."

Abruptly, Han Chae-Eun's complaint was cut off.
In Haram noticed something was wrong when she saw Han Chae-Eun's body stiffen as she looked around.

With enhanced vision, she could see cold sweat running down Han Chae-Eun's face.
What could she have seen? The moment she turned around.

"!!!!!!"

Her eyes widened as she let out a muffled scream.
Someone was right in front of her.

*Since when?*
*Since when has someone been right in front of me?*

Cold sweat trickled down.
Gulp, she swallowed.
Her heart felt like it had sunk.

Whoever was in front of them was staring at the two as if licking them with their gaze.
There wasn't even a hint of presence.

Bloodshot eyes sent a sticky gaze.
The most distinctive feature of this someone, who might have been watching them for who knows how long, was eyes without eyelids.
As a result, large, round eyes were exposed without filter.
And the red scales covering the entire body.
Formed like armor, they firmly protected the entire body except for the eyes.

*This.*
*It's a hybrid. How on earth did it appear here?*

When was the last time a hybrid appeared? Their minds raced furiously.
The answer came soon.
The day when humans and monsters formed an alliance.

*Not all hybrids were swept away by Teacher Hong Yu-Jin and Bloody White.*
*This is unexpected.*

That's all they could think.

With creaking necks, the two exchanged glances.

Slither-slither—
Then something extended from behind.
It was a snake.

No. It was a tentacle with only a snake's snout attached.
The tentacle flicked out a thin tongue—hiss, hiss—and approached right in front of the two.

"Need... power..."

The tentacle substituted for the face that had degenerated.
Perhaps that's why the words uttered by the tentacle were extremely awkward.
The speech itself was slow too.
It sounded like a broken machine.

"........"

Seeing the two people frozen stiff and unable to speak, the hybrid continued its words.

"Power.... Body.... Evolution into a new... species.... Ascension to a higher place...."

Slowly, the hybrid's hand was raised, pointing at the hole.

"For that... purpose... found superior females...."
"You're saying you called us here...?"
"Why target us? Hesitation? Say something that makes sense."

Han Chae-Eun and In Haram exclaimed angrily.

"Virgins... virgin females... will bear my children..."

The hybrid didn't care.
Superior offspring are born between superior females and superior males.

"Superior virgins...."

Virgins were his preference.

"........"

Glance, In Haram looked at Han Chae-Eun.
Coincidentally, Han Chae-Eun was also looking at In Haram with an awkward expression.

"Let's go out.... Come out... to the surface with me.... Take on all karma... raise our rank...."

The hybrid planned to dominate the surface based on the children born from In Haram and Han Chae-Eun.

Slither-slither— Numerous tentacles extended from the hybrid's back.

"Become... my females... bear children...."

Wobble-wobble, something popped out from two of the tentacles.
The hybrid snatched them and thrust them in front of the two.
They were candy-like objects covered in thorns.

"Become my kin.... Die if you cannot withstand the power.... But... you are superior virgins I've chosen.... If you eat this... you too will become my kin...."

The hybrid extended both arms toward the two girls.

He seemed to believe without a doubt that the two girls were virgins. No, that they were superior girls.

"Uh...."
"Ahem."

The two girls glanced at each other.
Gulp, an awkward atmosphere spread around them.

*Should I tell him?*
*It would be better to tell him, right?*

They coordinated their opinions by exchanging glances.
They never had any intention of accepting the hybrid's offer from the beginning.
Then wouldn't it be right to shatter his fantasy as well?

The two simultaneously raised their hands.
Slowly, from bottom to top, finally stopping at chest level.
And with only their index fingers extended, they pointed at themselves.

"I'm not a virgin, though?"
"...Me neither, actually."
"Huh...?"

And then. An awkward silence dominated the surroundings.
The hybrid's body froze stiffly.
His brain stopped thinking, faced with a completely unexpected situation.

"...Huh?!"

Following that, Han Chae-Eun whipped her head around to look at In Haram.

Ch.468 - Schrödinger's Virgin
Inharram's shocking statement left Han Chae-Eun and the hybrid stunned.

"Why are you so surprised?"
"N-no. No...! No......!!"

Han Chae-Eun was so shocked that she repeated the same word several times. Her wide-open eyes and mouth revealed her genuine astonishment.

"Hehe."

Satisfied with their reactions, Inharram crossed her arms with a smug expression. A woman who had shed one layer of pretense.

Though her posture exuded confidence, she hadn't actually said "I'm really not a virgin" yet.

"Well then. Would you like to guess? Whether I'm truly not a virgin. Or if I'm lying to deceive you."

She provoked the hybrid with a seductive smile.
The hybrid's large eyes quickly scanned every inch of Inharram's body.

Beautiful face.
Sleek, well-groomed hair.
Large breasts contrasting with a slim waist.
Childbearing hips and slightly plump thighs that looked satisfying to grip.

*I can't tell.*

He couldn't distinguish anything no matter where he looked.
Naturally, it was impossible to tell just from appearances.

The hybrid couldn't hide his confusion.
And his emotions were represented by the tentacles on his back, which writhed restlessly.

*He took the bait.*

Inharram laughed inwardly as she selected her next words.
Though she had many questions, she needed to choose only the most essential ones.

"Was it you who caused the incident on the surface?"
"W-why... should I... tell you...?"
"Oh my, seems you don't want to know?"

Slowly—Inharram's hand traced from her groin to her stomach, then up to her cleavage.
The hybrid's gaze naturally followed her hand.
His bloodshot eyes glistened.

"Think carefully. If I am a virgin, and you've wrongly decided I'm not—when you learn the truth, imagine how you'll feel."

Flinch! The hybrid's body trembled.
He couldn't help imagining Inharram's head turning into chunks of meat.

Soon, the hybrid's gaze scattered as if fleeing, alternating between the two women.

*That female was surprised too.*

After wandering for a while, the hybrid's gaze finally settled on Han Chae-Eun.
When Inharram revealed she wasn't a virgin, Han Chae-Eun had also been shocked.
Proof that she truly didn't know.
Conversely, Inharram was claiming she wasn't a virgin.

This meant only one thing.
They were in a state of superposition—the truth unknown until directly verified.

"Y-yes.... I... orchestrated it...."

The hybrid finally answered Inharram's question, his body trembling.
Shame swept through his entire body.
Yet he didn't rage at this shame.

*I'm different from the others! Different from them...! My first time must pierce a virgin worthy of my status!*

His obsession with finding even one virgin was stronger than the humiliation of submitting to a mere human female.

*If she's a virgin. I'll impregnate her first, then violate the other female.*

To the hybrid, nothing was more important than "virginity."

"Hmm. Why? Why did you do it?"
"I... my... master commanded it... so...! A faint voice from far away... Yes... Soon... we will become the masters of this planet...!"

Consumed by obsession, the hybrid answered with clearer pronunciation than before.
His gaze was once again fixated on Inharram's body.

"Although I... was abandoned by my master. I still remember... my mission.... The master's voice... I can still hear it faintly...."

The master was the supreme being who created him.
Humans call it the Muk-Si-Ja.

"Accumulate karma.... Karma for ascension... Turn the world into a sea of blood... Karma so vast it's... difficult to even comprehend...!"

This was the command whispered by the Muk-Si-Ja.
There was no right of refusal.
From the moment the hybrid species was created, the right of refusal never existed.

"Also... responding to my power, I... my comrades opened the gate... By now... they should be pouring from the sky.

My comrades! Descending from the sky...! The surface must already be a sea of blood!"

The hybrid boasted proudly, spreading his arms wide.
In sync, the tentacles behind his back extended in all directions.

"Hmm?"
"Hmm."

Inharram and Han Chae-Eun frowned, resting their chins on their hands.

Something was strange about his speech.
Could it be that he was mentally deficient, hence his obsession with virginity?
And was he unable to distinguish between pronouns because of this deficiency?

"Hey, why do you keep referring to other hybrids as 'I'? Or are you saying you caused this incident and opened the gate yourself?"

Han Chae-Eun, unable to contain herself any longer, spoke up.

"Both... are correct. Both are also wrong.... One yet many.... We are independent... individuals yet parts of the master. Thus... one."
"What?"
"Hmm...."

His words were contradictory.
Independent yet one? What did that mean?
The two women quietly waited for the hybrid to continue.

"I am the master's... limbs and the master is... also us...."
"You're connected by something invisible? The Muk-Si-Ja can interfere with it, but hybrids can't?"
"That's what you're saying, right?"

The hybrid's words provided extremely valuable information.
Inharram subtly signaled Han Chae-Eun and took a step back.

"Then I'll tell you the answer."

She had no intention of escaping.
From their first encounter, she had sensed that the hybrid before them possessed immense power.
Any attempt to flee would result in immediate capture.

"Tell... me, are you... a virgin...!"

His obsession rekindled.
In response to the hybrid's words, Inharram chuckled and pulled something from her bosom.

"See this?"

Inharram shook a small glass vial.
The red liquid inside sloshed around.
It looked like a miniature test tube.

*What is that?!*

Suddenly, anxiety overwhelmed him.
The hybrid silently prayed it wasn't what he imagined.

"This is an Enhanced Activator made by those Villain Association people... refined into a drug. And one of the Enhanced Activator's effects is increased sexual desire."
"N-no way......!!"

The hybrid pointed at the vial.
His anxiety grew, causing cold sweat to pour down his body.

*When did she make something like that?!*

Han Chae-Eun felt the same way.

"It's exactly as you suspect. This can force someone into a state of extreme arousal. And I know someone who knows veery well how to satisfy a man."

You've been deceived. Stupid hybrid.
A mocking expression bloomed on Inharram's face.

*She's lying.*

She glanced at Han Chae-Eun with a sly smile.

*She completely fell for it!*

Han Chae-Eun, who had been shocked earlier, caught Inharram's glance and smacked her forehead.

"T-that means...!"

But the hybrid couldn't help but fall for Inharram's lie.
His body trembled like an aspen tree.

Warning bells rang in his head.
She's not a virgin.
A filthy non-virgin.
They're all filthy non-virgins...!

"Yes. I'm not a virgin. I tested this drug just yesterday. After all, how could a woman as beautiful and capable as me still be a virgin?"

She giggled like a child.
After a moment, Inharram's expression turned serious as she looked at the hybrid with contemptuous eyes.

"Such a person cannot exist. Wake up from your dream."
"You woooooman!! You, deceived, meeeee!! You trampled on my pure heart, my hopes...!!"

All his tentacles screamed in unison.
His anger spread instantly, echoing loudly around them.

"Filthy, bitches...!! I'll incinerate you!"

Magic power concentrated around his eyes formed into a sphere, then shot toward the two women.

"!!"
"Ahhh?!"

Though sudden, it was entirely predictable.
The two women, who had been prepared, moved to opposite sides.
Shreeek-! They narrowly avoided the beam that shot from his eyes.
The magic power that passed between the two women immediately soared upward.

BOOM-!

The magic power pierced through the thick wall, extending all the way to the surface.

"T-that...! It's similar to the magic power that exploded in the auditorium. Those zombie-like creatures he mentioned earlier, he must have created them!"

Han Chae-Eun shouted.
The magic power that had surged to the surface collapsed the ceiling, blocking the women's escape route.

"We need to buy time."

After slightly turning her body to confirm their escape route was blocked, Inharram stretched her hand forward.
The floor quickly froze, and walls of ice rose to surround the hybrid on all sides.

"Chae-Eun! Take this!"
"T-this...!"

Inharram threw the vial to Han Chae-Eun.
It was the same vial she had shaken earlier to mock the hybrid.

"T-this?!"

Han Chae-Eun caught the vial and examined it with wide eyes.

"It's not what you think. It's an Enhanced Activator. I modified it to purely amplify magic power!"
"...Okay! Got it! But about that drug you mentioned earlier...."
"...I only have a prototype. It's only meant for my dad, so I don't carry it around carelessly. Anyway! Since it's an Enhanced Activator, it puts a lot of strain on the body. Keep that in mind."
"Who cares! What's the worst that could happen?"

Pop! They both uncorked their vials simultaneously.
As soon as the corks flew off, the two women brought the vials to their lips.

CRACK-!

"Filthy... woooomen!!"

Just as they finished drinking the Enhanced Activator, the ice walls collapsed.

"It's definitely working!"

Han Chae-Eun felt her entire body heat up immediately.
Her senses became sharper and her body lighter.
Moreover, her core pulsated more strongly than usual.

"Compared to the original, the effect is much reduced. That means the risks are also significantly lower."

Inharram immediately created a war scythe out of ice.
The sharply honed blade looked capable of cutting through anything it touched.

"Yes!"

Not to be outdone, Han Chae-Eun also pulled out a weapon from her chest.
It was a foldable tonfa, reduced in size for portability.

"Filthy...! Dirty...! Non-virgins who smell like chicken coops!!"

The hybrid's voice boomed loudly.
His voice, filled with magic power, directly expressed his emotions, shaking the surroundings.

"Who smells like a chicken coop?!"
"The smell is probably coming from you, living in this filthy place!"

Han Chae-Eun and Inharram turned their backs simultaneously.

*Deliberately guarding only the rear.*
*That means there must be something ahead!*

The two women charged toward the collapsed ceiling.

"Frontal breakthrough!"

Zap! Crackle!
Han Chae-Eun's form flashed, and in the blink of an eye, she approached the pile of rubble blocking their escape.

"Grrrrrr-!"
"?!"

Suddenly, Han Chae-Eun's eyes widened.
Whoosh! Something flew toward Han Chae-Eun.

"Aack!"

Her advancing body was thrown backward in an instant.
A long-extended tentacle had thrown her back.

"Chae-Eun's speed—Ugh!"

There was no time to be shocked.
Feeling a chilling sensation, she thrust her war scythe forward.
Clang!
The hybrid's fist easily shattered the war scythe, and a massive impact engulfed Inharram.

BOOM! BOOM!

"Ugh!"
"Argh!"

The bodies of the two women were instantly slammed into the wall.
Intense pain spread from their backs throughout their bodies.
They felt their strength draining rapidly. Their heads spun from the impact to both their backs and the backs of their heads.

"I'll kill all non-virgins."

The hybrid's large eyes gleamed with murderous intent.
Red magic power enveloped his entire body, surging.
Crack! Crackle! The carapace on his head moved, gathering around his forehead.
The gathered carapace rose sharply like horns.

Staying still meant death.
Han Chae-Eun forced strength into her body and pulled herself out of the wall.

"Y-you virgin freak, who do you think you're messing with!"

The overwhelming difference in power.
Even against two opponents, the hybrid easily dominated, yet Han Chae-Eun taunted him.
Snap! She raised her middle finger, mocking him.

"What good is finding a virgin when you can't even tell the difference between a vagina and a urethra!"

She used vulgar language.
Thump! She stomped the ground hard.
Electric current spread from Han Chae-Eun's toes.

CRACKLE-!

"Grrrrrrrr?!"

The rapidly spreading current eventually electrocuted the hybrid standing on the water.

"Even a slut is too good for someone like you who's so obsolete you have to hide underground! You pathetic loser!"

She stepped forward.
Han Chae-Eun wanted him to become even more enraged.
Intense emotions create openings.
And because of those emotions, the hybrid would focus on her...!

*Please, Harram!*

Thinking of Inharram who was waiting for an opportunity behind her, Han Chae-Eun swung her arm toward the hybrid.
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"Loser... you say...?"

Crunch! The hybrid gritted its teeth.
It glared at Han Chae-Eun while grinding its teeth.

"Unforgivable. Unforgivable. You filthy non-virgin!!"

Its already bloodshot eyes turned even redder. Blood vessels burst, turning them completely crimson.
Drip, drip. The hybrid began shedding bloody tears while staring only at Han Chae-Eun.

Rage beyond measure.
Its entire body tensed and trembled.
It needed to deny her words, but Han Chae-Eun's direct statement was impossible to refute.

"The fact that I haven't experienced breeding like my fellow creatures have done freely... is that reason to mock me?!"

That's why it was enraged.
It contracted its legs as if ready to pounce at any moment.

"Grrrr- RAAAAH!!"

Crack- Crackle-!
The hybrid's carapace began falling off piece by piece.

Crunch, crunch.
As the carapace fell away, the hybrid's body transformed.
Its lower body twisted and contracted.
Then its contracted legs elongated as muscles shifted dramatically.
And that wasn't all. Its muscle mass was explosively increasing!

"That's...!"

Han Chae-Eun's eyes widened.
The hybrid's transformation. She had seen this change before.

*This is dangerous.*

She couldn't just leave it be.
A memory flashed through her mind of Optima once taking a surprise hit.
Goosebumps covered her body as she sensed how dangerous this transformation was.

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

Still, she had a few advantages.

This creature seemed weaker than those that appeared at The Front Line.
She had grown stronger since then and had even enhanced herself with the Enhanced Activator.

*I'll eliminate it before that transformation completes...!*

Han Chae-Eun charged forward with electricity surrounding her tonfa.
Thwack! She stomped the ground and shot forward like an arrow.
Her specialty was high-speed movement and using that kinetic energy for surprise attacks.

While her normal strikes might be weak,
using this speed, she could deliver powerful blows.

In an instant, Han Chae-Eun reached the hybrid's face and swung her arm.

"GRAAAH-!"
"?! Kyaak!"

The hybrid didn't stay still either.
Its roughly swung arm struck Han Chae-Eun.
She had advanced at an imperceptible speed but was instantly knocked back.

"Kuhuk!"

Han Chae-Eun slammed into the wall again and coughed up a mouthful of blood.
Every hit was critical.
The difference in power was too great.

"I'll tear you to shreds...! You witch who tried to seduce me with your filthy genitals! I'll tear you apart until not even a scrap of flesh remains!"

The hybrid's rage seemed to pierce the heavens.
This obsession with virginity and hatred toward non-virgins accelerated its transformation.
Its lower body completed its transformation in an instant.

"Ugh...!"

Han Chae-Eun frowned at its obscene appearance.
Thighs with writhing muscles.
And a long piece of flesh dangling between its legs.
The excited flesh throbbed and stood upright.

"This thing is seriously insane...!"

Han Chae-Eun stepped back in disgust at the repulsive sight.

They say people who've lost lovers sometimes get excited by murky emotions—could this hybrid be like that?

Even as she wondered, she kept watching the continuing transformation.

The changes continued.
Its large eyes became covered with flesh.
Crack! Crunch! Bones broke and reconnected as its skull transformed.
Its neck elongated.
Its face protruded forward.

*It was unusually dependent on vision. In this dark place, other senses should be more developed.
Yet now it's abandoning that?*

That seemed strange.

But this was also an opportunity.
Han Chae-Eun charged forward again, aware of the writhing tentacles.

Whoosh-! Pat-!

Not a straight line like before.
Golden flashes of light whipped around everywhere, filling her field of vision.

"Urgh, uuuugh!!"

The hybrid covered its face against Han Chae-Eun's light.
Its once enormous eyes couldn't withstand the sudden brightness.

*Not with mediocre power, but with everything I've got!*

Crackle! Han Chae-Eun's entire body glowed brighter.
To ensure she'd inflict damage even if knocked back again.
She became a lightning bolt, shooting toward it.

"Hup! RAAAAH!"

At that moment, the hybrid let out a terrible scream.
Its entire body writhed as malevolent magical power spread around.
Boom!
The long, wide corridor shook.

With its vision blocked, the hybrid squeezed its eyes shut and pulled back its fist.
Then.
It thrust its fist forward.

CRASH!

Lightning and fist collided.
The tonfa extended with her right arm against the fist extended with its left.

Crunch! Crack! Sizzle!
The tonfa won.
With a terrible sound, the fist shattered.

*This isn't enough.*

If not now, while its transformation was incomplete, she had no chance.
Han Chae-Eun squeezed almost all her magical power from her core.
More.
More.
More powerfully!

"Kuh...! Haaaaa!!"

But forcibly squeezing out so much magical power at once was nearly suicidal.
Gulp! Another mouthful of blood spewed out.
Simultaneously, sharp electric currents wrapped around the hybrid's entire body.

*Just a little more! Just a little more...!*

Going further to completely take its life would be the best outcome.

"GROOOOOO!!"

But the hybrid didn't back down either.
It put strength in its legs, sent more magical power to its fist, and endured.

Crack!

Then, unable to withstand the force, the tonfa shattered.
Just as the tonfa was about to destroy the fist and then the arm—

"?!"

Han Chae-Eun's eyes widened.

*I still have power left!*

Like wringing a rag, she twisted and squeezed her core.
A handful of magical power burst out, transforming into lightning that extended forward.

Han Chae-Eun's body dodged the long arm and charged toward its chest.

"I have one more tonfa!"

Retrieving the arm she had thrust out, she extended her other arm forward.
Thwack! A direct hit to the chest.

"Grrrrrk?!"

The tip of the tonfa pierced deep into its chest, wreaking havoc inside.
Crackle-!
Sharp electric currents then tore through the hybrid's insides.

"Grrrr-"

Bloody foam formed in the hybrid's mouth.
Its eyes, mid-transformation, rolled back as its large body slowly fell backward.

Crackle- As the hybrid fell, electricity spread through the pooled water.

Kieeeeek-!

"Waah?!"

Screams came from the direction where the electricity spread.
Han Chae-Eun was startled but quickly regained her composure.

"Those living bombs! They were waiting there!"

The eerie voices she heard when they first fell here must have come from those beings beyond.

How many of those bombs were there?
Suddenly, Han Chae-Eun recalled the candy-like object the hybrid had offered earlier.

"If I had eaten that, would I have ended up like them? Ugh...! Horrifying!"

The thought alone was terrifying.
Han Chae-Eun shuddered as she imagined herself becoming like the zombie-like people she'd seen in the auditorium.

That's when it happened.
Grab!

"?!"

Someone grabbed Han Chae-Eun's ankle.

"No way?! Aaaah!"

Whatever grabbed her ankle squeezed tightly. Her ankle began to break with a creaking sound.
A grip so strong it could snap her ankle at any moment.
And that wasn't all.
Whatever it was tried to lift Han Chae-Eun by her ankle.

Whoosh-!

Just as her body was about to be lifted by the strong grip, a blast of cold air shot from somewhere along the wall and struck the hybrid's arm.

"Kuk!"

For just a moment. The grip weakened.
Taking advantage of that opening, Han Chae-Eun quickly retreated.

"Are you okay?"
"Kuuu...! No, I'm not. My ankle seems completely ruined."

Han Chae-Eun grimaced while touching her ankle.
It hurt like it might break. And it wasn't just pain—it was actually caved in.
She might not be able to use her leg.

"...But thanks to you, it's complete."

A chilling cold air swirled around In Ha-Ram.

A barrier that perfectly dominated the surroundings, transforming it into her own space.
It was her own technique, modeled after Optima's domain.

Ice created here was more precise, harder, and sharper.
Even its creation speed was faster, making it a considerable help if she could deploy it.

In Ha-Ram glanced sideways at Han Chae-Eun and secretly took out an Enhanced Activator from her pocket and drank it.
She needed to exert more power to compensate for the burden placed on Han Chae-Eun.

"Non-virgin women...! I'll erase these hideous witches from the world...! Only virgins deserve to live...!!"

Thud!
The fallen hybrid stomped the ground hard with its foot.
Using only the strength of its legs to rise, it now looked like a macho man with a horse's head.
Perhaps because its head had transformed into a horse, its mouth now moved directly.

"Filthy sluts...! Have no right to live!"

With skin turned pale white, the unicorn hybrid swung its thickened tentacles, showing murderous intent toward the two.

"Grrrr- RAAAAH!"
"Kuk?!"
"Kyaa!"

It roared, feeling its power boiling up.
Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram shrank back and covered their ears against the ear-splitting roar.
The ominous magical power it emitted began to constrict the two.

*It's insane.*
*This is so unfair...!*

The two realized.

They couldn't win against that.
Their still-weak selves couldn't handle it.

"Ugh...!"
"Chae-Eun, don't push yourself!"
"But, but still...!"

In her urgency, Han Chae-Eun tried to step forward but collapsed.
Her completely shattered ankle caused tremendous pain with just the slightest pressure.

"I'll do it."

Crackle- As In Ha-Ram extended her hand forward, ice instantly rose up and surrounded the unicorn hybrid.
Soon, massive ice imprisoned the unicorn hybrid.

"Hup!"

In Ha-Ram clenched her fist. As she squeezed tightly enough to make a sound, chain-like noises began from inside.

Before its transformation, this would have been a fatal blow.
Even now, it should be enough to inflict significant damage.

Crack-

But.

"RAAAAAAAH!!"

Crash!

The result was different.
The unicorn hybrid had only minor scratches but was otherwise fine.
The fully transformed unicorn hybrid's power was similar to that of an upper A-rank hero.

"Kuk?!"

In Ha-Ram groaned.
She stepped back and trembled.
A tentacle that had somehow approached tore at her side.

"Don't try any useless tricks...! Resistance is meaningless!"
"Grrrrrr-"

Behind the unicorn hybrid, countless shuffling footsteps began to approach.

"......!!"
"!!"

The two women's eyes widened.
As the unicorn hybrid ostentatiously stepped aside, people approaching with vacant expressions became visible.
But that wasn't what shocked them.

"Yangho oppa!"
"Dad!"

It was the two men restrained by the zombies.

"Did you think only you two fell down here? No. When I marked you as my brides, I decided to deal with these guys first. Even these failed zombies can manage that much."

The unicorn hybrid referred to those approaching as "zombies."
Indeed, as he said, their movements were just like zombies.

"Failed?"
"They ate what you offered us earlier."
"If successful, they could become the same species as me. But weak human bodies couldn't handle me!"

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram quietly exchanged glances.

*How can we save them?*
*There's no way.*

It was troublesome.
Han Chae-Eun, whose specialty was speed, had her legs sealed, and In Ha-Ram had to worry not only about Han Chae-Eun but also the two men beyond the unicorn hybrid.

An already disadvantageous fight had become even more unfavorable.
It would be more accurate to say resistance was impossible.

"Is this... the end?"

After assessing the situation, her strength seemed to drain away. In Ha-Ram let out a weak voice she would never show to others.

"No."

But Han Chae-Eun was different.
She stood up with gritted teeth. Despite desperately enduring the pain, one leg trembled like an aspen tree.

"Look ahead. Who's there?"

She didn't care about the unicorn hybrid at all.

"No one but us can save them. We have to do it. Only we can do it."

The two men hanging limply from the zombies were in terrible condition, having suffered some kind of assault.
Their arms and legs were broken and dangling, and their tattered clothes were covered in blood.
They were barely being kept alive as hostages.

"But..."
"And we can't keep following Eun-Ha and Se-Won forever. You must have felt it too. No matter how much we train, without something decisive, we can't catch up."
"........"

In Ha-Ram pressed her lips together.
She knew.
And had been feeling it recently.
That there was an unbridgeable gap between herself and Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.
She felt anxious and impatient about it.

"That decisive something is resolve."

Han Chae-Eun took a step forward.
Her mangled ankle. Her core screaming in pain from being squeezed of magical power.
Add to that the minor injuries from falling and the bruises all over her body from combat.
Not a single part of her was unharmed.

"We need to be resolved. Resolved to give up something to gain something.
Resolved to throw everything away to get what we desperately want!"

Han Chae-Eun coaxed and soothed her screaming core, squeezing out magical power once more.
In her eyes, she saw only one person—her captured prince.

"I'm going to be Yangho oppa's woman. I'll make him forget his past love for another woman. I want to make him a man who will only look at me in the future."

Han Chae-Eun wanted a man who would indulge her as much as she had been indulged.
A father-like figure. But not a father.
She wanted to be spoiled forever by a man with deep acceptance.

That man didn't need to be capable.
She just needed to be excellent herself.

"I absolutely don't want to lose him. Losing him is not an option."

For that, she could calmly talk even with men she physiologically disliked.
For example, men like Go Do-Il.
For that, she could become a thoroughly perfect woman.

Han Chae-Eun's eyes gleamed darkly.

"...Yes. That's right. Why did I forget something so simple, something I've been thinking about all along?"

Whoosh-
In Ha-Ram also took a step forward. The barrier she had deployed moved with her.

"I'm going to bear Dad's child. I'll erase the existence of 'mother' from me, from Dad, from the world. I'll make him my man alone."

She desires marriage with her father, breaking through the massive wall of moral concepts.
She also wants his child.

"Hopefully, I pray to have only boys, so there won't be a girl who wants Dad like I do."

In Ha-Ram's eyes gleamed ominously.

"Yes. It's domestication."

The two spoke the same words simultaneously.

Domestication.
Become successful enough to control the finances and domesticate a man.
Break through moral concepts like age differences or father-daughter relationships.
A man who is mine alone.
A man who looks only at me.

Confidence isn't necessary.
They would only move toward results.

"Ha-Ram."
"Chae-Eun."
"Let's break through together."

Thwack. The two girls bumped fists as they spoke.

"Even if our bodies break."
"Even if we use up all our magical power."

And.

"As long as I can have my man for myself!"

Light swirled around the bodies of the two girls.

Ch.470 - The Final Blow Always Belongs To The Protagonist
# Awakening

Awakening.
It can be described as a mutation of humanity that occurs when wind, desire, longing, and what one wants are maximized.

A new generation. It's the first step toward evolving into a new species, an adaptation to the changing world after the Great Invasion.

The body is reconstructed to become stronger, more resilient, and capable of storing more resources.
Finally, adding all these together, the body is reconstructed to contain the user's desires.
This is Awakening.

"What the...!"

The Unicorn Hybrid stepped back in shock.
Han Chae-Eun, who had lost the use of her legs, and In Ha-Ram, who had a hole in his waist.
Until just now, the advantage had been his.
But not anymore.

Suddenly, light swirled around them, and in response, the residual magic floating in the surroundings was drawn to and absorbed by the two.
The surging magic became a storm, enveloping them both.

He knew without even trying to attack.
Attacking them in that state would be nothing but a waste of energy.

"You... you bitches...! What sorcery are you using?!"

But that didn't calm his anger.
It wasn't reason enough to not attack.

With a growl like a beast, the Unicorn Hybrid fired magic from his horn.

The release of magic was even stronger than when he had shattered the ceiling earlier.
From above to below, a beam-like magic shot down as if to split them in two.

Whoosh—
But the magic was only swallowed by the storm, causing no damage.
Rather, it seemed to become nourishment for them.

"In that case...!!"

If magic didn't work, he'd just charge through with brute force. The Unicorn Hybrid lowered his stance, leading with his horn.

His thigh muscles swelled as he concentrated power in his toes.
Bang! The Unicorn Hybrid's body lunged forward.

At that moment.

"!!"

He saw it.
A flash of light passing by his side.
Only after it had passed did he realize something had moved behind him. He frantically stopped his legs and extended his tentacles backward.

His tentacles, faster than before his transformation, sliced through empty air.
When he finally turned around completely, all the zombies that should have been behind him had turned to ash.

"When did...?!"

That wasn't all.
The two men who had been captured by the zombies were gone.

"You're slow."

A young girl's voice came from behind him.
The Unicorn Hybrid felt a chilling sensation and whirled around.

"So sluggish."

Crack, crack-crack-crack!
Before his head could fully turn.
A pure white mass of ice entered his vision.

There was nothing where the voice had come from.
No, there was.
A massive icy grip was descending upon him.

"Kugh!"

He desperately kicked the ground and pushed backward. It was sloppy, without proper form.
Crash!! Roll-roll-roll— The Unicorn Hybrid tumbled ungracefully across the floor.
And where he had been, an ice flower bloomed.

*What is this? What the hell is going on?!*

The Unicorn Hybrid couldn't hide his confusion.
This was different from before.
They had become completely different people.

The power of the women before him had changed dimensions, as if they had become entirely different beings.

Goosebumps rose on his skin.
The Unicorn Hybrid realized that the emotion he had felt until just now had vanished in an instant.
And another emotion was filling that void.
From anger to fear.
The fear of death that made his body tremble involuntarily.

Crack-crack-crack—

Cold air spread from the ice flower.
The chill that quickly dominated the surroundings began to create ice everywhere.
The cold air was like a snake, creeping up stealthily.

"Eek! Eeek!"

Whoosh! Whoosh! Even as he flailed his arms, nothing changed.
The coldness slowly constricting his body was sticky like a swamp, impossible to shake off.

"The magic is running wild."
"We need to finish this quickly."

The two girls weren't completely at ease either.
Their newly awakened bodies hadn't adapted to the magic yet.
There was no time to indulge in their increased strength.

Han Chae-Eun carefully placed the two men she had rescued from the zombies on the floor.
They were just as bad as they had looked from a distance. Their battered bodies were in such critical condition that they needed to be taken to Eun-Ha as soon as possible.

"Well then. Phase 2! Shall we begin?"

Whoosh! Whoosh! Han Chae-Eun rotated her arms and focused on her chest.
Then, as if by magic, her chest began to shrink.

Her large breasts, while a source of pride, had also been an obstacle to her speed.
That obstacle was now disappearing before her eyes.

Crackle! Intense lightning extended from her body.
The lightning moved across the ice-covered walls, illuminating the surroundings.
This revealed a large tunnel-like passage.

"Kuk! Kuuuuuuk!!"

The Unicorn Hybrid, who had fallen and was disoriented, clutched his eyes and rolled around.

The light reflected off the ice had pierced his eyes.
Though not as bad as before his transformation, the sudden bright light made his eyes feel like they were burning.

"Filthy witches...! You're not even virgins. After taking my purity, you're going to take my victory too?!"

The Unicorn Hybrid roared.
As pain overwhelmed him, anger rose again.
With his eyes tightly shut, he struggled to his feet and confronted the two girls.

The two girls showed no reaction.
They just stared blankly at the Unicorn Hybrid before Han Chae-Eun sprang forward.

Her body became a flash of light. A speed even closer to light than before.
Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud! As if ignoring spatial constraints, she dashed in all directions. A heavy sound accompanied the flash of light that filled his vision.

"Kuk, damn it...!"

The Unicorn Hybrid gritted his teeth.
This was completely different from before.
He tried desperately to follow her, but couldn't.
Now he couldn't track Han Chae-Eun's movements at all.

Clank! While he was distracted by Han Chae-Eun, shackles quickly flew at him.
From his legs to his thighs, abs, and chest. Ice shackles began to restrict the Unicorn Hybrid's movements.

"Now, to finish—"

Just as Han Chae-Eun was about to deliver the final blow.

Crash!

The wall beside the Unicorn Hybrid collapsed.
A devastating force poured out from the collapsed wall and engulfed him.

"What, what's happening?!"

Han Chae-Eun, who was about to strike, stopped her attack and quickly retreated.
She was bewildered.
She had no idea what had just happened.

Thick dust rose, and because of it, darkness quickly returned to the surroundings that had been bright.

Thwack!

"Kahak!"

Belatedly, the sound of flesh being struck and a voice steeped in pain were heard.

"Eun-Ha?!"

That was Eun-Ha's voice.
Even though it was filled with pain, Han Chae-Eun could recognize it and called out her name in shock.

"Earlier, Se-Won said that Eun-Ha was fighting someone. Could it be..."
"N-no way, did Eun-Ha get hurt...?! I didn't mishear, did I?!"

Gulp. The two shocked girls held their breath and waited for the dust to settle.

Step.
Footsteps could be heard.
Step, step.
As the dust cleared, a figure emerged.

"Hmm? Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram?"
"...Huh?"
"Oh my?"

Virginia, whom they thought had been hurt, wore a puzzled expression.
The two girls were equally puzzled.

"...Ah. Right. You two are seeing this for the first time."

Virginia belatedly realized why the two were surprised and tapped the thigh of someone she was carrying on her shoulder.

Then, with a flick, she carelessly threw the person, who rolled to the feet of the two girls.
It had Eun-Ha's face.

The difference from Eun-Ha was that this person wore quite revealing, indecent clothing and had wings near the hip bone.

It was Eun-Ha but not Eun-Ha.
The two girls, who never imagined they would see someone identical to their friend, examined the figure closely with shocked expressions, looking for any other differences.

"It's different from Go Su-A's case..."
"Su-A felt similar to Jae-Yu, but this one is exactly like Eun-Ha herself."
"That one is Aleph. Muk-Si-Ja's Servant. A being created based on my clone."

Virginia calmly stated the facts as she approached the two girls.

"Hmm? Wait. You two..."

Virginia's calm expression changed to one of surprise. She pointed at the two with her hand, her mouth slightly open.

"Wow... I never thought you'd awaken here...!"

Her eyes clearly saw the state of In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun.
The quality of magic flowing from their cores through their bodies had clearly changed.
Yes. The magic had become purer. Like she had experienced, they could now exert greater power with less magic.

"Amazing! Congratulations!"

Virginia clapped her hands, delighted as if it were her own achievement.
She never imagined that friends she had been with for over a year would break through their limits in such an unexpected place.

"Ah. Ahem. Well. That's what happened."
"Hehe~."

When Virginia sincerely admired them, the two girls wore embarrassed expressions. Her genuine happiness for them was somehow making them feel shy.

"First Se-Won, and now Ha-Ram and Chae-Eun... I might feel left out being the only one who hasn't awakened."
"No. You're still the strongest among us!"
"That's right. Maybe because you're so strong, you need an even greater trial to awaken."
"That must be it."

Virginia approached eagerly, her eyes shining.

"How did you do it? The awakening."
"..."

*How can we explain that?*
*We absolutely can't say it. Even if Eun-Ha knows, what kind of lunatic would say such things directly to her face...!*

The two girls simultaneously averted their gaze.
Even girls who had abandoned morality still had a minimum of conscience and shame.

"Tch."

Virginia pouted at the two avoiding her question.
Then she lowered her gaze and quickly treated the two critically injured men.

Roaaaaaar—

"Ah!"

Just then, a monstrous cry came from the wall Virginia had broken through.

"What is that?!"
"Are there still hybrids left? Then we should...!"
"Hmm? Ah, no. It's nothing! I can handle that. Yes. So you two should escape to the surface quickly. No one knows what's happening on the surface right now, right? Go ahead as the advance party and help people. I'll take care of things here and come up later!"

When the two reacted to the monstrous cry, Virginia frantically stopped them, flapping both arms.

"Then, we'll be going!"

And with that, she slung Aleph over her shoulder like a piece of luggage and went back into the hole she had broken through.

"What was that about?"
"I'm not sure either... but I'm glad. Fortunately, Eun-Ha came and treated Dad."
"Huh?? When did she do that?!"
"Who knows. Only Eun-Ha would know."

The two girls tilted their heads in confusion before breaking into smiles.

Ch.471 - When Han Chae-eun And In Ha-ram Were Fighting, Virginia
Virginia sighed heavily as she carried Aleph on her shoulder like a burden.

"Seriously. Why did she have to show up at a time like this?"

ROAAAAAAR-!

Despite hearing the monstrous scream that could make one's throat hoarse, she wasn't surprised or anxious. Virginia merely glanced at the girl who looked exactly like her with resentful eyes.

"Sigh..."

Another sigh, she couldn't count how many. She moved forward, conscious of her magical power that was nearly depleted.

Indeed.
It was all because of Aleph.



* * *



The floor collapsed with a massive explosion.
After evacuating everyone else, Virginia, who remained alone, naturally fell through the collapsed floor.

"Ugh...! Ptui! Ptui!"

The thick dust filled her mouth with sand particles.
Shedding a few tears while spitting them out, Virginia suddenly realized she felt a sharp sensation in her chest.

This was killing intent.
A sense honed and sharpened to survive at The Front Line.

"Kuh!"

By a hair's breadth.
As she quickly bent her waist backward, something sharp pierced through where her chest had been.

"Hmm. I see. As expected, your reactions are fast."

Virginia enhanced her vision immediately upon hearing the voice.
Through her tilted field of view, she caught sight of Aleph watching her.

Virginia quickly threw herself forward to create distance, scanning her surroundings to assess the terrain.
A long, cylindrical wide passage.
This place with water pooling slightly on the floor was the same one she had seen during the Philan Arclight subjugation mission.

"How are you here... ugh!"

She couldn't properly ask how Aleph could be in such a place.
Aleph smiled with a "hoho" and pounced on Virginia.
She was even faster than before.

Virginia calmly deflected her arm and redirected her momentum without panicking.
But that wasn't the end.

"Kuk?!"

A cleverly hidden follow-up attack. A delicate fist embedded itself in Virginia's stomach.
And then.
Bang! Rumble!
Black thorns sprouted along Aleph's trajectory and engulfed Virginia.

KWANG!
Thick dust rose again with a loud explosion.

"You're asking how I got here? Wondering if there's no way to infiltrate except through gates since humans have surveillance networks?"

Aleph was relaxed.
She elegantly turned her back and sneered toward the explosion site.

"Well. This isn't my real body. This is just a clone. It's only one-tenth of my original power, but still enough to crush you."

Aleph boasted, showing off her power.
It was a blatant lie.
The clone actually possessed two-thirds of the original body's power.

"Ah~ Really, using you as a base was the right choice. A magical girl's body and a hybrid's body. It was the perfect base to become stronger. The more of my kind I kill, the more magical power I gain, and hybrids get stronger the more they fight."

The reason for her lie was to break Virginia's morale.
And a body mixed with both magical girl and hybrid races was the perfect material to fall for this lie.

"Kuu...!"

With a clatter of something falling, the dust cleared.
Covered in dust again, Virginia spat out the sand particles in her mouth with a "ptui!"

*One-tenth is this powerful...? No, it must be a lie. At best, one-third or maybe one-fourth if I'm being generous?*

The hybrid world is similar to monsters, a world of survival of the fittest.
The original body would be weakened by the amount of power extracted, and other hybrids wouldn't leave a weakened original alone.

"Is it because I'm your base? You're not good at lying? How stupid. Magical girl and hybrid. Sure, it's good for getting stronger easily, but that's only possible if you fight endlessly against similar opponents, right?"

Virginia took her stance with confidence.

*What? She saw through it right away?!*

Aleph's body twitched.

"Believe it or not. That's your choice. It doesn't change the fact that you'll die here anyway!"

Aleph pretended to be calm while sweating nervously.
She clenched her fist again, taking a stance to move forward.
Like Virginia, Aleph was also skilled at close combat despite her appearance.

"You got thrashed last time, and you're talking big."
"That was because I was careless! It's different now!"
"No matter how much stronger you've become, you came as a clone, not your real body. Will the result be any different?"
"Kuu...!"

Zap, Aleph glared at Virginia.

A moment of silence.
Both girls moved forward simultaneously.
Bang! Their delicate fists collided, sending shockwaves through the surroundings.

The fight between the two girls was evenly matched.
Aleph's clone with two-thirds of her original power.
Virginia's battle in Vicious Form with her sanctuary deployed was enough to turn the cylindrical passage into a mess.

*You've definitely gotten stronger.*

Virginia, while exchanging blows with Aleph, had a brief thought.

Aleph had definitely become stronger.
Compared to when she was first born, she had certainly grown stronger.
The short period in which this happened was astonishingly brief.

*And that's just a clone. Then the original body must be even stronger.*

That's even better.
Virginia grinned.

*So if I defeat this clone, I get its magical power?*

The characteristics of magical girls were quite convenient.
Being able to make part of the defeated opponent's magical power her own made fighting against strong opponents welcome.

"Eun-Ha!"

Just then, a familiar voice came from far away.
Both Virginia and Aleph turned their heads toward the source of the voice.

There stood Kim Se-Won, covered in dust and blood.

"I thought so...! I sensed Eun-Ha's magical power in two places!"

Kim Se-Won gritted his teeth upon discovering the two.

"You, you...! That pervert who played with that weird stick...!"

Snap! Aleph pointed accusingly.
The humiliation she experienced on the day she tried to kidnap Kim Se-Won was still shameful to think about.

"Weird stick...?"

Virginia tilted her head.
Of course, she knew exactly what that stick was.
She was just pretending not to know.

*Ah. So that's why. That's why he did it without foreplay last time.*

Thanks to this, she learned unexpected information.
The masturbation device, the onahole, that she gave to Kim Se-Won was linked to "Eun-Ha."
But there was another Eun-Ha here.

*I see. So you approached Se-Won behind my back?*

Virginia's eyes grew cold. Her half-lidded eyes looked at Aleph.

*Thieving cat.*

It was absolutely unforgivable.

"Wh-what are you saying!"

Kim Se-Won, unaware of Virginia's thoughts, rushed desperately toward Aleph.
The best way to shut her up was to physically stop her.

"D-don't come near me! You pervert!!"

Aleph, her face flushed to the limit, stretched both hands forward.
Her lower abdomen still tingled when she thought about that time.

"Humans are rotten! A rotten species!"

Aleph's core pulsated.
Bang! With the sound of something exploding, countless black spears extended from the floor and attacked Kim Se-Won.

Kim Se-Won clearly understood Aleph's intention.
That creature was trying to pierce his precious part!

Numerous tentacles extended from him, forming a massive wall.
Bang! The black spears made of magical power collided with his psychokinesis.

"What power...!"
"Humans like you deserve to die! You shameless man!"

Aleph's attack wasn't just black spears.
Boom! As she flew in and struck the wall with her fist, the wall that couldn't withstand it easily shattered.

"Kuk!"

Rolling- Kim Se-Won's body rolled across the floor.

"This is...!"

After rolling for a while, he felt something like a bottle in his hand.

*I almost got caught about the truth of the onahole, but it would be troublesome if this was discovered too.*

It was probably the Enhanced Activator he had hidden in his pocket. It must have fallen out while rolling.
Kim Se-Won hurriedly hid the bottle back in his pocket.

"Phew."

Glance, he checked Virginia's reaction.
Fortunately, she didn't seem to have noticed the bottle's existence.

"Where do you think you're sighing in relief?"

Rumble! Just then, black spears rose from the ground.
The black spears quickly bent and restrained Kim Se-Won.

"Now the advantage is mine. I have control over this man's life."
"Kuk! Let go! Let me go!"

It was pathetic.
To be captured so easily.
Kim Se-Won felt shame.
He needed to break free from the restraint as soon as possible.
He struggled with all his might, but the black magic binding him didn't budge at all.

"Now. Choose. Do you want to see this man torn to pieces first? Or will you crawl on the ground and beg me for forgiveness?"
"This creature...! What are you trying to make Eun-Ha do!"
"If you beg for forgiveness, I might spare this man."

A vile smile spread across Aleph's face.
The evenly matched fight with Virginia could potentially end in her defeat if she wasn't careful.

*I'll make you feel twice, no, a thousand times the humiliation I experienced!*

She was overjoyed that a factor that could completely eliminate such a possibility had rolled in.

"So that's how it is...!"

Kim Se-Won gritted his teeth.
It was far better to reveal that he had been hiding the Enhanced Activator than to let Virginia discover about the onahole.

His psychokinesis took out the glass bottle from his pocket.
Pop! With the sound of the cork opening, several pills entered his mouth.
Kim Se-Won immediately swallowed the pills, his Adam's apple bobbing.

"!! What are you doing!"
"Se-Won...?!"

Aleph and Virginia looked at him in shock.
Aleph was wary, not knowing what Kim Se-Won had eaten.

*That thing that just went into Se-Won's mouth...!*

On the other hand, Eun-Ha was shocked because she knew what had entered Kim Se-Won's mouth.

*It's gone. When did I drop it?!*

She searched her pocket.
It wasn't there.
The item that should have been in her pocket was nowhere to be found.

*So what Se-Won ate was...!*

Just then, intense heat erupted from Kim Se-Won's body.

"Eek!"

It was an ominous energy.
Surprised by the sudden release of heat, Aleph's restraints on Kim Se-Won loosened.

"I am... I AM...!! NOT A MAN WHO BECOMES A HINDRANCE!!!"

Power welled up throughout his body.
With this, he could do it.
He would absolutely not be a hindrance!
Kim Se-Won's lips twisted upward.

"Huh?"

But something was strange.
That "throughout his body" feeling.
The heat warming his entire body.
Especially the sensation of blood rushing to his lower body.

A sweet scent brushed past his nose.
Strange.
It felt like the scent of Aleph and Virginia was stronger than before.

*This can't be right?*

An intense sexual desire to ravage the girls before him boiled up.

While his body heated up, his head grew colder.
Something was wrong.
Although the Enhanced Activator was known to enhance sexual desire, this was excessive.

*It's like I've taken an aphrodisiac...*

His cool head began to heat up.
The rationality he was holding onto was about to fly away.
No, perhaps it had already flown away.

Virginia sighed deeply.

"This won't do."

She couldn't leave Kim Se-Won in that state any longer.
Virginia drew magical power from her core.
Even if she had to use all her power, she needed to subdue Aleph first.
Punish Kim Se-Won for his lust.
And pass judgment on Aleph.
This was all that was in Virginia's mind.



* * *



"Sigh."

Virginia sighed deeply as she reached the source of the monstrous screams.

"Kuu! KUUUAAAAH!"

There was Kim Se-Won, struggling while bound by magical ropes.

"If Se-Won had been a little stronger, it would have been dangerous."

Virginia breathed a sigh of relief as she looked at Kim Se-Won, whom she had barely managed to subdue using enhancement and her sanctuary.
His pants and underwear had long since burst. A grotesque flesh was throbbing and drooling.

*One would have been too much, and he took several.*

This condition was giving her a headache because healing magic didn't work on it for some reason.
It seemed like even she couldn't handle this.
There was no choice but to deal with it directly.

"First, let's hide him somewhere so he won't be discovered. Then I'll make the one responsible for putting Se-Won in this state pay."

Glancing at Aleph's clone, Virginia smiled mischievously.
Slap! She patted her soft thigh while absorbing magical power from Aleph.
If she kept her barely alive, Aleph wouldn't be able to resist.

Virginia headed toward the surface, carrying both Kim Se-Won and Aleph.

Ch.472 - The Ground Is Safe
The sky split open slightly.
The gap twisted and distorted until it transformed into a massive void.
A pitch-black darkness with nothing visible beyond. Yet clearly, something existed on the other side.

This void was a Gate.
A massive portal connecting one space to another.
The unicorn hybrid's words had been true after all.

"Th-that...!!"
"It's a Gate! A Gate has opened!"

Following the sudden explosion, the appearance of a Gate accelerated the chaos.
People who had barely calmed down thanks to the heroes trembled in fear as they watched hybrids falling from the sky.

The hybrids enjoyed tormenting powerless humans.
To them, constantly forced to struggle at the boundary between life and death, humans were excellent toys and food.

"Don't come. Stay away!"
"Keh, keh-heh...! How... amusing...!"

A man who had separated from the evacuating crowd was one such toy.
Dripping saliva, a hybrid with sharp claws slowly cornered him.
The man's terrified reaction made the hybrid feel alive, powerful.

"Duck!"

That's when it happened.

"Haaah!"
"Kuk?!"

Thud! With a heavy sound, the hybrid went flying.
The man who had been about to be devoured stared blankly at the hybrid's trajectory before turning his head.

"Are you alright?"
"Ah, y-yes. Thank you..."

The one who had sent the hybrid flying was a girl.
Though her outfit—a T-shirt and bloomers—was an odd combination, she clearly possessed great strength.

With her glossy black hair fluttering, she extended her hand to the man.
Beautiful in appearance, figure, and strength, the girl captivated his gaze.

"The nearest shelter is that way. This area should be safe now, so just run straight in that direction."

The girl, Han Yu-bin, pointed toward the shelter with a gentle tone and sent the man on his way.

"What's the point of doing this?"

With a click of a sword being sheathed, Jung Jae-han's clone asked.

There was no sincerity in Yu-bin's eyes.
Hypocrisy. Acting.
She was merely pretending to be kind while performing false emotions.

"...Why? Shouldn't I do this?"
"That's not what I meant. If you're going to become a hero someday, building up good deeds will help your reputation later. ...But you don't seem to be doing it for that reason, which is why I asked."
"What does it matter? I saved someone. That's enough."

Yu-bin turned her back.
There was still much to do.
Citizens being attacked like this were scattered all around.
Saving those people was what she needed to do right now.

*Se-won would have done this. If I want to get closer to Se-won, I need to understand and copy what he would do.*

Yu-bin firmly believed this was the way to get closer to Kim Se-won.

It wasn't an act done for goodness.
The face she showed people wasn't sincere.

But by doing what she thought Kim Se-won would do, by imitating his actions,
she might begin to understand his thoughts.
And perhaps the distance between their hearts and bodies would gradually close.

"Resembling through actions, huh."

The clone glanced in the direction the hybrid had flown and smirked.

"You should keep your delusions in check."
"Huh? What did you say?"
"Nothing. I was just thinking you sent it flying quite far. That bit about resembling through actions wasn't bad."
"Hmm~ Right? And like I told you before, I've trained really hard. I'm in the top ranks at the academy."

Yu-bin shrugged her shoulders.

"Top ranks at the academy. That does seem plausible."

The clone acknowledged this.
She was indeed strong compared to her peers.

"Still."

Boom!

"Grrrrrr!!"

A low growl came from where Yu-bin had sent the hybrid flying earlier.

"Hybrids aren't that easy to deal with."
"?!"

Directly in front of the clone.
And on both sides.
A total of three hybrids charged toward them.

"H-how?! Is it a particularly strong specimen??"

Yu-bin flinched in surprise and shrank back.
She could react, but her instincts told her she couldn't handle this.
To make matters worse, the hybrid she had hit earlier didn't have a single scratch.

"Who knows."

Whoosh—wind swirled around the clone.
The fierce current affected nothing else around them, gathering at his waist.
Then he drew the sword from the scabbard at his hip and imbued it with wind.

"At the very least, they're much stronger than you."

The wind-imbued sword slashed horizontally.
Containing the wind.
Using the wind as propulsion.
In the blink of an eye, the sword cut through the air dozens of times, sending blades of wind toward the hybrids.

"I understand you want to flirt with that man, but you should choose the right time and place."
"Arrgh, kuaaaaaaah!!"

The hybrids disintegrated under the clone's sword.
They screamed at losing their toy, Yu-bin, before losing their lives.

"Wow... you took down three of them at once."
"It's not good to stay here."

The smell of blood was attracting other hybrids.

"What?! Eek?!"

The clone wrapped his arm around Yu-bin's waist and leaped high.
Kicking off walls a couple of times, he reached the rooftop of a building and surveyed the surroundings.
From here, he could easily deal with any hybrids that might climb up.

"Y-you. Every time I see you, you're covered in blood, but you're actually this strong...?"
"I'm not strong. Look over there."

The clone pointed to a distant place.
Crash! Black lightning struck from the sky.

"That's..."
"An EX-class hero. Hong Yu-jin."

This time, the clone's hand pointed in the completely opposite direction.

"That's the power of Bloody White, the leader of Gresorion."

Snow was falling from the sky he pointed to.
All hybrids touched by the snow were rapidly freezing.

"Those are the truly strong ones. S-class heroes can't even compare to these genuine powerhouses."
"No, aren't you underestimating S-class heroes too much?"
"Someone who faces an army alone versus someone who faces a nation. Which is stronger is obvious."
"I-I see..."

The clone's gaze drifted through the air before fixing on one location.
A place that remained calm despite the ground explosions and hybrid appearances—Jin Jae-han's house.

"Wow...! Amazing! So that's an EX-class hero...! Hong Yu-jin really is incredible."

From this height, Hong Yu-jin's power was even more impressive.
The black lightning striking the ground was nothing short of divine punishment.
Hybrids that had seemed so powerful were dying like ants swept away by the lightning.

"Hmm?"

The clone, watching Yu-bin's pure admiration, noticed something at the edge of his vision.

"That's...!"

Blue flames floated in the sky.
A man holding hands with a girl was indiscriminately slaughtering hybrids, burning the ground with blue flames.

*Kim Woo-jin. I knew he was alive, but he's completely different from the Kim Woo-jin in my memories.*

The clone stared intently at Kim Woo-jin.
He was nothing like the rebellious youth in his memories.
No longer the guy who, despite awakening, got thrashed by a magical girl.

As if he had finally found his place, everything about him seemed stable.
And that wasn't all.
The strength of his fire.
His power control was perfectly adjusted for combat.

It was a miraculous transformation to have occurred in just a few months.

*So that's how it is.*

The clone felt his heart race at the sight.
The corners of his mouth twisted upward into an ugly, distorted smile.

*If he can do it, so can I.*

A stepping stone toward his greatest goal.
If that clone could become so strong, then he could too.
He could become powerful.
And if that happened, he could eliminate S-class hero Jin Jae-han, the unpleasant existence clouding his mind.

"Um, hey."
"What is it?"

Whip! He turned to look at Yu-bin.
The distorted smile had vanished, replaced by a calm expression.

"...Thank you for saving me."

Yu-bin spoke with a shy expression.

"So... could you let me go now?"
"Ah. Right."

The clone only then realized he still had his arm wrapped around Yu-bin's waist.
He released her and shoved his hands into his pockets.

"By the way. No, are you going to make me call you 'you' forever?"
"Call me whatever you want. Use 'you' if you prefer."
"That's not what I meant! What's your name?!"

Yu-bin shouted in frustration.
Come to think of it, knowing someone's name is one of the most important aspects of communication.
Yet here they were, having known each other for days—saving each other—without knowing names.

"Hmm. A name, huh."

The clone pondered with his hand on his chin.
He realized he'd never thought about it.
He had goals, but never considered needing a name.
The idea hadn't even occurred to him.

*I'll need one for now, I suppose.*

But as long as he was indebted to the girl before him, he should have a name to be called by.

*Not Jin Yong-han. No, I don't even want the surname Jin on my lips.*

A completely new name.
Proof that he was not just a clone but an independent being—himself.

"Ash Wilson."

After organizing his thoughts briefly, the clone spoke these words.

Ash.
The remnants after burning.
A being that would scatter and disappear when the wind blows.

Yet inappropriately possessing desire (Will), hence Wilson.
The name that represented him well resembled his hair color.

Ch.473 - If I Do It, I'll Die
Eun-Ha slowly removed the cloth.

"Hehe...!"

When the cloth was completely removed, she smiled seductively while looking at her flushed skin. She lightly covered her body with a thin blanket, leaving only her upper body exposed.

"There. Now you can look."

Giggling for a while, Eun-Ha gestured toward Kim Se-Won, who was kneeling beside the bed with his vision covered.

"Grrrrrr!!"

As the thin cloth covering his eyes was removed, his bloodshot, glistening eyes were revealed. But it wasn't just his eyes. His heart was pounding wildly, so forcefully that the blood vessels throughout his body were grotesquely swollen.

Additionally, Kim Se-Won's erect member had grown about 1.4 times its normal size. It was already breathtaking to take him normally, but with both thickness and length increased like that, there was no way she could handle it.

"Come here."

But there was no fear on Eun-Ha's face. Rather, she welcomed Kim Se-Won, whose mind was consumed by lust. She gazed at him with seductive, gently curved eyes. She waved her hand lightly and beckoned him with wiggling fingers.

"Grr!"

Even though his reason had flown away and he'd lost the ability to speak human words, he understood her permission. Kim Se-Won stood up abruptly and strode to the bed.

"However you want. Whatever you want. You can do it."

Eun-Ha's voice reached Kim Se-Won's ears like a whisper. The ticklish, coquettish voice excited him even more.

"Graaaah-!"

At the same time, the magical restraint binding him disappeared. Kim Se-Won pounced onto the bed and grabbed the legs exposed at the edge of the blanket. He was like a wild beast.

"Ugh...!"

The legs twitched.

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

Unlike her seductive tone just moments ago, she was actually terrified.

Though he lacked the rationality to understand this situation intellectually, he instinctively felt elation. At the same time, a sense of conquest filled his chest. Growing more excited, Kim Se-Won reached for her thighs.

Grab! He roughly seized her soft thighs. Paralyzed with fear, her thighs trembled as she tried with all her might to close her legs.

"Graaah!"

But there was no way a powerless girl could overcome the strength of a man who trained daily.

"Ugggh!!!"

Between her forcibly spread thighs, her tightly closed womanhood was revealed.

"Se, Se-Won..."

Eun-Ha's trembling voice reached him. That voice was like seasoning to Kim Se-Won. His excitement reached the point where his head felt like it might explode. His enraged member was already dripping thick, sticky pre-fluid.

With his gaze fixed on her womanhood, Kim Se-Won mercilessly thrust his member inside.

"Uggh, uuugh!"

Crack!

With the sound of something breaking, her lower body jerked mercilessly. Blood flowed from her womanhood, which was not just filled but torn.

"Grr, aaaah......!!"

Drool dripped from Kim Se-Won's mouth. After pushing his member all the way in with one thrust, he threw his head back and trembled from the pleasure that rushed all the way to his brain.

He could feel the hard sensation of her cervix against the tip of his glans. And her greedy womanhood tightly wrapped around his entire member, refusing to let go.

This is it.
This is what he wanted.

"Uggh, ugh, uggggh!!"

Her continuously jerking lower body no longer mattered. He pursued only pleasure.

Squelch. Squelch squelch-!

Kim Se-Won thrust his hips roughly, like a beast. The pre-fluid that kept flowing from his excitement mixed with blood to become lubricant.

Squelch squelch- squelch squelch squelch!

His member, stained red with blood, mercilessly entered and exited her womanhood. The member, too large for the girl, ravaged her insides haphazardly.

"Grrrr...!"

The first ejaculation came very quickly. Kim Se-Won trembled greatly and pushed his member all the way in again.

"Eegh! Ugh! Uuugh...!!!"

Crash! With a thrust so rough it seemed like it would make a sound, there was again the cracking noise of something breaking. The girl's scream accompanied it.

"Aaaah!"

But that didn't matter. Kim Se-Won let out a bestial cry as he mercilessly poured thick, yellowish semen into her womb. The dense semen, at least twice as much as usual, flowed endlessly.

"Huuuu...."

1.4 times the original size. Perhaps because both length and circumference were 1.4 times larger, the semen continued to burrow deeper inside rather than flowing out. Gulp! Gulp! The semen ruthlessly violated the girl's womb.

"Satisfied?"
"Grrrrrr!!"

No way!
He shook his head violently at Eun-Ha's voice.

It's not enough.
He needs to pour more.
Until it breaks.
Until he's satisfied by shattering this fragile body to pieces!

Squelch! Squelch squelch squelch squelch squelch squelch!

Kim Se-Won resumed his thrusting before all the semen had even flowed out of his urethra.

"......!! Uggh, ugh, uggggh...!"

Once again, pain-filled sounds came from above. Her lower body trembled, startled. She tried to close her thighs again, but Kim Se-Won's firm grip prevented them from closing even slightly.

"Grrrrrr......!!"

Shin Eun-Ha.
The girl who was always stronger than him and would continue to be stronger was weaker than anyone else in bed!
This thought, which had crossed his mind countless times, floated in his subconscious and excited him.

It was as if she was being coquettish.
As if she was asking for more.
As if she was asking to be ravaged more violently.

Squelch squelch squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!

Now the semen also acted as lubricant. The sounds became even wetter than before.

"Uggggh! Ugh! Uuuuu......!!"

Every time he thrust, her thighs shook up and down in resistance. As if saying it hurts, please stop. As if begging him to stop.

Wasn't this act almost like he was "raping" Eun-Ha?

Squelch squelch squelch! Squelch! Squelch squelch squelch! Squelch squelch!

"Gak, gaak...! Uggggh......!!"

Plus her voice, struggling as if suffocating!

Squelch squelch! Squelch squelch squelch squelch!

Kim Se-Won moved his hips even more wildly, like an unleashed beast. With each thrust of his member, her small belly bulged out and trembled. The sounds of her pelvis breaking and her womanhood being torn to shreds could be heard.

"Uggh, ung, uuugh!!"

He could feel her writhing in pain. Every time he heard her voice mixed with tears, her womanhood tightened, refusing to let go of his member.

Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!

The more her womanhood tightened, the more violently Kim Se-Won moved his hips.

"No...... mph! Uggh, uuugh!"

All her lower body could do was writhe in pain and agony.

How much time had passed since it began?

"Huff... huff...."

He couldn't remember how many times he had ejaculated. He couldn't recall how many times she had screamed or writhed. After squeezing out countless loads of semen, Kim Se-Won, with his consciousness becoming clearer, panted heavily. He blankly stared at the semen mixed with blood flowing out of the girl's womanhood.

'Where is this... the training room prepared by Foriner? The rest area set up in one corner of the training room....'

The bed was covered in his semen and blood, but the structure of the room looked familiar. Yet his mind was still hazy.

"Hic... sob... huuuu......"

Then, he heard a sound that made his heart sink. Sobbing sounds from above. Kim Se-Won raised his head, feeling as if he'd been hit with a hammer.

"Satisfied?"
"Huh...?"

But something was strange. Eun-Ha was fine. The crying girl was nowhere to be seen.

Eun-Ha was still looking at him with a seductive smile. Her fair skin hadn't shed a single drop of sweat. In contrast, the thighs he was still holding were drenched in sweat.

No, they were bruised from how tightly he had gripped them.

"You're satisfied~ It's already been 8 hours."

Unlike Kim Se-Won, who looked dumbfounded, Eun-Ha had the leisure to check the time.

Something was wrong. Something was off. A chill ran down his spine.

That's when Kim Se-Won realized where this strangeness came from.

The distance between where the lower body was and where Eun-Ha's upper body was exposed was impossibly long. Eun-Ha's waist couldn't possibly be that long.

'It's as if... there's another person there!'

Flap! Kim Se-Won hastily grabbed the blanket and flipped it aside.

Then he saw a girl whose face was covered in tears. She was blindfolded, gagged, and her hands were bound together—a girl who looked exactly like Eun-Ha. The only difference was that she had wings sprouting near her tailbone.

"I, did I...!"
"Do you know how bad it was? The sound of her womanhood being destroyed, her pelvis breaking, and her organs being shaken for hours."

Giggling softly, Eun-Ha twirled Aleph's nipple—Aleph who had endured his bestial lust for hours.

"She said no. She begged for her life. She asked you to stop, but Se-Won kept thrusting."

Aleph's body trembled! Her nipples had been trained by Eun-Ha's hands, which knew exactly how to make her feel good after hours of touching. In other words, she had just experienced a light orgasm.

"Was it a hell where pleasure and pain mixed? Or did even the pain turn into pleasure?"

Eun-Ha's hand removed the blindfold. Aleph's face was revealed, her eyes rolled back.

"Hug, heu. Huuuu.... shtop... nooo...."

She had long lost the ability to speak human words. Only weak sounds, no different from moans, escaped her.

"Still, I controlled it delicately enough to keep her from dying. A magical girl's healing power is considerable. I cast a very weak healing spell, just enough to keep her alive."

Eun-Ha lightly pinched her nipple. Aleph's waist twitched, and the magical power replenished by Kim Se-Won flowed into Eun-Ha through her nipple.

"How was it? The feeling of using a living onahole without realizing it wasn't me."

Unlike before, all the remaining magical power in Aleph's clone flowed into Eun-Ha.

"It would have felt exactly the same, so maybe there wasn't much difference? Or maybe... it felt even better."

Aleph's body trembled finely, then gradually faded. The clone, not the original body but manifested through magical power, disappeared as all its magical power was drained.

"Oh my. Is it because it wasn't the original? I didn't get much magical power..."

With a grin, Eun-Ha caressed the spot where Aleph had been, seemingly disappointed.

"Well then."

Eun-Ha crawled on all fours to Kim Se-Won. Above her head was his still erect member.

"I should clean up."

Her small tongue emerged from her mouth and touched the base of his member. Slurp- she slowly licked from the base up along the urethra.

"Mmm...!"

Slurp- she took the member covered in semen and blood all the way to her throat and sucked it in one go.

"Kugh...!"

Kim Se-Won trembled from the pleasure given by her skilled tongue movement, tight throat, and mouth. Her small tongue moved around inside her mouth, sucking up all the remaining semen in his urethra.

Pop! After releasing his member, Eun-Ha sat on the semen-covered bed and looked up at him.

"Se-Won, right in front of me."

Her small hand grabbed his member and stroked it gently.

"You eagerly violated a woman who wasn't me."
"That, that was...!"

Kim Se-Won felt wronged.

"10 penalty points."

But that wasn't Eun-Ha being wronged. Eun-Ha smiled broadly and split into two while pronouncing what was close to a death sentence.

Shin Eun-Ha and Han Jae-Yoo.
Two girls who were one.

"Now then."
"It seems the aphrodisiac's effect is still there."

Jae-Yoo ran her hand over the bed covered in semen and blood. Crackle- it returned to its original state through transformation magic.

Eun-Ha sat on the left. Jae-Yoo sat on the right, both with their legs spread in a narrow M-shape. They spread their womanhoods with their index and middle fingers.

"For 10 penalty points."
"Violate us without a condom."

What would happen if he didn't? Kim Se-Won had no such choice.

And so, Kim Se-Won was held captive for 8 hours by Aleph, and had to move his hips for 12 hours with Eun-Ha and Jae-Yoo.

Ch.474 - Auntie, You're Being Ridiculous (No Illustration)
A day had passed since the gate opened.

Kim Woo-Jin and Seo Hye-Ji, both wearing sunglasses, entered a hotel in the Academy District.
As Hye-Ji walked into the lobby, she immediately captured everyone's attention.

"That's Bloody White..."
"And a newly awakened psychic too. Gresorion must have been a formidable force."

People who had witnessed the two in action admired Hye-Ji's beautiful appearance and combat prowess.

"Tsk. Lucky for us she's on our side."
"Indeed. It makes me shudder to think about how many valuable resources were wasted because of that woman."

Of course, not everyone was fond of her.
Bloody White was notorious as a hero killer.
There were those who had survived encounters with her and knew exactly how many heroes she had killed.

"Those people...!"

Hatred was always more noticeable than admiration or envy.
Noticing the blatant contempt and hostility directed at them, Woo-Jin bristled and was about to say something.
No matter what crimes she had committed, they were allies now.

"It's okay. I did those things after all."

But his reaction was stopped by a slender arm.
Hye-Ji smiled gently and shook her head.
They might be allies now, but they were originally enemies.
The massacres she had committed wouldn't simply disappear.

It was something she had to accept and endure.
Of course, though she had a body similar to humans, she was a magical girl of Gresorion.
She didn't feel tremendous guilt about killing humans.
She only cared about the countless lives she had taken with her own hands.

"By the way, things went surprisingly smoothly. That thing Bianca proposed."

Feeling awkward, Woo-Jin smoothly changed the subject.
If she wasn't bothered by it, there was no point in him getting angry on her behalf.

"Yes. It's really fortunate. If not for that, the Floating Garden would be experiencing a massacre right about now."

The topic that emerged was about why they hadn't returned to the Floating Garden after saving the Academy District from crisis.

"I suppose so. Delta also liked it. He said it was good timing since he'd been struggling without a spacious place to train."
"Hehe. That's just like him."

Hye-Ji, who had been acting alone with Woo-Jin under the pretext of needing a bodyguard, had accepted Bianca's proposal—a Transcendent from Gresorion—and needed human cooperation to implement it.
Or more precisely, permission.

"Still, we can't keep drifting in the sky forever. This applies to Bianca's proposal too."

The corridor was empty except for her and Woo-Jin.
Walking steadily toward their assigned room, Hye-Ji carefully closed the distance between them.
Just a little closer and her shoulder would touch Woo-Jin's arm.

"That's why the outcome of the war with the hybrids is important. If the hybrids disappear, the next conflict will be between humans and monsters again."
"The outcome...? Surely you don't mean that with people dying, the vacant spaces..."
"Exactly. We need to build a new nest. Muk-Si-Ja probably intends to kill not just Koreans but all of humanity worldwide.

Even if not, at least half. He'll sacrifice billions of lives. That naturally creates space for us monsters to build nests."

Hye-Ji's footsteps suddenly stopped.
The room assigned to her—or more precisely, to both of them—was just one.

"Anyway, this is just a 'potential' future scenario. No need to worry about it. Our current objective has been achieved, right?"
"Well... yes."

Woo-Jin turned his head from side to side, looking at the room where Hye-Ji had stopped.

"Come on, let's go in."
"What? Wait. Wasn't it supposed to be individual rooms?"
"From the beginning, I asked for a room for two."

With a mischievous laugh, Hye-Ji took Woo-Jin's hand.

Woo-Jin could have easily pulled away.
She wasn't gripping his hand tightly, and he wasn't under any orders.
But he found himself being led along as she pulled.

*I might as well ask her now.*

Sharing a room with a woman wasn't anything new. In fact, recently, sleeping alone had become the rarity.
So given the situation, he wanted to resolve the question he'd been harboring in his heart.

As soon as they entered the room, Hye-Ji took something out of her bag and held it to her chest.
It was neatly folded clothing.

"Go ahead and rest. Or..."

With the clothes held to her chest, Hye-Ji pressed close to Woo-Jin.
A younger man taller than herself.
The only man who made her heart race just by looking at him.

*Really, how silly of me.*

Hye-Ji was now trying to seduce this man.
Even though she knew her actions didn't match her age, she couldn't help it—her heart was leading her.

"I wouldn't mind if you watched me change."
"I'll check if there's anything suspicious in the room first."
"Hehe. How disappointing."

Watching Woo-Jin deliberately create distance and inspect the room, Hye-Ji savored the warmth she had felt from him just moments ago.

*To think I want to be a girl when we're alone like this. Is this some kind of compensatory psychology? Or am I just experiencing a late-life infatuation?*

She had brought him along merely as a pretext, but now he was genuinely acting like a bodyguard, carefully inspecting every corner of the room. She found it unbearably endearing.
Suppressing her desire to watch him more, Hye-Ji entered the bathroom.



* * *



Having finished searching the room, Woo-Jin sat in a chair and looked at Hye-Ji.
She seemed so happy to be alone with him that a smile never left her face.

"There's something I've been wanting to ask."

After hesitating repeatedly, he finally spoke.
Woo-Jin glanced at Hye-Ji, who had changed clothes, and after much internal debate, decided what to say.

"Yes? What is it?"

Hye-Ji, who had been watching various news on TV, muted the volume and faced Woo-Jin.
She rested her chin on the back of her hands, with her arms on the table.
Her eyes held a subtle expectation.
In this moment, she looked more like a young girl than an adult.

"Why do you like me? Why do you look at only me that way... Honestly, I don't understand."

He knew it was an abrupt and belated question.
But Woo-Jin felt it was something he had to ask.

"I... I attacked you thinking you were Nabi. It was practically rape. So why..."
"Do you really want to know?"

Hye-Ji gave a bitter smile and gazed intently at Woo-Jin's face.
Her expression said, "I'll tell you if you ask, but I'd prefer if you didn't."

She didn't want him to know.
She didn't want to verbalize it herself.
She didn't want to reveal that she had been a dirty woman who had fallen prey to numerous monsters.

"Well..."

Woo-Jin hesitated at Hye-Ji's expression.
He tapped the table with his fingers, drawing out his words.

*I wish you'd never know.

The only thing I can tell you is that for all eternity, you're the only man who can enter my heart.

And that this love is one I shouldn't pursue.*

Hye-Ji swallowed these words.
She was prepared to tell him everything if he insisted.

"You know."

Hye-Ji smiled again.
Softly, she spoke in a gentle voice, as if persuading a child.

"Monster reproduction is always sudden. You never know when or where it will happen. Naturally, we're like wild creatures who could die at any moment."
"So that means..."
"Hehe. I'm just joking. Even though I think like a monster now, I was once undeniably human."
"Then, you must have had many other men too. Even if not human, maybe monsters."
"..."

Seo Nabi's gaze dropped.
The gentle smile she had been wearing disappeared, replaced by a worried expression.

"Before that."

That's when it happened.

Hye-Ji's body suddenly leaned forward.
The arm that had been supporting her chin moved to his face, and her index finger tapped his lips.

"?!"
"I told you before, right? When we're alone, just call me Hye-Ji. Like you would with Nabi. Like a girl your age."

It was silly to want to be treated like a girl rather than a woman.
Hye-Ji inwardly mocked her own behavior.

"Just... this isn't a non-answer. And I hate humans and males. With a few exceptions."
"What?! No, I mean, why? What does that mean?!"

Woo-Jin jumped up in shock.
It was an incomprehensible answer.

"If you hate men, then why am I..."
"It was just a whim. And thanks to that whim, I am who I am now. ...Ah."

Hye-Ji spotted a refrigerator in the corner of her vision and went to get a drink.

"This is alcohol."
"What does it matter? It's just the two of us here, and we have no schedule today."

What she had brought out was beer.
She didn't have many memories of drinking beer, but sometimes certain conversations require it.

"When you attacked me, mistaking me for Nabi,
I felt warm emotions in every one of your actions, Woo-Jin.
Your desire to please Nabi. And love.
Even though I knew it wasn't directed at me, my heart raced at its warmth.

You know what?
No being has ever made my heart race like that before.
And none will in the future.
Males who target me don't come because they love 'me.' As long as I have power, as long as I'm the head of Gresorion.

But you were different.
After all, you're from a villain background.
And you're also Nabi's childhood friend.
You were one of the few men who didn't see me as the head of Gresorion, a mass murderer, or Bloody White.

As I slowly began to feel my body responding, a thought crossed my mind:
I'm a woman too.
There's a man who can love me like this, even if those feelings aren't actually for me.
So I want to have him.
I want to receive this man's love and attention.
I realized that only this man could make my heart race.

That's why I clung to you.
I was desperate for your attention."
"..."

With a click, Hye-Ji opened a beer can after pouring out her lengthy story in one breath.
She giggled at Woo-Jin, who was staring at her blankly, and opened a can for him too.

"Now, let me tell you in more detail—"

And then.
She slowly began to explain why she had fallen for Kim Woo-Jin, who had essentially raped her while mistaking her for Seo Nabi.

"Phew!!"

About an hour later.
Thud! Woo-Jin took the last sip and placed the can on the table.
The slightly stinging sensation as it went down his throat. And the gradual onset of intoxication.
He'd need a few more cans to get truly drunk, but he was feeling a bit tipsy.

*At first, I was reluctant, but I couldn't listen to how this happened because of me while sober.
Plus, to think she endured such things from Muk-Si-Ja and other monsters for years... it's no wonder she hates men.*

Woo-Jin belatedly understood why not just alcoholic villains, but other villains too, occasionally sought alcohol.

His mistake had made Hye-Ji a woman.
That responsibility felt too heavy.
He now knew what she had endured from Muk-Si-Ja and some other males.
A feeling of sorrow pressed on his heart.

And that wasn't all.
Hye-Ji had described in detail every sensation she felt on the day Woo-Jin had attacked her.
It was so embarrassing that he couldn't bear it without drinking.

"By the way. That outfit."

Wanting to change the subject, Woo-Jin pointed at Hye-Ji's clothes.

"Hmm? This outfit?"

With a flushed face, Hye-Ji pointed at her clothes.
Her face showed signs of intoxication, as if she had deliberately suppressed the magical girl's recovery ability.
Her voice was also excited.

"Where did you get that? Why suddenly..."
"Hehe, it might be silly, but... does it suit me?"

Giggling, she stood up and twirled around.
It was as if she wanted him to see every part of her.

"It's not something Nabi wore... I asked Bianca to get one for me."

What she was wearing was a pinkish-red uniform.
The Academy's uniform.
A symbol of youth that might seem a bit inappropriate for someone her age.

Hye-Ji herself felt a slight shame in wearing this outfit.

"Y-you don't have to stare so intently."

As evidence, Hye-Ji blushed and averted her gaze from the boy's scrutinizing look.

"You don't have to stare here."
"Huh?"

Abruptly standing up, Hye-Ji approached Woo-Jin and forcefully threw him onto the bed.

"I don't want to show this to others, only to you. And that includes Nabi and Dolly."

With a flushed face, Hye-Ji gently lifted the hem of her red skirt.

"Woo-Jin, you are the only man I'm allowed to love."
"Y-you...!!"

Woo-Jin's eyes widened.
The glimpse of fair skin.

*Don't tell me she was planning to do this in that outfit from the start?!*

There was no fabric there.
Hye-Ji hadn't worn any panties when she changed!

"How about it? Nabi hasn't done this for you yet, has she?"

Woo-Jin unconsciously nodded.

"Then, shall we make your child come out from the same place Nabi came from?"

Hye-Ji's eyes curved gently.



* * *



Chu-rip—
With a long kiss, Eun-Ha collapsed onto the bed.
Jae-Yu was already lying face down on the bed, just breathing.

"Phew."

And the last person still standing was Kim Se-Won.

"I'm glad we could completely remove the drug's effects."

With those words, Eun-Ha lost consciousness.

"...I'm sorry."

Se-Won bowed his head at his quiet words.
Even after regaining his senses, the aphrodisiac's effects still lingered.

*Are aphrodisiacs usually this dangerous?*

To eliminate the effects, Eun-Ha had enlisted Jae-Yu's help and managed to neutralize the drug's potency just before 24 hours had passed.

"I don't know if this is good or bad."

Se-Won examined his body with a complex expression.
Thanks to consistent training and his naturally good stamina, he had survived consuming multiple aphrodisiacs at once.

If someone lacking in either aspect had overdosed on aphrodisiacs like that, they would have died from a burst heart or acute indigestion.

"Ugh!"

Se-Won's body staggered.
His remaining energy was nearly depleted.
It's a wonder he had any strength left after exerting several times his usual effort.

"Still, I need to wash Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu."

Fortunately, he could still move.
Washing two unconscious girls simultaneously would be quite a task, but he could manage with his remaining energy.

Se-Won lifted the two girls from the bed and headed toward the shower.

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

About Hye-Ji's outfit:

The Academy uniform looks like this.
Imagine a girl like this wearing such a uniform.
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Ch.475 - I Can Become A Pseudo-loli???
"Huh!"

I bolted upright in bed, gasping for air.
Cold sweat had soaked through my clothes and sheets.

"K-Kim Se-Won...!"

Aleph trembled violently as she uttered a man's name.
Just remembering him made her whole body shake uncontrollably.

"No. Stop, stop it...! No!"

She tugged at her hair and shook her head violently, trying to drive away the painful memories.
But the memories only became clearer.
Pleasure? Love?
There was nothing like that.
Just a beast of lust, filled with the will to satisfy his own desires.

"Nnnghhh...!!"

She bit her lip until it bled, trying desperately to stop her body from trembling.
But the shaking wouldn't stop.
The vivid memories became even clearer, and the pain, pleasure, and fear she had felt through her clone overwhelmed Aleph all at once.

"Hic."

Unable to bear the emotions constricting her entire body, Aleph crouched down and curled into a ball.

His body, barely visible through the thin blanket. His face. His expression.
No matter how much she screamed in pain, begged him to stop, or struggled, he never listened.

For a moment, images of her kind enjoying mating flashed through her mind.

"Are my kind enduring this kind of pain while mating? I can't believe it."

She shook her head vigorously.
It was impossible to believe.
She couldn't believe those who wore expressions soaked in pleasure while mating.

What she experienced was hell.
So why did they look like they were in heaven?

Even if it was less severe than with Kim Se-Won, how could they enjoy themselves when the pain of a broken pelvis and torn insides kept coming without rest?

"I... can't forgive... I can't forgive...!"

Crunch! She bit her lip again.
She couldn't forgive her weak self.
She couldn't forgive Kim Se-Won, who had violated her so brutally, ignoring her pleas to stop.

This was all Kim Se-Won's fault.

"I can't stay like this."

Aleph raised her head and staggered to her feet.
She needed to get rid of this weak self that now trembled at the mere sight of a male.

"I must throw myself into the poison jar... I must become worthy of my master..."

With unsteady, wobbling steps, she left her quarters and headed toward the pit where the hybrids would still be fighting.


* * *


Eun-Ha was in an exceptionally good mood today.
She was beaming with happiness, which seemed impossible considering how intensely physical they had been the night before.

"Ah. It's finally coming~."
"What's coming?"

Kim Se-Won asked, hearing her voice full of anticipation. The girl walking beside him had a face that was positively glowing.

*What could it be? Because of what happened last night, her mind might be... no, that can't be it.*

As he carefully searched his memory for what might be happening soon...

"Ah. Could it be, summer vacation?"

He cautiously offered what seemed like a reasonable guess.

"Yes!"

Eun-Ha nodded repeatedly with a bright smile.

Summer vacation.
A time when she could spend much more time with Kim Se-Won!

Plus, if they went to the artificial island as planned for vacation, she could cling to Kim Se-Won without worrying about other people's stares.

*There won't be any women targeting Se-Won. With only people we know around, I can do whatever I want!
What should we do there? I want to make lots of memories.*

It was even better because she wouldn't need to wear the mask of a saint.
In that place, she might even be able to lift her self-imposed one-year ban on alcohol.

"Ah."

Smiling brightly, Eun-Ha suddenly blinked as if something had occurred to her.

"Se-Won."

Eun-Ha skipped ahead and stood in front of him.
With her hands behind her back, she leaned forward slightly and looked up at him, smiling broadly as if anticipating his reaction.

"Hmm... never mind. It's nothing."

She swallowed the words that had almost escaped and shook her head.

*Rather than telling him now, I'll show him later. Surprising him might be better.*

It might be even more effective if she prepared what to say for that moment.
Eun-Ha returned to Kim Se-Won's side with a mischievous expression.

"What is it?"
"I'll keep it a secret. By the way... did you know? Chae-Eun's breasts got smaller."
"What?"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened in surprise.
He had been determined to pursue the topic she'd avoided, but this was something he couldn't ignore.

"Han Chae-Eun? Why? Why did her breasts suddenly get smaller? I heard she fought with a hybrid—did her breasts get cut off or something?"
"No, not that~."

Eun-Ha stretched out her words with a sly expression.

*Se-Won doesn't know that Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram have awakened... should I tease him a bit?*

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's awakening hadn't been announced yet. Though it would be fine to reveal it for fame's sake, the two newly awakened individuals had expressed their wish to keep it private for now.

*They said they want to announce it after summer vacation ends. I wonder why. From what I heard, they haven't even told their families yet.*

Still, they must have their reasons.
Eun-Ha skillfully deflected Kim Se-Won's continued questions.

"Anyway, Chae-Eun's breasts suddenly went from this size to..."

Not only did she deflect his questions, but she also described in detail how much Han Chae-Eun's breasts had shrunk, as she had briefly seen, while heading to her room where the two would be.

After about five minutes,
Kim Se-Won had heard enough to visualize exactly how Han Chae-Eun's breasts now looked.

He curled his lips into a smile, thinking about teasing Han Chae-Eun about losing the breasts she had been so proud of.

"Hey! Han Chae-Eun! I heard you became flat-chested!"

Bang!
Kim Se-Won shouted loudly as he roughly opened the door.

"What are you talking about? Are you stupid?"
"No matter what, shouldn't you at least knock before entering?"

But what greeted him were contemptuous glares.
The two people looking at Kim Se-Won with half-closed eyes.
Han Chae-Eun's chest, with her arms crossed, looked no different than before.

"W-what? But Eun-Ha clearly said your breasts got smaller..."
"Huh? They're big again?"

Kim Se-Won pointed at Han Chae-Eun's chest with wide eyes.
Her breasts, which bounced slightly whenever she moved her arms, could still be described in one word: "enormous."

"Hm? Ah~."

Han Chae-Eun's gaze shifted to Eun-Ha.
The girl was blinking in confusion, looking at her own chest with the same puzzled expression as Kim Se-Won.

Han Chae-Eun figured that Kim Se-Won's words must have come from what Eun-Ha had told him.

"Well, it's not completely wrong~."

She smirked and then—

"Whoa?!"
"L-look, Se-Won! They got smaller!"

She shrank her breasts. Without a sound, the fabric covering her chest became loose.
But that wasn't all.

"Oppa~ Unnie~."
"What the hell is this?!!!!"

Her entire body shrank until she looked like a complete child!

Kim Se-Won, who had already been startled once, was shocked again.
His wide eyes stared intently at the girl who now looked about fifth grade.

"...Well, Eun-Ha is a bit too small to be called 'unnie'~."
"Ugh!"

Han Chae-Eun, who had been twisting her body cutely, suddenly looked at Eun-Ha's chest and smirked.
Eun-Ha's body instinctively flinched.

"Anyway. I can adjust my physical age like this. Isn't that something? I never imagined awakening would give me this kind of ability."
"Awakening?!"
"Yeah. Ha-Ram and I awakened recently. Thanks to that, I won't have to suffer from my breasts pulling painfully during fights anymore, which is awesome."

Han Chae-Eun put her hands on her hips and cleared her throat proudly.

"After testing various things, it seems my original form is my maximum, and this form is my minimum. This is how I looked in third grade."
"...!!!!!"

Eun-Ha's mouth fell open.
Han Chae-Eun's reduced breasts were, at best, similar to Eun-Ha's.
In other words, they were still bigger than the current Eun-Ha's!
And that was from when she was in third grade!
Eun-Ha felt an acute sense of defeat.

"And Ha-Ram also got an ability, which is quite amazing~."

Han Chae-Eun, back to her original form, poked In Ha-Ram's arm with a sly expression.

"What is it?"
"What is it, what is it?"

Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha approached In Ha-Ram with sparkling eyes.

"Ahem! I'll show you, so step outside for a moment. I should warn you, it's not that dramatic a change."

In Ha-Ram pushed the two out of the room, acting unnecessarily shy.

"You can come in now."

Less than a minute later, they entered and—

"...Huh?"
"What?"

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won's eyes widened again.
There was a girl in front of them.
The same dignified appearance of a corporate heiress they always saw.

But it wasn't In Ha-Ram.

"Huh? Huh?"

Eun-Ha couldn't understand what was happening.
There was no change in appearance.
Yet In Ha-Ram felt like a completely different person.
She was so familiar, yet didn't feel like "In Ha-Ram" at all.

"...It's not a very useful ability in actual combat. But it's quite handy. With this, I think I can break down the useless wall called 'family'."

In Ha-Ram seemed satisfied.
The ability to make others perceive her as someone other than In Ha-Ram.
It was the result of her intense desire to have children with Incheon Yong.

"So, until then, don't tell anyone. Not a single person. Understood?"
"Y-yeah. Yes."

As In Ha-Ram approached with an intimidating aura, Eun-Ha nodded while shrinking her shoulders.

*Thank goodness Se-Won and I are normal.*

While it felt burdensome, she was also relieved.

"We've decided to keep it a secret at Stellarlis too, except from Teacher Hong Yu-Jin. We'll announce it either right after our trip, or after summer vacation ends."

After seeing Eun-Ha's reaction, In Ha-Ram stepped back and crossed her arms.
Her expression was very serious.

Information should be controlled so that only a minimum number of people know.
If by any chance the information leaked to Incheon Yong before they began their operation, it could fail.

"Man~ If only Eun-Ha hadn't stolen the last one, it would have been perfect~."
"I know. I was about to use my newly strengthened power, but she intercepted it by breaking through walls. Isn't that a bit too cunning?"
"Huh? No, that wasn't intentional...!"

Eun-Ha became flustered at suddenly becoming the target.
Absolutely.
It wasn't intentional.
She waved her arms frantically to emphasize that it wasn't deliberate.

"Hmm..."
"Anyway. Don't you have anything to say? Your friends have awakened~ You should at least congratulate them~ I'm disappointed~."
"Yeah~ Congratulations~"
"Hey! Kim Se-Won! How is that a congratulation! Come on, be dramatic on purpose and say, 'WOOOW!! AWESOME!! You're only second-year high school students but you've awakened?! Are you geniuses?! ARE YOU GENIUSES?!!!' Say something like that~."

Unable to stand it anymore, Han Chae-Eun moved her entire body noisily and made a fuss.
After sighing, she glared at Kim Se-Won with eyes that said, 'Can't you even do this?'

"Wow~ Miss Han Chae-Eun~ Miss In Ha-Ram~ How can there be two genius beautiful girls like this~ Wow~ Clap clap clap clap."

In response, Kim Se-Won replied with limp gestures and a weak voice.

"You don't need to vocalize the clapping. Well, it's fine. I didn't expect much anyway. ...More importantly."

In Ha-Ram manipulated her communication terminal and displayed a screen.

"Do you know something big has happened?"

The screen she showed had these words written in large letters:

[Is the Hero Association incompetent?! Has the era of the new hero organization, Stellarlis, arrived?]

Ch.476 - A Time When A New Goal Is Needed
The content on In-Ha-Ram's communication terminal was somewhat unexpected.

"Why is this article being published? Mentioning both the Hero Association and Stellarlis seems like a deliberate attempt to drive a wedge between the two factions."

Kim Se-Won frowned while resting his chin on his hand.
The recent Unicorn hybrid and the hybrids that poured out when the gate opened were eliminated through cooperation not just from Stellarlis, but also the Hero Association and Gresorion.

"Singling out just these two forces definitely looks like they're trying to sow discord~ Sigh. Trying to divide people at a time when The Mute One is watching with both eyes wide open."
"Can't be helped. But... I wonder which organization would do something like this."

While Han Chae-Eun shook her head, In-Ha-Ram crossed her arms, curious about who might be behind such an article.

"Are there any outside forces that could influence the media like this?"
"Right. If that's the case, there's only one group that immediately comes to mind as the most likely suspect."

In-Ha-Ram nodded at Kim Se-Won's words.
The answer came quickly.

It was the anti-superhuman faction.

"Well, we don't have enough evidence to make a definitive conclusion, but... there's only one group that would be bothered by superhumans gaining better standing."

By this point, Eun-Ha was nodding as well.

"While their influence isn't that strong in our country compared to others, a journalist could certainly publish this kind of article on their own."

As Kim Se-Won added his thoughts, In-Ha-Ram remained silent, seemingly contemplating something.

*This isn't a card I should play yet. I don't even need to involve Cheonil for this.*

"Then we'll just have to show them through our actions."

In-Ha-Ram spoke as if sighing.
Whether using Cheonil's or O-Sung's influence, or the backing of Morris behind Stellarlis, there were plenty of easy solutions.
But that would just be forcefully suppressing the issue with power.
No matter how absurd the claims might be, there would certainly be people who would believe them, and they would soon join the anti-superhuman faction.

"Simply crushing the media won't solve the fundamental problem. I think we need to take action ourselves."
"So we need an alliance with the Hero Association? Hmm~ I do have some connections there... Haram, do you know Park Jong-Woo?"
"You mean the editor-in-chief of Hanyang Newspaper?"
"Yes. Besides him—"

As In-Ha-Ram responded, Han Chae-Eun recalled names one by one, selecting people who might be helpful.

"Looking at them now, I seriously doubt they're the same age as us."
"I know, right?"

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won whispered to each other.

The power and connections these two girls possessed far exceeded what others their age could imagine.

Major corporations like Cheonil and O-Sung.
Plus an ordinary big-chested girl with connections everywhere.
While Han Chae-Eun might seem less impressive compared to In-Ha-Ram, such extensive connections were something money couldn't easily buy.

Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram finished their conversation while Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won stared at them blankly.

"Looks like Chae-Eun and I need to handle this. I'll go consult with Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin and let her know we've awakened."
"Hehe~ We'll put those insolent people in their place! Just you wait and see~"

They left Eun-Ha's room with confident expressions.

"...Ah, I should have told them."
"Did you have something to say?"

Eun-Ha wore a regretful expression as she came to her senses.

"Yeah. My mom can't stay single forever... she needs someone to support her. And it would be better if it were a man around her age rather than me."

Eun-Ha's thoughts were surprisingly—very surprisingly—sensible.

Hong Yoo-Jin was currently single.
While there were traces at home suggesting she had tried dating men in the past, there was no evidence she had actually been in a relationship.
Eun-Ha wanted to introduce a good man to her.

"The surface reason Mom initially tried to distance herself from me was that she wanted to live a new life and start a family... I think she's not entirely against the idea."
"But she just doesn't have the time for it..."

Kim Se-Won gazed at the closed door, lost in thought.
Certainly, through Han Chae-Eun's extensive network, she might meet someone suitable.

Then suddenly, a thought occurred to Kim Se-Won.

"What about the opposite approach?"
"Huh?"
"What if we create a situation where Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin has no choice but to act? Even if it's not possible right now, if Stellarlis grows larger and reduces her workload, she'll have more free time."
"Hmm..."

When an organization grows, power becomes more distributed.
Plus, there's a high possibility of factions forming within Stellarlis.

"Alright! Let's give it a try! We can't let her stay a virgin forever."

But such concerns were no obstacle for Eun-Ha.
If someone doesn't listen, she could strike them down in the name of justice, as a Transcendent.

*I don't need to overthink this. Just put a hole in their stomach and they'll listen.*

Eun-Ha's eyes gleamed coldly.
She believed that for her mother Hong Yoo-Jin's happiness, some sacrifices were inevitable.

"It'll take at least a year. If not, it might take several years... but I don't think it's impossible. Personally, I'd like to see Teacher Hong Yoo-Jin happy too."
"We need to increase our numbers and scale anyway. Whether we integrate with the Hero Association or use other methods, Stellarlis needs to grow larger than it is now. So if anyone tries to do something foolish like this again, we need to make an example of them."

Eun-Ha smiled brightly.
It was an incredibly innocent smile.

"To show them that messing around could get them a hole in their stomach."
"W-wait! Hold on...! Isn't that a bit too dangerous? That might have worked in the past, but now it would only create backlash."
"Oh come on, I'm not really going to do it."

She waved her hands, addressing Kim Se-Won's concerns.

"I'll just make them regret it so much they'd rather be dead."

To the point where having their stomach pierced might seem preferable.
Eun-Ha swallowed these words and smiled brightly.


* * *


As a member of Stellarlis, there are sometimes schedules that require me to act not as a saint but as a magical girl.

Specifically, sparring with Stellarlis heroes.
Any superhuman needs to fight strong opponents to gain experience and grow stronger.

In that sense, I was quite—no, very strong within Stellarlis.

"Hup!"

I thrust my fist forward.

"Ugh!"

Whoosh! The man blocked my punch with both arms and was pushed backward.

"Nnngh!"

I could see him gritting his teeth, enduring the impact.
His thick, muscular arms were dented in the shape of my fist.

Breathing heavily and trembling, the man eventually dropped to one knee.
Then he raised both arms, signaling surrender.

"Huff... huff... As expected. You're amazing."
"Good work."

Today I faced a total of 10 opponents.
The other nine were sprawled in a corner of the training room, barely breathing.

"I think my feedback is the same as before. You have a long way to go, but I can see your growth."
"When you say it like that, it gives me confidence."
"Keep it up."

I gave him an encouraging smile and turned around.

That's it for today.
Since he was my last sparring partner, today's schedule is essentially complete.

"I'm quite sweaty..."

After fighting ten people while moderating my strength, I had worked up quite a sweat.
My scalp was slightly damp, and my magical girl outfit felt more clingy than usual due to the sweat.

*But it doesn't matter since everything returns to normal when I release the transformation.*

Just as I was about to release my transformation—

"Ah, please wait a moment."
"Yes?"

My last sparring partner called out to me.

"The analysis team asked me to call you after the sparring session. I think it's related to Pungsin."
"The analysis team wants to see me about Pungsin...? Hmm..."

The analysis team is responsible for analyzing hybrids and crime scenes, and developing countermeasures.
They usually communicate through reports rather than direct contact. I wonder what this is about?

"I'll go check it out. Good work today."

Whatever it is, I'll have to see for myself.

As I left the training room, I released my transformation.
The sticky sensation and stifling heat disappeared from my body, revealing my flowing platinum blonde hair.

"Captain, do you have time this evening?"
"How about having dinner with us? I know a good place."
"No, I have something to do tonight..."
"Something to do?"
"Is it more important than having dinner with pretty ladies like us?"
"Huh?"

I heard a familiar voice from beside me.
A very small but unmistakable voice.
When I turned my head, I saw two women clinging to Se-Won at the end of the corridor.

"Oh."

I could see the corners of Se-Won's mouth trembling slightly.
He was desperately trying to act uninterested.
That sight brought me relief, but the two women continuing to press themselves against Se-Won made my chest ache.

"How annoying..."

I muttered quietly as I watched the three of them.
Their unnecessarily voluptuous chests were touching Se-Won's arms.

Se-Won is mine.
He's my man.
He should only look at me.
He should only smile at me.

I felt something slimy stirring in my chest.

"Se-Won!"

When I came to my senses, I had already approached Se-Won.

I put on a bright smile as I approached, and the two women quickly moved away from Se-Won's side.
I positioned myself between Se-Won and the two women who had stepped forward, creating a wall between them.

"You remember our plans for today, right?"
"Yeah. Have you decided what to eat?"
"Hmm... actually I haven't decided yet. I thought we could just wander around and find something suitable..."

While naturally conversing with Se-Won, I paused as if just noticing the presence behind me.

"Oh, hello."

I turned around to face the two women and greeted them cheerfully.
Acting. More acting.
I maintain my facade so that my mask never cracks.
So that my emotions never leak out.

"What brings you here? Do you have business with Se-Won?"
"Ah, S-Saint..."
"So your evening plans were with the Saint."

The two shameless women openly showed their disappointment while glancing at Se-Won.
I understand their feelings.

Being a hero means living with death as a constant companion.
That's why they're attracted to strong, charming members of the opposite sex.
Facing death frequently and never knowing when they might die, they instinctively prioritize their reproductive instincts.

But that doesn't mean I can forgive them for trying to seduce Se-Won of all people.

"Yes, I'm having dinner with Se-Won today. Oh, would you like to join us?"

I clapped my hands as if I'd just had a great idea and smiled brightly.

*I might kill you if you come.
You'd better refuse.*

I acted carefully to ensure my true thoughts wouldn't show.

"Ah~ I'd like to~"
"But we can't intrude on friends having a meal together."

The two women glanced at Se-Won again from the corner of their eyes, barely hiding their disappointment as they declined my offer.

"Is that so? What a shame. Well, maybe another time, just the three of us."

I waved goodbye, ending the conversation with words I didn't mean.

Se-Won is mine.
I will never give him to these extras.

If anyone gets too close to Se-Won, whoever they are, I'll make them regret it.

*I should start keeping an eye on Han Yoo-Bin too.*

I turned around, thinking of Han Yoo-Bin, the woman he interacts with most frequently.
In front of me was Se-Won, scratching his cheek with a bitter smile.

Just looking at him makes me smile.
Not like the fabricated smile I gave those two women earlier.
A warm feeling welling up from deep in my heart.
Yes, this is love.
An emotion that makes me smile uncontrollably.

*I love you.*

Looking at Se-Won, I silently whispered my love.


https://image.novelpia.com/imagebox/4e/4e1973d19e439c3d80a9dbd819f7bb0b_4225553.png


Ch.477 - A Time When A New Goal Is Needed
When she mouthed "I love you" without making a sound, Se-Won's eyes widened in surprise.
Blinking rapidly, he stared at me blankly for a moment as if he'd forgotten how to speak, then gave a faint smile.

'Me too,' he mouthed back, just as I had done.

"So, before we go eat dinner, there's somewhere I need to go. Want to come with me?"
"Huh? You really want to eat?"
"Did you not want to? After I went through the trouble of getting rid of those annoying women for you."

I pouted slightly, puffing my cheeks and crossing my arms.
Se-Won tried to appease me, saying 'No, that's not it,' with an uncomfortable expression.

"Pfft."

I couldn't help but giggle at how funny he looked.

"I'm just kidding. If you have other plans, that's fine. I need to stop by the Analysis Department."
"Then let's go together. I've pretty much wrapped up today's work, and I was getting hungry anyway."
"Okay."
"But why the Analysis Department? Do you have business there?"
"I'm not entirely sure. Apparently there's something related to Jin Jae-Han. Maybe."

Of course, since even I was uncertain, it might not necessarily be related to Jin Jae-Han at all.

"Maybe? So you're not sure? Let's just go see. We'll find out when we get there."
"Yeah."

Se-Won naturally stood beside me and took my hand.
The warm, firm, and slightly rough texture of his hand made my heart race involuntarily, reminding me of how hard he'd been working all this time.

"Oh! Hahaha."

But he quickly let go.

"Hahahaha."

Both Se-Won and I laughed awkwardly, maintaining a distance that was almost but not quite touching.
Holding hands was natural, but the location was the problem.

Still, I'm happy.

I wasn't disappointed; it actually felt good.
The fact that he instinctively reached for my hand even in this setting was proof of what I meant to him.

"S-so where is the Analysis Department again?"
"Um... I think if we go straight ahead and then turn left..."

We headed toward the Analysis Department, making painfully awkward conversation.


* * *


"Welcome. This is what I wanted to show you."

As soon as we arrived at the Analysis Department, a small man wearing glasses showed us a screen.
A photo appeared on the massive monitor at the front of the room.

"A building rooftop... That's the area with all those officetels, isn't it?"
"Yes. This was captured yesterday by one of our monitoring drones by chance."

While chaos was unfolding on the ground, the photo showed a surprisingly peaceful scene.
Short ash-gray hair and a sword held in hand.

"Ah..."

Something unexpected caught my eye.
That was Jin Yong-Han's clone.
The clone was shielding a girl with his body, as if protecting her.

The screen changed to show what happened moments later.
The man who had been looking to the side gradually turned his gaze until it met the camera.
In the final photo, the clone's arm was moving, and something opaque was flying toward the camera.

"A mysterious man and a girl... That's all we have. The drone was destroyed by the man before we could identify the girl."
"This person is definitely related to Jin Jae-Han. Could I have a copy of this data? A duplicate is fine."
"Of course. But where will you..."
"I might be able to convince Pungsin with this."

I answered with a bright smile.

Even with his changed hairstyle.
Even with different clothes.
Even with a different expression.
Even if the soul inside were different.

Jin Jae-Han would immediately recognize this as his clone.

"Once before, Pungsin stirred from his home. He dismissed what he saw as an illusion and shut himself away again."
"Ah...!"
"So it's time to bring him out. After neglecting his duties for so long, I'll make sure he works thoroughly to protect humanity."

If things go as planned, the mission will be accomplished.
The small man hurriedly moved his hands to make a copy after hearing my words.
Grinning, he looked at me with sparkling eyes behind his glasses, treating me like a saint.

Whatever.

Even if I'm neither kind nor good, as long as my actions lean toward goodness, that's enough.
If people call me a saint and admire me with trust, they'll surely become my strength.

"But is there really nothing known about the person next to him?"

After receiving the copy, Se-Won, who had been silent until now, pointed at the screen.
Now I was curious too—who was this girl that the clone was perfectly shielding with his body?

"Unfortunately, what I just showed you is all we have. A female taller than you, Saint—probably a middle or high school student. And after the drone was destroyed, we tried to predict his movement path using all nearby drones, but..."

The man lowered his gaze regretfully.

"I see. If we could identify that woman, things would be much easier."

An alarm went off in my head.
Se-Won's gaze was fixed on the woman in the image.
Though the woman's body was almost completely hidden, parts of her thighs and large chest were visible.

I don't like him looking at other women.
Even if it's not for personal reasons but for work.
Still, I'm not an inflexible woman.
I can tolerate this much.

"Even so, we can't identify her from this photo. It's a waste of time."
"I know. I'm just disappointed."

Disappointed? About what?
That you can't see her chest?
Are you disappointed you can't see what she looks like?

"Nothing we can do about it. We'll learn more as we continue investigating him. Let's go."

I grabbed Se-Won's arm and walked toward the entrance.
Then I turned around and smiled at the small man who was still watching me.

"And thank you for letting us know. This will help us make progress."
"Not at all. Good luck with your work, Saint."
"Hehe. Yes."

A smile is the ultimate weapon.
For those of us blessed with good looks, simply smiling can bring good fortune, even if it might seem frivolous.

So smile, even if it makes you look shallow.
This is one of the life skills that Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram taught me about living as a woman.

"A woman... Is it a characteristic of former villains to have young girls around them?"
"She's not that young. But it seems there really is something to this villain background. Hmm."

After leaving the room, I muttered with a hint of complaint.
Suddenly, I remembered Dolly, the weak and sickly girl who was with Kim Woo-Jin.

Se-Won seemed to share my thoughts, stroking his chin and falling into deep contemplation.

*I can estimate her height to be around the high 160s. I'll need to apply pressure when the time is right.*

After finishing my thoughts, I immediately forwarded the data I received to Ha-Ram and Chae-Eun.
There's a chance they might have met her somewhere, or Chae-Eun might know her.

"Shall we go?"
"To dinner?"
"On a date."

"Ack."

I smiled brightly at Se-Won, who looked down at me with a startled expression.
It's understandable that he's surprised. I get it.
In my mind, anything I do with Se-Won is defined as a date, so I'm not wrong.

Of course, I don't intend to go on a date looking like this.


* * *


We walk proudly hand in hand down the street.

"Let's just walk around and go somewhere nice if we find it."
"Come to think of it, it's been a while since I've eaten out like this... Would you prefer somewhere filling? What about you, Jae-Yu?"

I can't stop smiling unnecessarily.
A pseudo-freedom where we don't need to worry about others' eyes.
Even though it's only possible when my hair is dyed black instead of platinum blonde in the sunlight, being together like this feels good.

"I'm fine with anywhere. But... if I had to choose, meat!"

Maybe it's because I haven't been a woman for long?
Or perhaps this is just my nature. I prefer places where I can easily fill my stomach rather than atmospheric venues.

And of course, meat is the best.

Beep-beep-

Just then, my communication device rang.

[Hey, I've seen this guy before?? This person was a clone???]

"It's Chae-Eun, as expected."
"What does she say?"
"She says she's seen this man before. I wonder where she saw the clone?"

I scrolled down while answering Se-Won's question.

[I saw this person at Han Yu-Bin's mansion.]

And there was an unexpected answer on the communication device.

"Han Yu-Bin... Could the woman in the photo be Han Yu-Bin?"
"It's possible. But rather than jumping to conclusions, it would be better to check directly."
"I agree. If I have time, I could look around without being detected... I should visit before going to meet Jin Jae-Han."

It's good to have friends.
I felt even better now that we had a lead.
I let go of Se-Won's hand and clung tightly to him.
I hugged him so that his hand would touch my cleavage.

*If it really is Han Yu-Bin, I won't lose to her in this form.*

I acted provocatively, determined to overlay my chest over the one in the photo that might remain in Se-Won's mind.
Se-Won didn't seem to mind, as he made no attempt to push me away.
He just flinched his arm slightly for a moment.

As we walked around discussing "where should we eat?" and pointing at various places—

"Huh? That's..."

By chance, I looked inside a snack shop with wide-open windows and saw a familiar face.

Snow-white hair and red eyes. Her smiling face, which looked happy, boasted beauty that effortlessly captured people's attention.
Across from her was a man with slightly tanned skin and snow-white hair, wearing an equally happy smile.

"Don-Hil... why is she there?"
"Seeing her with Kim Woo-Jin, they're probably just on a date? Look at the sundae on the table. Nabi likes sundae, so they probably came for dinner and to eat sundae."
"Ugh."

Se-Won made a displeased sound.
Judging by his expression, eating at a snack shop didn't appeal to him at all.
I felt the same way.

While I don't dislike tteokbokki or sundae, they don't really work as a proper meal.

"He unintentionally became a harem guy, but Seo Na-Bi is still his favorite woman."
"I just don't understand how it ended up like that. Ms. Seo Hye-Ji said he was the only man she could love."
"They must have their reasons."

A world of their own.
Despite the disgusted looks thrown their way, they didn't budge.

*It's... kind of enviable.*

I couldn't help feeling jealousy and envy watching them.
It was inevitable.
Nabi could openly display her relationship with Kim Woo-Jin whether she was transformed or not, but I couldn't.

"We can't lose either! Right?"
"Oh, y-yeah. That's right. Let's decide where to eat first."

Perhaps that's why I clung to him even more persistently.
I stuck to his arm completely, looking up at him to the point where Se-Won felt uncomfortable.

Se-Won and I continued on our way, leaving behind the couple whose affection was enough to give anyone goosebumps.

Ch.478 - Legal Home Invasion (No Illustrations)
"Is it complete?"
"It's still just a prototype. It's hard to find subjects to experiment on, so it only works in theory."
"A test, huh? So improvements and cost reductions can only be gauged after actual use."

Haa. Seo Hye-Ji sighed deeply and looked at the object before her with a resentful expression.

"It dissolves into the user's magic power and restrains the opponent... In simple terms, if it's meant to weaken them, it needs to make contact somehow..."
"Regular superpowers should work fine as long as there's contact. However... nothing beats a physical strike for ensuring contact."
"Then we have Deltar or Woo-Jin... I suppose. Handling such an important item requires appropriate strength."

Melissa swished her thick tail gently while gazing intently at Seo Hye-Ji's pensive profile.

*She truly is beautiful.*

Despite her inferior human form, she was different from the rest.
From childhood until now, she had been Melissa's idol. How blessed a monster was she to be able to work alongside her like this?

Melissa wanted to be her strength until death—and even beyond death.

"Deltar wouldn't be suitable, I think. Though he is our Gresorion's strongest warrior, he lacks finesse. It would be easier to retrieve if entrusted to the other children or Kim Woo-Jin."
"Then Woo-Jin is our only option. The other children either resemble Deltar or are somewhat too energetic."

Too energetic.
In other words, extremely violent and vicious.

*Sending that child to the battlefield... I wanted to train him more so he wouldn't get hurt... But I suppose he had to go out someday.*

Seo Hye-Ji took the necklace before her into her hand. It was a necklace with a deep purple diamond-shaped crystal embedded in a gold frame.

"Also, I just received a message from Black Tidal."
"From her?"
"Yes. She says she has prepared something suitable for you, master."
"I-I see..."

A blush appeared on Seo Hye-Ji's face.
A girlish expression that didn't match her age.
She was the very picture of a girl in love.

"She really does understand humans well. Tell her I appreciate her efforts. No, I'll go thank her myself."
"...I'll relay that message."

Seo Hye-Ji left the room with quick steps.
She was likely more interested in what Black Tidal had brought than in expressing gratitude.

Melissa quite liked this behavior from her master and followed her retreating figure with a warm smile.



* * *



Jin Yong-Han's clone might have some connection to Han Yu-Bin.
And currently, he was very likely to be at Han Yu-Bin's mansion.

Eun-Ha reached this conclusion after combining the analysis team's findings with Han Chae-Eun's testimony.

*All that's left is to confirm it.*

Checking the time on her communication device, it was just past 1 o'clock.
Han Yu-Bin himself wouldn't be there, and the staff would be having lunch or relaxing afterward—the perfect timing.

Hiding in the shadows with her shadow stealth magic, Eun-Ha began infiltrating her uncle's mansion in earnest.

*This shadow magic is so convenient. I can sneak in legally without being bothered by others.*

It was illegal.
Trespassing and breaking into someone's home was clearly illegal.
Yet it wasn't a crime.

*If no one catches me, it's all good!*

Her mindset was that if there were no witnesses and no evidence, it was fine.

Eun-Ha spent about 30 minutes exploring the mansion.
Despite its enormous size, the mansion had very few staff, which meant it took longer but presented no real obstacles.

"Not here...?"

And what Eun-Ha wanted wasn't there either.

She had searched every corner of the mansion but couldn't find Jin Yong-Han's clone.
Even after thoroughly checking to make sure she hadn't missed anything, she came up empty-handed, leaving her feeling completely drained.

"Nothing I can do about it."

Eun-Ha sighed deeply and reluctantly moved on.

Either she had barked up the wrong tree.
Or the timing wasn't right.
Either way, today's infiltration had ended in failure.

"Since I'm here, I should at least get something out of it."

Even if it was a failure, she couldn't return empty-handed.
Eun-Ha arrived at a room with her lips tightly pressed together.
A girlish room filled with bright pink.

Though somewhat messy, Eun-Ha was amazed that someone would actually decorate their room in such a girlish fashion.

"Ha. I can't believe this."

Would anyone believe that the proud and arrogant girl actually liked cute and fancy things more than anyone else?
Especially when she was the heiress of a major corporation who could be draped in luxury brands from head to toe without raising an eyebrow.

Still, it wasn't incomprehensible, so Eun-Ha reluctantly nodded and moved toward the most eye-catching item in the room.

"Hmph."

She immediately frowned, expressing her displeasure.

A large desk.
The front of the desk, which doubled as a bookshelf lined with reference books and notebooks, was covered with photos of Kim Se-Won.

There were no pictures of him with Han Yu-Bin.
No, there was one.
A photo capturing Kim Se-Won from a distance with herself in the same frame.
It seemed to have been taken secretly, as there was no indication in the photo that Kim Se-Won had noticed her actions.

"Come to think of it, I don't remember taking many pictures with Se-Won..."

Eun-Ha pouted and took out her communication device, opening the gallery app.
The gallery contained hundreds of photos of Kim Se-Won taken without his knowledge.
These were pictures she had taken secretly whenever she had free time to visit him.
In contrast, there weren't many photos of her with Eun-Ha or Jae-Yu.

"Good. When we go on this trip, I'll take pictures of everything! Then I'll pretend to accidentally send them to Han Yu-Bin... Oh? What's this?"

While planning for the future with a mischievous smile, Eun-Ha's eyes fell on a notebook.

"Doesn't Han Yu-Bin live in the dormitory...?"

The notebook appeared to have been used recently, as there was no dust on it, and a pen was even rolling nearby.
It seemed Han Yu-Bin returned home unusually often.

"Well, that's why she has all these photos of Se-Won displayed. Let's see what's inside..."

Curiosity got the better of her.
Eun-Ha wrapped her hands in transformation magic to avoid leaving fingerprints and began reading the contents of the notebook.

[Kim Se-Won Conquest Notes]

1) Se-Won wakes up at 5 AM every day and goes to the training room.
-> Occasionally show my face at the training room to build familiarity.
2) Se-Won seems to prefer vegetables over meat? Korean food over Western food.
Rumor has it that his mother often made Korean food for him, so he's used to it.
-> Since I'm confident in my cooking, try to appeal to him with a homemade lunch box when the opportunity arises.
3) Se-Won always seems to carry a water bottle filled with protein. He drinks both water and protein to supplement his protein deficiency.
It's more than the average physical enhancement ability user—could it be harmful?
-> He might have a high sex drive. Since he maintains his body while also satisfying his sexual desires, I should try to win him over with bold clothing under the guise of coincidence.

"...Hot!"

Eun-Ha was startled and let go of the notebook.
She almost tore it apart.

"That impudent girl."

Eun-Ha glared at the notebook with narrowed eyes.
The densely written information about Kim Se-Won was a mix of truth and fiction.
This wasn't important.
She already knew all of this anyway.

What was important was that this woman, Han Yu-Bin, was trying to make a sexual appeal to Kim Se-Won.

"...Should I change the swimsuit I bought for Jae-Yu? To something sexier... No, don't overthink it. I need to change it. I'm going to get devoured."

While Kim Se-Won's heart wouldn't change, men instinctively look when large breasts appear before their eyes.
She needed to switch from the pure look she had chosen to a sexy approach to counter Han Yu-Bin.
Eun-Ha nodded a couple of times and then carefully picked up the notebook again.

"...!!"

That's when it happened.
A presence from outside.
The presence seemed to be heading toward the room.

Eun-Ha quickly moved her arm to open the notebook to the page it was originally on and placed it exactly where it had been.
Then she slipped into the shadows.

Click. The door opened.
Eun-Ha's presence remained undetected by a hair's breadth.

"Th-that...!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened at the sight of the man who suddenly entered the room.
The man she couldn't find after 30 minutes of searching, Jin Yong-Han's clone, had entered Han Yu-Bin's room.

"What's going on? Don't tell me he's going to use Han Yu-Bin's panties for... you know..."

In any case, her trip hadn't been in vain.
Thanks to her decision to salvage something from what she thought was a failed mission, it hadn't been a waste!
Eun-Ha smiled brightly as she raised her communication device.
She moved to a corner where she could see the clone clearly and began recording his every move with the camera's built-in recording function!

*With this, I can gain Jin Jae-Han's trust. The trust that Jin Yong-Han is alive...!*

"Tsk."

The clone who entered the room quickly scanned it and frowned.

"Left it messy again before leaving. Damn girl. She's not a child anymore, what is this?"

He complained as he moved busily.

"...Huh?"

Eun-Ha wore a confused expression.

Stealing Han Yu-Bin's panties.
Trying on her bra on his head.
Staring intently at photos of other men.
Getting into her bed where her scent might linger. And so on.
He didn't show any of the perverted behaviors Eun-Ha had anticipated.

The clone was surprisingly just tidying up the room properly!
He was only doing what a butler should do, just as his butler uniform suggested!

"What's going on... Why is he like that? Even though he's a villain, clone or not."

It felt jarring to see such proper behavior from someone who could kill others without hesitation.

"If it were me, I definitely would have done it."

She had once enjoyed herself in Kim Se-Won's room when he wasn't there. It was quite thrilling.
Not knowing such pleasures, what a pitiful life he led.

Eun-Ha felt half disappointed and half sympathetic as she captured all of the clone's actions on camera until he left.
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Ch.479 - He Tossed Out The Bait With A Flick, And They Bit Right Into It With Enthusiasm
The day after Eun-Ha recorded an important video in Han Yu-bin's room.

"Please be careful out there. I've adjusted the enhancement to last longer, but you still need to stay alert."

Standing at the entrance of a large tunnel, Eun-Ha clasped her hands at chest level as she cautioned the heroes.

"Leave it to us!"
"We've properly checked all equipment, so there's no worry about losing sight or direction!"

The two heroes who had stepped forward as representatives of their groups pounded their chests confidently.

Before them was a large sewer system that encompassed the Academy District. Thanks to the exceptionally advanced purification technology, there was no smell of waste, but it was still considered a dirty place. It was also connected to where Eun-Ha and her friends had fallen a few days ago.

"I really feel power surging through my body..."
"What? Is this your first time experiencing the Saint's enhancement? That's rare these days."
"It just happened that way."
"You're in for a treat. When you're facing those damn hybrids, you might even get to experience sanctuary. Whew! You have no idea how amazing it is to fight without getting tired!"

The heroes seemed to be trying to ease their tension, chatting with people around them as they slowly entered the sewer. As they went deeper, their conversations gradually died down until only the sounds of footsteps and equipment brushing against clothes could be heard.

"I hope they'll be okay."

Eun-Ha turned around to match the heroes' entrance and quietly watched their retreating backs.

This operation was a search mission to thoroughly investigate the sewer system that encompassed the entire Academy District.

For this mission, both Stellarlis and the Hero Association had dispatched their affiliated heroes to form a joint operation.

This was necessary not only because it required many personnel but also served as a response from both organizations to the malicious rumors that had been spread a few days ago.

"I doubt there are any more hybrids like what Haram and Chae-eun saw."

As Eun-Ha said, most people didn't expect to find anything, but this was a precaution for the unlikely scenario.

Given that a unicorn hybrid had remained hidden for months without being detected, there was certainly a possibility that other hybrids might exist.

That's why many personnel were deployed for this operation, and Eun-Ha was assigned as backup, tasked with entering the sewer in case of emergency to heal injuries and help defeat powerful enemies.

"Nnngh!"

After watching until the heroes' presence completely disappeared, Eun-Ha raised her arms and stretched.

She lowered her arms, checked the time on her communication device, and let out a long sigh.

"Well then, shall we go?"

Suddenly, her form sank downward. She had concealed herself using submersion magic.

About two minutes after using the submersion magic, Eun-Ha emerged.

"Phew!"

She looked exactly the same as before entering the shadow.

"I don't plan to just sit around. I have things to do."

Eun-Ha's gaze turned toward the back.

Where her gaze landed, there was a shadow moving silently.

* * *

Today, the area around S-rank hero Jin Jae-han's house was as quiet as ever.
Only occasional passersby could be seen.

The Stellarlis heroes who usually monitored the house had been deployed to the sewer search operation, so no one was around.

[I'm going in.]

Emerging from the shadows and appearing in front of the entrance door, Jae-yu raised her arm and sent a brief message to Hong Yu-jin.
Then she carefully knocked on the door.

She had tried ringing the doorbell earlier, but it seemed deliberately broken as no sound came from inside.

"Sigh. As expected."

There was no response to her knocking either.
Since she had anticipated this, Jae-yu wasn't particularly disappointed.
She entered the shadow again and committed trespassing through a tiny gap between the door and the floor.

After crossing the threshold and reaching the entryway, Jae-yu stretched her arm behind her.
Knock knock, this time she knocked on the door from the inside.

*I guess he's responding now. Seriously, this is what happens when we've been too gentle all this time.*

Standing in the entryway, Jae-yu looked diagonally to the right with an incredulous expression.
The moment she knocked on the door, she had sensed a very faint presence from that direction.

"Excuse me."

After taking off her shoes and opening the middle door that separated the entryway from the house, she was greeted by a large man with an unkempt beard.

"I assume you know whose house this is?"
"...It seems I've come to the wrong place. Instead of an S-rank hero, there's some homeless person occupying the house."

Jae-yu instinctively covered her nose and frowned.
The smell emanating from his body was unbearably foul, as if he hadn't bathed in ages.

Seeing Jae-yu's reaction, Jin Jae-han's eyebrows twitched. Then he looked down at his own appearance, stepped back, and gestured for her to come inside.

"Really, are all strong people this terrible at basic living?"

After entering, Jae-yu frowned again, but for a different reason.
Everything was covered in dust. Piles of garbage were scattered everywhere.
It wasn't just that he stayed at home—it was as if he had completely abandoned the concept of living.
The house was essentially a landfill.

"Wow..."

Even the sofa had turned yellowish and was sunken in the middle from being sat on for so long.

If this had been Hong Yu-jin's house, she would have started cleaning immediately while complaining.
She definitely would have thrown out the sofa.

"This way."

Ignoring Jae-yu's reaction, Jin Jae-han headed toward the kitchen, which was relatively cleaner.
He offered her a seat at one of only two dining chairs.
Jae-yu dusted off the chair before sitting down.

"Why are you here? Tired of monitoring from outside?"
"Obviously I came because I had a reason. I'm here to fetch a coward."

Jae-yu gave a cold look to Jin Jae-han, who was looking at her as if seeing her for the first time.

"...You're calling me a coward?"
"What else would you call someone who can't face reality and only wanders and avoids it?"
"Huh."

A bitter laugh escaped his dry lips.
His hollow, lifeless eyes gazed down at the girl who was much smaller than him.
Just that was enough to create an intimidating atmosphere.

Despite months of seclusion, his undiminished physique possessed enough strength to crush the girl before him with minimal effort.

Despite the intimidating pressure that could break one's spirit just by being in his presence, Jae-yu didn't budge.

"I know you're strong and I understand the pain of losing someone precious, but what's the point of hiding in your room like a coward?"

Instead, she mocked him.

"Cut the pathetic provocation. And I'm not leaving—"
"You saw it too, didn't you? The clone that appeared near this house recently."

Jae-yu cut off Jin Jae-han's words.

"...I didn't see anything like that."

Jin Jae-han closed his mouth tightly, then barely managed to deny it with his eyes squeezed shut.
Without his mask, he wasn't very good at lying.

"Don't escape from reality. You saw it, didn't you? That's why you rushed out barefoot, disregarding your dignity and reputation as an S-rank hero."
"..."

Jin Jae-han's gaze on Jae-yu intensified.
Magical power began to seep from his body.
The emitted magical power became an overwhelming pressure that pressed down on her even more strongly.

"It's not just one of many specimens. It's a single, unique clone—one that shares your blood yet doesn't—a special clone."
"So. What do you want me to do about it?"

Jin Jae-han was on guard.
Who was this girl?
Who was she that she could cross his tightly closed door so suddenly?

His gaze shifted to the front door beyond Jae-yu. The firmly closed door had rarely been opened since that time.
Even when he checked earlier, the lock was functioning properly.

*No, this isn't the time to worry about that.*

What mattered was whether she was just here to mock and criticize him like a child throwing a tantrum, or if she had brought "something" to persuade him.

Jin Jae-han withdrew the magical power he was emitting and examined Jae-yu's body.
Looking at her properly now, he thought she seemed familiar.

"That's not what's important right now~"

Reading Jin Jae-han's thoughts from his expression, Jae-yu smirked, raising one corner of her mouth.
Then she used her left hand to fix her hair to the side.

"...!!"

Jin Jae-han's eyes widened.
Only after seeing Jae-yu's hairstyle did a clear memory surface in his mind.

The magical girl.
The jet-black hair reminiscent of the night sky and the side ponytail. Plus those deep purple eyes—she was that magical girl.

*Right. Virginia and Optima are the same person...*

This information had occasionally been leaked on the TV he had been mindlessly watching.

"Let's stop this pointless behavior. I'll ask you again.
How long are you going to stay cooped up inside? Your brother is already dead. But... there is a replacement, isn't there?"
"Do you think you can persuade me with a clone? That thing isn't my real brother anyway."

It's true that his heart wavered when he saw the clone.
But the fact that his wavering heart quickly settled is proof of that.

"So you're planning to abandon it? That's quite different from your reaction when you met the clone during the Philan Arclight subjugation. You were intent on capturing it then."
"...He died. The clone I met when going to subjugate Philan Arclight—my brother died before my eyes, taunting me with the drug."

He frowned as he recalled the past.
The mocking expression on his brother's face was very familiar.
At the same time, watching his brother's body collapse and die, even if it was a fake, was a traumatic sight.

"Rather than seeing another clone collapse before my eyes, I'd rather not see it at all."

And now, whenever he recalls that memory, he naturally remembers his real brother's death as well.
It was a chain of trauma.
Pain that felt like his heart was being torn apart and his soul shredded.

Such pain was enough to experience once.
Besides, the newly appeared clone would probably die soon anyway.

*Maybe it's already dead.*

Rather than experiencing that agony again, it was better to pretend it didn't exist.

"Hmm. I see. You really are a coward. The S-rank heroes waiting for your return are pitiful."

Seeing Jin Jae-han's gloomy appearance, Jae-yu spoke words she didn't mean.

"Hmph, say whatever you want. My mind won't change. A has-been who has no intention of doing anything, slowly rotting away here. That's me."

His half-closed eyes looked at Jin Jae-han, who hung his head low.

*This isn't working well.*

She knew he wouldn't give in easily.
That's why she tried to provoke him to get him moving, but even that wasn't working well.

*Well, if provocation would have worked, someone else would have gotten him moving already.*

At least they were having a conversation. He was responding properly. There was no immediate progress, but there was potential.
That bowed head was proof of it.

*Besides, I haven't shown my prepared cards yet. This is just the beginning.*

Jae-yu smiled and tapped the table to get Jin Jae-han's attention.
His head twitched slightly.

"Let me ask you something. You gave up quickly because you know clones have short lifespans, right?"
"Yes. Without the drug made by the Villain Association, a clone's body collapses and dies."
"Then..."

Jae-yu took out a photo from her pocket and tossed it.
The flying photo landed exactly where Jin Jae-han's gaze fell.

"Why are you showing me this picture? Don't tell me you've also seen these children die before your eyes and want to say you've had the same experience?"
"I'm not trying to empathize. And that photo was taken recently.
What I want to ask is, how long do you think I've been taking care of these children?"
"What are you talking about...?"

His words were cut off with a bewildered expression. Jin Jae-han blankly stared at the sign held by the girl in the center of the photo.

*One week ago?*

There was certainly a possibility it had been manipulated.
Looking at Jae-yu with suspicious eyes, he saw her smiling brightly while making a call to someone.

[Oh, is that sis calling? Kyaa! It's the mister!]
[He's ugly!]
[He's dirty!]

As soon as the call connected, girls who had been doing something rushed over and chattered excitedly with curious expressions.

In the video call, which transmitted not only voices but also images, there were several identical-looking girls.
Jin Jae-han stared at the clone girls blankly, his mouth open.

"Does this give me some credibility now?"

Jae-yu's face was serious as she suddenly ended the call.
The artificial mockery she had shown until now was nowhere to be seen.

"..."

However, Jin Jae-han's face remained frozen in the expression he had while looking at the clone girls.

*He took the bait.*

His reaction meant that Jae-yu's prepared card had worked perfectly.
Inwardly, she rejoiced.

"I'll wait for your answer. Oh, and just in case, don't think about acting on your own. It would be better for you to come to me."

Jae-yu took out another photo and handed it to Jin Jae-han.
It was a photo of Jin Yong-han's clone standing on the roof of a building.

"I know where he is now, so if you're thinking of making a move, come to Stellarlis. Or you can come find me."

*I've done what I could. And I got a proper reaction. If this doesn't work, I'll use the video I took last time as bait.*

Jae-yu looked at Jin Jae-han, who still had a dazed expression, and stood up.
Having delivered the decisive blow with the photo of Jin Yong-han's clone, staying any longer would be a waste of time.

"W-wait...!"

A rough hand reached forward.
But there was no one there.
It was as if no one had been there from the beginning.

"..."

The arm that had reached forward fell limply.

"Hah... hah...!"

His whole body trembled as cold sweat poured down.
His bulging eyes were yearning for something.
At the same time, a small light seemed to be leaking out, as if he had found hope.

"Brother...!"

Jin Jae-han's lips twisted upward, soaked in madness.

Ch.480 - Summer Break Ceremony And Bribery
Time flows ceaselessly, on and on.

Just as the Mute One quietly builds its strength, nestled in the monster's lair, humanity too was cultivating power to oppose it.

Eun-Ha had baited Jung Jae-Han, resulting in a major sewer investigation.

Not only that, but the research on Engia Keplux's factors at Stellarlis's research department was also progressing smoothly. Soon, prototypes would be distributed to many heroes.

"Hehehe...!"

Today was the day Eun-Ha had been eagerly waiting for.

It was the closing ceremony for Hero Gate Special High School, also known as the Academy for Specialized Hero Training.

"There's Se-Won over there."

So excited was she that Eun-Ha had snuck into the dormitory since morning to observe Kim Se-Won's every move, and even now as the ceremony was about to begin, her eyes were still shining.

[Ah. Ahem. Proud hero aspirants. I am deeply grateful to witness you all completing a semester dedicated to your studies, overcoming many dangers and hardships—]

The principal's words flowed from the large terminals installed in each classroom as he flipped his glossy hair. As is typical of those in such positions, his speech was verbose and tedious, already becoming boring despite having just begun.

The students wore disgusted expressions but remained excited at the thought that vacation would begin once this was over.

"Ahem."

Of course, the presence of Hong Yu-Jin watching over the students from the teacher's podium also played a part. Unlike other teachers, the woman before them was an unprecedented existence, an EX-class hero. She wasn't bound by the law so much as she graciously allowed herself to be bound by it—no one knew what might happen if they upset her.

[—In conclusion, my story... Ah yes. I forgot to mention something important. Even during vacation, you all—]
"Argh!"
"I thought it was finally ending!"
"Seriously! When will this end...!"

Just when it seemed to be ending, a new topic began. Students quietly grumbled and glared at the terminal in resentment at the principal's endless speech.

[—Therefore, I always hope that a brilliant light accompanies your path forward. Everyone, have a wonderful vacation.]

Beep-
As soon as the long, drawn-out speech ended, Hong Yu-Jin turned off the terminal. She seemed quite bored as well.

"Attention, everyone!"

Just as the students were about to cheer that it was finally over, bang! Hong Yu-Jin struck the podium, gathering everyone's attention.

When the students who were about to become noisy quietly looked at her, Hong Yu-Jin cleared her throat and began to share her thoughts.

"The principal's speech. Boring, right? But I agree with parts of it. Perhaps... you might be dragged onto the battlefield even before graduating from the Academy. This isn't a joke, I'm serious. There are many powerful hybrids out there. Even with our temporary alliance with Gresorion, the enemy is stronger still. So I hope you won't just play around. This isn't advice from a teacher, but from a hero who experienced the catastrophe of the Great Invasion."

Her serious words, flowing from her stern expression, had the power to make students unconsciously straighten their backs and focus.

The Great Invasion. And a survivor. The EX-class hero before them was also a war hero who had directly experienced history.

"So... does that mean war could break out at any moment?"
"War is already as good as underway. Fortunately, there's no major movement yet, but the number of hybrids that have repeatedly attacked the Academy district—even more are growing stronger at the hybrids' stronghold right now."

She calmly answered the female student who had cautiously raised her hand.

"I wish you students wouldn't have to experience war. But that's the unavoidable reality, which is why I'm saying this. ...I'm sorry for dampening the mood of what should be a joyful closing ceremony."

She finished with a bitter smile. The students recalled their duties with tense expressions.

Some planned to play despite Hong Yu-Jin's warning. Others resolved to train seriously from now on. Some just tucked her advice away in a corner of their minds. Except for a very few, most had accepted her advice to some degree.

"Well, that's it. Enjoy your vacation. If you want personal training, feel free to visit Stellarlis anytime. I'll let Eun-Ha and the others know."

Hong Yu-Jin's gaze briefly turned toward the very back of the classroom.

"Huh. She knew all along."

Eun-Ha, who had been watching Kim Se-Won while hiding in the shadows, noticed Hong Yu-Jin's glance and pouted. That message was partly meant for her too. Guilt was evident on Hong Yu-Jin's face—guilt for not having properly finished off the Mute One when she was active as a magical girl.

Unaware of this, the students rushed out of the classroom as soon as Hong Yu-Jin finished speaking, packing their belongings. Students from other classes had already left, making the hallway completely packed.

"Sigh. Hey. Let's go through the window."

Seeing the crowded hallway, Kim Se-Won pointed to the window with a disgusted expression. Whirr- his telekinesis opened the window. He was confident he could prevent injury from falling from heights using his telekinesis.

"Kim Se-Won?"

But Kim Se-Won's attempt was stopped by Hong Yu-Jin's low voice.

When Kim Se-Won turned to Hong Yu-Jin with a creaking movement, she pointed to the hallway with a smile.

"...Yes, ma'am."

Kim Se-Won had no choice but to comply. Whirr- the window closed.

While Kim Se-Won obediently moved to the hallway, Eun-Ha transformed into Jae-Yu in the shadows. After changing into clothes she had prepared in advance, she moved to stand demurely in the middle of the school gate, waiting for Kim Se-Won.

"Who's that?"
"She's not a student here?"
"Is she looking for someone?"
"She's pretty..."

The students happily welcoming their vacation couldn't help but focus on Jae-Yu's striking appearance. Her pure white sundress, shyly upturned lips, and the slight blush on her cheeks—Jae-Yu had the power to attract attention regardless of gender.

Of course, Jae-Yu paid no mind to these stares.

"Ah!"

When she finally spotted Kim Se-Won, Jae-Yu leaped over the crowd in a single bound.

"What just happened?!"
"Was that teleportation??"
"No, a gust of wind just went by! She jumped!"
"Wow..."

She moved so quickly that no one saw even her legs, let alone her underwear.

"Se-Won!"

Arriving in front of Kim Se-Won, Jae-Yu grinned and linked arms with him. It was an incredibly natural action, as if the spot beside Kim Se-Won was rightfully hers. Combined with her brightly blooming smile, the students watching could only stare blankly.

"So it was true. She must be someone's girlfriend."
"Wait, isn't that Kim Se-Won?"
"The guy who awakened? Wow..."
"I'm jealous."

The students' attention focused again. Earlier, all eyes were on Jae-Yu, but now envious, resentful, and jealous gazes were directed at Kim Se-Won as well.

"So the rumor that Kim Se-Won had a girlfriend was true."
"They said he takes care of women, now we know why."
"If I'd known, I would have made a move despite those two keeping watch."
"Tsk."

As an awakened male student at the Academy, Kim Se-Won was naturally the target of many female students. The girls looked at Jae-Yu with regretful expressions.

Her appearance and the astonishing power she had just displayed were not easy to match. Plus, judging by her innocent expression and aura, she seemed like a young lady from a good family.

"Surprisingly, Han Yu-Bin isn't around?"

But seemingly unaware of these stares, Jae-Yu, who had claimed her spot beside Kim Se-Won, glanced around furtively.

*I came partly to keep that wretched girl in check, but this feels a bit anticlimactic?*

The closing ceremony was a day when hearts relaxed. Plus, the contents of the book she had peeked at in Han Yu-Bin's room were quite concerning.

She had expected Han Yu-Bin to target this day to make advances on Kim Se-Won, so she needed to keep watch, but Han Yu-Bin was nowhere to be seen, which was disappointing.

"What's wrong?"
"Huh? Oh, nothing. Nothing at all. Ahaha... Se-Won, what are you going to do now?"

When Kim Se-Won, bothered by her constant looking around, asked, Jae-Yu hastily changed the subject.

*Well, if she's not here, that's fine too.*

Yes, it's fine if she's not here. She couldn't understand why Han Yu-Bin hadn't shown up, but perhaps she had sensed her complete defeat.

Jae-Yu showed a loose, flirtatious smile and deliberately pressed her chest against Kim Se-Won's arm. Unlike Eun-Ha, Jae-Yu's chest was quite capable of fulfilling its role.

"I was thinking of going home to see my mom. I already packed my things. Living in the dorm makes it hard to see her face."

The already close chest pressed even closer, allowing Kim Se-Won to feel the sensation through the thin fabric. Kim Se-Won, conscious of the many gazes fixed on him, slightly averted his eyes.

"Really?! That's perfect!"

Jae-Yu's eyes lit up at the mention of visiting Kim Se-Won's mother, Kim Ha-Yoon. This was perfect timing. She had been meaning to meet her sometime, and going with Kim Se-Won now would be ideal.

"Perfect how?"
"Yes! Then instead of going right away, let's stop by somewhere first. It won't take long. About... 10 minutes?"
"Uh. Um... okay. Got it."

Though it was a surprising suggestion, it wasn't entirely unwelcome. Kim Se-Won nodded and glanced around. The crowd that had been watching him was gradually dispersing.

"By the way, how long have you been waiting? Since the ceremony started?"
"Huh? No?"

Jae-Yu firmly shook her head at his careful question.

"Right? Even you must be busy, so..."
"Ahaha. Was it burdensome?"
"No, not at all. I'm actually happy that you care so much. Thank you."

Kim Se-Won was genuinely pleased. His girlfriend—his beautiful girlfriend in any form—had come to meet him. What could be more joyful than that?

Plus, the numerous envious, resentful, and jealous gazes satisfied his sense of superiority and contentment.

*Actually, I was here since before you came to school.*

As Kim Se-Won smiled, feeling good, Jae-Yu matched his smile with a broad grin. If he was happy, so was she.

"Shall we go then?"
"Yes. It's been a while since I've seen your mother."
"It has been quite some time."
"I've been in touch occasionally, but being busy made it hard to meet in person. I'm really glad."
"Oh? I didn't know you had her contact information."
"Of course I should have it. She's your mother after all."

Kim Se-Won chatted casually with Jae-Yu as they left the Academy.

And then...

"Mother, please give me your son!"

Upon meeting Kim Ha-Yoon, Jae-Yu abruptly thrust forward an elegantly wrapped box and made this declaration.

*We had something like an unofficial meeting before, but that doesn't count! The proper order is to get permission from both sets of parents and have a formal meeting.*

This was Jae-Yu's intention—to win Kim Ha-Yoon's favor and offer a small bribe to ensure the marriage wouldn't fall through.

"Shouldn't I be the one saying that...?"

Never expecting Jae-Yu to say such a thing, Kim Se-Won looked at her with an incredulous expression.

Ch.481 - The Full Story Of The Bribe And The Strange Rumors Of White Base
Jaeyoo's sudden bribery attempt was utterly bewildering.
Of course, the words she delivered along with the bribe were equally so.

Rewinding time a bit, it went like this.

"Oh my, it's been so long!"
"Hehe. It's good to see you again!"

Kim Se-Won had expected to come alone, but surprisingly, Jaeyoo showed up too.
Despite this, Kim Ha-Yoon, Se-Won's mother, showed no signs of shock or discomfort. Instead, she welcomed Jaeyoo warmly and even embraced her.

*Were they always this close?*

The two women appeared so friendly with each other, almost like mother and daughter, enough to make Kim Se-Won, her actual son, question it.

*That's strange. Can they become this close just from occasional calls?*

The embrace seemed too natural to be just a polite gesture between his mother and girlfriend.

Besides, people who only communicate remotely usually feel somewhat awkward when meeting in person, but they seemed like they'd met in person many times before.

"Did you two meet behind my back? You seem really close."
"Oh my. What are you saying?"
"We've wanted to meet but haven't been able to until now, right?"
"Right~? I wonder when our son became such a suspicious person."

Their responses seemed rehearsed.
If this was improvised acting, they could be considered professional-level actors.

Kim Se-Won pressed his lips together at their dismissive reactions.

But his suspicions wouldn't fade easily.

"Hey. What's that bag? I've never seen it before..."
"Oh. There was a recent event at Cheonil Department Store. I won it as a prize. You know those drawings they hold when you bring receipts? That. It's not a luxury brand, but it's quite expensive."
"An event? I see..."

Let's say that's plausible.
Kim Se-Won was slightly suspicious but accepted this explanation.
However, besides the bag his mother happily lifted, there were many other concerning items.

"Did we always have this at home...? That necklace looks really expensive."
"Oh my, don't you remember? ...No, never mind. It's better you don't remember. It was a gift your father gave me when we got married, though it was just a formality."
"...What?"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.

"I thought about selling such an unpleasant item. But since it's expensive, I kept it thinking I might wear it someday."
"...Oh, okay."

He swallowed whatever he was about to say and nodded. Kim Se-Won noticed several other items but predicted similar explanations for them.

He turned his head to look at Jaeyoo, who was blinking innocently as if she knew nothing.

*Eun-Ha...*

She had told him she hadn't met his mother since their previous formal meeting, but that didn't seem to be the case.

The bag. The necklace.
The valuable items added throughout the house were clearly not things Kim Ha-Yoon would buy herself.

It wasn't that she couldn't afford them. She simply didn't know how to splurge like this.
After all, she had spent years in the hospital and was inherently frugal.

*You've been meeting my mom regularly to gain her favor, just like you brought something today.*

Kim Se-Won looked at Jaeyoo with a faint smile.
Noticing his gaze, Jaeyoo blinked in confusion before breaking into a broad smile.

*I didn't expect this. I should do something too.*

He had felt relieved thinking her excessive attachment to him had subsided. But it turned out she was working on winning over his family instead.

He didn't mind.
It meant Jaeyoo wanted to secure her future with him.
Kim Se-Won pretended not to notice Jaeyoo's actions and made his own plans.

*Looks like I wasn't caught.*

Meanwhile, Jaeyoo inwardly sighed with relief, conscious of the shopping bag in her hand.
Though bribery might have negative connotations, it was the perfect choice for improving someone's impression.

She had several reasons for wanting to increase Kim Ha-Yoon's favorability.

First, the timing wasn't right for a real formal meeting yet, given Kim Se-Won's age and their current situation.

Also, Kim Se-Won himself was against marriage for now.

He had firmly stated that he wanted to marry only when he could properly take responsibility for Jaeyoo himself.

*If that's the reason, I can wait as long as needed.*

But what if "Kim Ha-Yoon's opposition" became a variable?
If that happened, a smooth marriage would be impossible.

Since they were getting married anyway, she wanted it to be with both parents' blessings. Jaeyoo preferred a marriage blessed by parents over a grand ceremony.

And she sensed that the favorability she had built up had reached a sufficient level.

So, sitting across from Kim Ha-Yoon, Jaeyoo had said:

"Mother. Please give your son to me!"

Even if they couldn't marry immediately, couldn't she at least get permission?
With her heart pounding, Jaeyoo handed her final bribe to Kim Ha-Yoon.

That was the full story behind Jaeyoo's sudden declaration to Kim Ha-Yoon.



* * *



The day after giving Kim Ha-Yoon an expensive luxury wallet as a bribe.

*Marriage, huh.*

Kim Se-Won was training in the training room at White Base.
Even during vacation, his daily routine remained unchanged.
He had merely replaced his academy hours with Stellarlis work and self-training.

Having more time for training was actually better.

He was preparing for Aleph's strength.
Beyond that, he wanted to land at least one hit on The Mute One.
The goal of advancing together with Eun-Ha still burned in his heart.

Cheon Do-Hoon, who had been watching Kim Se-Won's back as he trained silently, put down the dumbbell he was holding.
Oh Su-Jung, the woman training beside him, sidled up to him at his sudden action.

"Hmm."
"What's wrong? Making weird noises all of a sudden."

Oh Su-Jung roughly wiped her sweat-covered face with a towel. Then she reached out and wiped Cheon Do-Hoon's troubled face too.

"Ugh! Hey. Why are you suddenly pressing a damp towel on me?"
"What's the big deal? So why are you staring so intently at our captain? ...Don't tell me you're gay?"
"Tsk. That's not it."

Cheon Do-Hoon crossed his arms, debating whether to speak or not.
As he crossed his arms, the muscles built from hard training bulged.

"I was just watching the captain because it's impressive how hard he works despite being so young. And, you know, the Holy Maiden."
"Ah. Yes. What about the Holy Maiden?"
"I have something to ask her, but she's so busy that finding her takes forever. Hey, what are you doing that's so ticklish?"

In truth, while Kim Se-Won's consistent training was impressive, the main reason was that watching him strangely reminded Cheon Do-Hoon of Eun-Ha.
Hiding this, he glared at Oh Su-Jung, who was tracing the contours of his muscles.

"What? I'm just doing it because I'm bored."

Oh Su-Jung grinned innocently.

"Anyway, so you want to find the Holy Maiden, right?"
"Yeah. What about it?"
"Before that. Have you heard the recent rumor? They say if a woman approaches the captain pretending to be friendly... no, if she tries to seduce the captain, something appears with high probability."
"Appears? What does?"

Slap! Cheon Do-Hoon rose on his tiptoes and swatted away Oh Su-Jung's hand that was stroking his short hair.

"The Holy Maiden. Just watch."

Oh Su-Jung grinned and approached Kim Se-Won.
Kim Se-Won only noticed her presence when she was very close, and turned around.

"Captain♡"

Making eye contact with Kim Se-Won, Oh Su-Jung deliberately spoke in a flirtatious voice and pushed her chest close to him.
Her chest was at a precarious distance, almost touching his arm.

That's when it happened.

"Se-Won, are you here? I need your help with something."

Eun-Ha appeared, opening the door to the training room.

"Oops. I thought your posture looked off, but I guess I was mistaken."

Just as predicted, Eun-Ha appeared like a ghost, prompting Oh Su-Jung to carefully distance herself from Kim Se-Won.
She glanced at Eun-Ha nervously before darting back to Cheon Do-Hoon's side.

"See? I'm telling you the Holy Maiden has feelings for him. I don't know how she senses it so uncannily..."
"Isn't it just coincidence? But if it's true, that's a bit sad. Given her position, she can't freely date, can she?"
"Right? Even though she doesn't appear much in public, she's treated almost like a celebrity, an idol. She even has a fandom."
"You mean those suspiciously competent muscle-heads? Rumor has it that Cheonil's chairman was an early member. ...Anyway, this works out well."

Cheon Do-Hoon carefully observed Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won's conversation, planning to approach at the right moment.

"Where?"
"Here."

Their conversation seemingly over, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won moved to the center of the training room.
Upon reaching the center, Kim Se-Won crouched down. Conscious of his sweat-covered state, he wiped his face and draped a towel over his shoulders.

"The Holy Maiden is so small and cute."
"Hey, do you like small girls like that?"
"Don't you want to hug them tight? That's why I like kids. Especially babies. When they laugh, doesn't your heart flutter? Wait, could it be~ Mr. Cheon Do-Hoon is jealous?"
"Enough. Since ancient times, whenever there's a chance...!"
"Blehhhh!"

Cheon Do-Hoon watched Eun-Ha climb onto Kim Se-Won's shoulders, then abruptly turned and stretched Oh Su-Jung's cheek.

Click, click. Eun-Ha moved her small hands, inserting something into a groove in the ceiling.

"What's that? It doesn't look like a light."
"A magic stone... no, how should I put it? A magic crystal? You know, the thing Mom uses when training kids at the academy."
"Ah..."

Kim Se-Won looked up at the magic crystal inserted into the ceiling with a dreadful expression.

"I've been adjusting White Base's facilities to create a sacred domain here. It's finally complete. Now you can use the sacred domain without me. Though its efficiency is rock bottom, so it can only be used here."
"Sounds like hell is about to unfold."

The training at the academy might seem mild compared to the intense training that could follow.
Kim Se-Won involuntarily shuddered.

"With Aleph appearing recently and all. There are too many dangerous individuals to let our guard down.
I'm planning to reduce my workload and focus more on training for a while... it's a win-win. We can train and spar together."
"So, I can't die alone?"
"I would never think such a rude thought. I'm just making it possible for everyone to train without worrying about injuries or stamina."

Eun-Ha puffed her cheeks and objected.

"Besides... I want to train in the same space as you, Se-Won. I just got permission from your mother yesterday."

Her face suddenly flushed red as she added in a low voice.

"Ahem! Anyway! It's done now. Help me down."
"Okay, got it."

Kim Se-Won responded with a warm expression.
He carefully bent his knees to help Eun-Ha descend.

"Holy Maiden."
"Ah, yes."

As soon as Eun-Ha got down from Kim Se-Won, Cheon Do-Hoon addressed her.

*Someone who focused on upper body training... but didn't neglect the lower body either. A well-balanced physique similar to Jin Jae-Han's. Hmm? Come to think of it, this muscle... is this the person I saw before? I think so.*

Eun-Ha quickly scanned Cheon Do-Hoon's body. She did it so fast that he didn't notice, despite facing her directly.

"Is there something I can help you with?"
"No, that's not it. I just wanted to ask something... Is it true that Pungsin might return? I heard the mission assigned to the Holy Maiden has been completed."

Cheon Do-Hoon slightly bent his knees in consideration of Eun-Ha looking up at him.

"Hmm. It is completed, but it ended somewhat ambiguously.
I'm not sure if Pungsin will join Stellarlis or not. But I'd say the possibility has emerged."
"...!! Is that so!"

Cheon Do-Hoon unconsciously raised the corners of his mouth. His eyes shone brightly, not hiding his excitement.

"Even if he doesn't become a member of Stellarlis. At least the possibility of his return as a hero is high."
"Ha, hahaha...! Thank you! You've done great work!"

His voice was resonant. Cheon Do-Hoon's voice echoed throughout the training room.
Whoosh! A breeze stirred as Cheon Do-Hoon bent his waist at a 90-degree angle.

"He is my idol. I've been waiting for that perfect man to stand before citizens again! It's all thanks to you, Holy Maiden!"

The always perfect man.
His manly physique and strong abilities made him Cheon Do-Hoon's idol.

"There's no need to thank me so much. I was just following the orders of the um... no, the Commander-in-Chief."
"But you were the one who executed it."

Just then, beep-beep- Eun-Ha's communication device rang.
After reading the message, Eun-Ha gently curved the corners of her eyes.

"...This is perfect timing."
"Pardon?"

It was a somewhat abrupt statement.
Cheon Do-Hoon raised his head, showing a puzzled expression.

"It seems he has arrived at White Base. He's at the B1 entrance, so why don't you go see him?"

As Eun-Ha said this, she slowly made eye contact with Oh Su-Jung, who was standing behind Cheon Do-Hoon.

"?!"

Oh Su-Jung shivered, feeling an inexplicable chill.

Ch.482 - Lecherous Yet Surprisingly Competent Detective
By the time the news had spread, most of the heroes at White Base had gathered at the entrance.

"It's really him."
"It's really Wind God...!"

Numerous heroes welcomed his arrival.
Some with eyes full of admiration.
Others with eyes full of hope.
S-rank heroes were idols, goals, and emotional pillars for many heroes—that's why they received such a warm welcome.

But that wasn't all.
Two more people were following behind Jin Jae-han.

"The home-wrecker...! No, the Explosion Maniac!"
"Silver Flash is here too!"

S-rank heroes, Baek Seung-yoon and Yoo Ji-yeon.
Considering how rare it was for these three to gather in the same place, this was nothing short of a miracle.

The S-rank heroes walked straight ahead toward Hong Yu-jin's office.
As they walked, the heroes blocking their path parted like the Red Sea—a miracle of Moses.

"Welcome, kids."
"It's been a while."

When they arrived at Hong Yu-jin's room, who was in overall command of Stellarlis, Hong Yu-jin and Eun-Ha greeted them.

The S-rank heroes reacted differently.

"It's been a while."

Jin Jae-han greeted them respectfully.

"Hmm..."

Baek Seung-yoon rubbed his chin while carefully observing Hong Yu-jin.

"Kyaa! It's Eun-Ha!!"
"Ahahahaha..."

Lastly, Yoo Ji-yeon immediately jumped at Eun-Ha upon seeing her after so long and embraced her.
Eun-Ha wore an awkward expression but physically withstood Yoo Ji-yeon's full-body charge.

"Hmmmm... As I thought. No."

Baek Seung-yoon sighed and shook his head.
He had instinctively realized that Hong Yu-jin before him wasn't married.

"But I can't believe that Master is Eun-Ha's mother."

Yoo Ji-yeon, who was rubbing her cheek against Eun-Ha's, casually mentioned the fact that Hong Yu-jin had been concerned about.

"...So you remembered."

To think she would remember something from over ten years ago.
Hong Yu-jin couldn't help but let out a deep sigh.

"What? Master?"
"Didn't I tell you? I just happened to be active here and there when I found some suicidal person, so I taught them this and that. A few days later, they disappeared on their own and never came back, so I thought they'd forgotten."
"I'm alive today thanks to the knowledge Master taught me. Monsters cut better that way."

Hong Yu-jin shook her head.

"And now I've met Eun-Ha too!"
"Hahahaha..."

Eun-Ha inwardly sighed as she recalled a forgotten memory.
This person named Yoo Ji-yeon, who had rushed at her on sight, might look normal on the outside, but she was completely crazy.
Having pretended to be normal in front of Eun-Ha for so long, she had forgotten this fact.

"Mother... Is it a blood relation?"

At that moment, a rather abrupt and rude question flew in.
The person who asked was, of course, the married-woman-lover Baek Seung-yoon.
Zap! Hong Yu-jin's sharp gaze pierced Baek Seung-yoon. Her expression said she wanted to smack him on the head right then and there.

"You're not my type, so don't worry about it. And I have no intention of telling you. ...So, Jin Jae-han. You're on your way back from the Hero Association, right?"
"Yes, that's correct."

Jin Jae-han bowed his head respectfully.
The being before him was a powerful entity he dared not defy.
His instincts warned him not to go against her.

Hong Yu-jin was looking up at him with her arms crossed, but it felt like she was looking down on him.

"First of all, we have no intention of joining Stellarlis."
"What? Is there any particular reason?"

Eun-Ha blinked with a puzzled expression. She glanced at Yoo Ji-yeon beside her, who seemed to share the same thought as she nodded.
Even Baek Seung-yoon had the same reaction, so they must have discussed this before coming here.

"Well..."
"You don't need to answer. It's a good idea. There are still people who don't understand the situation and try to drive a wedge between the two groups. Seriously. Almost every day, someone tries to pull some nasty stunt on us or the Hero Association, making me want to cause a scene."
"Even if we belong to different organizations, we're all heroes with the same goal, so having different affiliations doesn't mean much. However, I don't think it's a good choice to leave the anti-superpower activists unchecked as they are."
"So?"

Jin Jae-han pressed his lips together.
The easiest solution would be to identify the anti-superpower activists and isolate them from society, but considering the repercussions, it wasn't a good option.

"I think the best strategy is to create a situation where they need us."
"No matter what, we're the ones with power. We're the ones with the power to counter the hybrids. No matter how loudly they shout, this fact won't change. ...So, about that."

Baek Seung-yoon sat across from Eun-Ha and grinned.

"Is it really true that you're blood-related?"
"That's a secret. I can't entrust our mother to someone like you who tries to destroy families."

Eun-Ha smiled sweetly as she looked at Baek Seung-yoon.

"Make them want us, huh. Eun-Ha, stay out of the spotlight for a while. You're not quite a hero anyway."
"There's no need for Eun-Ha to step forward anyway. Since we've formed an alliance with the monsters, we're reorganizing the heroes who were at The Front Line. Even if hybrids attack the Academy District like they did recently, the heroes should be able to handle it."

As Yoo Ji-yeon said this, she gently caressed Eun-Ha's thigh.
It was always soft to the touch.
Like the skin of a newborn baby.

"I can't take it anymore!"

She lay down completely and rested her head on Eun-Ha's lap.
As the scent of skin drew closer, Yoo Ji-yeon's expression melted.

Just then.
Beep- Beep beep- Eun-Ha's communication device rang.

"...Ah."

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
Seeing the message transmitted through the communication device, she remembered something she had completely forgotten.

She subtly moved only her eyes to check the atmosphere around her, and it seemed there was no need for her to stay.
There would be countless exchanges of words she couldn't understand, just like before.
It was also awkward for her to join in.
Having finished her thoughts, she made a firm decision.

"Mom, I have something to do, so I'll be going."

Eun-Ha stood up without hesitation.
Yoo Ji-yeon, who had been resting her head on Eun-Ha's lap, looked at her with a regretful expression, but she had no intention of sitting back down.

As she was about to leave the room, Eun-Ha turned her back and brought her lips to Yoo Ji-yeon's ear.

"If you follow me, I'll give it to you tonight."

Hearing the seductive voice in her ear, Yoo Ji-yeon's eyes widened.
In that moment, her face became solemn.

The conversation with Hong Yu-jin here was about the fate of humanity, an important matter.

"I'm coming."

It was indeed an important matter.
It's just that Eun-Ha was more important.



* * *



The place Eun-Ha went after leaving White Base was a café in the city.

"Seriously. It's been days since I last saw you."
"Hahahaha."

There was a man, Ko Do-il, chewing on a waffle with a disgruntled expression.
He was the person she had asked to investigate Jin Yong-han's clone.

"This person's physical condition is strange?"

Eun-Ha's eyes scanned Ko Do-il's body.
His shoulder was bright red, and where his arm should be was pitch black.
As if his arm had been cut off.
Eun-Ha briefly considered whether to comment on it first but quickly decided against it.

"I brought Yoo Ji-yeon along in case something like our first meeting happened, but it seems that wasn't necessary."

Since he was pretending to be fine and hiding it well, he would ask for help when the time came.

"Miss. I told you to come back in three days. I don't have your contact info. You weren't planning to come. So I came here myself."
"I'm sorry. I've been so busy that I completely forgot."
"But... is the person next to you a bodyguard?"
"Yes, something like that."

Eun-Ha sat down across from Ko Do-il with a straight face.
Yoo Ji-yeon, wearing pitch-black sunglasses, also sat down naturally next to Eun-Ha.

"Who is this person?"
"A private detective I hired personally. Chae-eun introduced me to him."
"Hmm."

Yoo Ji-yeon gave Ko Do-il a suspicious look. She wondered if such a profession was really necessary in this day and age.

"Anyway, let's get straight to the point. The guy you asked me to investigate was quite interesting."

Ko Do-il grinned and sucked hard on the straw stuck in his smoothie.

"Whew!"

Perhaps because he drank something cold in one go, Ko Do-il shivered. Yet, he pulled out a thick stack of papers from his pocket and handed it to Eun-Ha.

"Read it later. I'll explain briefly. Ah, before that..."
"Huh?!"

Suddenly, Ko Do-il took off his thick trench coat.
As he removed the coat, it was evident that one arm was missing.
Eun-Ha pretended to be surprised, her eyes widening.

"Please heal this. I still have my arm intact. I've treated it well so it won't rot, so it should be fine. Honestly, you can do this much, right?"

His expression was cocky, but looking closely, sweat was running down his face. His complexion was quite pale too.
It seemed he was currently feeling pain from his severed arm.

"Ah, yes. Just a moment."

Eun-Ha looked around briefly and confirmed that no one was paying attention.

"...No, this should be done elsewhere. Let's go. I know a suitable place, and it would be better to do it there."

But it was only a matter of time before people's attention would be drawn.
Both the one-armed detective and her presence made for a combination that would easily attract people's attention.

Eun-Ha led the two into a secluded alley.

"Are we doing it here? Really?"
"No, not here."

In response to Ko Do-il's questioning, she shook her head and pulled out a key card from her pocket.

"Unnie, please hold his arm."

As Yoo Ji-yeon obediently grabbed Ko Do-il's arm, Eun-Ha took Yoo Ji-yeon's hand and waved the key card.
Soon, the three figures disappeared from the alley.

In an instant, their surroundings changed, and they were transported to a training room filled with numerous training equipment.

"What is this place? How..."
"Think of it as my own secret space. More importantly, please take off your clothes now. Just the coat and top. Unnie, you have your sword, right?"
"Of course."

Eun-Ha sat the confused Ko Do-il down and pointed to his shoulder for Yoo Ji-yeon.

The severed arm's cross-section was distorted as if burned by fire, and the shoulder was the same.
It must have been an action taken urgently to stop the bleeding.

"Is he a former hero?"

Eun-Ha inwardly admired him.
His determination to survive was remarkable.

"Here and here. Cut it, please."
"Got it."
"What, wait. What did you say?!"

Yoo Ji-yeon ignored Ko Do-il's startled reaction and swung her sword.
Eun-Ha quickly overlapped enhancement magic and physical strengthening, following the trajectory of Yoo Ji-yeon's sword.

"It's too fast!"

But even keeping up was challenging. However, she couldn't give up here.

Eun-Ha gauged the speed of the sword.
At the exact moment the two cross-sections were cut by Yoo Ji-yeon's sword, Eun-Ha's arm stretched forward to use healing magic.
It was before Ko Do-il could even react to the pain.

"...Wak?!"

By the time Ko Do-il reacted belatedly, his arm was already attached.
Blinking repeatedly, he swung his left arm that had been cut off. There was nothing wrong with it.
Yoo Ji-yeon had already sheathed her sword and was standing silently beside Eun-Ha.

"Thanks to your good treatment, it ended quickly. The fact that the arm didn't decay also helped a lot. Now, let's get back to the main point."
"No, wait. Wait, miss. What did you... just do?"

Ko Do-il pointed at Yoo Ji-yeon and Eun-Ha alternately with a dazed expression.
His arm seemed about to be cut off, but then it was attached.
The pain had briefly passed through, but that was it. As if they had performed some kind of magic, the movements of the two women were completely invisible to Ko Do-il, leaving him feeling like his soul was about to leave his body.

"What do you mean? I treated you as you asked."
"No. This, this skill isn't something an ordinary person can do...!! I see. As expected! You're Silver Flash!"

Ko Do-il voiced what had been bothering him from the first time he saw her.
That flowing silver hair and sword skills close to divine couldn't be explained unless she was an S-rank hero.

"That's not important right now, is it? Please explain quickly."
"...Right, right. Yes. I got it."

It's a known fact among those who know that there's some kind of connection between Yoo Ji-yeon and Eun-Ha.
There was no need to make a fuss about it now.

Ko Do-il tried clenching and unclenching his hand to test if it was really completely healed, and then swung his arm around once more.
There was no problem at all. His arm wasn't even shortened from being cut off.

"Well then. Let me tell you what I found out."

And Ko Do-il grinned.

Ch.483 - Lecherous Yet Surprisingly Competent Detective (Not An Illustration)
As Eun-Ha was about to hear Go Do-Il's story, she gestured for Yoo Ji-Yeon standing beside her to sit down. Ji-Yeon, who thought she was only brought along as a bodyguard, looked puzzled but soon followed Eun-Ha's wishes.

"Mr. Go Do-Il. First, please explain what happened to your arm. No matter how retired you might be, as a former B-rank hero, you wouldn't easily lose an arm. What happened?"

"Oh, this? It's nothing... I'd like to act tough, but I'll explain gradually, so don't rush me. Just know that if you weren't a saint who could heal wounds, I would have paid a much higher price."

Go Do-Il glanced at his perfectly healed arm and chuckled. His expression revealed genuine surprise—as if he himself was amazed to be alive.

"So anyway... I dipped my toes into investigating the clone you requested. For the first three days, it was just a light investigation."

"You were planning to take it easy?"

"Something like that. The guy was elusive, so I couldn't find his base. But the more I thought about it, the more interesting it became. I got curious and went deeper. I got results just yesterday."

"Interesting, you say."

A playful smile crossed his lips. Despite his age, Go Do-Il's eyes sparkled like a boy's as he recalled his experience.

Drawn in by that look, Ji-Yeon spoke softly, waiting for his next words.

"It seems the young lady already knew enough about the person she was looking for, so she didn't feel the need to come find me."

"Ahaha..."

Eun-Ha made an awkward expression and averted her gaze.
It was true she hadn't needed to seek him out.
But more than that, she had completely forgotten about Go Do-Il's existence.

"It's fine. Thanks to you, I had an interesting experience after a long time. So... let me explain why my arm was cut off. That guy you requested information on, the clone? He's a clone of someone quite fascinating."

"Yes. A clone of Jin Yong-Han, an executive of the Villain Association."

"Right. That Jin Yong-Han. The executives of the Villain Association are all famous for not showing themselves. But he couldn't help being famous—he's the younger brother of the S-rank hero, Pungsin. Whew, he was tough."

"Don't tell me. Did you fight him?"

"Of course not. I wouldn't call getting one-sidedly beaten up a fight. Unlike other clones, this one has powers remarkably similar to the original. Very interesting."

Go Do-Il shrugged his shoulders and his eyes gleamed.
He seemed to be asking Eun-Ha how she knew about such a person.

A brief silence fell.
When Eun-Ha showed no sign of answering, Go Do-Il sighed deeply.

"Anyway, he was unusual. Despite being a clone whose specialty should be controlling wind like the original, he was trying to imitate the Silver Flash here."

"Me?"

When Go Do-Il pointed at Ji-Yeon, her eyes widened in surprise.
She pointed at herself questioningly, and Go Do-Il quickly nodded.

This was unexpected information.

"A clone so close to the original, yet imitating me..."

"And despite that, he was strong. Good instincts, skilled at reading movements."

"So you were caught spying on the clone?"

"Correct. But I didn't want to just back down, so I probed a bit more, and the result was losing this arm."

Go Do-Il tapped his restored left arm. He didn't seem bothered about having lost it.
Instead, he seemed pleased that his curiosity and investigative spirit had been stimulated.

"That guy is targeting Pungsin. For whatever reason, he now calls himself Ash."

"Ash... that's an exotic name. Is it some kind of code name?"

"No. It's more like a name than a code name. He said his full name was Ash Wilson."

"Ash Wilson... why would he use such a name?"

"I don't know that far."

Go Do-Il shook his head, and Eun-Ha groaned as she fell into thought.

*Unlike Go Do-Il, I already know where Ash is now... except for why he's targeting Jin Jae-Han, I guess I have all the information I need?*

She had only suspected that the clone was targeting Pungsin, but thanks to Go Do-Il, it was now confirmed.
Plus, she now knew that the clone called himself Ash and was training in combat methods modeled after Ji-Yeon.

*By the way, this Go Do-Il, though he lost an arm, managed to survive against a clone with power above an A-rank hero, so he must be quite capable in combat. I might be able to use him again later.*

This was quite a good harvest for something she hadn't expected much from.

"But I wasn't just caught from the beginning. I followed him around until yesterday, observing various things."

"So do you have more information worth mentioning besides what you've already said?"

"Information... well, just listen. That guy seemed impatient. Excessively urgent. Like someone with a terminal illness."

"That's probably right. Clones are born with limited lifespans. Without the special drug made by the Villain Association, their bodies disintegrate."

"I see. That makes sense."

Go Do-Il nodded in understanding.
His eyes still showed interest in Ash.

"Anyway, he's a genius, I'd say. He has the talent not to be consumed by his impatience."

"What? That makes him a genius?"

Eun-Ha turned her head with a puzzled expression.
Talent not to be consumed by impatience? But didn't he just say his impatience was excessive?
Eun-Ha couldn't understand with her own reasoning.

"When you're consumed by impatience, you ruin everything. He's maintaining a delicate balance, just on the edge but not too much. It's like walking a tightrope on a very thin wire. Yeah, it's probably because he has a limited lifespan."

"I... see..."

Eun-Ha answered in a small voice, her expression troubled.

*Did he not believe in the clones I showed him at Hope Orphanage? Or did he give up thinking I might use him? Or did he reject the premise of extending his life by receiving treatment from me?*

She had no particular intention of actively becoming Ash's ally.
But his behavior, as if he had excluded the option of asking for her help from the beginning, bothered her quite a bit.

*Forget it. It's arrogant to think he would definitely rely on me. So I shouldn't worry about it. I gave him options, and Ash chose not to take them.*

Eun-Ha deliberately pushed Ash out of her mind.
The only man in her mind should be Kim Se-Won.
It had been that way since she became aware of herself as a woman. And it should continue to be so.

"The surprising part comes now. He's not just walking a tightrope—he's growing too."

"Growth? It can't be that his power increased overnight... is it technique?"

"Yes. He was changing monstrously almost every day. His swordsmanship was no joke. I think the single fact that he doesn't have much time is driving his concentration to the maximum."

Not struggling against his short fate, but accepting it and focusing everything on reaching his goal.
It wasn't an easy choice.
It also meant that achieving his goal was that desperate.

"That... truly makes him a genius."

Eun-Ha could finally understand what Go Do-Il had meant.

Once someone reaches A-rank, growth becomes stagnant. This wouldn't be different for a clone.

The path of growth is blocked by huge walls stacked one after another.
Power that has already reached its growth limit is that much harder to improve further.

*He's pioneering a completely new path, not one he's familiar with.*

This was unexpected.
Eun-Ha's face showed shock as she thought, *Maybe I should too?*

That's when it happened.

"I'm interested."

Ji-Yeon suddenly, her eyes gleaming.

"The interest of an S-rank hero... well then, take a look at this."

Go Do-Il responded to Ji-Yeon's words.
He took out his communication device and played a video.

It showed Ash, secretly filmed, silently swinging a sword alone in an abandoned building.
Next to him, a video of Ji-Yeon wielding a sword on the battlefield was playing on repeat.

"That's a leaked video of Ji-Yeon unnie swinging her sword... it's circulating around the world. And there's also promotional material made by the Hero Association mixed in."

"I would show it to Eun-Ha anytime if she wanted to see."

"No, I'm fine."

"Oh... really?"

Ji-Yeon looked dejected at Eun-Ha's sharp response.
Soon after, the two of them carefully observed Ash's movements in the video.

Ash was perfectly recreating Ji-Yeon's sword techniques.

How much strength to put in the arms.
How to move.
Where to place the legs when swinging the sword.
Where the center of gravity should be, and various other elements—he observed them with his eyes and moved exactly the same way.

"You're right, just as you said."

"See? He's no ordinary person."

Ji-Yeon's swordsmanship, meticulously constructed based on countless real battles, was perfectly adjusted to her body.
It's difficult for others to imitate, and even if they do, they can't generate the proper power.

That's why Ash didn't stop at perfect imitation.
He adjusted the recreated sword paths to fit his own body and strength.
Then he accelerated by infusing wind into the adjusted paths.

What would normally take weeks or months to progress step by step had been drastically shortened.

"An unexpected talent. Could this be an ability that Jin Jae-Han originally possessed? And the clone awakened it. Perhaps both brothers had S-rank potential."

"Whether that's true or not... it's amazing."

Both Eun-Ha and Ji-Yeon were impressed.
As a famous hero, many had tried to imitate Ji-Yeon.
But no one had achieved growth like hers.

Ji-Yeon had never taught anyone, and their capabilities couldn't match hers.

But Ash was different.
He was rapidly becoming like Ji-Yeon by endlessly repeating a playlist of short videos.

His unparalleled observation skills and concentration made this possible.

*Desperate, indeed.*

Eun-Ha quietly watched Ash in the video, lost in thought.

The man she hadn't been paying much attention to was more desperate than her past or present self.
It made all her steady, hard, desperate training seem like mere bluster and exaggeration.

*I see. Even that reckless challenge of one against thousands was possible because I was holding back my strength.*

A true formidable opponent.
She hadn't experienced many truly precarious situations where the blade was at her throat.
She hadn't been desperate or determined enough.
A look of discomfort crossed Eun-Ha's face.

*I might need to become a bit more reckless.*

The road ahead was long.
The awakening that all her friends had achieved showed no signs of coming to her.

*Even if I do awaken, I have something in mind. Anyway, I need to aim to become stronger.*

The question of "how?" followed, but that was something to solve later.
Eun-Ha deliberately wiped the expression from her face and looked at Go Do-Il. The video he had been playing was just about to end.

"Thank you for your work. This was truly unexpected information."

"Right? It was actually fortunate that you didn't come find me. This... I want to keep watching this guy."

"That's fine, but next time it might not end with just losing an arm."

"As long as I survive somehow and come to you, it's fine, right?"

"Unfortunately, our contract ends here. ...But if you do come back alive, I'll heal you anytime."

Eun-Ha answered with a bright smile.
She didn't particularly need more information about Ash.
But she wasn't heartless enough to ignore someone dying before her eyes.

Besides, the man before her, Go Do-Il, was a useful talent for digging up information on people other than Ash.
If she could maintain their relationship rather than cutting it off, he might be helpful someday.

"This isn't something I promised... but consider it a small additional compensation. If by chance your life is threatened, I'll protect you. Of course, there's cash too."

Eun-Ha took out a bundle of cash and a black stone from the shadows and handed them to Go Do-Il.
It was several million won in cash and a magic crystal containing transformation magic.

*I might see something only after pushing myself to the edge and putting myself in an extreme state. The risk is too great, which is a drawback... but let's keep it in mind for now. Finding a method isn't something to do right away, but later.*

She watched as Go Do-Il eagerly accepted the money, then stood up.
There was no reason to stay any longer.

"Well, let's meet again if there's an opportunity. Here's my contact information."

"Oh, now I don't need to contact you through Chae-Eun. Call me anytime. As long as there's appropriate compensation, private detective Go Do-Il will solve your case!"

The unexpected windfall made him smile from ear to ear.
Go Do-Il watched happily as Eun-Ha waved a card key, imagining what he would do with the money.
Soon, the place where he stood changed back to the original alley.
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Ch.484 - I Experienced A Mind-numbing Shock From A Betrayal I Never Saw Coming
Whoosh, whoosh! The sound of wind being sliced echoed through the garden.
In the garden, Ash was swinging his sword with all his focus concentrated on the blade's tip, while Han Yu-Bin watched him.

"Oh, seriously!"

Yu-Bin let out an irritated voice for what must have been the umpteenth time, her expression sullen.

It wasn't that watching Ash train was boring. If it had truly been boring, she would have gone back to her room or called a friend to go out long ago.
Yu-Bin was just really angry about her current situation.

"If you're that annoyed, why don't you go out and play?"

Having heard enough of her constant complaints, Ash sheathed his sword and looked at Yu-Bin with a stoic expression.
Despite concentrating with all his might during training, Yu-Bin's voice had been piercing enough to break through his focus.

"It's Dad's fault!"

Yu-Bin, who had been sitting with her arms crossed and a pouty expression, answered as if she'd been waiting for this.

*I wonder what happened at the end-of-term ceremony? Either way, I should hear her out.*

Ash frowned slightly, looking puzzled.
No matter what, she was the daughter of his host. Since he was indebted to them, he could spare a little attention.
Besides, if things continued like this, his training would keep being interrupted.

"What exactly happened?"

"If Dad hadn't called me during the end-of-term ceremony, I could have won over Se-Won!"

"Sigh."

So that's what this was about.
Ash let out a deep sigh and looked at Yu-Bin, who was whining like a child, with a look of disdain.

"You know, this is the fifth time you've brought this up. I don't know how you're approaching this Kim Se-Won guy, but has it ever worked even once?"

"...He might be pretending not to care, but his heart must have wavered. They say if you chop at a tree ten times, it will eventually fall. He was gradually leaning away from Han Jae-Yu and toward me."

She'd been hit right where it hurt. Yu-Bin jutted out her lower lip and mumbled in a small voice.

"You're just big for your age."

"What's wrong with that! I'm not an adult yet, so what's wrong with being childish!"

"Isn't it about time your head cooled down a bit? To inherit a major corporation like Osung, you can't afford to waste even a moment."

If she had been an ordinary girl, there would be no need to speak to her this way. He could just let her do as she pleased.
On the contrary, Han Yu-Bin, who was far from ordinary and destined to inherit a major corporation, needed to absorb and internalize as much knowledge as possible.

Such was the fate she had shouldered since birth.

"I've been doing everything I need to since I was born, you know? Seriously."

Although not quite at In Ha-Ram's level, she too had received gifted education since birth.
And she had been studying right up until she came to the garden.

"And you came all this way to see me."

Yu-Bin turned her head away, sulking.

*Try to show a little empathy.*

Ash was the only one at home she could complain to like this.

"I don't know how to be gentle. If you want gentleness, you'd be better off seeking it from the men who flock to you for your wealth."

"...You saw that?"

"It was incidental. I am employed as your bodyguard, after all."

"Stalker."

"I'm not doing it because I want to, so don't misunderstand."

Ash said this and gripped his sword again.
He couldn't afford to waste time either.
As he was about to draw his sword again, Ash relaxed the strength in his arm. Suddenly, as if something had occurred to him, he looked intently at Yu-Bin.

"...By the way. Didn't you say you were going to the artificial island?"

"That's right. Apparently we're going there together for a vacation to celebrate the contract between Cheonil and Osung. I don't really want to go, but I have no choice."

"Hmm."

Tap, tap. Ash, who had been tapping the sword handle with his finger, raised his arm and turned on his communication device.
It was a communication device he had received from Yu-Bin's father, Han Jung-Hyun.

[So this summer, I decided to go to the artificial island with Ha-Ram and the others—]

He played a voice recording he had secretly made while guarding Yu-Bin.
It was the voice of Han Chae-Eun, excitedly talking to someone.

"Isn't that perfect timing?"

"!!!! Th-that! How did you record that? When? Where??"

"There are countless secret passages in the academy. Some of them pass above classrooms and corridors."

"How do you know that?!"

"...I've known since birth."

Ash had been using the passages from Jin Yong-Han's memories to guard Yu-Bin.
Not wanting to reveal this, he averted his gaze from Yu-Bin, who was rushing toward him.

*I'd like Yu-Bin to be in a mood to have some fun. Since it's vacation, I want her to be able to rest a bit. I was hoping you could persuade her.*

Either way, Han Jung-Hyun's request had been fulfilled. At least she was motivated now.

*All that's left is to create an opportunity to turn this motivation into action.*

Ash swallowed another sigh that was about to escape and looked down at Yu-Bin, who was clinging to him trying to snatch the communication device.

"Swimsuit."

"What do you mean swimsuit?! Quick! Let me listen to it again! I need to verify if it's true or not!"

[So this summer, I decided to go to the artificial island with Ha-Ram and the others, but there's one problem. Eun-Ha seems busy, so I want to buy some clothes for her to wear...]

"Satisfied?"

"She really did say artificial island..."

After reluctantly playing the recording again, Yu-Bin calmed down.

"You said 'swimsuit,' right? Actually, you just want to see me in a swimsuit, don't you?"

Just when he thought she had calmed down, now she was looking at him with sly eyes.
He wanted to scold her, but making her mood plummet again after it had just improved would be counterproductive.

"I'll be generous! I'll take you with me! To the artificial island! And you'll have the right to see my swimsuit first! So let's go now! You need to tell me which one suits me best!"

Yu-Bin started forcibly dragging Ash along. The surprising strength from her seemingly delicate arms was enough to pull Ash, who was much larger than her.

"Oh my."

Ash sighed.
Being an employee, he had no choice but to follow her will.



* * *



Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was sitting on a luxurious sofa, watching the TV mounted on the wall.

"So it finally begins."

"If only he would follow the script as planned."

Hong Yu-Jin's worried voice followed Eun-Ha's murmur.
She wasn't the only one concerned; Han Chae-Eun, In Ha-Ram, and Kim Se-Won, who were sitting nearby, wore similar expressions.

The resurrection of an S-class hero plays a significant role in boosting the morale of humanity—specifically, the heroes.
The more spectacular it is, the greater its impact, which is why they persuaded the reluctant Jin Jae-Han to appear before the cameras.
In other words, it was a press conference.

[Finally! Our hero! The Wind God appears before us!]

With the MC's booming announcement, a giant figure appeared.
The hero suit and cape covering his entire body resembled the invincible heroes often seen in old superhero movies.

[Wooooooooah!!!!!!]

When this perfect man—lacking nothing in terms of sense of justice, personality, public recognition, skill, or appearance—showed himself after several months, cheers erupted from the screen.
The cheers were so loud it seemed as if the ground itself might shake.

[First, I would like to apologize for causing so much worry.]

Jin Jae-Han, familiar with such scenes, calmly bowed his head before the microphone.

"It was the same when I visited his house before, but even after just sitting around for months, he hasn't weakened at all. Isn't that cheating? That guy."

Eun-Ha pointed at Jin Jae-Han on the screen and complained.
Jin Jae-Han's muscles hadn't deteriorated at all despite being cooped up at home doing nothing.

"When I was a hero, if I skipped training for just one day, it would take days of hard work to recover."

Unfair. Inequitable. Eun-Ha puffed her cheeks and went on about how ridiculously advantaged Jin Jae-Han's physique was.

"While some of us have to struggle and fight—"

"Ah. Looks like the delivery's here. Eun-Ha, come here."

"Oh, okay."

Her complaints were cut short. It was because Hong Yu-Jin had received a message that their ordered food had arrived.

"Then I'll go with Eun-Ha."

"No, just stay put. Eun-Ha and I will go."

When Kim Se-Won tried to stand up, black magical power extended from Hong Yu-Jin's hand and stopped him.
Despite being as thin as a thread, it kept Kim Se-Won immobilized until the two women left.

Click. With the sound of the door closing, the pressure on Kim Se-Won's shoulders disappeared.
Disappointed at having his time alone with Eun-Ha taken away, Kim Se-Won continued the conversation, unable to hide his regret.

"...It's probably because of his awakening, right? He's someone who adores his brother and is always perfect..."

"Are you saying his awakening prevents his strength from deteriorating even without training?"

Kim Se-Won nodded when Han Chae-Eun picked up the conversation.

"Just as I can detect magical girls and am specialized for Eun-Ha, and just as you all gained unique abilities, I think Jin Jae-Han might have obtained a perpetually perfect physique."

The trigger for awakening is intense desire.
And during the awakening process, the body accepts that desire and gains special abilities different from superpowers.
All three people remaining in the room had each gained their own special abilities as a result.

"I don't think that's all there is to it."

At that moment, In Ha-Ram, who had been quiet all along, spoke up.

"Hmm? Then? Are you saying Se-Won's explanation is completely wrong?"

"No. As Se-Won said, awakening probably has an influence. But to reach the S-class position, training is essential, right? I think it might have become a habit for him to train. That's why even when he's just staying at home, his strength deterioration is minimized."

"Oh? That makes sense."

The two nodded at In Ha-Ram's words.

"But always having to be perfect... isn't that an obsession?"

Perfection may not exist, but something close to it can.
Kim Se-Won thought there must be a reason for pursuing such perfection.

"Right. I think it might be because Jin Jae-Han is usually so attached to Jin Yong-Han. Like he always has to be the perfect older brother."

"Ah~ I think I understand. As the eldest daughter, I sometimes felt like I had to work harder too."

When Han Chae-Eun agreed, both gazes immediately turned to her.
Her words carried weight, having grown up as both an older sister and mother figure to her siblings.

"If Chae-Eun says so, there might be something to it."

"Makes sense."

Just as their brief conversation ended, the door opened.

"I brought the food~"

Eun-Ha, who came in with bags full in both hands, immediately drooped her shoulders upon entering the room.

"Why did you order so much? Who ordered all this?"

Then she muttered with a resentful look:

"Half of it is for you to eat, isn't it?"

"...No, it's just that wherever I go, I have to be mindful of others when I eat, so I thought I'd order a ton of meat for once. It's not wasteful because I can eat it all. Really. Truly. TRULY! Ah~ I'm hungry. Let's eat! It'll be a waste if it gets cold!"

Eun-Ha recited words at a rapidly increasing pace after Hong Yu-Jin hit the mark.

[Despite the grief of losing his brother, there's no excuse for disappearing for months without a word. But even this would have lasted longer without that person's dedication.]

It was then.
Jin Jae-Han's solemn voice could be heard from the TV.
After placing his hand on his chest and bowing his head, he soon raised it again and said with a dignified expression:

[That person deserves the title of Saint more than anyone else. Not aiming for my status or wealth, but purely looking toward humanity's future, she comforted and cared for me.]

"Huh?"

Eun-Ha, who had been drooling while unwrapping the delivery food, looked up.

"What is he saying?"

This wasn't in the script.
Wondering if she had misheard, Eun-Ha stopped unwrapping and looked at the screen.

[Her name is Shin Eun-Ha! Though she may be a young girl, she is a true saint who cares for us more than anyone and thinks of our future!
She visited me every day when I was in despair, comforting me again and again! How could this be a lie? How could this be an act? Each warm word filled with sincerity gradually melted my frozen heart!]

Clench! Tears flowed down his cheeks as he clenched his fist.
His eyes, moist with tears, conveyed that his statement was sincere without a single lie.

Clap.
Clap clap.
Clap clap clap clap!

The press conference hall filled with applause.

[That's right! We agree!]
[To think the Saint did such things for us...!]
[To have done it alone without telling anyone!]

Neither the MC conducting the press conference nor the journalists or YouTubers watching doubted him.

Eun-Ha often appeared helping people, such as through volunteer work or healing activities.
Her various activities, done out of pure goodwill rather than consciousness of others' gazes, combined with the testimony of S-class hero Jin Jae-Han, gave excessive credibility.

Of course, it was all a lie.
A lie Jin Jae-Han made up on the spot.
It wasn't discussed with anyone!

"That wasn't part of the plan?!!?!?"

Eun-Ha could only be shocked by this unexpected betrayal.

Ch.485 - Beach Bitchy Beach!!
<< Wind God Press Conference Live Streaming feat. Virginia >>

<< S-Class Hero Wind God, Jin Jae-Han. His comeback was only possible thanks to the Holy Maiden! >>

<< The return of the S-Class hero who had been secluded at home was possible because of the Holy Maiden? >>

<< "Please send the Holy Maiden to us too," US President George Remington makes urgent contact with the Blue House. >>

<< "As long as Korea has the Holy Maiden, I can entrust my body and soul to it." The reason S-Class hero Jamie Smith chose Korea over America. >>

"Shit!"

Squeak! Eun-Ha spat out a curse.
This swear word, which had barely left her lips for a year, revealed just how angry she was.

"YouTubers, newspapers, news, nationalist TV...! These damn vultures!!"

News of the press conference spread like wildfire even though it hadn't fully ended yet.
Some YouTube channels were even uploading raw, unedited footage alongside their livestreams.

Despite not having done anything particularly noteworthy, thanks to Jin Jae-Han's passionate performance, Eun-Ha's name was spreading far and wide as a Holy Maiden dedicated to humanity.
Much more than she had anticipated.

"This is Jin Jae-Han's revenge...!!"

Thump, thump, thump! Eun-Ha, lying face down, pounded her fists against the innocent floor.

"Revenge?"
"I provoked him a little to get him out of his house, and now he's pettily getting back at me like this!"

Unlike the confused Han Chae-Eun, Eun-Ha made no effort to hide her frustration as she continued thumping the floor.

"But wasn't doing good deeds like volunteer work meant for this? To gain recognition."
"That's true, but the scale has gotten too big. This makes it even harder for me to move around. It's like a downpour before the levees are even built."

Eun-Ha made an uncharacteristically apt metaphor.

*Eun-Ha's intelligence...?!*

Kim Se-Won and In Ha-Ram opened their eyes wide in surprise at Eun-Ha's comparison.

In any case, one needed preparation and contingency plans.
If she had gradually spread her influence as she had been doing all along, it might have been manageable, but thanks to Jin Jae-Han's remarks, everything was spreading at an alarming rate.

And that wasn't the end of it.
Eun-Ha had to hear another bombshell.

[That's right. Thanks to Eun-Ha, Jae-Han is standing here. No, both Jae-Han and I are able to stand here because of Eun-Ha.]
"Aaaaaahhhhh?!"

Betrayed by someone she trusted!
Eun-Ha's cry of shock filled the room.

On the TV screen was a woman with lustrous silver hair stepping onto the stage.
The S-Class hero known as Silver Flash, Yoo Ji-Yeon.
With eyes gleaming with a sense of duty, jealousy, and competitiveness, she began to offer unnecessary elaborations.

[There was a time when Jae-Han and I were barely able to move, suffering from the Mute One's venom. That was about a year ago.]
[Y-Yes...! There was definitely a time when Silver Flash and Wind God were less active!]
"Don't agree with her!"

When the MC backed up Yoo Ji-Yeon's claim by recalling the past, people at the press conference nodded in agreement.

[...As Ji-Yeon said, the Mute One's venom that was consuming our bodies was impossible to treat, even with our S-Class healing abilities or the medical technology at that time.]
[It was Eun-Ha who saved us! When we were waiting to die day by day, struggling to live despite everything—it was Eun-Ha, whom we call the Holy Maiden, who extended a helping hand to us!]
[How warm the Holy Maiden's delicate hands felt.]

As if reminiscing about that moment, Jin Jae-Han closed his eyes with his hand on his chest.
He was genuinely acting moved.

"Arrrggghhhh!!"

Naturally, Eun-Ha was not pleased.
It was all true!
That's exactly why it was a problem!
She only needed to become a little more famous, but the situation had blown up too much!

*At this rate, my plan for a cute love surprise with my Se-Won will be ruined...!*

She had planned to gradually increase her recognition and then casually hint that she was just starting to date Kim Se-Won!
But now, with things as they were, she couldn't possibly let that slip.

Thump, thump, thump, thump! Unable to contain her frustration, Eun-Ha pounded the floor several times.
After beating the floor for a while, her arm suddenly stopped mid-motion.

"...Right. I can't just take this lying down."

The face that slowly lifted revealed an expression of someone who had just had an idea.

"They all declared they'd resume activities and then take a break period. All the S-Class heroes."
"Um... because of the current situation, the S-Class heroes who were acting individually need time to unite? What about it?"
"Let's call them."

She couldn't just take this lying down.
Eun-Ha's voice trembled low.
Eventually, her lips twisted upward into a wicked, devilish expression.

"I'll call them to the artificial island and make them feel at least a fraction of the distress I've felt."
"How are you going to call those people?"
"They'll come running if Mom says so!"

In response to Han Chae-Eun's question, Eun-Ha pointed at Hong Yu-Jin, who was quietly eating delivery food.

"But how does calling them to the artificial island count as revenge?"

This time it was Kim Se-Won's question.
He couldn't understand how bringing S-Class heroes to an artificial island would make them suffer.

"Recognition. Since they've raised my profile without permission, I'll use that recognition too. I'll make sure they can't properly rest during their break period...!"

What if S-Class heroes appeared on the artificial island, small yet significant?
And not just one, but three of them?
The impact would undoubtedly be substantial.

At the very least, most visitors to the artificial island would surely flock to catch even a glimpse of the S-Class heroes.

*Last year was chaotic when just Ji-Yeon unnie showed up, but with three of them, it won't just end with chaos...!*

It might even turn into an impromptu tourist attraction.

"I'll spread the information in advance. I'll have Ha-Ram arrange for food stalls to be set up everywhere, and then bring the S-Class heroes there. The heroes will be uncomfortable, we'll make money—it's a win-win...!!"

Hehehehehe, Eun-Ha's wicked smile echoed throughout the room.
Hong Yu-Jin looked at her with an expression of disdain.

*Whose daughter is she, having such thoughts...*

She was so dismayed that she engaged in self-deprecation.
Meanwhile, In Ha-Ram, who had been silently observing the situation, let out a small sigh.

*She's excited. Really excited. I wonder how she'll react when she hears Han Yu-Bin is coming to the artificial island.*

One shouldn't underestimate Eun-Ha's brain capacity.
If she tries to chase two rabbits, she'll surely lose both.
While concerned about this, he was also somewhat looking forward to it.

*It might actually be interesting. After all, watching someone else's house on fire is always the most enjoyable.*

In such cases, it's best to quietly observe from nearby. In Ha-Ram gently raised the corners of his lips and gazed at Eun-Ha with warm eyes.



* * *



"Wow!"

Platinum hair shimmering in the sunlight.
Looking down, one could see a white sundress revealing delicate shoulders, a mini bag, and sandals.
The white clothes and accessories, whiter than her translucent skin that showed a hint of what was underneath, made the brightly smiling girl on the sandy beach before them stand out even more.

"Here."
"Ah. Hehe, thanks."

Kim Se-Won casually placed a straw hat on the girl's head.
Though she would never get sunburned, it was sufficient to shield her from the sun. Eun-Ha smiled generously at Kim Se-Won's thoughtfulness and pressed the straw hat down slightly.

"Wow. It's exactly the same as when we came a year ago."
"Of course it is, since we maintain it meticulously."

Following the two who had gotten out first, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram stepped out of the car and smiled at the beach they were seeing after a year.

"That's the same as last year."
"Ah. Now I see it too. The jewel of Cheonil, Mr. In Ha-Ram."

When Eun-Ha pointed to something in the center of the beach, Kim Se-Won grinned and agreed.

It was a sign, just like last year, that showed how proud the employees were of In Ha-Ram's existence.

"Well then, let's move our luggage and have fun! Playing hard and sleeping well is sexy!"

Everyone nodded at Han Chae-Eun's energetic words.

*Well, we won't let him sleep tonight.*

At the same time, the women moistened their lips with a slurp.
Despite what they were saying, tonight the women planned to become beasts.

"Huh? Huh?!"

Suddenly, Kim Se-Won's body trembled. An inexplicable chill came over him.

"...Huh? But what's that?"

Just as they were about to move their luggage to the hotel as Han Chae-Eun suggested, something caught Eun-Ha's eye.
A small dot in the far distance.

"What? What do you see?"
"Se-Won, over there. Way over there."
"...Hmm?"

Only after enhancing his vision with magic could he barely make out something. Kim Se-Won furrowed his brows, wondering what it could be.
The dot floating in the sky was slowly disappearing beyond the horizon. Or perhaps it was descending toward the sea.

"What on earth is that...?"
"Hmm. It's bothering me. Maybe we should take a closer look."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram also seemed to have spotted the small dot and chimed in.
The four of them moved to the edge of the beach, closest to the dot, before moving their luggage.
But no matter how far they moved, the dot didn't seem to get much closer.

"There, there! A wave shot up!"
"It wasn't going beyond the horizon but descending into the sea. What on earth is that...?"

When the small dot touched the sea, a large wave shot upward.
Eventually, the small dot began to gain momentum and create its own domain. Land was forming around the small dot.

"?!"

Suddenly, Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
Several figures were rapidly approaching from where the small dot had been.
The figures, floating in the sky and moving toward Eun-Ha, flickered for just a moment.

"Could it be, Eun-Ha...?"

And in an instant, they closed the distance and appeared right in front of Eun-Ha!

"Nabi?! How are you here...!"

It was Magical Girl Don-Hil's spatial magic that had closed the vast distance in one breath.
A smile bloomed on Eun-Ha's face at the unexpected meeting with a friend.

But Don-Hil wasn't the only one who approached the beach where Eun-Ha was.

"I never thought we'd meet again in a place like this... Have you been well?"
"What? Did you rent this place out?"
"Wow. Are you really that rich?"

Magical Girl Bloody White, Kim Woo-Jin, and Dolly with her large swaying fruits.

"Oh my. So this is what he meant when he said it would be interesting."

And there was Bianca, carrying Dolly in a princess hold.

"Not just Nabi, but all the people from Gresorion..."

Eun-Ha could only look bewildered at the suddenly increased population density.

"Ah."
"I see."
"So that's what it was."

In contrast, the other three nodded in understanding, having figured out why these people had suddenly appeared.

The new home for Gresorion, which Seo Hye-Ji had recently negotiated with the government, was near the artificial island.

"This is perfect timing."

In Ha-Ram stepped forward with a gentle smile and faced Seo Hye-Ji.

"Since you're already here, how about staying at our hotel?"

She was suggesting they stay at the hotel owned by Cheonil.
Everyone except In Ha-Ram looked at her with questioning expressions.

On the other hand, Bianca immediately saw through In Ha-Ram's intentions.

"My, how kind of you."
"Now that humans and monsters have joined hands, I believe there's no better opportunity to maintain a more friendly relationship."

Whoever these women might be, all the women here already have partners.

*She's trying to reduce the number of potential interlopers.*

But among the guests who would arrive later, there might be women who don't, and she's trying to prevent that.

Moreover, while they have a one-to-one ratio, this side has a four-to-one ratio.
The volume of sounds coming from the rooms during playtime would be on a different level.
It would be difficult for those without partners to wander around at night.

"Then it might be a bit noisy, but I hope you'll understand."
"Of course. I believe everyone will understand if it's 'a bit' noisy."

Both women smiled simultaneously.
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Ch.486 - Harem Of Beautiful Girls In Swimsuits
Shin Eun-Ha hadn't agreed, but Bianca, a Transcendent, had accepted In Ha-Ram's proposal.
In the end, the four of them, excluding Bianca, unexpectedly found themselves spending time at a private beach on an artificial island.

"Um, so... is it just friends who came...?"

Seo Na-Bi, who had reluctantly come down to the beach, hesitated as she scanned her surroundings.
Eun-Ha, dressed in a pristine white sundress, looked like nothing more than a delicate young lady who deserved protection.

*I need to protect Eun-Ha!*

Even though Eun-Ha hadn't yet responded, Na-Bi was burning with a sense of duty.
To be frank, she wanted to keep Eun-Ha in her arms the entire time.

"Yeah. For now. We came to have fun just among ourselves first. In the afternoon, everyone who was supposed to come will be here, and we won't be able to hang out just as friends."
"Mmm. I see."

Na-Bi let Eun-Ha's words go in one ear and out the other.
She met Eun-Ha's gaze with a pleased expression.
She even bent her knees slightly.

"I originally planned to spend my vacation at my newly built nest... but this place seems nice too."

While Na-Bi was chatting with Eun-Ha, Seo Hye-Ji was absentmindedly scanning the beach.
She looked at Kim Woo-Jin as if entranced by the seaside scenery—something she hadn't experienced for decades, or perhaps ever in her life.

Her heart began to race uncontrollably.

*Even if nothing happens. Just holding hands would be nice.*

She wanted to watch the sunset with Kim Woo-Jin at this wonderful place.

Then she glanced at Bianca. Noticing Hye-Ji's desire, Bianca smirked.

"Since my contractor wishes it, I'll play errand girl just this once."

Snap! As Bianca flicked her finger, clothes that had been stored in each of their rooms fell down in a shower.
Somehow, they were all neatly packed inside bags made of monster hide.

"My dear, could you tell me where we should change clothes?"
"Huh? Oh."

Eun-Ha, watching Seo Na-Bi's confusion as she caught the bag that suddenly fell on her head, realized this was Bianca's doing.

*Is there anything a Transcendent can't do?*

To interfere with dozens of coordinates at once and replace space, packing bags with clothes and necessities so simply—it was amazing to witness firsthand, even though she knew about such abilities.

"Well..."

Eun-Ha quickly understood why Bianca had done this.
Woman's intuition, perhaps. The cause was likely Seo Hye-Ji, who was hugging her bag tightly with a shy expression.

Moreover, her slight smile upon noticing Eun-Ha's gaze was such girlish behavior that it was hard to believe she was around the same age as Hong Yu-Jin.

*Good.*

That look would work.
Or rather, it was one of the looks she had wanted to show all along.
Even though it was a relationship that shouldn't happen, Hye-Ji's feelings for Kim Woo-Jin were sincere, and she was prepared for the consequences.

*I need to show a lover-like appearance too! A vacation alone with Se-Won! This is the perfect opportunity with all other women out of the way!*

Eun-Ha steeled herself, reflecting that she might have shown Kim Se-Won too many strange sides of herself lately.

"It's over there. But let's put our luggage away first. We haven't done that yet either."
"Hmm. True, since we were invited, it makes sense to check where we'll be staying tonight."

Bianca smiled slyly, her eyes crinkling. It passed in an instant, but she could read what Eun-Ha was thinking from her expression.

*How innocent.*

Everyone here was so innocent. They were all just young children, incredibly fresh-faced. It was almost enough to make even her return to childhood.

"Well then! Let's get going. The spirit is led by the flesh. I'm so excited I can hardly contain myself, just like a child."

Clap!
Bianca clapped her hands to get everyone's attention.

"So we should hurry back."

Snap! As she flicked her finger, black circles appeared beneath everyone's feet.

"?!"
"Waaaaaaah?!"

In an instant, they all fell into pitch-black darkness.


* * *


Thanks to Bianca's spatial magic, they were able to return to the beach immediately after unpacking at the hotel.

The beach was U-shaped, gradually rising at the ends until it became a cliff. Due to the large cliff and dense foliage and trees blocking the view, whatever happened here couldn't be seen from outside.

"It's a bit strange to bring this up now."
"Huh?"

All the women had gone to their designated changing rooms, leaving the men to wait for them.

"Don't you dislike me?"
"Me? You? Why?"

Kim Woo-Jin suddenly asked Kim Se-Won this question.
They had gone into nearby bushes, unable to just wait quietly for the women.

"I was a villain. And I mocked you too. Honestly, if it weren't for your girlfriend, you would have died by my hand long ago. Don't you remember Magica Essential?"

Kim Se-Won stretched his hand forward, creating an invisible rectangular barrier between the tall bushes. It was large enough to accommodate both Kim Se-Won and Kim Woo-Jin with room to spare.
When Kim Woo-Jin's hand penetrated it, whoosh! Intense flames erupted, burning everything inside the barrier.

"I don't care. Too much time has passed to care. Honestly, I was more focused on following Eun-Ha than getting revenge on you."

Crack! As Kim Se-Won clenched his fist, the rectangular barrier contracted instantly, compressing the residue inside.
The compressed residue turned into a small ball that rolled on the ground.

A makeshift changing room surrounded by dense foliage was instantly created.

"I didn't have time to care. So it naturally faded away. Besides, it would be strange to be hostile now, wouldn't it? You seem to have changed a lot since we first met."

Kim Se-Won extended his fist toward Kim Woo-Jin.
Although they had different positions and belonged to different factions, the two felt a strange sense of camaraderie.

"That's true."

Kim Woo-Jin smiled and bumped fists with him.
They had a relationship of mutual understanding, feeling each other's pain. There was no need to dwell on a past that could just as well be forgotten.

The two boys began changing clothes in the space created by burning the vegetation.

"!!!!!"

At that moment, something Kim Woo-Jin couldn't help but notice entered his field of vision.

*Shin Eun-Ha, was it? How is she even alive?*

Even though it wasn't erect yet, if it was that size, it wasn't a sexual organ but a weapon. Optimized for sending people away.

"What's wrong?"
"Ah? Uh? Nothing. It's nothing."

Kim Woo-Jin turned his gaze away with a complicated expression.
Whether it was Eun-Ha or Kim Se-Won, they had originally been enemies with Kim Woo-Jin, but he couldn't help feeling sympathy.

*That's tough. For that woman too. Wait. If Bianca sees that...*
[Unfortunately, you can't escape from me.]
"?!"

Kim Woo-Jin's body shook violently.
Bianca's voice came from somewhere.
He looked around frantically, but she was nowhere to be seen.

[I liked your tenacity to survive with just the determination to 'stay alive,' not the size. If you want something bigger, I can certainly make it grow. Is that what you want?]

Bianca's voice was heard again.
Giggle, giggle. A mischievous laughter echoed in his head.

*It's not an auditory hallucination. Is it some technology that transmits voices like a phone?*

Kim Woo-Jin belatedly understood the situation.

"What's up? Did something happen?"
"No. I thought some bug was on me. Must have been my imagination."

Kim Woo-Jin hastily made an excuse when Kim Se-Won noticed his suspicious movement.

*Anyway, I thought my heart was going to stop.*

He had momentarily forgotten that Transcendents were beyond imagination in their perversion, but now he remembered.
Kim Woo-Jin put his changed clothes into his bag while calming his heart.

While it took the men less than 10 minutes to change, the women needed more than 30 minutes.
Perhaps because of this, Kim Woo-Jin and Kim Se-Won couldn't help but exclaim in admiration as they saw the girls approaching them.

"In all my life. I never thought I'd see a sight where beautiful girls are everywhere I look."
"Why are you acting surprised? Don't you see this every day? There aren't many other people there, right?"
"That's the problem—seeing it every day."

Kim Woo-Jin slumped his shoulders.
While the beauties were never tiring to look at, the problem was that these beautiful girls clung to him like succubi.
His heart was delighted, but his body couldn't keep up.
Especially Bianca, who seemed to think of him as some kind of semen dispenser, pouncing on him whenever she got the chance.

"Woo-Jin. H-how do I look...?"
"Perfect."

Seo Na-Bi, who came wearing a swimsuit, fidgeted with her fingers shyly as she gauged Kim Woo-Jin's reaction.
Of course, in his eyes, Na-Bi was the most beautiful.

"Huh? But..."

Kim Se-Won suddenly noticed something strange about the girls. There should have been seven girls, but only six were visible.
One was missing.

*Where's Eun-Ha?*

He immediately realized who was missing.

"Did you wait long? Se-Won."
"Whoa?! Y-you were here."

Just then, he felt a soft touch along with Jae-Yu's voice.
She had secretly approached using shadows.

Jae-Yu, with her black hair tied in two ponytails at the nape of her neck, pulled his arm with sparkling eyes.
As if showing off that Kim Se-Won was hers, she hugged his arm tightly, causing her breasts to press softly against his arm muscles.

*I can legally stare at his muscles openly!*

Jae-Yu stared at Kim Se-Won's muscles before raising her head and grinning broadly.

"Let's go buy some drinks. Since there are a lot of people, we should buy them in advance. It would be a shame to leave in the middle."

This was why she had deliberately appeared as Jae-Yu rather than Eun-Ha.

*There's still time, so let's look around slowly.*

Kim Se-Won nodded with a gentle smile. He roughly understood what Jae-Yu wanted.

"Shall we?"

As he said this, he glanced at Jae-Yu's cleavage. Her volume, clearly different from Eun-Ha's, was a pleasure to behold.

*I'm glad I secretly brought an onahole.*

It wouldn't be bad to use it if the opportunity arose. Kim Se-Won moved his steps outside the private beach, following Jae-Yu's lead.

Ch.487 - Whoa Hahaha A Pretty Girl Hahaha
After leaving the private beach hidden between two high cliffs, they walked along a deserted path.

*How long has it been since we walked alone like this?*

A space just for the two of them. And time without any interruptions.
Jae-Yu clung tightly to Kim Se-Won, savoring this brief distance, this moment.

"Public areas really are packed with people."
"The artificial island is apparently a popular vacation spot that people want to visit at least once. I only found out about it recently myself."
"Recently? How?"
"You know my friend, Bada."

Kim Se-Won was deliberately walking slowly toward the fence with the private property sign. He could clearly sense Jae-Yu's intention to spend as much time together as possible.

"Ah. That flirty kid."
"He was complaining about how jealous he was, wondering if I was going this year too. That's when I found out. Apparently, it costs quite a bit just to come here. Students can't easily afford to come because it's too expensive."
"Hmm. Well, even if he could come, I would've stopped him anyway."
"Hey, isn't that a bit much?"

Kim Se-Won said with a light chuckle.
He knew exactly why she would try to prevent others from coming.

"I'm kidding. Unless something unusual happened, we probably wouldn't run into classmates on the artificial island anyway. I might not have stopped him from coming."
"Sorry for Bada, but since it's a rare vacation, we should enjoy it as much as possible."

At Kim Se-Won's words, Jae-Yu briefly scanned the crowds visible beyond the fence.
Families, couples, groups of friends. Everyone was enjoying the beach, having shed a layer of inhibition.

"Besides, with so many people around, we probably won't be discovered."
"I don't know about that. You might not stand out, but I think you definitely will."
"Huh?"
"Well, you're pre— never mind."

Why was it so difficult to say that one word—pretty? Kim Se-Won stopped mid-sentence and opened the fence.
With a creaking sound of metal friction, they stepped outside, and people's gazes immediately turned toward Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won.

"Wow. They came out from the private property."
"So they must be affiliated with Cheonil Group?"
"Not just affiliated, they must be important people. Come to think of it, isn't that the boy who entered Stellarlis? You know, the one they broadcast live on TV? I think he appeared with the Cheonil Group young lady."
"Ah! That's right!"

With his muscles that were neither too lean nor grotesquely thick, contrasting with Jae-Yu's delicate figure, the two immediately became the center of attention.

"Look at that guy's muscles..."
"Not too much, not too little... and his face..."
"See? You stand out right away, don't you?"
"Yes!"

Jae-Yu looked at Kim Se-Won's muscles with a proud expression.

*Those are muscles I trained!*

In terms of pure strength, there would be no match for him in the same weight class—or even two classes above. These beautifully trained muscles were one of Jae-Yu's points of pride.

*That's not what I meant.*

Kim Se-Won wore an embarrassed expression. He couldn't care less about his own muscles.

"Wow... his body is incredible. His proportions are something else. Even though he's a bit on the shorter side, his ratio is just..."
"Is he her boyfriend? Damn, I'm so jealous."
"She looks innocent but has big breasts too. Wow... look how they press against his arm."
"With a girl like that, I'd be confident about doing her every night."
"Every night? More like all day long."

*This is getting annoying. My chest feels tight.*

When Kim Se-Won said she would stand out, he obviously meant that men's gazes would be drawn to Jae-Yu.

He felt a sense of superiority as men admired Jae-Yu and envied him.
At the same time, he felt possessive.
He didn't like those lustful gazes that seemed to lick her with their eyes.

"See? I told you we'd stand out."
"Want me to cover you?"

In response to Jae-Yu's triumphant words, Kim Se-Won started to take off his parka.

"Huh? Me? I'm fine. I prefer just walking together."

But Jae-Yu pulled Kim Se-Won forward without giving him a chance.
She apparently hadn't heard what the men were saying.

"Alright. Then I'll go buy some drinks. Wait here."
"Huh? No. I want to go with you."
"No, I'll just go by myself."

Kim Se-Won's gaze quickly scanned the surroundings. Women were already stealthily approaching him.

*If those women provoke Jae-Yu, this place might turn into a bloodbath.*

Men might cling to Jae-Yu, but it would only be for a moment, so creating some distance seemed better.

"Mmm. Okay. But come back quickly, okay?"
"Of course."

From the private beach to here, Jae-Yu hadn't left Kim Se-Won's side for a moment. She had been stuck to his arm like glue.
Kim Se-Won probably didn't mind it either.

*Well, I'd be in the way if I went with him.*

But she would be a hindrance when buying things. She would restrict his every move, so it couldn't be helped.

*I absolutely wouldn't have let go.*

Even if Kim Se-Won had asked her to let go for a moment, she wouldn't have.

*Se-Won knows this, so he asked me to stay here first.*

Marking territory was that important.

"Oh my, are you alone?"
"How old are you?"
"Haha. I'm here with my girlfriend, ladies."

As soon as Kim Se-Won moved forward, women in swimsuits clung to him.
Even though they knew he had been with Jae-Yu until just now, they deliberately approached him.

*This is troublesome.*

Kim Se-Won was in a difficult position.
Normally, he would have coldly rejected them. But there were too many eyes watching.
Plus, as he had heard earlier, many people knew who he was. Coldly rejecting them in a place like this would be a bad move.

*What? Se-Won's reaction...?*

Meanwhile, Jae-Yu trembled in shock. Normally, he would have coldly rejected them, but now he was responding gently.
As if he might leave with those beautiful women at any moment.
She felt anxious.

Kim Se-Won, who had felt so close just moments ago, now seemed so far away.
Fear and loneliness gripped Jae-Yu, as if he might really go far away.

"Se—"

Just as loneliness made her reach out her hand—

"Hey. Are you alone?"
"Want to hang out with us if you're alone? We're looking for someone to play with too."

Kim Se-Won disappeared from Jae-Yu's sight.
Men with tanned skin surrounded her.

When an unknown man tried to grab her hand that was reaching toward Kim Se-Won, Jae-Yu quickly withdrew it.
Then she examined the three men surrounding her.

*How crude.*

Muscles trained to look impressive but without substance.
Weak muscles with no real strength.

"Hey, she seems interested in our bodies."
"Looking so innocent, but you like this kind of thing, huh?"
"Yeah, the ones who pretend not to be interested are usually the most eager."

Unaware of her thoughts, the men giggled and moved closer to Jae-Yu.
Their lustful, desire-filled eyes approached steadily. This clearly wasn't their first time doing this.
The men naturally surrounded Jae-Yu so that only her back was visible to others.

"Wow. Look at her chest. Looks modest but actually full."
"What do you mean modest? That's definitely big."
"That size is... no, that's not the point. Let's go have fun. We know some cool spots on the artificial island."
"No, I..."

Jae-Yu was troubled.
Genuinely troubled.
There was no reason to struggle against these men who could be swept away in one go like minor villains.
The problem was that they were ordinary people.

What if she ended up hurting them? What if they found out she was with Kim Se-Won and caused trouble for him?
This thought made it difficult for Jae-Yu to act decisively.

"Why pretend to be innocent now? You're wearing such a sexy swimsuit—"

Just as the man in front of her reached for her chest—

"Hey."

Crack! A strong hand grabbed the man's wrist.
The low voice carried enough killing intent to tear the man apart right then and there.

"Aaaaargh!!"
"What are you doing to my woman?"

Crack! Crunch! With ominous sounds, the man screamed.
When the other thugs belatedly tried to say something to Kim Se-Won, they involuntarily stepped back at his terrifying gaze.
His muscles rippled all over his body. The thugs knew they would bleed if they messed with him.

"I'll ask one more time. What were you doing?"

Kim Se-Won lightly pushed away the man who had been reaching for Jae-Yu's chest. The man flew back slightly and landed on his backside.

"Y-you, do you know who I am...!"
"Why should I care who you are?"
"Grr...! Y-you'll regret this...!"

The man looked at his damaged wrist and ran away. The other thugs followed, distancing themselves from Kim Se-Won.

"Are you okay? Sorry it took so long."
"...I'm fine."

Jae-Yu buried her face in Kim Se-Won's chest with a small whimper. Then her body trembled slightly.

*She must have been scared after all.*

Kim Se-Won gently embraced Jae-Yu, who was trembling pitifully.
He shouldn't have left her alone for even a moment, especially when she attracted so much attention.

*He called me his woman!*

Jae-Yu inwardly rejoiced.
She had benefited from those men who could have been taken down in one hit.
Kim Se-Won would be more conscious of her now. He would want to keep her close.
It was even better that she could be with Kim Se-Won so openly in a place where all eyes were on them.

"..."

Unaware of Jae-Yu's thoughts, Kim Se-Won quietly took off the parka he was wearing and put it on her.
Just in case, he also placed the straw hat he had been wearing around his neck on her head.

"Huh?"

Jae-Yu raised her head at the sudden sensation covering her body and head. She saw him looking down at her with a guilty expression.

"I'm sorry."
"Why are you apologizing?"
"For getting uncharacteristically excited. I shouldn't have... but seeing other men looking at you doesn't feel good."

Kim Se-Won turned his head away in embarrassment as he spoke.
Jae-Yu, looking up at him, shook her head with a broad smile.

"Isn't this the straw hat you bought me last year?"
"You remember?"
"Of course. I remember anything you give me."
"...I brought it just in case, hoping others wouldn't look at you."

Smiling eyes looked at Kim Se-Won.

*Wait, he doesn't want others to see me... right?*

Suddenly, a thought crossed her mind.

"Se-Won."
"Yeah?"

Jae-Yu hesitated for a moment, then took a deep breath.

"T-today I'll forgive you for looking at other girls. It can't be helped. There are pretty girls everywhere you look."

Jae-Yu wore an expression as if she had been generous.

Han Chae-Eun, In Ha-Ram, Seo Na-Bi, Seo Hye-Ji, Dolly, Bianca.
Even if they weren't here but at the private beach, there were beautiful women everywhere.
And weren't Hong Yu-Jin and Yu Ji-Yeon coming in the afternoon too?

In this situation, asking him not to look at other women was like telling him to keep his eyes closed.

"It's fine. The one who catches my eye the most and suits my taste is you. No, from the beginning, I only saw you. But..."
"But?"
"I like Jae-Yu, but you know..."

Kim Se-Won averted his gaze again, then squeezed his eyes shut.
When he opened them again, he blinked repeatedly.

"I want to see Eun-Ha in a swimsuit too."
"...!! Okay!"

Not just Jae-Yu, but he wanted to see Eun-Ha too.
Kim Se-Won's statement meant he liked both. He wanted to see both of them.

"I'll show you when we get back!"

Jae-Yu smiled brightly.

Ch.488 - A Peaceful Moment
There was a commotion about a woman approaching Kim Se-Won and a man bothering Jae-Yu, but the two managed to safely buy drinks and return to the private beach.

As soon as they returned, Kim Se-Won used telekinesis to arrange the pile of drinks he had been levitating in the air near the ice box.

"Ah."
"It's empty."

When Kim Se-Won opened the ice box, there was only water sloshing around without any cooling agent to maintain the cold.
The cooling agent was there, but it wasn't cold at all.

"Looks like the staff forgot to freeze it?"
"Seems that way. Fortunately, it's not a big problem. Hey! In-Ha-Ram!"

When Kim Se-Won raised his voice, In-Ha-Ram, who was sitting by the shore, turned her head.
Her eyes held a questioning look.

"This! The cooling agent isn't frozen! Can you help us out?"

Hearing Kim Se-Won's call, In-Ha-Ram gave a small nod and stretched her hand toward the ice box.
A chilling blue frost shot out from her hand.
The magical cold energy headed precisely toward the ice box. Despite the considerable distance from the edge of the beach to the center, it didn't miss by even an inch.

"Oh right. We shouldn't freeze everything."

As if remembering belatedly, Kim Se-Won used telekinesis to scoop up some of the water.

Splash!

As the telekinetically lifted water moved slightly to the side, the cold energy entered the ice box.

Crack! In an instant, the water and cooling agent froze solid.
Jae-Yu, who was watching this, lightly tapped the ice, and crack! A fracture appeared in the ice.

"Wow... how did you do that?"
"Uh. Um, just luck?"

The ice cracked uniformly as if it had been frozen in an ice-making container. Since it wasn't particularly intentional, Jae-Yu could only shrug and make an awkward expression.

"I'll be back then."
"Okay."

After watching Kim Se-Won pour the water he had briefly suspended in the air back into the ice box, Jae-Yu headed toward the changing room.
Kim Se-Won pretended to be nonchalant, but his heart was secretly pounding.

*Not just Jae-Yu, but Eun-Ha's swimsuit too... I wonder what kind she brought?*

Though he didn't show it, Jae-Yu's swimsuit was honestly quite dangerous.
If he focused on it just a little more, he'd feel blood rushing to his lower body without even realizing it.
That's why he was even more excited about Eun-Ha's swimsuit.

The opportunity to legally enjoy the two flavors of Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha didn't come often.
If possible, he wanted to do it with them still wearing their swimsuits tonight.

*No, I want to do it right now!*

If he could sneak away discreetly, there might be plenty of opportunities.
Kim Se-Won gritted his teeth and maintained a calm expression.

It wasn't long before Jae-Yu, who had gone to change clothes, returned as Eun-Ha.
She wore the straw hat Kim Se-Won had given her pulled down low and the parka he had put on her earlier.
The parka that fit him perfectly was too big for Eun-Ha, hanging loosely enough to slightly cover her thighs.

"Se-Won."

Eun-Ha, who had kept her head down until she was right in front of him, looked up with a bright smile.
Because she had pulled the hat down so low, Kim Se-Won could only see her lips.

"Can you take it off for me?"
"What...!"

Flinch! Kim Se-Won's body shook violently.
He knew exactly what she wanted him to take off, but the words that flowed softly from her mouth sounded so provocative.

"Hurry."

At Eun-Ha's urging, Kim Se-Won gulped and slowly raised his hands.
First, he gently removed the straw hat that had been pulled down low.

When her eyes, which had been hidden by the hat, were revealed, they were sending an expectant gaze toward Kim Se-Won.

"Uh..."

Kim Se-Won found himself staring blankly at Eun-Ha's face.
His heart began to race.
It was a face he had seen countless times.
A face he often thought about before sleep. Yet he felt as if he was falling in love all over again.

"Aren't you going to continue?"
"I-I will. Yes. I will."

At Eun-Ha's words, Kim Se-Won hurriedly placed his hands on her shoulders. He slowly moved his hands to grasp the zipper pulled up to her neck and pulled it down.
Ziiip- The fair skin hidden by the parka carefully revealed itself.
This was a sight for Kim Se-Won's eyes only.

*More. More...!*

Unable to resist his desire, he gently spread the parka open, revealing the swimsuit Eun-Ha was wearing.

If Jae-Yu's had a sexy feel, Eun-Ha's had a more lovely vibe.
It was a bikini with frills covering her chest, giving it volume.

"Uh..."

Kim Se-Won stared at Eun-Ha's figure as if in a trance.

"What? You didn't react like this when you saw this."
"?!"

Just then, a voice that shouldn't have been heard rang out.
Kim Se-Won flinched in surprise.

He had heard it before.
It was Jae-Yu.
The coldly settled voice was dangerous enough to set off alarm bells in his instincts.

"Ah! You shouldn't come out yet!"
"No, you didn't react like this when you saw this earlier! This is discrimination!"

Jae-Yu, who had been hiding in the shadows, revealed herself and started bickering with Eun-Ha.
It was a strange situation of arguing with oneself, but considering their personalities, it wasn't that odd.

*Right. It's not strange.*

Kim Se-Won, who had been startled by Jae-Yu's sudden appearance, calmed his confusion after a short while.
And then.

"Eek?!"
"Uh?!"

Whoosh! He suddenly embraced both girls who were bickering.
The girls blinked in confusion but then leaned against him docilely as Kim Se-Won's scent came close.

"I'm sorry. I couldn't choose between you two. Earlier, there were too many people watching, so I couldn't react properly."
"R-really? If that's the case... well. I guess it can't be helped. It can't be helped."

Not only did he instantly pacify both girls, but he also cleanly resolved the situation.
He wasn't a man who superficially handled two rabbits at once.

"Uh..."
"Are they really the same person...?"

Meanwhile, Kim Woo-Jin and Seo Hye-Ji, who had been watching this from beginning to end, wore bewildered expressions.

Suddenly Jae-Yu disappeared, and Eun-Ha appeared.
Yes, that much was fine.
Eun-Ha was a magical girl after all.

But they never expected to see both the magical girl form and the normal form appear simultaneously.

"Hmm. It's not impossible, but I never thought I'd actually see such a scene."

Bianca, who already roughly knew Eun-Ha's condition, was watching the three with an interested gaze.
This was as good as answering Kim Woo-Jin and Seo Hye-Ji's questions.

"Even if it's possible, I'd prefer they didn't do that."
"Hehe. Did you think you'd have to handle six instead of the four that already aren't enough? Seeing how you're secretly expecting it, you've become a slave to pleasure."
"Whose fault is that?"

Kim Woo-Jin didn't even want to imagine what would happen if two more were added when he was already being drained.

*This is just right.*

Since he couldn't reduce the number, this was the absolute limit.

*True form, huh.*

Meanwhile, Seo Hye-Ji recalled her true form that she had once promised to show Kim Woo-Jin.
It would probably be quite different from what he imagined.
Nevertheless, having made the promise, she would have to show it someday.
But not now.

While Seo Hye-Ji was contemplating, Kim Woo-Jin glanced toward the main culprits draining his yang energy.

"Wow! Is this possible? Really? It works?"
"I've spent time playing with younger siblings, so this is a piece of cake~"
"This is quite fun. I never even thought of this when I was younger."

It was Dolly's first time playing at the beach.
Displaying childlike innocence befitting her age, she was using a shovel and bucket to build a large sand castle.

Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram were playing with Dolly.
Despite being an unexpected combination, the three got along surprisingly well.

"Grr, that Kim Se-Won...!"

Meanwhile, Seo Na-Bi, who was giving Kim Woo-Jin a lap pillow under the parasol, was grinding her teeth and showing jealousy.
The object of her jealousy was, of course, Kim Se-Won, who was monopolizing Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu's love.

"Do you like her... or I guess I should say them... that much?"
"Well, she was my first girlfriend besides Woo-Jin. Unlike me, she was a really good person. And she approached me without hesitation."

Seo Na-Bi answered in a crawling voice, as if embarrassed.

"Hmm. I see."

It was an interesting answer no matter how many times he heard it.
Kim Woo-Jin raised the corners of his mouth into a grin as he looked at the two girls clinging to Kim Se-Won's arms.

"So they were enemies and friends."
"We're still friends!"
"Ow! Okay, okay, okay! Sorry! Friends! Yes, you're friends!"

Tap! Tap! Seo Na-Bi's fingers mercilessly tapped Kim Woo-Jin's forehead.
When Kim Woo-Jin waved his hands and apologized, Seo Na-Bi once again looked at Kim Se-Won with a gaze mixed with jealousy and envy.

"Hmm..."
"What's wrong?"

Seo Na-Bi's gaze was so obvious that even Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu, who had been looking only at Kim Se-Won, noticed it.

"Shall we?"
"Should we?"

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu looked at each other, then broke away from Kim Se-Won's embrace.
Then they simultaneously raised their fists.

"Rock, paper, scissors!"

Flash! The two girls' eyesight and motion vision were enhanced.
If Jae-Yu showed a fist, Eun-Ha would show paper.
Seeing that, if Jae-Yu changed to scissors, Eun-Ha would change to rock, as they changed dozens of times, dropping their arms forward to win.

"I lost~"
"I won~"

The last thing Jae-Yu showed was paper.
And Eun-Ha's hand showed scissors.
The winner was Eun-Ha.

"Well then, I'll be back."

Eun-Ha smiled once at Kim Se-Won and then quickly headed toward Seo Na-Bi.

"What? The winner goes instead of the loser?"

Kim Se-Won wore a puzzled expression.
From the result, it seemed like Jae-Yu should go, but the fact that Eun-Ha, who had won, was approaching Seo Na-Bi didn't make sense.

"Na-Bi is a good person too. Besides, if the loser goes, it feels like they're being forced to go."
"Ah, I see."

Kim Se-Won nodded at Jae-Yu's explanation.
Come to think of it, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu unexpectedly valued Seo Na-Bi.

*I thought she was just a regular friend... specifically treated like Yang Se-Hee, but it seems that's not exactly the case.*

It was an aspect he hadn't fully grasped.

*I should reflect on this.*

Having awakened to love only Eun-Ha, to look only at her and love only her, it didn't make sense that there were things he didn't know.
Kim Se-Won reflected on this moment, engraving it clearly in his brain.

"Na-Bi~"
"Ah, Eun-Ha is coming here...! Mom! I'll leave Woo-Jin to you!"
"Mm. Go ahead."

Seo Na-Bi's actions were quick when she saw Eun-Ha waving and approaching her.

She immediately transferred Kim Woo-Jin to Seo Hye-Ji, who was sitting right next to her, and ran toward Eun-Ha, even enhancing her legs with magic.

*Wait a minute? This...!*

In the midst of this, a mischievous idea suddenly popped into Seo Na-Bi's head.
Just before reaching Eun-Ha's location, she used spatial magic to switch their positions.

"Whoa?!"
"Hehe!"

One moment she was on the ground, and the next she was floating in the air.
Seeing Eun-Ha's surprised expression, Seo Na-Bi tried to move back to her original location with a satisfied expression.

But Eun-Ha's arm extended faster than Seo Na-Bi could cast her magic.

"Yap!"
"Oh?!"

Eun-Ha grabbed Seo Na-Bi's arm and extended her other arm toward the sea visible right below.

Bang! With a sound of air bursting, black magic extended from Eun-Ha's hand.
The magic soon hardened and took the form of something like a surfboard.

"Kyaa-!"

Seo Na-Bi screamed at the unexpected situation. Eun-Ha embraced her and landed on the surfboard.

*Last year I only watched from the cliff!*

Soon regaining her senses, Seo Na-Bi began riding the waves with Eun-Ha, her heart pounding like a child's.

"Ah, youth~"

Bianca uttered a leisurely comment as she sipped her drink through a straw.
She was floating on the sea, sitting in an inner tube that had appeared from somewhere.

Despite the waves churning due to the commotion caused by the two girls, it had no effect on Bianca.

It was a noisy yet peaceful moment that would have been unimaginable a year ago.

Ch.489 - Dirty Couples
While Eun-Ha was playing in the waves with Seo Na-Bi, Jae-Yu secretly observed Seo Hye-Ji's actions.

*Is that really the best way to do it?*

Seo Hye-Ji was looking at Kim Woo-Jin, who was resting his head on her thighs, with a shy expression. Occasionally, she would stroke his white hair, trying to see his face more clearly.

Her face, no matter how you looked at it, was that of a young girl.
Perhaps because Jae-Yu wasn't born a woman, she rarely had such ideas.

"Ahem! Hem... Se-Won. Here."

Not wanting to be outdone, Jae-Yu gently beckoned to Kim Se-Won and patted her thighs.

"Hmm? Oh... I'd love to."

Kim Se-Won's actions were quick.
Not one to refuse a good offer, he obediently rested his head on Jae-Yu's thighs.

"Nice. Is it too heavy?"
"Not at all."

Jae-Yu's thighs had the perfect texture for a pillow.
Plus, they smelled so good that he wanted to bury his nose between them rather than just rest his head there.
No, to be more honest, he would have preferred to bury his face even deeper, pressed tightly between her legs.

*Hold back. Control yourself, Kim Se-Won. You must resist!*

But he couldn't go that far in a place with so many people.
Kim Se-Won compromised by turning his body toward her stomach and enjoying the texture and scent.

"What? Are you disappointed that Eun-Ha isn't here? You were so eager to see her swimsuit earlier."

Perhaps his disappointment showed on his face, as Jae-Yu pouted.
Her slender finger poked his cheek repeatedly, as if reproaching him.

"No, of course not. I like you and Eun-Ha equally. It's just... well... I was just thinking it would be nice if we were doing this somewhere else."
"S-somewhere else...!"

What Kim Se-Won wanted played out wildly in Jae-Yu's mind.
A private place where they wouldn't have to worry about others. Kim Se-Won wriggling his fingers lecherously, trying to take advantage of her!

"H-hmph! Of course! That's why you were trying to have both of us."

Whoosh! Jae-Yu's face turned bright red.
She quickly withdrew the finger that had been poking his cheek and fanned her face with her hand.

"W-well... Yes. I can't deny it."
"It's lucky they're the same person. What would you have done otherwise?"
"I still wouldn't have given up. I couldn't help it. I fell for both of you. Even though I know it's a terrible thought... somehow I didn't want to choose just one of you."
"R-really?"

Jae-Yu turned her head away sharply after seeing Kim Se-Won's unwavering expression.
Her face was still bright red.

*Just this once. I'll forgive him just this once.*

Loving two women at the same time? In truth, the thought that those two women might be anyone other than herself had never crossed Jae-Yu's mind.

She was simply overjoyed to confirm how much Kim Se-Won loved her, that he would love her no matter what form she took.

*Yes. I should forgive him just this once. No, maybe I should even reward him?*

Jae-Yu slowly turned her head to look at Kim Se-Won.
Her eyes curved as she leaned toward his face.

"Hey, you know what."
"Ah! Y-yes?"

Her sultry voice tickled his ear.
The whisper that seemed to tickle not just his ear but his mind made Kim Se-Won's body tremble involuntarily.

*What is she going to say?*

The sweet scent of Jae-Yu. A sensual fragrance that made him feel dizzy just by smelling it.
This scent had the power to make his heart race no matter how many times he inhaled it.

Kim Se-Won felt his heart beating rapidly as he focused all his attention on her words.

"We could sneak away somewhere else and do naughty things."

After finishing her whisper, Jae-Yu giggled and moved away from his ear.
Kim Se-Won couldn't respond. He could only feel the blood rushing to his lower body.

"Or else..."

There was no response from Kim Se-Won.
But his expression, his tense body, gave away what he was thinking.

Jae-Yu giggled and pretended not to notice. Making Kim Se-Won anxious like this was one way to tease him.

*For now, it's better to just enjoy this time together.*

Jae-Yu thought that sex could wait until nighttime, and reached her hand into the shadow.

"O-or else what?"

Kim Se-Won, finally recovering from his tension, belatedly responded. His gaze followed Jae-Yu's arm as it disappeared into the shadow.

"Should I clean your ears?"
"Huh?"

With a smooth motion, her arm emerged holding a thin stick.

"Why an ear pick all of a sudden...?"
"I want to take care of everything about you. Every single thing."
"I thought you were serious earlier?"
"I misspoke."

Jae-Yu carefully began cleaning Kim Se-Won's ears, enhancing her vision.

Kim Se-Won was naturally bewildered.
Having someone clean your ears at the beach was unexpected.
It was an eccentric act that didn't fit the setting.

"Come to think of it, this is the first time I've done this for you, right?"
"Y-yeah."

Kim Se-Won's body tensed up again.
He looked like a virgin seeing a woman for the first time.
Still, the sensation wasn't entirely unpleasant, so Kim Se-Won quietly accepted Jae-Yu's ministrations.

Meanwhile, just as Jae-Yu had been watching Seo Hye-Ji, she too was doing the same.

"Are you jealous?"
"Huh? N-no. I was just thinking about how young people do things these days..."

Seo Hye-Ji, who had been absentmindedly watching Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won, jumped at Kim Woo-Jin's words and quickly turned her gaze away.
Her face was flushed red, embarrassed that her true feelings had been exposed.

"By the way, are you sure you don't want to go play?"

Seo Hye-Ji hastily changed the subject, not wanting to show this embarrassing side of herself.

"It's fine. I prefer being like this."

Kim Woo-Jin thought about teasing her a bit more but changed his mind and simply answered her question.
There was a reason he changed his mind.

"Just quietly watching this peaceful scene. Being able to stay comfortable without being chased or having my life threatened. I like it. And... you're here too."

Because saying this would let him see Seo Hye-Ji's cute reaction.

"Ugh."

It was exactly as Kim Woo-Jin expected. Seo Hye-Ji's face turned even redder than before. It was so red that it seemed like she might burst if touched wrong.
Eventually, unable to bear the embarrassment, Seo Hye-Ji covered her face with both hands.

After writhing in shame for a few minutes, Seo Hye-Ji was finally able to calm down.
But this wasn't purely because she had composed herself.

"...Is this really okay?"

When Seo Hye-Ji lowered her hands, a subdued expression had settled on her face.
It was a mix of guilt and anxiety.

"...At least Na-Bi has accepted it. That's not absolution, but at least Na-Bi accepts that I'm with multiple women. No, lately she seems to be encouraging it."
"Yes. I know that."

Seo Hye-Ji could only nod weakly.

*I've come to understand why Na-Bi doesn't care about me or others, even if I don't like it.*

No matter how hard she struggled, she could never be Kim Woo-Jin's number one.
Even though he was the only one for her.
Even though he was the only man in this world she could love.
She couldn't become the woman he loved most.

*Confidence. The certainty that no matter what she does, Woo-Jin will love her the most. That must be it.*

The reason Seo Na-Bi can play with Eun-Ha like that is because she knows she's the woman Kim Woo-Jin loves the most.

"And here I am, barely holding on by clinging to you."

Feeling envious and jealous, Seo Hye-Ji quietly murmured the knot in her heart.

"Hmm?"

Kim Woo-Jin, lying right below Seo Hye-Ji, couldn't miss it.
Realizing her mistake, she gave a bitter smile.

"No. I just... I think I'm a terrible mother."
"I'm just as bad. As a boyfriend, I'm with my girlfriend's mother—"
"That's not what I mean. People are very selfish and greedy, so in this situation, I'm even feeling jealous of Na-Bi."

Seo Hye-Ji shook her head.
The women who loved Kim Woo-Jin didn't complain about him not looking only at them.

The problem was something else.

"Human desire is endless. Once you get what you want, you start wanting more. I too..."

Seo Hye-Ji trailed off, pushing what she was about to say deep into her heart.
The despair of knowing that even though she could be by Kim Woo-Jin's side, she could never be his number one no matter what she did. The jealousy that came from that.
She found these feelings within herself utterly ugly.

"I'm sorry."
"...No, I can't blame you. You don't have anything to apologize to me for."

Kim Woo-Jin's hand gently touched Seo Hye-Ji's cheek. His hand, softly caressing her cheek, was filled with tenderness.
His touch was so warm that Seo Hye-Ji covered his hand with her own.

"That aside... you seem to be worrying about too many things. You're my woman, and I'm sorry I can't properly resolve this for you."
"No. Just being able to stay by your side is..."
"Don't lie. Then what was that you just said? You, me, and Na-Bi. We're all bad people. Maybe we shouldn't be too bound by human morality?"
"Did you catch that from Na-Bi?"
"I've been thinking about it, and that kind of mindset seems to suit us better."
"...I see."

Seo Hye-Ji lowered her head and repeated Kim Woo-Jin's words.
It didn't sound bad.

"Na-Bi will always occupy the biggest place in my heart, but I love you just the same, Hye-Ji."
"You're a bad man. Bringing up another woman so casually in this atmosphere."
"Yes. I'm a bad man. That's how I live. That's how I had to survive."

Being "bad" didn't mean having these trashy thoughts, but Kim Woo-Jin didn't bother to explain that.

"Anyway, my feelings for you won't change. Even if I used to dislike you or find you burdensome, those feelings are gone now."

Instead, he stroked the cheek of the ephemeral woman before him once more.

Ch.490 - Arrogant Lady And Her Guard
As the morning quickly passed and afternoon approached, Eun-Ha and the others laid out the items they had brought to prepare lunch.

Despite being at the beach where buying food from nearby vendors would be the most convenient option, they had decided to cook their own meals for two reasons.

First, most people gathered at this private beach were bound to attract attention. Drawing public interest could lead to trouble, which they wanted to avoid as much as possible.

And second...

"Ah, Mom!"

The people scheduled to arrive in the afternoon were also supposed to join them for lunch.

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu waved when they spotted Hong Yu-Jin entering the beach.

"Oh boy."

As soon as the two girls waved cheerfully, Hong Yu-Jin let out a deep sigh. She quickly closed the distance between them and grabbed Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu by the arms.

"Come here for a moment."
"Huh?"
"So suddenly?"

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu looked at each other in confusion, completely baffled by her sudden behavior.

"Here. Sit down."

After dragging the two to the parasol, Hong Yu-Jin hurriedly rummaged through her bag. She was holding sunscreen and other UV protection items.

The two girls were simply bewildered by Hong Yu-Jin's unexpected actions.

"You two didn't even think about this, did you?"
"No, Haram and Chae-Eun did mention it..."
"It doesn't matter anyway since we don't get tanned no matter what we do."

The two girls responded as if they had no idea what she was talking about. All three of them were magical girls. They had bodies that never needed to worry about skin sagging, wrinkling, or getting damaged.

"Look at this."
"Despite my age, my skin is still firm and—ack!"

Thwack! A heavy chop landed on both girls' heads. Not just Hong Yu-Jin, but they too had skin that looked meticulously maintained and smooth.

"I might not care, but you two can't be like that."
"Why?"
"How come?"

Seeing them tilt their heads simultaneously in confusion, Hong Yu-Jin felt a sense of despair for their future.

"Unlike me, you two won't live as magical girls forever. That means you need to develop good habits starting now. Understand? Aging happens in an instant, and once wrinkles start appearing, there's no going back."

Hong Yu-Jin's words were advice considering her daughter's future. Even if she herself might never take a partner, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu were different. Their futures were already determined—futures where they would live as humans, not magical girls.

No matter what happens, she must prevent them from neglecting skincare and aging prematurely! Hong Yu-Jin stared at the two girls with frighteningly strong determination.

"Besides, skin needs lifelong care! Right now you have enviable skin, but in the blink of an eye, it'll be wrinkled and spotted with blemishes. Understand? It's hard to restore damaged skin. Start developing good habits now!"
"Ah..."
"Mmm. Got it."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu had no choice but to reluctantly accept Hong Yu-Jin's intimidating pressure.

"By the way."
"Why are those people here?"

As the two began reluctantly applying sunscreen under Hong Yu-Jin's supervision, they pointed to people standing at the beach entrance.

The people Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu pointed at looked very familiar. One was a middle-aged man who loved to laugh heartily, In Cheon-Yong. The other was a man no less impressive, Han Jung-Hyun. The chairmen of two of the largest competing corporations had appeared here.

"I can understand Mr. In Cheon-Yong being here, but why Uncle..."
"Are they perhaps going fishing?"

Just as the two were tilting their heads, wondering why they had come, swoosh! Something rushed past the three of them at lightning speed. It was:

"Oh, Father. You came early. You could have taken your time."
"Hahaha! Look at this! This is my proud daughter!"
"Hoho, indeed worthy of being called Cheonil's jewel."

It was In Haram.
The moment she faintly heard the name "In Cheon-Yong" from a distance, she had dashed out.

The three people who had witnessed Haram's movement weren't particularly surprised or shocked. At this point, being surprised would be strange.

"...Ah!"
"Don't tell me!"

Instead of being surprised by Haram's behavior, the two girls were shocked for a different reason and grimaced.

* * *

Meanwhile, at Hotel Cloud where Eun-Ha was staying, a new guest had arrived.

"Come on. Since you'd just be staring blankly in boredom anyway, I'm giving you the privilege of seeing my swimsuit first. What's there to be dissatisfied about?"

Han Yu-Bin glared at Ash beside her with an expression of complete incomprehension. As she crossed her arms, her breasts—slightly larger than Jae-Yu's—bulged prominently, flaunting their presence.

"I have no interest in kids like you."

But Ash showed absolutely no interest in those breasts. Rather, he snorted mockingly, wishing she would stop such self-display.

*She may have a woman's body, but she's still a child inside. How could I find that attractive?*

He preferred people whose minds were more mature than their bodies.

"K-Kid?! Look at this! This! How is this a kid?!"

Provoked, Han Yu-Bin moved closer to him.

"Yes, you're young. I may be a bit young in age, but look at this slender waist! These breasts that can't be called small by any means, and this meticulously maintained skin. What's lacking? Is it my face? You don't like my face?? What's wrong with my face!!"

Han Yu-Bin wasn't seeking praise from others. She simply couldn't understand why he showed not even the slightest interest in her carefully maintained appearance. She was an extraordinary beauty by both subjective and objective standards.

"It's ridiculous. Besides, isn't being young actually a plus? What part of me is lacking?"
"This part."

Ash pointed at Han Yu-Bin's chest with a disinterested expression. Actually, he was pointing at her heart, indicating her immature mind.

"T-This is plenty big enough!"

But Han Yu-Bin, thinking he meant her breast size was insufficient, blushed fiercely and covered her chest with both arms.

"Tsk. Haa. Forget it."

It was too bothersome to explain. Ash ran a hand down his face and forcibly ended the conversation.

"What do you mean 'forget it'!"

But Han Yu-Bin had no intention of letting it go. She roughly grabbed Ash's hand as he tried to walk away.

"I'm curious why Se-Won doesn't show any interest in this perfect body!"
"Why are you asking me?"
"Because you're similar! Despite how I look, men line up just to talk to me when I walk down the street!"
"That's the problem."

Ash pointed at Han Yu-Bin's face with an expressionless look.
Her body flinched at the sudden gesture.

"Your problem is that you're overflowing with confidence. There are people in this world who aren't interested in or are uncomfortable with someone like you. Besides, doesn't that Kim Se-Won guy have a girlfriend? I heard he's crazy about her. Would a man like that even notice other women?"
"Of course he would! Men are all wolves! It's instinct for them to unconsciously look at women with good figures like mine! Especially if they're open-minded people. Do you think I've only seen such couples once or twice?"

It was a confident statement.
The nature of men is something that reason cannot overcome.
That's how it's always been and will continue to be as long as the male gender exists.

"Wait... are you the type of woman who jumps from one man to another as your heart desires?"
"Of course not! I'm confident because I've seen countless men stealing glances at me while walking down the street."
"Ah. So that's what it was."

By this point, Ash had no choice but to give up trying to convince her.
He couldn't exactly deny it. There were countless men drawn to the gravitational pull of large breasts.

"Fine. Think whatever you want."

Ash sighed deeply and moved to leave the hotel.

"Tsk."

Or rather, he tried to leave.

"Why are you here?"
"Bro... Hmm, you look very similar."

Ash frowned and took a step back.
Before him stood Jin Jae-Han with his arms crossed, looking down at him.
Jin Jae-Han's eyes were filled with deep longing and familial love.

Ash despised such eyes. He even loathed them.
Jin Jae-Han's muscles twitched at the hateful gaze. Soon, his eyes showed regret.

"If you were my brother, I would have blown you away with wind right now."
"Shut up! I'm not that person!"
"Right. You're not. You're not... Yes, you're not."

Jin Jae-Han uncrossed his arms and repeatedly raised his arm hesitantly before stopping.

"Don't make that lingering expression. It makes me want to cut you down right here!"
"Don't be so angry. Bro... Well, what should I call you?"

Ash opened his mouth to speak but then closed it firmly.

*Should I tell him?*

He glanced sideways at Han Yu-Bin behind him. She was wide-eyed with excitement at seeing an S-class hero up close. Then her expression changed to concern, seemingly wondering about the bad relationship between Jin Jae-Han and Ash.

"Tsk!"

He had no choice.
The man in his memories had an unparalleled obsession. If he didn't tell him now, it was obvious he would keep pestering until he got an answer.

"Ash. Just know it. Don't say it out loud."

Ash growled and shot a chilling killing intent toward Jin Jae-Han.
Whoosh! The wind swirled around him as if ready to be unleashed at any moment.
He wanted nothing more than to tear the man before him to shreds.

"...We'll leave it at this for today."

Jin Jae-Han wanted nothing more than to embrace his brother—no, his brother's clone—with love.
But right now, he was too wary of him.

*Because you've been separated from your brother for too long, that's been passed on to the clone as well.*

It was truly regrettable.
Jin Jae-Han bit his lip and barely restrained his desire.
He turned his back. As he turned, he committed the briefly glimpsed girl to memory.

*The daughter of O-Sung... Her name was definitely Han Yu-Bin. If she's with Ash, it means that woman has known about Han Yu-Bin for much longer.*

This was information that Eun-Ha had been hiding to draw him in.
Even though he now knew this information, he had no intention of shutting himself back in his house.

*I'll approach you slowly again. We need to return to being the harmonious family we once were.*

Even if it wasn't his real brother but a clone, it didn't matter.
Jin Jae-Han walked steadily toward the hotel exit. Outside, the other S-class heroes, Baek Seung-Yoon and Yoo Ji-Yeon, would be waiting for him.

Only after hearing the click of the door closing did Ash return to normal.

"Tsk."

He regained his composure and regretted getting so easily excited.

"What was that? What kind of relationship do you have with Pung-Shin?"
"It's nothing."
"It's clearly not nothing... Fine."

Han Yu-Bin, seeing Ash's state, decided to stop pressing the issue.
It wasn't because she thought it was best not to delve into others' affairs, but because she knew that insistently questioning him now would only earn his resentment.

"I don't like seeing someone I hired getting irritated right in front of me. I'll find out eventually, so don't think about running away until then. Got it? We have plenty of time anyway. Since it's hard to find a room in the Academy District, you'll have to work at my mansion for at least a year."

Han Yu-Bin smiled brightly and took Ash's hand.

A year might not be a long time, but as long as he was her bodyguard, they would have plenty of time together.
In that time, she could slowly get him to open up.

"Besides, it's a rare vacation. Today, forget about being a bodyguard and enjoy the beach. I know you'll try to avoid Pung-Shin as much as possible, and I won't blame you for that."
"Forget it. As long as my role is to protect you, I won't abandon that."
"My goodness, you're so rigid."

Despite showing physiological aversion and disgust earlier, he wouldn't abandon his assigned role.
Han Yu-Bin found that unexpectedly appealing about Ash.

Ch.491 - Somehow, There's Not A Single Normal One Among Them
After a brief moment of friction, Han Yu-bin and Ash safely arrived at the beach.
Upon arrival, Han Yu-bin quickly changed clothes and struck a confident pose in front of Ash.

"Well! How do I look?"
"It suits you."
"Isn't that reaction a bit short? Add some descriptive words. Like 'beautiful' or 'I can't take my eyes off you.'"
"It suits you well despite not matching your core. Like a pig's neck—"
"Ah! Enough! Geez. And I went to all this trouble to show you."

Han Yu-bin grumbled when she didn't get the reaction she hoped for and headed toward where everyone was gathered.
As she walked, her expression grew increasingly sour.
This was because lunch's main course had become meat due to Eun-Ha's strong recommendation.

"Oho."

Ash's eyes lit up immediately upon seeing the place Han Yu-bin was looking at.

"Sigh. Eating meat in a place where your figure is completely exposed."

Meanwhile, Han Yu-bin sighed deeply at the sight of the heaping pile of meat.
She wasn't the only one with such a reaction.

"I've never resented my stomach's ability to stretch more than today, especially when it normally shows after eating just a little."
"At times like this, I envy being a magical girl—mmph!"

In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-eun were the same.
Among them, Han Chae-eun belatedly noticed Han Yu-bin, who wouldn't know about magical girls, and quickly covered her mouth.

"Why me why me why me why me why me..."

And Dolly, being an ordinary human, couldn't escape the pressure of flesh either.
The resentful murmurs of the four girls were directed at the magical girls who were casually looking forward to lunch.
Eun-Ha and Jae-yu. The Hye-ji butterfly mother-daughter pair. And Hong Yu-jin too. They were completely free from the various concerns that normal women had to worry about.

"I guess there's no helping it."
"Right?"

In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-eun resigned themselves.
They didn't want to eat, but they didn't want to cause unnecessary worry either.
Besides, the two weren't entirely concerned.

"Still, thanks to our awakened bodies, we're somewhat free from restrictions."

In-Ha-Ram was glad she had awakened recently. Awakened bodies tended to gain less weight than others.

"Yeah, that's right. Plus, I feel like I can regulate even if I eat more than usual. And adjusting breast size seems to burn a lot of calories, so it's fine!"

Han Chae-eun suddenly turned and used In-Ha-Ram as a shield. Then she wildly reduced and increased her breast size.
The sight of her swimsuit becoming loose and then tight again in an instant felt like watching a movie rather than reality.

"?!"
"W-what?!"

At that moment, they suddenly felt a terrifying aura emanating.
The aura was so intense it gave them goosebumps, and the two girls instinctively turned toward its source.

There stood two men who had displaced Eun-Ha and Jae-yu, who had been grilling meat.

"Everyone step aside."
"This is our battlefield."

The two men who forcibly took over the grill glared with intense eyes and solemnly picked up the tongs.
They glanced at each other, burning with competitive spirit.

*I'll grill better than you!*

The so-called meat pride!

"Why is Yang-ho oppa... I'll go check."
"Go ahead. But is that Ash? That's unexpected."

It was a completely unexpected, mismatched combination.
But no one seemed displeased by the two men's sudden action.

"That kind of pride deserves respect."
"It's all benefit for us anyway."
"Right? It's only good for us."
"All we have to do is eat until we're stuffed."

Kim Se-Won and Kim Woo-jin nodded in particular approval.
They needed to consume a lot of calories and protein in preparation for tonight.

The two boys, understanding each other's circumstances, locked eyes.

*We must eat.*
*To survive!!*

Clap! The two boys clasped hands.
Though they appeared calm, they were quite desperate.

"Eun-Ha and Jae-yu in swimsuits! I need to capture this in photos!"

Click! Click-click-click-click!
Meanwhile, Yoo Ji-yeon was taking pictures of the two girls with her communication terminal, not even noticing the nosebleed running down her face.

She wanted to keep shooting continuously until the cloud storage connected to her terminal was completely full, but since there were two subjects instead of one, she had to constantly shift her focus.

Sizzle~ Sizzle~ The sound of meat grilling filled the air along with the savory aroma.

"Yang-ho oppa. Is this enough?"
"Ah, thanks. I needed that."
"Right~? I'm pretty good at reading these situations."

Han Chae-eun, who had left In-Ha-Ram behind, approached Kwak Yang-ho with kimchi and mushrooms to grill together.
Though they weren't planning to grill them immediately, it was good to have them prepared. There was too much meat to grill to prepare these when the fat started dripping.

"Seriously. Making me do this. Do you even know I'm an employee?"
"For someone saying that, you're bringing it quite obediently."
"Well... it's that, you know. A whim. Besides, showing this kind of dedication might make Se-Won look at me differently, right?"
"I wonder."

Seeing Han Chae-eun's actions, Han Yu-bin subtly filled a plate with the same items and brought them over.
All the while, she kept glancing at Kim Se-Won.
Unfortunately, Kim Se-Won was preoccupied with Eun-Ha and Jae-yu, who had been chased away from the grill.

"Haha, grilling meat outdoors like this... I can't remember the last time I did this."
"Indeed. Trying to do it at the villa doesn't work with my daughter's schedule. Plus, having to bring security makes it inconvenient. Haha!"
"Is that so, Chairman In? My daughter also insisted she wouldn't go anywhere this vacation. Honestly, I wish she'd travel with me for a few days at least."
"That's just how it is for fathers with daughters, isn't it? Haha. Hahaha."

In Cheon-yong forced a laugh at Han Jeong-hyun's words.
The bitterness of seeing a once-obedient daughter become distant after making friends and discovering boys created a common ground between the two middle-aged men.

Moreover, as heads of massive corporations, they didn't have much time to devote solely to their daughters, making them feel regretful about their daughters' expanding social circles.

"Father. I grilled some meat for you. Here, aah~."
"Haha, your daughter is so... You said you missed her, but that doesn't seem to be the case at all. I'm honestly jealous."
"Hahahahaha..."

In Cheon-yong felt awkward as In-Ha-Ram appeared silently and fed him meat.
Well, he didn't mind being fed itself.

*What daughter looks at her father with that kind of expression?*

A girl in love. In-Ha-Ram's eyes weren't those of a family member.
In Cheon-yong felt like he was chewing on sand.

*I could really use a drink right now.*

Of course he loved his daughter too. But that was family love, paternal love.
But his daughter...

*Should I start distancing myself? No, is it already too late? When did it start? When?*

He had always thought she purely respected him and loved him as her only family.
He had always thought she was just an affectionate child starved for love.

Though he had vaguely noticed In-Ha-Ram's symptoms for quite some time, he lacked the flexibility to handle it properly.

Unaware of this situation, Han Jeong-hyun briefly looked away from In Cheon-yong and gazed at Jae-yu in the distance.
This time, Eun-Ha was with Kim Se-Won, while Jae-yu was chatting and eating meat with Hong Yu-jin.

*That's right. She lost Sung-hyun when they were young, and that person raised Jae-yu instead.*

She always had a beautiful figure. He never would have thought an EX-class hero would be raising his niece.

Someday, he needed to express his gratitude. That was his duty as an older brother.
Conveniently, O-sung had also formed a partnership with Stellarlis, so he could formally visit and greet her then.

"This is quite fun. Mmm. The meat is quite delicious too."

When In-Ha-Ram briefly left to get something else, Bianca took her place.
She casually picked up meat from the plate and looked at the two middle-aged men with a sly expression.

"You two. You look quite troubled... how about it?"

Bianca made a gesture with her hand, tilting it like she was drinking.
It was a signal suggesting they have a drink.

"...Sounds good!"
"Meat does go well with alcohol, after all."

In Cheon-yong and Han Jeong-hyun exchanged glances before accepting.
They didn't need to ask who she was. This girl was a Transcendent. Despite her appearance, she was an old woman who had lived for a considerable time.

"You're perceptive fellows. I was just looking for drinking companions. Today, let's set aside our positions and enjoy ourselves as individuals."

Snap! As Bianca snapped her fingers, various alcoholic beverages began appearing on the table.

"Whoa! This might kill us both at this rate. Don't you think, Chairman In?"
"Ahem! I'm, I'm not confident about this much either. Given my age."
"Oh my, no need to be troubled. I brought these rune stones for you two, so you can forget about health concerns for a while."

Whoosh! Bianca tossed small stones to the two men.

"What is this?"
"I can't believe such a thing exists... Could this be a hallucination?"

The two men opened their eyes wide. Holding the stones engraved with unknown characters, they strangely felt at ease.

"The effect doesn't last long, but it definitely improves your health, so don't worry. Cheers!"

It had been a while since she had drinking companions. Bianca took the initiative, pouring beer into glasses and offering drinks to the two men.
Han Jeong-hyun and In Cheon-yong checked each other's reactions before grasping their glasses.

*Could this be a golden opportunity?*
*The only chance to drink without worrying about the alcohol I've had to cut back on as I aged!*

They couldn't drink because their daughters disliked it and their bodies couldn't handle it, but today they could.
The two men's faces were already filled with liberation and joy.

"To the birth of my... ahem, I misspoke. To hoping our temporary alliance bears great fruit, cheers!"
"Cheers!"

The three clinked their glasses.

While the middle-aged men and the Transcendent began drinking heavily, the S-class heroes were also enjoying a leisurely meal.

"Geez. There's not a single married woman here. Not one. It's so boring. Ah, the meat is pretty good though."
"You'll meet the woman you like in the afternoon. Just fill your stomach for now."
"Hmm~ You're lucky, brother. Being able to see the sibling you've missed so much."
"That's... not... my sibling..."
"Your reaction is different. Your reaction. Someone who wouldn't budge even if we brought a perfect lookalike is now reacting so intensely that you can't take your eyes off them—doesn't that mean it's the real person?"
"..."

Jin Jae-han kept his mouth shut.
As he said, Ash was not his sibling.

But Ash was a sibling he needed to bring into his embrace.
Not his blood sibling, but another sibling who inherited Jin Yong-han's body, power, and will.

"Not yet, I mean."
"Yeah, yeah. I got it. I got it. You've always been stubborn about the strangest things. By the way, could you stop staring? Don't you see them glaring at you while they're grilling meat?"
"Ngh."

Jin Jae-han squeezed his eyes shut.
His gaze had unconsciously drifted there; it wasn't intentional at all.

"Um, here. They asked me to bring this to you."

At that moment, Han Yu-bin carefully placed plates in front of the two men.

One had meticulously grilled, delicious-looking meat.
The other had meat that was somehow burnt in places.
Naturally, the latter was for Jin Jae-han.

"My sibling did this for me...!"

Jin Jae-han, with tears welling up, picked up a piece of the partially blackened meat and put it in his mouth.

"Kuhp! I can feel my sibling's love."

If this wasn't tsundere, what was!
The slightly burnt taste reminded him of Ash, who kept a distance from him with a haughty attitude, warming his heart.

"Seriously, is there not a single normal person here?"

Baek Seung-yoon looked at Jin Jae-han with contempt.

*My thoughts exactly*

Han Yu-bin secretly nodded in agreement.

Ch.492 - Watching The Sunset
After lunch, we spent our time playing without a care in the world.

Everyone had worried about potential friction between Ash and Jin Jae-Han, but as planned, they were left in the crowded civilian area and couldn't find time to come to the private beach as the hours passed by.

As time went on and the sun began to set...

"Where are we going?"
"Just wait and see."

Eun-Ha, who had returned to being one person again, was led somewhere by Kim Se-Won's hand. He had only mentioned that there was a place he wanted to show her, so Eun-Ha didn't know exactly where they were headed.

*Where on earth is he taking me?*

She was tempted to ask outright. But as they left the beach and began passing through a dense forest, she swallowed her words.

*No way... is he taking me somewhere private where no one can see us?!*

Thump, thump. Her heart started racing for no reason.
Worried that her wet hair might look messy, Eun-Ha used her magic to dry it completely and then fixed it.

*I did try to seduce Se-Won earlier. Maybe he's been looking forward to this too.*

Eun-Ha blushed with anticipation, wondering if the reason he had eaten so much meat at lunch was because he didn't plan to wait until nighttime.

Despite being someone who sometimes took the initiative herself, Eun-Ha now felt too shy to look at Kim Se-Won's face.

*The warmth from our joined hands seems to be getting hotter.*

She couldn't even bring herself to steal a glance. Her mind was filled with thoughts of making love with Kim Se-Won soon. In the end, Eun-Ha kept her lips tightly sealed and stared at the ground.

After walking for a few minutes...

Kim Se-Won emerged from the forest and looked at Eun-Ha.

*She's been gripping my hand more tightly for a while now.*

With a smirk, Kim Se-Won gazed at Eun-Ha, who had her eyes tightly shut, with an amused smile.

*It's always fun how quickly her moods change.*

He could guess what she was thinking.
While it might be nice to go along with the mood, her blushing face triggered his sadistic side.
Kim Se-Won gently brought his lips close to her ear and deliberately whispered in a lower voice:

"We're here."
"Eep!"

Eun-Ha's body gave a big jolt!
Fidgeting with her lips, she looked at Kim Se-Won with a melting expression.

"Sorry. I wasn't planning what you were expecting. Look over there."
"...Wow."

Kim Se-Won pointed straight ahead.
Unlike the beach that had been enclosed on both sides, the place he had brought her to was completely open.

Eun-Ha approached the edge of the cliff where Kim Se-Won had led her.

"I really love skies like this."

It was different from the sky she had seen at The Front Line or when she had stepped out of White Base to catch her breath.
She marveled at the sunset-colored sky and was amazed again by the sea glowing with the same sunset hues.

Eun-Ha completely erased the lewd thoughts she had been harboring and blankly admired the scenery.

"What do you think?"
"It's amazing. It's completely different from seeing it in photos."
"Right? I'm glad I brought you here."
"Yeah. Thank you, Se-Won."

Eun-Ha smiled brightly like a child.

"Shall we look around some more?"

Kim Se-Won sat down on the edge of the cliff. Seeing this, Eun-Ha sat down right next to him, sticking close.

No conversation passed between them.
The sound of waves hitting the cliff. The rustling of branches in the occasional breeze.
And even the soft breathing of the person sitting beside them.

Like taking a brief rest, the two focused on the vast horizon, the sunset, and the sounds coming from all around.

"Ah~ That was fun."
"Looks like you're satisfied."
"Yes. Of course."

After some time had passed, Eun-Ha stretched and initiated conversation.
Her face showed a sense of relief.
She had truly enjoyed playing with her friends for hours without holding back.
Kim Se-Won knew this well, having played alongside her the whole time.

*What's with that expression? It's almost like...*

But Eun-Ha's expression bothered him considerably.
It felt as if there would be no next time.
Suddenly, Kim Se-Won remembered Eun-Ha's impulsive behavior—when she had dropped out of the academy without saying a word to her friends.

"Then let's come again next time. It doesn't have to be here. I don't mind if it's just the two of us traveling. Actually, just the two of us going on a trip wouldn't be bad. We went last year too."
"..."

That's why Kim Se-Won deliberately pretended not to notice and promised a next time.
He gripped Eun-Ha's hand, which he had been holding all along, a little more firmly.

*The fight with The Mute One is right around the corner. I don't know how many years it will take to reach him, if we can even get close, or if we can defeat him...*

Still, he really wanted to say it.
Kim Se-Won's suggestion to come again next time was like saying they should survive.

He wanted to end this war by not just surviving as a hybrid but going further to defeat The Mute One.

"I see... Yes."

Eun-Ha looked into his eyes quietly and then smiled broadly.
She knew that he was deliberately ignoring what she had implied. That was his wish, and hers too.

*With Se-Won saying this, it was pathetic of me to be the first to show weakness.*

The reason she had spoken as if unburdening everything was because the future was uncertain.
Not her own future, but she couldn't guarantee that peace would come to humanity.
That was because The Mute One and the hybrid horde were so powerful.

Despite having the strongest card—EX-class heroes.
Perhaps the gates that had opened twice were meant to gauge Hong Yu-Jin and Seo Hye-Ji's powers.
After all, they hadn't been able to properly subdue the hybrids until those two appeared.

"Let's definitely do that."

That's why Eun-Ha was anxious.
No, she had been anxious.

She couldn't completely shake off her anxiety. But wasn't Kim Se-Won by her side?

*With Se-Won, I can do anything. I believe that.*

Eun-Ha forcibly turned her eyes away from the future she had imagined.
She decided to believe that with him, she could overcome even desperate situations.
But no one knew how many years it would take for peace to arrive.
This trip could be considered their last vacation.
That's why she had deliberately played to her heart's content, not wanting to leave any regrets.
Eun-Ha turned her head away from him and looked at the sky as dusk began to fall.

That's when it happened.

"Eek?!"

Eun-Ha's body was suddenly lifted up and moved against her will.

"I'll protect you. Because you're my woman."

When she came to her senses, Eun-Ha found herself nestled in Kim Se-Won's arms.
She was sitting between his legs with her back against his chest, his arms wrapped around her entire body.

"I won't give up. I'll see this through to the end. That's how it's been until now, and that's how it will continue."
"Y-yes..."

Eun-Ha felt his body heat and scent. The firm resolve whispered in her ear made her body feel languid.

"?!"

Following that, the hands wrapped around her body began to gently rub her lower abdomen.

"I'm a greedy man, you know. I'm a man who's caught two rabbits before."

Eun-Ha's face gradually turned red.
She knew what it meant when he touched her lower abdomen like that.

The desire to crush the hybrid horde. To defeat The Mute One.
The desire to have Eun-Ha bear his child.
The conquering desire to mark her as eternally his.

"Th-then... now..."
"Now?"
"Do you want to do it here?"

Eun-Ha lowered her reddened face and spoke softly.
His subtle yet assertive actions made her heart race.

"Sorry. Could you say that again?"
"I mean...! H-here, s-sex—"
"You're quite the unusual person. To think you'd want to do the same thing as last year."
"Well, it's a rare vacation after all."

But that atmosphere didn't last long.
Eun-Ha's body trembled greatly.
That's because familiar voices of two people came from the bushes.

"Kim Se-Won...!"
"Huh? Why is he here? What about Eun-Ha? Weren't they supposed to be together somewhere?"

Seo Na-Bi and Yoo Ji-Yeon wondered as they saw his back, already occupying the spot.

"Uh? Uhh..."

Kim Se-Won's body froze.

He was annoyed that the good mood had been broken, but then embarrassment at being caught in a private moment washed over him, leaving him unable to move.

*How should I explain this?*

Seo Na-Bi, whose only friend was Eun-Ha.
Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had changed drastically after being saved by Eun-Ha.

They were beings who had a strangely obsessive attachment to Eun-Ha.
And somehow, it just had to be those two.

Fortunately, they hadn't yet noticed Eun-Ha's presence. That's because her small frame was completely hidden by Kim Se-Won's body.

*Should I ask Eun-Ha to hide for a moment? ...Wait. Why? Why should I do that?*

What's wrong with being caught by this troublesome duo and receiving jealous looks?
Thinking about it, there was no reason for him to be flustered like this.

Kim Se-Won was confident.
He was the one dating Eun-Ha, and she was his woman.

This thought process took about three seconds.
Kim Se-Won stood up while still holding Eun-Ha and turned around.

"I was just talking with Eun-Ha."
"Hi~"
""!!!!!!!!""

The two women's eyes widened.
Eun-Ha in Kim Se-Won's arms reminded them of a princess captured by a villain.
And thanks to his muscles and awakening, Kim Se-Won's physique had grown larger than before!

But she seemed more comfortable in his arms than anywhere else, smiling loosely with a flushed face.
She even waved at the two.

The two women frowned at Kim Se-Won's outrageous behavior happening right before their eyes.

"So what brings you two here?"

Kim Se-Won raised one corner of his mouth into a smirk as he observed Seo Na-Bi and Yoo Ji-Yeon's reactions.
It was the perfect winner's smile.

The two felt like they were shedding tears of blood. They wanted to push the man in front of them off the cliff, but Eun-Ha wouldn't let that happen.
Moreover, even if they ignored Eun-Ha and did it, they feared the consequences.

"Tsk, just because."
"Why do we. Tsk! Need to explain ourselves? Tsk!"

In the end, Seo Na-Bi and Yoo Ji-Yeon couldn't say anything.
All they could do was show their displeasure by clicking their tongues repeatedly.

The two quietly hid something behind their backs.
The hidden item was none other than blood sausage.
That's right!
This cliff was the same one where Seo Na-Bi and Yoo Ji-Yeon had secretly watched Eun-Ha playing last year.

"Then we'll go first."
"See you later."

Though he didn't know what they were hiding, Kim Se-Won realized he had won.

"I win."

Just before passing the two girls, Kim Se-Won whispered very quietly.
His face twisted into a vile expression.

Ch.493 - Chaos, Shock, Incest. And A Misfire
Two hours had passed since Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha arrived at Hotel Cloud, leaving Seo Na-Bi and Yoo Ji-Yeon behind.
After dinner and a leisurely stroll outside, the two came up to the second floor where everyone was staying.

"Hehe. I won't let him sleep tonight."
"Right. We agreed he's all ours today."

As soon as they reached the top of the stairs, they saw two girls grabbing Kim Woo-Jin by both arms and dragging him into a room.

"It's Bianca and Dolly."
"Wow..."

Kim Se-Won thought Kim Woo-Jin looked like livestock being led to slaughter.
One was a Transcendent.
The other was the girl whose life he had saved and brought along until the end.

*Dolly, was it? I heard she grew that big because of Bianca and that guy.*

Though he hadn't heard the details, wasn't this just karma?
Kim Se-Won quietly nodded toward the door Kim Woo-Jin had entered.
The quiet, solemn gesture looked like a moment of silent prayer.

"Th-that...!!"
"Shh!"

As Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha turned to walk toward their room, they widened their eyes at the situation unfolding at the end of the hallway.

In Cheon-Yong with a shocked expression.
In Ha-Ram slowly closing the distance, seemingly seducing him.

"Let's hide!"
"It looks like they were just talking normally when Ha-Ram suddenly made a move!"

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won enhanced their vision and pressed themselves flat against the nearest wall.
Curious about what was happening, they peeked out to observe the situation.

"Maybe. Oh right, he actually consulted with me briefly before. Through the communication terminal."
"What? In Cheon-Yong did?"
"Yeah. He said he wanted to give Ha-Ram a gift to celebrate her awakening during this trip... See that?"

Eun-Ha's finger pointed to a table between In Cheon-Yong and In Ha-Ram.
On the table was a small silver-wrapped box.

"That's the gift. So it became the catalyst for Ha-Ram who was waiting for an opportunity?"
"Probably?"

They wanted to cheer on their friend's love, but it was awkward since the object of her affection was her father.
The two watched with mixed feelings.

*So, will the seduction succeed? Or fail?*

Despite their conflicted feelings, they were curious about what would happen next.

"Huh? What are you two doing?"

Just then, a child's voice came from behind them.
They hadn't heard about any children staying at Hotel Cloud.
They didn't know any child who would act this familiar, and today only those invited by Ha-Ram were allowed entry!

*What's going on?*
*No idea.*

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won exchanged glances.
Both wearing puzzled expressions, they slowly turned around.

"Huh? What? It's Ha-Ram!"

The child peeked out and pretended to know In Ha-Ram.

"I feel like..."
"I've seen them somewhere..."

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won wore confused expressions as they tried to examine the child closely. Or at least, they tried to.

"Ah. Mr. Gwak Yang-Ho."
"Wait. If he's here...!"

Eun-Ha's eyes lit up.
She seemed to recognize the identity of the child watching In Ha-Ram and In Cheon-Yong's secret meeting with bright, curious eyes.

"Yep! It's me! I just went for a walk with big brother Yang-Ho~"

Both of them simultaneously covered their mouths with their hands, afraid they might scream.
Despite looking like a 9-10 year old child, there was already a small but developed chest!

"Is it really?"
"Is that really Han Chae-Eun?"
"Yep! Somehow walking around looking this young makes the world look different."

Han Chae-Eun spoke with a childish lisp and clung to Gwak Yang-Ho's side.
The scene looked more like a father and daughter than a couple with an age gap.

*Wait, that thing in Gwak Yang-Ho's hand...!*
*No matter how I look at it, that's a condom! But surely they'll return to her original form first?*
*But considering Chae-Eun's mischievous nature, what if during the act she...*
*Good grief.*

The two exchanged glances with their mouths hanging open. They could clearly imagine what would happen next.

"Well, we'll be going now~"
"You two have a good night."
"Y-yes..."
"You too..."

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won saw them off with dazed expressions.
About a minute after Han Chae-Eun and Gwak Yang-Ho disappeared...

"Right. Ha-Ram!"
"That's right!"

The two came to their senses and looked back to where In Ha-Ram had been.

"Whoa..."
"I don't know if this is good or bad."

There was a father and daughter embracing and kissing each other.

"No matter how I look at it, Ha-Ram doesn't feel like Ha-Ram. No, it's like she feels like Ha-Ram and then doesn't, over and over..."
"She seems to be confusing In Cheon-Yong with her awakened ability. And look at that, look at her pocket. Doesn't that look like a medicine bottle?"

Kim Se-Won pointed to a cork stopper peeking out of In Ha-Ram's pocket.

*Enhanced Activator!*

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won immediately recognized what it was.
Enhanced Activator not only enhanced physical abilities but also had libido-enhancing effects.

"Looks like she's using something extracted from the original Enhanced Activator as an aphrodisiac during the refinement process."
"She probably diluted it as much as possible. Just enough to trigger a slight sexual desire when emotions are already stirred."
"Huh? Why? Is there a need for that?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion.
Why dilute it when proper aphrodisiacs were available?

"In Cheon-Yong must know about Enhanced Activator too. Since Cheonil Group refined it."
"Ah...!"
"So it's just being used as a kind of spark. By repeatedly using her ability gained through awakening, she's making In Cheon-Yong fluctuate between seeing her as Ha-Ram and someone else—probably trying to make him think of his late wife?"
"So she's neither his daughter nor a complete stranger, minimizing psychological resistance...? I don't know whether to call this impressive or not. Anyway, she finally got there using everything at her disposal—drugs and abilities."

By this point, Eun-Ha could only wear an incredulous expression.
Everyone around her was abnormal, but In Ha-Ram's obsession was beyond imagination.

"Let's go. They'll be moving soon too."
"Yeah. Let's."

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won walked away, leaving the kissing father and daughter behind.

"Want to stop by my room?"

When they reached Kim Se-Won's room, he suggested with expectant eyes.

"No. I have something to do. I'll come by later. I'll let you know if I can't make it."

Eun-Ha shook her head.
Spending more time alone together would be nice. Honestly, it was a tempting offer.
But Eun-Ha wasn't in a hurry.
The night was long. There was plenty of time.

"If I do come... you can look forward to it a little."

Eun-Ha said with half-lidded eyes before turning away.
Then she headed to her assigned room with a big smile.

*I wonder if Se-Won will be surprised? I hope he gets excited.*

To be honest, she wanted to show Kim Se-Won the outfit she'd prepared for tonight as soon as possible.
Still, she deliberately took her time.

*If I come back too quickly, I might look like a perverted woman only thinking about sex.*

Neither too eager nor too nonchalant.
Eun-Ha judged this pace to be just right.

*Yeah. I'm legally an adult on paper, so it's fine.*

Eun-Ha thought of the neatly folded school uniform in her bag.
It was something she'd kept just in case, even though she had no reason to wear it after dropping out of the academy.

*Se-Won hasn't seen me in my school uniform for almost 9 months. It might be a new stimulus.*

One always needs to consider when monotony might set in.
No matter how good the compatibility, eating the same flavor all the time gets boring.
Thinking about these things was her role.

*It might be good for him to deal with just me or Jae-Yoo for a while. If both of us keep clinging to him at the same time, he'll get used to it.*

It was easier to take control when two people approached simultaneously.
But there had been instances where they'd lost control due to a moment's carelessness, so caution was needed.

With her mind full of lewd thoughts, Eun-Ha arrived at her room and twisted the doorknob.

"Huh?"

There was something in the shoe rack besides her own shoes.
They definitely weren't hers.

"What took you so long?"
"Eh?"

Her heart sank.
Eun-Ha saw Hong Yoo-Jin sitting on the bed with her legs crossed.

*Why is Mom here?!*

She felt like she heard something shatter in her mind.
What had shattered? Obviously, her school uniform sex plan had been completely ruined.

"Is... is that your luggage, Mom?"

With trembling hands, she pointed at the carrier in the corner of the room.
It clearly wasn't hers. And the person on the bed was her mother, Hong Yoo-Jin.

"Yes. What? Don't tell me you forgot? Before we came here, I told you so many times that we should sleep together tonight."

Hong Yoo-Jin wore an incredulous expression at Eun-Ha's question.
Then she sighed briefly, crossed her arms, and looked at Eun-Ha with sharp eyes.

"Ah...!!"

Only then did Eun-Ha belatedly recall what Hong Yoo-Jin had said.

*'Since we're traveling together for once, how about sleeping together for one night?'*
*'I'm saying this in case you forget, but I said we should sleep together for one night.'*

She had repeated it several times, but Eun-Ha had been so excited about the trip that the words had gone in one ear and out the other.

"Judging by your reaction, you completely forgot. I raised a daughter who only knows how to cling to men. What, you don't care about the mother who raised you?"

I must have raised my daughter wrong.
Hong Yoo-Jin pretended to cry while watching Eun-Ha's reaction.

"Ugh..."

Eun-Ha twitched her lips and hesitated.

This was a losing battle.
She couldn't defy Hong Yoo-Jin.
Not because she was her daughter, but because she knew very well how much Hong Yoo-Jin had sacrificed for her.

Ignoring this and throwing a tantrum would make her a terrible daughter.

"No, it's not that..."

Eun-Ha waved her hands, thinking of the "two sets" of school uniforms in her bag.
Due to her carelessness, she couldn't use what she'd brought.

*Can't be helped? There's always tomorrow. I told Se-Won I'd contact him if I couldn't make it, so it should be fine.*

Kim Se-Won wasn't a big issue.
Though disappointing, she could look forward to tomorrow.
The problem was Hong Yoo-Jin standing before her.

No matter what, they would be seeing each other for life, and she was someone Eun-Ha hoped would bless her marriage to Kim Se-Won. She couldn't just leave her like this.

*That's it! The school uniform! There's always tomorrow!*

Suddenly, a thought flashed through Eun-Ha's mind.
She glanced at Hong Yoo-Jin who was still pretending to cry, then quickly opened her bag.

"Wait! Just wait a moment! I'll be right back!"

Swish! After quickly grabbing something from her bag, Eun-Ha disappeared into the shadows.
She hadn't run away. Eun-Ha reappeared less than a minute after hiding in the shadows.

"Ta-da!"
"Double the daughters!"
"How is it?"
"Twice as nice, right?"

Not just Eun-Ha, but Jae-Yoo too.
Two girls in academy uniforms emerged from the shadows and sat on either side of Hong Yoo-Jin, hugging her.

"It's twice as tiring."

Haah, Hong Yoo-Jin let out a sigh.
What kind of child would pack a school uniform for a trip to show their parent?
Obviously, this was something she'd brought to show Kim Se-Won.

She was probably planning to postpone her night with Kim Se-Won until tomorrow since she'd been caught by her mother tonight.
This wasn't her fault. It was the fault of her two daughters who had completely forgotten what she'd repeatedly told them.

*What should I do with these awkwardly smiling daughters?*

Hong Yoo-Jin kept sighing.
Then, as if giving up on thinking, she lay down on the bed with the girls attacking from both sides.

"Whatever."
"Huh?"
"What do you mean?"
"I just want to talk leisurely with my children for once."

It really didn't matter.
Come to think of it, wasn't it her wish to watch Eun-Ha become a complete woman and fall in love with a man?

*Right. It's the age when kids are deeply in love.*

Though somewhat disappointing, it wasn't necessarily a bad thing.
Hong Yoo-Jin thought about meeting Kim Ha-Yoon, Kim Se-Won's mother, sometime later as she hugged the two girls tightly.

Beep beep beep-

Just as she was about to feel the softness of her daughters and the mattress, both Hong Yoo-Jin and Eun-Ha's communication terminals rang.

[Based on the data sent by Gresorion—]

"We're going to be really busy for a while."
"Yeah."
"So let's rest well during this trip."

Eun-Ha and Jae-Yoo nodded simultaneously at Hong Yoo-Jin's words.

The message from Stellarlis was evidence that humanity's hope had reached a visible point.

And then.
Three months passed.

Ch.494 - Winter's Approaching Season
Far from the front line, the place that had been Gresorion's base had transformed into an open space befitting a hybrid.

Unlike the monsters that lived on the surface, the hybrid's nest was underground. In the massive cavern created below ground, countless hybrids were born and died, too numerous to count.

This place, which had always been filled with screams, groans, and the sounds of bones and flesh being crushed and devoured, was now filled with an unprecedented silence.

Every being here seemed to have forgotten even to breathe, bowing their heads in one direction. At the forefront stood two beings with extraordinary power even among the hybrids.

The two beings, who had been quietly staring ahead, suddenly prostrated themselves along with the other hybrids, as if sensing something.

In the direction they bowed was a massive coiled dragon. The ash-colored being exuded such an overwhelming presence that one couldn't help but lower their head just by looking at it.

"With this, the foundation has been laid."

A voice so low it sent chills down the spine echoed through the cavern. The weaker hybrids trembled in agony, as if merely hearing the voice was suffocating.

"Yes."

But those at the front merely answered briefly with solemn expressions.

The coiled dragon, The Mute One, observed his changing body and gauged the time. It would take about two years to reach perfect condition.

"The goal is still far away."

The Mute One uncoiled and stretched his hand upward, grasping at a hole in the ceiling.

"However, there is no reason not to move now."

Although it would take about two years for him to reach perfect condition, the foundation—the overall quality and quantity of hybrids—had exceeded the standard threshold, so there was no problem. There was no need to delay.

Prolonging this any further would only increase the number of interlopers.

Right now. This was the perfect timing.

"Moreover, humans won't just sit still. So we'll move first."

His outstretched hand came down, pointing forward, as if the countless hybrid hordes were resting on his palm.

"My servants. My flesh and blood."

At The Mute One's voice, all hybrids simultaneously raised their heads and stood up.

Though their appearances differed, their gazes toward The Mute One were the same. Absolute loyalty. Blind faith without a hint of doubt. To them, The Mute One was a father, a sovereign to be served, and simultaneously a god.

This was possible because hybrids were created from The Mute One's blood and flesh.

Each was an independent entity, yet simultaneously branches and leaves sprouting from the great tree that was The Mute One.

Watching this, The Mute One slowly opened his mouth.

"You shall extinguish the light of life that illuminates the world.
You shall accelerate chaos and dye the world in disorder.
You shall bear the karma thus accumulated."

With each of his words, the hybrids stomped their feet with a thud.

Each word he uttered while clenching his fist seemed like he was speaking to himself. And it was engraved in the minds of all hybrids who had him as their root.

"So now, rest."

As The Mute One finished speaking, all the hybrids turned around and headed to their nests. Their footsteps heavy, they were so excited that their eyes were bloodshot.

"Hmm."

But not all hybrids had left. After finishing his brief speech, The Mute One glanced at the servants before him.

Bet, a large hybrid with fiercely writhing muscles.
Gimel, a skinny hybrid with equally strong-looking muscles and pale skin.
They were servants reborn from human bodies with The Mute One's turbid power.

"Not yet?"
"No."

Gimel bowed his head at The Mute One's cryptic words.

"That's actually good."

The Mute One's lips curled into a grin. There was a considerable distance between Bet and Gimel, as if someone who should have been there was missing.

This was indeed the case. Aleph, the servant reborn using Eun-Ha's body, was honing herself without responding to The Mute One's call.

The Mute One liked this about Aleph. It was partly because she had Eun-Ha's body, and partly because he liked her attitude of constantly craving power.

"Even if she's belatedly realized she's the weakest, how arrogant...!"
"I agree. How dare she not respond to the call...!"
"I said I like it."

The Mute One dismissed the words of his two servants who couldn't contain their anger. His expression was unusually gentle.

"I told her she didn't have to come."

Gritting her teeth, constantly tormented by her weakness yet ultimately rising—her appearance greatly resembled a fool he knew.

Aleph's behavior led to her strength and was also The Mute One's source of amusement, so he felt no need to stop it.

At The Mute One's words, the two servants closed their mouths. There was no longer any complaint about Aleph in their minds.

After all, The Mute One was their father, sovereign, and a god worthy of their devotion.



* * *



Summer passed, and autumn came.
It had already been three months since I returned from the artificial island.
As soon as I came back from vacation, work poured in, keeping me busy without a moment's rest.
Still, after being swamped with work for three months, things were gradually slowing down, giving me some breathing room.

"When I get some free time, things start weighing on my mind one by one, you know?"

I walked down the corridor, groaning.
Three months had already passed.
Gone by.
In other words, there was a high possibility that Ash's condition, which he was sustaining with medication, was getting worse.

"The problem is he still doesn't seem to want my treatment. I thought he'd come to me on his own when his life was in danger, thinking it was just stubbornness."

I really thought so, but hearing that he was focusing on training while being stubborn was frustrating.
Ash was an important figure to keep Jin Jae-Han in check, so maybe it would be right to force treatment when the time came.

"Ugh."

I tried to erase Ash from my mind after finishing that thought.
I didn't want to think about another man other than Se-Won for too long.
Just as I was about to turn the corner...

"Hmm. Hmmmmmm... Ugh?!"
"Eek?!"

I fell on my butt after bumping into someone. Judging by the soft feeling when we collided, rather than a dull one, it was probably a woman.

With a frown, I got up and turned the corner again to find Ms. Choi Ju-Min lying on the floor, groaning.

"What... are you doing?"
"Mmmmm...."

Ms. Choi Ju-Min was still groaning, or rather, moaning. She seemed more absorbed in whatever she was thinking about than the fact that she had fallen after bumping into me.

"Sigh. Can't be helped."

Even though she looked careless, I couldn't just leave her there.
She had risen to become one of Stellarlis's key figures. If her health deteriorated, it would cause major disruptions to our plans.

"Ugh... there!"

I lifted Ms. Choi Ju-Min and moved her to a nearby bench.
Since she had come from the direction of the lounge, I didn't have to walk far.

After seating her on the bench, I bought a drink from the vending machine.
With a clunk, I picked up the ion drink that came out and sat next to Ms. Choi Ju-Min.

"Ah!"

As soon as I opened the can with a click, Ms. Choi Ju-Min jumped up.
I almost made a sound too. Her sudden movement startled me.

*Phew.*

At least I didn't spill the drink despite my racing heart, so I secretly smoothed my chest.

"That's it! That's it!"

Ms. Choi Ju-Min didn't seem to realize I was beside her as she hummed a tune and headed toward her lab.

"That's a talent too."

I quietly watched her back.
I heard Ms. Choi Ju-Min had been up for two nights straight, but she was still full of energy. Being able to be like that without specifically training her body was probably because she genuinely enjoyed what she was doing.

"Creating a new weapon based on Gresorion's research... at this rate, it might be completed soon."

I tilted the large can with both hands and took a sip. At this rate, it was only a matter of time before we had a means to counter the hybrids.

"The problem is that the hybrids might move faster than she can complete it..."

I put the can aside and turned on my communication terminal.
A hologram appeared before me as I operated it.
It was data sent by the newly formed reconnaissance team after The Front Line was reorganized.

Although not detailed since the safety of the reconnaissance team was prioritized, increased hybrid activity had been observed recently.
However, there were no signs of them coming out yet.

"Stellarlis and the Hero Association have raised the overall quality of heroes, but..."

I unconsciously let out a groan.
Considering the hybrids' incredible growth rate, we were at a severe disadvantage until Ms. Choi Ju-Min completed her work.

"In this situation, I shouldn't let a man who could be a valuable asset continue to be stubborn..."

The name I had just managed to forget popped back into my mind.

"Sigh."

I couldn't help but sigh.
It would be nice if I had the power to defeat all hybrids alone, but unfortunately, only Mom or Seo Hye-Ji could do that.

Honestly, I was getting anxious.

Endless tasks kept appearing, and the enemy continued to grow stronger while we deliberated.
I couldn't help but feel anxious.
But I couldn't abandon my responsibilities either.

I created the organization called Stellarlis and brought many people into it.
I had to take responsibility.

"For now... let's look at this."

I operated the communication terminal to display a new screen.

[Stellarlis Additional Recruitment List]

"That's a lot."

A new recruitment targeting only hero aspirants, not active heroes.
The fact that such a plan was approved meant there was no room for hesitation anymore.

[Go Soon-Jo
Go Soo-Ah
Yoo Jin-Ah
Ham Ho-Jong]

And the list included some very familiar names.

Ch.495 - Spoiled Child
I returned to my room with heavy steps. As soon as I got back, I collapsed onto the bed without even thinking about washing up.

I rolled over to stare at the ceiling. Though I hadn't turned on the lights, I closed my eyes in the darkness anyway. A weak voice inside whispered to just fall asleep now and forget everything.

"So my friends are heading to the battlefield."

In the pitch-black darkness, I recalled the names I'd seen on the list earlier. Reading through each name one by one, I couldn't help but sigh.

I wanted to oppose my friends going to the battlefield, but I couldn't.

It was frustrating. This wasn't why I'd left the academy.

"Se-Won and Ha-Ram. I guess I can't do anything about Chae-Eun since she came on her own... but the others aren't ready yet."

Honestly, I wished those three could stay somewhere safe too.

"But that's impossible. That's why they're recruiting the others too."

But humanity—or more precisely, the Hero Association and Stellarlis—were perceptive. They had roughly grasped the current situation and realized we weren't in a position to be picky.

"Their perceptiveness has become my poison."

As a result, they're trying to drag students who still need education into war.

I understand.
That's what war is like.
Right now they're using a selection process, but before long, they'll take all able-bodied hero candidates.

*They'll probably be even more aggressive once the weapon for The Mute One is completed. They might adopt a mindset of using anyone with even a bit of magical power.*

My teeth grind together. The unpleasant sound of grinding teeth echoed through the room.

I curled up and trembled. Even knowing there's nothing I can do, I'm overwhelmed by guilt that crushes my chest. The arrogant thought that this situation happened because I wasn't strong enough, because I couldn't awaken, even pokes its head into my mind.

That's how terrible war is. If what I experienced at The Front Line was just a small taste of war, then the coming conflict will be the complete version. It will be more cruel than imaginable, and many people will surely go mad.

Reason will be paralyzed, instinct will take priority, and the battle between species will intensify. I could see an endless chain of hatred and hatred continuing to torment us.

Honestly, I hate the idea of children who should still be in school experiencing that.

"I know it's arrogant, but I still hate it."

My voice trembled finely.

It's natural that a mere individual cannot control the great flow of the world. That makes one's weakness all the more apparent. Despite becoming remarkably stronger over the past two years, there's always someone stronger.

*If my friends must inevitably go to the battlefield, what can I do?*

I turned over and lay face down. Burying my face in the soft pillow, I relaxed my body completely, feeling the pillow press against my face even more. In this position, I organized my thoughts.

*What I can do is... train them so hard they'll want to die, to maximize their chances of survival. No, but it's hard to believe they'll follow along well if I push them too hard in such a short time...*

I feel my breath gradually becoming blocked. Oxygen is running low.

"...Ah, whatever! I'm going to smash everything! Why should I care?! Don't make an idiot like me think about difficult things, you fools!"

I irritably pounded the bed with my legs. Bang bang! I beat the pillow with both fists too.

Come to think of it, I'm on my period right now. Making me do this during my period. I already have a heavy flow, which is uncomfortable enough.

"Seriously! This guy and that guy! I just want to be lovey-dovey with Se-Won!"

Unable to contain my rising irritation, I rolled away from the pillow.
Thud!

"Ow!"

I rolled too hard and fell to the floor. Writhing in pain, I grabbed my head and rolled around.

"Ugh... that hurts."

Maybe my head is too heavy? I climbed back onto the bed while rubbing my crown where I'd hit it hard. My head still throbbed.

"Ah. Right."

Maybe it's because I hit my head. Something I'd forgotten popped into my mind. I raised my arm to turn on my communication terminal and immediately called Morris.

[I thought you might have forgotten about me since you haven't contacted me for a while. What's the matter, my contractor? If you don't sleep properly at this late hour, you'll only accumulate mental fatigue.]

Says the one who hasn't shown his face for ages.

"I just wanted to ask if you're making good progress."

Morris reads my mind very well. Still, I can't help letting my dissatisfaction show.
Yes.
It's because of my period.
Anyway, it's because of my period.

Somehow, self-justification makes me feel more stable.

[Progress... hmm. I can't say much right now. However, I'm beginning to see it. The formula that will reach what you desire. It's quite an interesting subject, so I too hope for good results.]

"Is magic that difficult?"

[If it were just applying something that already exists, perhaps not, but creating from zero takes time. Do you know about programming languages? No matter how careful you are, bugs will appear somewhere. Magic is similar.]

"I don't know!"

[I figured as much, which is why I didn't explain in detail. Anyway, just know that there's no significant progress at the moment.]

"Mmm. I understand. And... good luck."

An awkward expression crossed my face. I never thought I'd be saying such things to Morris, the great Transcendent.

But since I can't accomplish what I want on my own, I have to do this much at least.

[Speaking of which. Later, I'd like to invite you to let me examine your split state.]

"E-examine?! What?!"

I jumped up from the bed in shock. The soft mattress made me almost lose my balance.

[It's nothing much. I'll just disassemble your body to examine your soul and core, so it will only hurt like you're dying for a moment. I'm known for caring about my contractors, so I promise your life won't be in danger.]

"You say that so casually like I should just endure it. Are you even human?"

[I'm a Transcendent.]

"Tch. ...Fine. If that's what I need to do, I have no choice."

I clicked my tongue but accepted it.

"Ugh. Now I'm in a bad mood."

I lay back on the bed after ending the call. As expected of a Transcendent. Every conversation drains my energy.

"I need something to change my mood."

Fortunately tomorrow is a day off, otherwise I might snap at someone. Actually, even on days off, some people remain at White Base, including me.

"...!! That's it!"

A thought suddenly crossed my mind, and I jumped up. With a clatter, I arrived at the wardrobe and hurriedly pulled out clothes to change into.

"I know just the person who's perfect for relieving stress."

After changing clothes faster than usual, I checked my appearance in the mirror and stepped into the shadows.


* * *


"Mmm..."

At the familiar time, Kim Se-Won's eyes opened with the usual fatigue he always felt. In the pre-dawn hours before sunrise, he suddenly realized something very different about his body.

It was warm.
At the same time, something was pressing against him.
Kim Se-Won shifted his blurry gaze toward the source of the pressure.

"Huh... what?"

There was a small girl there. Like a body pillow—no, like a hugging pillow—Eun-Ha was tightly embracing his arm with her whole body. She was furrowing her delicate eyebrows and whimpering as if having a bad dream.

Kim Se-Won tapped his head with a puzzled expression. Was this a dream or reality? Given the clear sensations he felt, it probably wasn't a dream.

Just to be sure, he carefully reached out and stroked Eun-Ha's hair. The silky soft texture and warm sensation at his fingertips confirmed she was indeed a living girl.

At his touch, Eun-Ha's expression relaxed. Seeing her smile with relief, Kim Se-Won found himself smiling fondly without realizing it.

"Mmm..."

Flutter—Eun-Ha's eyes trembled slightly. Her long eyelashes slowly rose, and her eyes came to life.

"Good morning."
"Oh. Good morning."

With twinkling eyes, Eun-Ha greeted him first. Rather than asking "Why are you here?", Kim Se-Won responded with the same greeting.

"Nice."

After the greeting, before Kim Se-Won could say anything else, Eun-Ha snuggled into his arms. She lifted his thick arm with her small one, placed it over her shoulder, and nestled against his body as if this was where she belonged, with a relaxed expression.

She was like a baby animal following its mother. And after cuddling up to Kim Se-Won with a grin...

"She fell asleep again."

She quickly fell back asleep.

*This is a bit awkward.*

Now that the situation had temporarily settled, Kim Se-Won finally showed his bewilderment. Although Eun-Ha had done many outlandish things before, she hadn't often slipped into his arms while he was sleeping like this.

And this was the first time she'd acted cute like this before falling back asleep.

*Is this a reaction to moving non-stop for the past three months?*

Kim Se-Won gazed at Eun-Ha's peaceful sleeping face before closing his eyes. No matter how important training was, it wasn't more important than his girlfriend. And occasionally taking a break from training like this was probably good too.

Kim Se-Won's consciousness gradually sank into the sea of unconsciousness.

"You're taking the whole day off?"
"Yeah. I don't even remember the last time we had a day off."

After waking up, Eun-Ha was completely different from her usual self.

"Hehehe."

She would make silly laughing sounds while using Kim Se-Won's arm to pat her own head, or...

"Hug me."

She would spread her arms with a bright smile and act spoiled.

She seemed to be relieving the stress that had been building up through physical contact with Kim Se-Won. Recognizing this, Kim Se-Won embraced her more tenderly than usual.

"I can't remember the last time we just lounged around like this~"

Sniiiiiiff—
Haaaaaaah—

After speaking, Eun-Ha buried her face in the pillow and took a deep breath. She seemed determined to inhale every bit of Kim Se-Won's scent.

"..."

Then she suddenly turned her head to look to the side. Her gaze fell on two girls. No, more precisely, figurines in the shape of girls.

After staring intently at the figurines with narrowed eyes, Eun-Ha turned back and buried her face in the pillow again. It seemed that even her jealousy wasn't functioning properly today.

Eun-Ha kept her face buried in the pillow for a while, then suddenly lifted the blanket with a flourish. She wrapped the blanket around herself, transforming into something like a cocoon.

"Pfft...! What are you doing?"
"This is paradise. Can I have this? I'll give you a new one. One with my scent."
"No. Do you really need a blanket when I'm here?"

Kim Se-Won made a mischievous expression and activated his telekinesis. An invisible force snatched the blanket away from Eun-Ha, then pounced on the girl left alone on the mattress.

"Ah..."

Eun-Ha stared at Kim Se-Won with a blank expression. Her fair skin gradually turned red. Unable to maintain eye contact any longer, Eun-Ha fidgeted with her hands and averted her gaze.

Grumble—

"I-I'm hungry."

And then a sound that completely broke the mood came from Eun-Ha's stomach. Eun-Ha inwardly sighed with relief and cautiously glanced at Kim Se-Won.

"Can't be helped. I'll go buy some food. You don't want to move, right?"
"Mmm~"

She probably just wanted to be spoiled today. Kim Se-Won smiled wryly as he took out his wallet.

That's when it happened.

Beeeeeep—!!!

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won's communication terminals rang loudly.

Ch.496 - Briefing
A formless shadow darts forward like an arrow.
Moving straight ahead without being detected by anyone or getting caught on obstacles.
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were heading toward White Base through a shadow swimming spell.

"Oh, seriously!"

Eun-Ha had long since returned from her whiny state to her normal self.
No, she was even more furious than usual, looking ready to blast any hybrid to smithereens if one appeared before her.

"Hybrids barging in out of nowhere. Really, those creatures have absolutely no sense of timing!"
"They've always appeared without warning... but yes, I'm angry too."

Kim Se-Won gave a bitter smile as he looked at the fuming Eun-Ha.

*I'd pull her into a hug right now if it weren't for this situation.*

Though she was radiating an intimidating aura from anger, her outward appearance was nothing but adorable.
To truly feel fear from Eun-Ha, one needed to see her when all emotions had subsided and she turned cold.
Or when her anger progressed to the next level.

"I mean it! Really! Really!"

Eun-Ha pounded her fists on the shadow-composed floor. Thump, thump, thump!
Whoosh!

"Ah...?"

Finding her so lovable, Kim Se-Won ended up embracing her from behind.
Because of this, the rapidly moving shadow came to an abrupt halt.
Eun-Ha's face began to flush red for an entirely different reason.

"Still, we would have had to fight them eventually. Even though there aren't many heroes who can stand against them yet. Right?"
"Y-yeah..."

Eun-Ha's voice, which had been loudly echoing through the shadow, gradually quieted down.
Her head lowered as all her attention focused on the firm muscles against her back, Kim Se-Won's scent, and his voice.

Though Eun-Ha's face was burning hot enough to explode, Kim Se-Won deliberately pretended not to notice and spoke.

"By the way, not Korea but another country. And of all places, Japan? That's going to be dangerous."
"Y-yes. Right. Japan suffered considerable damage to its capital from the gate that opened last time."
"Not just Japan, but America too. Their capital's functions must be devastated."

Kim Se-Won spoke in a heavy voice, recalling news he had heard before.

[Yesterday, numerous citizens and heroes were sacrificed due to gates that appeared simultaneously in Russia, China, Japan, and the United States.]
[Except for China and Russia, New York in the US and Tokyo in Japan were annihilated. Though all hybrids were suppressed thanks to Stellarlis heroes who went to provide support early on, the number of victims totals several million. Despite being only a rough estimate, the damage is fatal.]

A caption briefly displayed had stated "Tokyo casualties estimated at over 1 million," meaning nearly 10% of people had vanished in an instant.

As a result, some citizens feeling anxious were trying to leave the capital, and Tokyo was currently losing its function as a capital.

"And now they've struck Japan again of all places."

A sigh escaped him. Even though the gate hadn't opened in Korea, he felt incredibly uneasy.

*No. I can't be like this. I need to be manly. I should show Eun-Ha that I'm reliable.*

He slowly shook his head, making sure Eun-Ha wouldn't notice.

*If I want to keep following Eun-Ha, who's this close to me, I can't show weakness. Even though we're physically close, the difference in our strength is enormous.*

Kim Se-Won swallowed another sigh that was about to escape and checked Eun-Ha's body temperature once more.

"Could they be planning to make that place their new territory?"
"I doubt it. No matter how well they can use gates, there's no reason to relocate to another place when they have land connections available."
"I see..."

Eun-Ha nodded, not noticing Kim Se-Won's change. Her flushed face was gradually returning to normal.

"Well then. Let's go."

Eun-Ha broke free from Kim Se-Won's embrace and faced him.
She looked at his face with clear eyes, her lips curving into a slight smile.
The girl who had been throwing tantrums, whining, and getting irritated just moments ago was nowhere to be seen.

"We have to protect them."
"Yes."
"Because we're heroes."

The shadow that had stopped began to move forward again.

And then.

Beeeeeep-

Once again, their communication terminals started ringing loudly.
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won read the messages that arrived on their respective terminals with shock.

"They're really pushing it. Seriously."
"They're determined."

There was no time to waste.
The shadow's speed increased as the two headed toward White Base.


* * *


As soon as they arrived at White Base, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won rushed out frantically.
When they reached the large conference room where briefing preparations were underway, they saw Hong Yu-Jin sitting at the head seat reading documents and several staff members busily preparing for the briefing.

"Is it Japan and the US again this time?"
"Yes. You're here?"

In response to Eun-Ha's urgent question, Hong Yu-Jin closed the document she was reading and pointed to the seat beside her with a serious expression.
As Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won sat on the left side of the U-shaped table, Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, along with newly appointed A-rank heroes who had been named leaders of Teams 5 and 6, entered the conference room and took their seats.
Just as the preparations seemed complete, the busy staff members exited the conference room.

"Well... *sigh*, yes. Everyone's here. It hasn't been long since I sent the message."

Hong Yu-Jin rested her chin on her hand and spoke as if sighing.
Her tone revealed her fatigue.
No one found her attitude strange.

Stellarlis was still a new organization. There were too many responsibilities for the leader to handle, and the system to alleviate this burden was inadequate.

Eventually, Hong Yu-Jin glanced around the room.
The conference room contained only Hong Yu-Jin, the six team leaders, and a young woman standing demurely beside Hong Yu-Jin.

"As you saw in the message, we've received reports that gates have opened in Japan and the United States. Damn it all, it's Tokyo and New York again, just like before."

Click. When Hong Yu-Jin pressed a small remote nearby, the screen turned on.
A world map appeared on the large screen, with red dots marking Tokyo and New York.

"As you know, I can't leave my post, just in case. It would be troublesome if they used these two countries as bait and opened a gate here. So, you'll have to resolve this issue entirely on your own."

Click- She pressed the remote again, and the faces of the six people present appeared on the screen.

"The good news is that they're also providing support. They said they'll send the same ratio we're sending."

Hong Yu-Jin pointed to the young woman standing beside her.
Standing next to her wasn't Shin Si-Won. It was the clone, C-002, who had replaced her after her stay ended.

"Please give me a name too when I return, unnie."

C-002 smiled shyly.
The Gemini Star sitting on C-002's shoulder flicked its tongue and then licked her nape.
Slurp. Then it drew its tongue back into its mouth, savoring something.

"Ratio? Does that mean the number of personnel going to Japan and the US will be different?"

Park Seung-A, the newly appointed leader of Team 5, raised her hand and asked.
Her stiff, serious expression indicated that she wasn't just now realizing the numbers would be different.
What she wanted to know was the ratio.

"Even considering the Saint's power, the hybrids are full of strong individuals. I'd also like to know how you've divided us."

Lee Min-Ki, a man with sideburns reaching his chin and a mustache, the oldest among the six leaders, showed interest.

The reason both were interested was because of Eun-Ha.
They wanted to compare their own thoughts with how Stellarlis evaluated Eun-Ha's ability to maintain the front line.

*I suppose uneven distribution is unavoidable to prevent greater damage.*
*Well, this kind of thing is difficult~*

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun quietly observed the situation.
With situations occurring in two locations rather than one, they too were curious about how they would be divided.

"The troop ratio is 35 to 65. The former is the ratio for the unit Eun-Ha will be part of."
"What? Isn't that... too few?"

Bang! Kim Se-Won stood up.
This was almost a 2:1 difference.

"That's not a problem!"

Just then, the door opened and Han Yu-Bin entered the conference room.
Han Yu-Bin was wearing the Stellarlis uniform. She had joined two months ago when Stellarlis and O-Sung formed an alliance.

Despite all eyes in the conference room turning to her, she remained confident and unintimidated.

*I timed my entrance perfectly!*

She was even feeling proud of herself.
After all, this timing had been planned in advance!

"Don't just stand there, you come in too."

Hong Yu-Jin looked toward the door and spoke in an indifferent voice.
Then, with a short sigh, footsteps were heard from outside the door. Thud, thud.

"You...!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened when she saw the man who entered the conference room.
She never thought someone who seemed determined to never get involved would appear here.

"I suppose I can't leave that tomboy alone."

Ash, who entered the room, immediately looked at Eun-Ha. Though his words and expression suggested reluctance, his eyes held strong determination.

*I wonder what he's after.*

Eun-Ha stared blankly into his eyes.
That was desire.

Despite owing Han Yu-Bin, Ash had tried to avoid involvement with Stellarlis until now.
Plus, didn't he have a short life expectancy?
Why was he suddenly stepping forward like this?
He must have some ulterior motive.

Deciding it wasn't her role to think about such things, Eun-Ha closed her eyes briefly, then opened them and spoke.

"No. I object."

Eun-Ha's head moved slowly from side to side. A clear sign of refusal.

"Why?"

Ash twitched his eyebrows as he examined Eun-Ha's face.

All eyes in the conference room focused on Eun-Ha.
His question reflected what everyone in the room was thinking.

"You refused my healing, didn't you? But if you go to the battlefield, you'll naturally receive my healing, won't you? Or have you changed your mind since then?"
"...Enhancement alone is enough. I'm not weak enough to need your healing. There's no reason to receive it."
"Is that really so?"
"Yes."

Ash's voice, accompanied by a nod, was filled with strong will.
Throughout this exchange, Eun-Ha's eyes remained fixed on Ash's.

*Does he just want to test his strength? The power he's gained through all his training?*

There was no evidence for this.
It was just a forced guess based on the determination in his eyes and voice.

"I understand."

She forcibly cut off her thoughts that were progressing to: What does he plan to use this proven strength for?

What did it matter anyway?
Ash wouldn't face a life-threatening situation.
Since she planned to deploy a wide-range sanctuary, he would either stubbornly survive or lose his life instantly. One of these two outcomes.

"Is this person really the only addition?"

But here, Park Seung-A raised a question.
Lee Min-Ki's expression showed similar doubts.

No matter how strong one person might be, wasn't it just one more person after all?

"There's no need to worry."

Hong Yu-Jin responded as if she had been waiting for this and contacted someone.

"E-excuse me..."

And in less than a minute, a young woman entered the conference room hesitantly.

"Ah, ahaha."

The person who entered was Yang Se-Hee.
Seeing the shocked reactions of Eun-Ha and her friends, she hunched her shoulders and fidgeted with her fingers.

"It's only for three months, but I plan to borrow the power of a doppelganger who's been constantly trained by someone with the same ability. Eun-Ha, infuse some magic into this."
"Huh? Y-yeah."

Eun-Ha caught the magic crystal that Hong Yu-Jin tossed to her with both hands.
Despite her puzzled expression wondering why she needed to do this, she cupped her hands and channeled magic into the crystal.

"...Wait! You're sending Se-Hee out?!"

Bang! After fully infusing the magic, Eun-Ha belatedly slammed the table.
What was the purpose of bringing a doppelganger?
Not just Eun-Ha, but everyone present couldn't understand Hong Yu-Jin's actions.

"She volunteered herself. Besides, she's the only one who can substitute for you. Now, hand that over."

Hong Yu-Jin beckoned with her finger, ignoring their concerns.
As soon as Eun-Ha gave her the magic crystal, she tossed it to Yang Se-Hee.

"Now, let's go. We don't have time. We've already spent ten minutes."

After confirming that Yang Se-Hee had received the magic crystal, Hong Yu-Jin stood up and dismissed everyone.
As intimidating magical energy filled the conference room, making it clear she wouldn't accept any objections, everyone seated had no choice but to leave the conference room without saying a word.

Ch.497 - Is It Finally Your Time To Shine, Ms. Yang Sehee?
After finishing her briefing, Eun-Ha headed toward the warp gate where the other heroes were waiting.

"No matter how many times I've used it, it's still a magnificent sight every time I see it."

The leader of Team 6, Min-Ki Lee, stroked his beard as he gazed at the warp gate that occupied an entire large room.

The massive mirror-like structure he looked up at seemed so alien that one might doubt it was a product of modern science. From ceiling to floor, the smooth oval gate's frame was made of some unknown reddish-brown mineral.

It was so otherworldly that one could easily believe it had been transported directly from some ancient civilization in another world.

Others shared this sentiment. The fully prepared heroes watched the gate with tense expressions, nervously swallowing as they stared.

Their tension was understandable.
Unlike humans, hybrids were monsters that grew stronger at an alarming rate. There was a good chance they would be stronger than the ones faced months ago.
*Perhaps today, there's a possibility we could all be wiped out.*

"Please focus."

Noticing this atmosphere, Eun-Ha infused her voice with magical power, making it resonate throughout the room.
Morale was one of the key factors in war. To help those facing death maintain their spirits, leaders needed to step up and encourage them.

Eun-Ha scanned their faces with a serious gaze, making eye contact with each of them.
Mental factors like willpower and morale were incredibly important.
Having survived desperate battles at The Front Line with Jung Soo-Hyun in the past, she knew this to her core.

*Really. I don't know why Se-Hee came here. I'm not sure if she can actually use that, but... I have no choice but to trust her.*

Eun-Ha glanced at Yang Se-Hee standing beside her.
Unlike before, she seemed to have gained some confidence.
Her face still had that small animal-like quality that made you want to hug her, but her shoulders, which used to be perpetually hunched, were now straight.

"I—We have no intention of letting you die. Each and every one of you is an important member of Stellarlis and humanity's hope."

Eun-Ha paused briefly and quietly took a breath.
By now, everyone was focused on her.
She wasn't particularly nervous.
She was simply taking a deep breath to acknowledge the weight of their lives and to reaffirm her own commitment.

"That's why I've brought my friend here."

When she gestured toward Yang Se-Hee, the woman flinched ever so slightly.

Seeing this, Eun-Ha's eyes reflected concern.
No matter how much confidence Se-Hee had gained, she had never experienced this kind of attention in her life.

*She promised to prove she could use the sanctuary when she came here, but can she really do it? If anything happens to Se-Hee...*

Yang Se-Hee had always been like this.
Hunching her shoulders due to lack of confidence was her daily habit. Combined with her small animal-like appearance, she was easily underestimated.

*Plus, Se-Hee is a doppelganger. A power user who's easily dismissed...*

It might have been fine if a doppelganger could just make minor copies of superpowers.

But doppelgangers faced another problem after copying.
They couldn't focus on just one ability.
Due to the nature of their power, they needed to see numerous abilities and know how to use them directly.
Copying an ability and mastering the copied ability were two different matters.

*And also...*

Eun-Ha looked at the magic crystal Yang Se-Hee was holding, the one she had given her.

*How does she plan to use that? Doppelgangers can't copy my abilities. Even Chris could only copy my appearance, not my original body enhancement ability.*

Though magic had been crystallized to allow others to use it, not just anyone could use it.

If that were possible, there would be no reason to rely solely on Hong Yu-Jin.
There would be no need to go through the trouble of inserting it into special devices and activating it with electrical resources instead of magical power.

Noticing Eun-Ha's gaze, Yang Se-Hee gently moved her arm and took Eun-Ha's hand.

"It's okay. I volunteered for this."

Surprisingly, there was no anxiety in Yang Se-Hee's eyes.
She felt the warmth of Eun-Ha's hand and her eyes shone.

"I may still be inexperienced, but I came because I believe I can help you all."

Yang Se-Hee released Eun-Ha's hand and stepped forward.
She placed her hand on her chest and met the heroes' gazes directly.

The heroes were puzzled by the sudden appearance of this unfamiliar young woman. At the same time, they were curious.
What kind of ability did she possess to speak with such confidence?

They didn't doubt her.
Whatever else, this was a young woman personally introduced by Eun-Ha. The heroes' eyes gleamed with a strange belief that she wasn't just there to make up numbers.

"Well then..."

Yang Se-Hee turned her back and focused her mind on Eun-Ha.
In that moment, her aura changed.

Had her appearance changed? No.
There was no special flow of magical power that could be felt.
But something had definitely changed.
An indescribable sensation was felt not just by Eun-Ha, but by everyone present.

Then it happened.
With a rustle, Yang Se-Hee's hair color began to change.
Silver-white, like platinum. Evidence that she had copied Eun-Ha.

"Like this..."

Yang Se-Hee, with her changed hair color, turned around to face the heroes again.

Though she had gained confidence, years of habit couldn't be ignored, and she hesitantly revealed the magic crystal she had been clutching.
Everyone's attention focused on her small hand.

"That's the one embedded in the training room!"

The heroes couldn't fail to recognize the magic crystal.

"No way...!"
"Come to think of it, someone borrowed that from the training room a month ago."
"Ah, the Commander took it personally. Instead, the Commander worked in the training room using that..."

Those who immediately recognized what the magic crystal was used for had their expectations raised.

"Yah!"

When Yang Se-Hee infused magical power into the crystal, a yellow light spread around them with a whoosh!

"It really is the sanctuary."

Eun-Ha stared at Yang Se-Hee's back with wide eyes.
This was indeed the sanctuary.
The output was only about as much as when she herself had first been able to use the sanctuary, but the range was hardly different from what she could manage now.

"Wow!"

The heroes let out involuntary cheers.
There was only one Eun-Ha, and the gates had opened in two locations.
The structure meant one place would have to be sacrificed.
But Yang Se-Hee's appearance had mitigated this sacrifice.
The anxiety remaining in their hearts melted away at once.

"Hehe."

Yang Se-Hee wore a satisfied expression. She turned around to face Eun-Ha and started grinning broadly.

"Even though it consumes a ton of magical power, Magica Essential sent me plenty of magic replenishment supplements. With this, I can be helpful too, right?"

She was glad she had accepted Kim Se-Won's proposal.
The three months spent with Chris had been incredibly difficult, but seeing people cheering like this made her heart race in a way she couldn't express in words, making all that hardship worthwhile.

"Of course."

Eun-Ha hugged Yang Se-Hee, surprised by her unexpected growth.

At this level, casualties would be significantly reduced.
They could do this.
The relatively weak effect of the sanctuary could be compensated for with greater numbers.

Resisting the urge to hug her longer, Eun-Ha realized they couldn't waste time. She released the embrace and stood beside Yang Se-Hee.

"Well then. Shall we go now?"

All that remained was to minimize the damage to the two cities.
At Eun-Ha's words, the cheering heroes fell silent at once.

Now, it was time to head to the battlefield.


* * *


Tokyo was in despair.
Monstrous creatures poured endlessly from the sky, while the ground was filled with people's screams, the sound of flesh tearing, bones breaking—sounds that made one's skin crawl just by hearing them.

Japan's heroes weren't sitting idle.
The enemy's numbers and power were simply overwhelming.

"Ugh!"

Hongo Hayato, a B-rank hero of the Japanese Hero Association, was barely blocking the hybrid's attacks visible through his mask.

One arm was already injured.
The other arm wasn't in much better shape.
The only reason he was still alive was because the monster before him was toying with him.

-Grrrr!

The creature's claws flew at him diagonally from below, aiming for his thigh and torso.
Hayato stepped back and swung his sword in a diagonal slash.

Clang! His sword was deflected with a sensation that numbed his wrist.
This was Hayato's strategy.

"Huaaah!"

In the brief moment when the hybrid stiffened after swinging its claws—the instant the sword made contact with the claws—Hayato minimized the damage by releasing his strength, then clenched his fist and thrust it forward.

-Kuk!

Thwack!
But his punch, delivered with all his might, was blocked all too easily by the hybrid's hand.

"No!"

He had hoped to inflict at least some damage, but never imagined it would be blocked so easily.
The hybrid looked at the bewildered Hayato and raised one corner of its mouth in a smirk.

Crunch! Crack!

"Aaaaargh!"

Hayato's fist began to crumble, glove and all. The hybrid's strength was vastly superior to a human's.
It didn't take long for his flesh to burst and the bones in his hand to be completely shattered.

"Aaaaargh!!"

Thud! Hayato fell to his knees, writhing in agony.

-Hmm... I'm bored.
"You... you can speak human language!"
-What's so strange about that? I'm different from the riffraff.

Boredom was evident in its voice, which sounded like metal being scraped.
The hybrid raised its arm with an indifferent expression.

-So die.

Hayato's gaze fixed on the raised arm.
Those sharp claws easily cut through everything they touched.
Yet he couldn't escape.
His shattered hand was still in the hybrid's grip.

*Is this how I die?*

Hayato trembled.
An endless sense of despair washed over him.
For just one creature to be this powerful—it was a strength incomparable to any monster he'd faced before.

*I'm sorry. Your brother is going first.*

Hayato squeezed his eyes shut, bracing for the pain to come.
That's when it happened.
Whoosh! A brilliant light spread around them.

-Hmm?!

Distracted by the unexpected phenomenon, the hybrid's attention shifted.
It released Hayato's fist and turned around to look in the direction the light had come from.

-What is this...!

The strength was draining from its body. This was incomprehensible.

"This is!"

In contrast, Hayato realized that vitality was surging through his body.
His tattered left arm and shattered right hand were rapidly healing.
The phenomenon was so incomprehensible that he wondered if he was hallucinating.

As his body returned to normal in an instant, Hayato suddenly became curious about the source of this light.

"!!!!"

His eyes widened.
A large gate had opened at the source of the light.
People he had never seen before were walking out of the gate, led by a platinum-haired young woman.

"You can rest easy now."

The young woman's eyes were looking directly at Hayato.
Despite being hundreds of meters away, her voice reached his ears clearly.

"We are Stellarlis. The ones who protect the world from The Mute One."

After saying this, the young woman kicked off the ground.

Ch.498 - Ash Is A Very Stubborn Child
"You can rest easy now."

Despite being just a few words from a young girl, why did they bring such reassurance? Why did they inspire such trust?

Hayato couldn't understand it. His heart simply whispered that he could relax now, that hope was visible. His eyes sparkled as he gazed at Virginia in a trance-like state.

Virginia smiled sweetly. Judging by the man's reaction, the chokers around their necks and the earphones in one ear must have translated properly.

Virginia's gaze shifted to the left, where heroes were easily dispatching the hybrids that had been stealthily gathering.

*These seem quite effective. Mine is still being adjusted so I don't know when it'll be ready... but I'm quite looking forward to it.*

Virginia's gaze slid downward to the objects in the heroes' hands.

Currently issued to only some A-rank and B-rank heroes, they were weapons—a hybrid countermeasure composite system, provisionally called "devices," humanity's new armament.

The prototype had been created quite some time ago, but this was its first practical use.

*Going to meet hybrids voluntarily would be suicide, so this couldn't be helped. I'm glad they seem to be working properly.*

Virginia's expression showed visible relief. Meeting hybrids was like going to North Korea.

Except for cases like the unicorn hybrid that appeared in the sewers or those invading through gates, hybrids generally remained holed up in their base in North Korea. Even if one were to go there, the chance of facing them one-on-one was practically zero.

*The question is whether they can respond to hybrid attacks... but they seem fine against anything but exceptionally strong individuals. I should request mass production.*

Virginia turned her gaze again. Her face, as she looked at Hayato, overflowed with benevolence—at least that's how it appeared to him.

"May I ask your name?"
"I'm... called Hongo Hayato."

Hayato instinctively corrected his speech pattern. Despite her being much younger than him, he felt he shouldn't address her casually.

Suddenly, the scene he had witnessed earlier flashed through his mind. A girl with pure white light behind her. If that light had looked like wings, he would have been laughable. Hayato bowed his head and smiled bitterly.

"Please contact the Japanese heroes. They should be experiencing the same phenomenon that happened to your body, so we must seize this opportunity."
"Yes!"

Hayato jerked his head up and nodded with shining eyes.

*If I'm with this girl. If I'm with these foreign heroes who came with her, we might be able to overcome this desperate situation.*

Despite having no concrete assurance, a vague hope dominated his mind. That's how overwhelming Virginia's presence was.

"Looks like we're moving now. Hey, don't stray from me. You might get a hole in your chest if you try to show off."
"I know. Do I look like a child who just shows off? I know my limits. But I've gotten stronger too. I don't plan to just sit still like a lady."

Ash, who had been watching Virginia and Hayato's conversation, pretended to check his body before combat. He clenched and unclenched his fists, shook his legs a couple of times, and moved his waist.

*The medicine has run out, so my body is screaming. It's breaking down... but I'm still okay for now.*

Though each movement brought piercing pain, Ash's expression remained unchanged. He even managed to put on an act, raising the corner of his mouth as if looking forward to battle.

*As promised, I'm outside the influence.*

Despite being under the sanctuary's influence, he couldn't feel its effects because Virginia had deliberately excluded him. He had no reason to regret this—it was what he wanted.

*If I let myself feel relief, that's the end.*

He clenched his fist tightly, whipping himself mentally. His jaw ached from gritting his teeth to endure the continuous pain.

He had been walking this tightrope for months now. Being constantly pushed to the edge had allowed him to grow rapidly.

*I'm not Jin Yong-han, I'm Ash. I'll prove that.*

He never wanted to live long. He just wanted to prove that he was a completely different being from the original Jin Yong-han.

"By the way... you know."
"Hmm?"
"...No, it's nothing."

Han Yu-bin hesitated, her lips moving several times. She seemed to have something to say, something bothering her. What could it be? There was no need to hear it—he already knew.

Ash chuckled and lightly patted Han Yu-bin's head.

"Don't worry. I'll get the job done. I'll protect you from the hybrid horde."

Han Yu-bin's greatest concern was Kim Se-won. To keep watching him and eventually take him back from Virginia, she needed to survive. In other words, she wanted to live.

"...I get it!"

Han Yu-bin slapped his hand away. Continuing to look at him made her angry, so she crossed her arms and turned away sharply.

Virginia, who had been quietly observing this, spoke to Hayato, considering a remote possibility.

"Just in case, how is the civilian evacuation situation?"
"We evacuated everyone in advance, but... the shelters probably won't hold much longer. They might be breached soon. Plus, some people are refusing to leave their homes..."
"...I understand. Have you roughly identified those who are staying in their homes?"
"Yes. It's mandatory to conduct a headcount after citizens enter the shelters. And we've received reports that all citizens with families have entered the shelters."

Hayato obediently shared all the information he knew with Virginia.

*So they don't check each person's location individually, but just note the addresses of those missing. And besides those with families...*

Beep! Virginia's communication device rang.

*What's this? Ah...!*

Without being asked, Hayato had sent the personnel information he had to her communication device. Virginia looked at Hayato, who was nodding with a serious expression.

*If it's someone who can act independently, with mobility and stealth abilities...*

Only a few of the heroes who came here met these conditions. Fortunately, there were people who fit these criteria.

"Ash. Han Yu-bin. Please rescue the isolated citizens. You don't need to prioritize combat."

Virginia pointed at the two.

"There aren't that many people to rescue, so it shouldn't be too difficult. Ash, that would be more comfortable for you too, right?"
"Fine by me. But..."

Ash naturally agreed. If Virginia, who prioritized maintaining heroes' capabilities, stayed nearby, she might heal him against his will.

"What will you do?"
"If that's what I'm told to do, of course I'll do it."

Han Yu-bin also didn't argue with Virginia. She nodded, surprisingly compliant.

This showed her ability to properly distinguish between public and private matters, not prioritizing personal feelings. It was a side of her that Virginia had seen occasionally over the past two months.

*Yu-bin with her ability to conceal herself and Ash who can manipulate wind are perfect for this mission.*

And Virginia also didn't let personal feelings interfere with public matters.

*This eliminates the possibility of Se-won choosing to save Yu-bin.*

Or at least she pretended not to.

That's when it happened.

Keeeeeng-!

The surrounding air trembled finely. Soon it changed into a large vibration, and crack! Space opened its maw. A pitch-black darkness where nothing could be seen revealed itself.

"Wh-what?! Another gate...!"
"No. It's alright."

When Hayato made a fuss about the suddenly appearing gate, Virginia restrained him with her hand.

"How can it be alright?! Tokyo is already devastated by hybrids! If reinforcements have come here...!"
"It's really okay."

Unlike Hayato, who was sweating profusely and ready to fight, Virginia remained calm. Not a hint of fighting spirit could be seen from her. The other heroes around were the same, merely creating distance between themselves and Virginia.

Woong! A large vibration sounded from the gate. Simultaneously, a smooth leg emerged from the gate.

"Sorry I'm late."
"No, we were just about to start, so it's fine."

Click. The first to emerge from the gate was a girl with snow-white hair flowing gracefully—Don-Hil.

-Grrrrrr...!

As Don-Hil emerged, numerous monsters followed. There were even some A-rank monsters never seen before. Their highly excited state, as if they wanted to taste blood immediately, showed they were the original species of hybrids.

"What is this...?"
"I told you, didn't I? It's fine. These are humanity's allies, the Gresorians."

Virginia smiled gently and then looked around with a serious expression. The heroes gathered in one place at her action.

"I'll say it again. You are heroes. You are also members of our Stellarlis. This battle is the first large-scale combat since humanity and the Gresorians formed an alliance. Please make sure not to attack each other under any circumstances."
"Yes!"
"Then please move according to the formations I mentioned earlier."

Virginia cast enhancement magic on everyone, signaling the start of the operation.

"Yes!"

Only Virginia, Kim Se-won, Hayato, and finally Don-Hil remained, while the heroes and monsters rushed toward their designated locations.


* * *


"Japan seems to be quite formidable too. There are many heroes fighting hard."
"They're the second strongest after Korea. Unlike other countries, Japan has those who became strong through bizarre training methods."
"Bizarre training methods..."
"Why are you staring at me like that?"
"It's nothing."

Han Yu-bin pretended to look at her communication device while trying to hide her uncomfortable expression.

*Who's the one with the most bizarre training here?*

But she couldn't help complaining inwardly. Honestly, she didn't want to bring Ash along. If he hadn't insisted on coming, acting uncharacteristically stubborn, she would have told him to stay put somewhere like a hospital.

*He could die at any moment.*

Over the past few months, Han Yu-bin had been forced to interact with Ash frequently. Naturally, she had learned a lot about him.

She noticed how he deliberately hid his pain. She knew why he usually pretended to be calm and taciturn, keeping his mouth shut. She even learned roughly what he liked.

At the same time, there was much she didn't know.

Why was he so desperate? Why didn't he take care of his body? Why did he train so rigorously even when his body was screaming in pain?

*This time, I'll definitely find out.*

Han Yu-bin made an inner promise. She would make this person, who insisted on completing his mission despite being in the most precarious condition, admit his weakness.

"Here it is."
"Something's written in Japanese. Hmm..."

Arriving at their first destination, the two found large paper with scrawled writing on the door.

It looked like the paper had been attached first and then written on with a permanent marker, as ink had seeped beyond the paper.

Curious, Han Yu-bin used the translation function on her communication device.

"It says something like 'Do you think I believe in heroes?'"
"Then I'll force it open. Step back."

Thud. Han Yu-bin's body was gently pushed back by Ash's outstretched hand.
Screech! An afterimage appeared on Ash's arm as the door was sliced off.

"Heroes are fools who risk their lives to save even those who want to die, but I can't do that. My life is precious."

Ash spoke in a calm voice as he grabbed the collar of a citizen who was screaming and struggling.

"Oh, okay."

Han Yu-bin guided the citizen with a dazed expression.

Their actions continued. Han Yu-bin took on the role of navigator and safely guiding citizens to shelters, while Ash handled any hybrids they encountered and broke through barricaded doors. They moved over twenty citizens this way.

"Phew. Is this the last one?"
"Thirty minutes since the operation started... The noise has decreased compared to when we started. You'd think we'd be tired by now, but my body still feels energetic."
"The sanctuary and enhancement have increased our endurance ridiculously."
"Yes... as much as I hate to admit it."

Han Yu-bin checked her body condition, which was still full of energy. She had repeatedly carried people while concealing herself dozens of times, yet she was fine.

*On the other hand, Ash...*

Glancing sideways at Ash's face, she saw it was in terrible condition. Though he still pretended to be calm, his face was drenched in cold sweat as if he was struggling to endure. His eyebrows even twitched occasionally.

"Are you really okay?"
"What?"
"Don't try to hide it. I know what condition your body is in."
"Shut up. I know my own body best. I'm perfectly fine. I'm just a little tired because I'm not being healed in real-time."
"You...!!"

Han Yu-bin was dumbfounded. To put it bluntly, he was acting like a child. He was being too stubborn. No one would believe such an obvious lie.

"There's only me—"
"Move."

Thwack! A strong arm pushed her aside. Ash swung his sword where Han Yu-bin had been standing.

Clang! The sword collided with claws.

"So it's you. The one walking around shedding the blood of your comrades."
"What? Have you come for revenge?"

Ash raised his sword and examined the hybrid that had appeared before him. Its body was covered in black shell. The sharp teeth visible whenever it opened its mouth gave the impression that once it bit, it would never let go until death. Add to that four legs firmly planted on the ground, claws extending from its feet, and a long pointed tail.

*This will be tough.*

It appeared to be an agile specimen with excellent offensive and defensive capabilities.

"Not at all. The death of comrades is created by weakness. And you're just prey that's good to eat."
"We'll have to see about that."

Ash slightly bent his knees and took a stance. The hybrid also lowered its posture further, as if ready to pounce at any moment.

A moment of silence. A weak wind blew through the quiet place. This was the signal.

"Bark, you mutt!"
"Grrrrrr!"

Clang! The sword and claws collided again.

Ch.499 - Blood Spurts!
Virginia, Kim Se-Won, Don-Hil, and Hayato were moving separately as a special task force.

They were using Don-Hil's mobility to assist various heroes and deal with hybrids acting alone.

"The battle situation is visibly improving thanks to the alliance between heroes and monsters... but these hybrids are still tough."
"Yeah. But thanks to my sanctuary, we're holding on with our endurance and taking them down little by little. As long as no exceptionally strong ones appear, the advantage is ours."

After surveying the overall situation, Don-Hil sighed and voiced her thoughts.
Glancing at Virginia, she could tell she was thinking something similar.

*It's been a while since I've seen her like this.*

Though small, she looked dignified.
Her utterly serious demeanor wasn't that of a girl but of a hero incarnate.
It was the complete opposite of her usual girlish appearance, yet it felt so natural that Don-Hil found herself staring blankly.
Catching herself, she quickly fixed her expression. If she'd realized a moment later, she would have been grinning foolishly.

Clearing her throat with a "Ahem," Don-Hil continued speaking.

"Certainly, this might be the best approach for now."

The current situation wasn't bad.
In fact, from Gresorion's perspective, it couldn't be better.
The monsters had been getting restless after not having any significant battles for quite some time.

"This will help our children take a step forward too."

The species that naturally grew through struggle had finally been released from stagnation. Don-Hil felt relieved about this, but suddenly noticed a figure at the edge of her vision.

"That's...!"

Don-Hil's finger pointed to the distance. There was Ash, gripping the sword at his waist while facing off against a hybrid.

"He's definitely not in good shape."
"That man?"
"Yes. His body looks darkened all over. I can see a deep red gradually appearing... that can't be good."

Virginia's eyes immediately saw through Ash's physical condition.
His body was so damaged that it wouldn't be strange if he was writhing in agony.
No, it was beyond mere damage. He was slowly collapsing, heading toward death.

Virginia was concerned about Ash, who still stubbornly refused her healing.

"Temporarily enduring pain is one thing, but continuously bearing it isn't something a human should be able to do..."

Pain grows stronger the more you try to endure it.
Unlike other sensations, it's impossible to adapt to pain.

"And the more you endure, the lower your threshold gets, turning into even greater pain. Pain also takes a mental toll. It's either a miracle he's maintaining his sanity, or he's just pretending..."
"Shouldn't we help him then?"

Hayato, who had been quietly listening to Virginia, glanced at Ash and spoke urgently.
An ally was in crisis—shouldn't they help immediately? Just before the operation began, she herself had expressed concern for all the heroes' lives.
Of course they should help.
He believed they would help.

"No."
"What?!"

But Virginia just slowly shook her head.
Hayato, who had expected Virginia to suggest going to help, blinked in shock.
He even rubbed his ears, wondering if he'd misheard.

"I'm not ignoring his condition. Besides... look. He's more than a match for that opponent."

Virginia's hand pointed toward Ash, who had drawn his sword.
As Ash slightly bent his knees, he and the hybrid clashed.

Clang! The sword and claws crossed.
Despite the distance, the sound reached them clearly.

The contact between sword and claws lasted only an instant. The wolf-like beast hybrid immediately created distance, then quickly circled around him.

"Huff! That speed is impossible...!"

Hayato widened his eyes in astonishment. The speed was difficult to follow even with his eyes.

Despite appearing heavy with hard carapace covering its body, the hybrid moved incredibly fast.

"Even your precious A-rank heroes knelt before my speed and defense!"

The creature sneered, mocking Ash. It seemed to see his future clearly.

"And you'll be next!"

The hybrid, moving so fast it left afterimages to confuse Ash's eyes, charged toward his right arm.

But Ash seemed completely unaware, simply gripping his sword facing forward.
Eventually, the hybrid's form approached right in front of him.
Its claws aimed for Ash's right arm.

"Ash!!"

Han Yu-Bin, who was watching this clearly, screamed.

Slash-!

A smooth cutting sound echoed softly.

"Don't make such a racket."

Swoosh-! The hybrid that appeared on Ash's left retreated, scraping the ground.
The carapace that had covered its foreleg was cut off, exposing the flesh beneath.

"You... how...!"

Simultaneously, the image of the hybrid swinging its arm at Ash rippled away.

"If you want to confuse someone with mere afterimages, try it on the small fry."

Ash swung his sword with an indifferent face.
Whoosh- A gentle wind swept across the hybrid's entire body.

"!!!!"

The creature gaped in shock at the unbelievable sensation in its body.
Crack-crack-crack- All the carapace that had boasted strong defense fell off from his sword.

"What, is this...!"

The hybrid's eyes trembled.
It couldn't believe what was happening.
How could a mere human cut away all of its carapace?

"Grrrrrr-!!"

The hybrid lowered its stance, trying to compose itself. It looked ready to charge immediately.

*Hmph! Now that the heavy carapace is gone, I'm even faster...!*

Thud! It stomped the ground.
Legs now faster than before completely erased the hybrid's form.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!
Instantly exceeding the speed of sound, the air exploded around them.

*Removing my carapace will be your downfall! Human!*

It was the same movement as before, but the increased speed made it impossible to detect.
The speed was impossible to follow with the eyes.
The hybrid carefully, sharply waited for an opportunity.

Meanwhile, Ash stood still, just like before, looking straight ahead.

*Stupid fool!*

It thought Ash believed he could match its speed.
That he firmly believed he wouldn't be caught like before.

*Such arrogant thinking invites death.*

The beast's eyes assessed which part of the vulnerable body would be most appropriate to strike.

Ash remained calm. He wasn't flustered at all. Nor was he tense.

The creature's movements were too fast to follow with the eyes.
Trying to judge by sound was difficult as his hearing became numbed by the countless loud noises.

"You're mistaken."

Yet he firmly believed the advantage was his.

"Don't you realize I wasn't even looking at you when I cut you?"

In that moment, his arm moved rapidly. It seemed to vibrate.

Slash-

"Ugh?!"

A single flash of the sword rang out.
A short groan followed.

The hybrid was suspended in mid-air, having aimed for Ash's back.
Its eyes were wide open, wearing an expression of disbelief.

Crack! The creature's form split in half.
Crack! Crack! The halves split again.
And again into smaller pieces.
It continued to be cut into increasingly smaller fragments without pause.

"I've seen that before! Could it be that this man is a disciple of Silver Flash, the S-rank hero from Korea?!"

Hayato, who had been watching the situation, exclaimed almost like a scream. He had never seen anyone besides Silver Flash use a technique that transformed a single swing into countless slashes.

"No. He's not her disciple."
"What?!"
"He just stole it. He watched videos of Silver Flash, endlessly copied her techniques, and evolved them into his own."

Virginia spoke calmly, though she too found the sight unbelievable.

*I never thought he'd grow this much in just a few months. Though it's accelerating his body's collapse.*

She wondered if it was right to leave him to die like this. At the same time, she felt uncomfortable.
She couldn't stand having another man in her thoughts besides Kim Se-Won. She wanted to resolve this issue as quickly as possible.

"Well, it seems he's fine over there, so let's check on the other heroes. Butterfly."
"Okay."

At Virginia's words, Don-Hil used spatial magic. A portal the size of an adult man opened before her.

*Why is Ash...*

Walking into the portal, Virginia pondered the question that had come to mind.

*Why is he trying to get stronger while pushing himself so hard? Even if he gets stronger, it's meaningless if he dies before he can properly use that power.*

She wondered why he was pushing himself so hard to become stronger.
He already seemed strong enough, yet he still refused her healing.

"Hey, are you okay?"

Her cousin, Han Yu-Bin, felt the same way.
Despite the anticlimactic end to the battle, Yu-Bin approached him with a worried expression.

"I'm fi—"

Thud! Ash's body shook violently.
He dropped to one knee and quickly covered his mouth.

"Kuhp!"

Black blood spurted between his hand and mouth.
His body had already reached its limit. Using so much power at once had accelerated his body's collapse.

"Blood...! You! I told you that you should be resting in the hospital! Why are you being so stubborn...!"
"...I won't yield to something like this!"

Ash carelessly splattered the blood on his hand around him. He flexed his hand repeatedly, trying to regain sensation.
Having smelled blood, there was a good chance other hybrids would approach.

"I said I would protect you. That's all you need to know."
"Protect what! You're the one who needs protection right now! Stop arguing and let's go to that woman! I'll send a distress signal!"

Yu-Bin urgently raised her hand.
During operations, messages sent to Virginia through the communication terminal would be converted to distress signals and an alarm would be sent.

"Really, this is why I didn't want to bring you! When we get back after the operation, I'm definitely going to ask why you're pushing yourself so hard!"

Even while grumbling, her hand was searching for Virginia's name in the contact list.
After finding the name "Shin Eun-Ha," Yu-Bin's finger suddenly stopped.

*I don't want to.*

A rival. A woman she couldn't stand to look at.
She didn't want to ask for help from her.

*But I have no choice.*

Yu-Bin gritted her teeth and moved her hand.
Business was business, personal feelings aside.
Besides, she wasn't heartless enough to coldly abandon someone who had come into her care.

"Stop it."

Thud! A blood-covered hand grabbed Yu-Bin's wrist.
Ash forcibly lowered her arm with blazing eyes.
The distance between the man and woman naturally closed.

*The smell is so strong... the scent of blood.*

As they suddenly got closer, Yu-Bin smelled the overwhelmingly fishy scent of blood.
Her pupils trembled.
This blood smell seemed like evidence that his condition was deteriorating in real-time.

"But your body...!"
"There's no time."

Ash quietly pointed behind him.
Thud, roll- Something rolled up behind Ash's back.

"Kyaak?!"

Yu-Bin was startled when she saw what had rolled up. Without realizing it, she found herself in Ash's arms.

A strange scent came from Ash's body.
Not the smell of blood.
A more fragrant scent, something that seemed to pull at her heart.

*What am I doing!*

Startled, Yu-Bin pulled away from Ash and looked at what she had seen earlier.

What had flown behind Ash was a human head.
The person had died in such agony that their eyes hadn't even closed.

"That, that person...! That's who we were supposed to rescue!"
"Yes. It seems they were killed some time ago. By those creatures."

Ash turned around to examine the newcomers.

"Hmph."

The hybrid at the front snorted as it looked at the finely sliced remains of the hybrid. There wasn't the slightest hint of sadness for losing a comrade in its expression.

"Is today some kind of beast party?"

Ash roughly wiped the blood from his mouth and gripped his sword again.

A creature with long saber-like fangs was standing on all fours yet was about the same height as an adult man.

Another hybrid resembling a gorilla had sharp scales all over its body.

A pig-headed creature with bulging muscles stood on two legs, breathing heavily. Its bloodshot eyes looked at Yu-Bin as if licking her.

The last one was invisible.
It was definitely present, but only its presence could be felt.

*This is bad.*

Ash assessed the strength of the four newly appeared hybrids.
The situation had suddenly become 4 against 1.
Moreover, his body was collapsing faster, and he had to protect Yu-Bin too.

He might really die this time.
Ash felt a drop of cold sweat running down his cheek as he swung his sword.

Ch.500 - Glass Cannon Ash
I watched the four new hybrids that had appeared. They were slowly trying to surround Ash and Han Yu-bin, while Ash moved carefully to protect her and avoid being encircled.

*These ones seem weaker than the ones we just defeated...*

After quickly assessing the hybrids before him, Ash calmly gauged his own strength and physical condition.

Could he fight? It was possible.
But his physical condition was worse than he'd thought.
He'd used more strength than expected when taking down the wolf-like beast hybrid.
The aftermath was putting strain on his body.

His fingertips trembled constantly, and strength was draining from his lower body.
His back screamed in pain.
His vision blurred and cleared repeatedly.
The only comfort was that he could still breathe somewhat normally.

*I thought I knew my body best, but was that just arrogance?*

It was a critical mistake. If that hybrid had been able to react to his speed earlier, his condition would be even more serious.

*At least my body still moves.*

Ash glanced sideways, aware of Han Yu-bin behind him.

What she had said when they arrived here—that she had become strong enough—wasn't a lie.
She truly had shown brilliant growth. By her third year, she would likely be counted among the strongest in the academy.
And that was the problem.

Despite her growth, she wasn't yet strong enough to handle these hybrids.
He needed to avoid a situation where she would step forward out of concern for him.

*I must protect the person who saved my life, the benefactor who has kept me alive until now.*

If she hadn't taken him in, he would certainly have died long ago.
That's how desperate his situation had been back then.
He would have annihilated the remnants of the villains and collapsed in solitude.
He wouldn't have had time to train himself.

That's why he would protect her.
He would win no matter what. Even if he collapsed, he would win first.
Gritting his teeth, Ash concluded, *I can fight.*

*If I deliberately fight while releasing my power, those magical girls will notice. They're sensitive to the flow of magical energy.*

If he did that, someone would likely come to protect Han Yu-bin, at least.

"Let's run away. We can manage it now!"
"No. We're not running."
"What?! I can hide our presence if I use my power."
"No. It would be difficult. Look at their appearance. They're beasts. And that one with the pig snout probably has a developed sense of smell. Hybrids or monsters with prominent animal features typically inherit those animal traits, so escape is impossible."

Han Yu-bin's face turned pale at his words that escape was impossible.
Then she bit her lip and forcibly regained her composure.

Ash heard a grinding sound from behind and maintained his composure as best he could.
He didn't want to appear weak in front of the girl who had forcibly pushed away her fear.

*This one could be a variable.*

The only thing bothering him was that his blade was somewhat damaged.

*Unless I aim for soft spots, or infuse more magical energy, this will be difficult.*

Earlier, after clashing twice with the hybrid's claws, the edge had been damaged.

"If we can't escape...!"

Meanwhile, Han Yu-bin kept an eye on the slowly moving hybrids while touching her neck.
Something around her neck came loose, and a diamond-shaped ornament emerged from between her breasts.
The ornament was just large enough to fit in the palm of a hand.

She handed this object to Ash.

"What is this?"
"I'm giving it to you because I don't want to die. Got it?"

Ash took the warm object that had been nestled between her breasts and asked Han Yu-bin while feeling its texture.
Looking directly at it was difficult, as he couldn't take his eyes off the hybrids for fear they might pounce.

"First, infuse it with magical energy. It's just an empty shell since it hasn't been authenticated yet, but it won't take long."
"...Understood."

Though frustrated at not knowing what it was, Ash obediently followed her instructions and infused it with magical energy.

"Tsk, I was going to give this to you as a reward when you did something good..."

Ash overheard Han Yu-bin muttering behind him but focused on the sensation in his hand.
Beep-beep-beep! With a short beeping sound, the object in his hand began to absorb magical energy.
Not only that, but a small needle emerged and pricked his hand, collecting blood.

[User authentication complete. Master authority granted. Master, please state your name.]
"?! ...Ash. Ash Wilson."
[Ash Wilson. Confirmed. Current status is standby. Without further operation, proceeding to next sequence.]

The voice that seemed to come from inside his head rather than his hand sounded like Han Yu-bin's. With this phenomenon, Ash immediately realized what she had given him.

"Have you forgotten who I am? I'm the arrogant young lady with the Five Stars backing me. Since Five Stars supports part of the production costs, I can have at least one prototype."
"But why give it to me instead of using it yourself?"
"Do I have to explain every little thing?!"

Han Yu-bin shrieked.

*This was the perfect moment to brag about how I specially made this because I was concerned about the cheap sword he picked up from somewhere!*

Although it was made specifically for Ash, Han Yu-bin missed her chance to take credit.
Meanwhile, something strange happened in Ash's hand.

[No registered suit. No stored weapons.]
[Entering search sequence.]
[Searching for appropriate armament...]
[Analysis of optimal armament for Master Ash complete. Deploying.]

"Ugh?!"

Flash! The diamond-shaped object in Ash's hand emitted a bright light.
Ash instinctively frowned and squeezed his eyes shut.
The light enveloped the right side of Ash's upper body, specifically where he held the sword.

[Deployment complete. User Ash, I wish you good fortune.]
[Awaiting user's magical energy response. This armament, a hybrid countermeasure composite system, will assist the user's magical energy activity.]

As Han Yu-bin's voice faded from Ash's mind, the light disappeared as well.
In place of the light was black armor covering his right arm, shoulder, and chest.

*My body moves more easily...?*

Ash couldn't hide his surprise at the suddenly appearing armament.
His body felt lighter. The pain had lessened.
It would be more accurate to say that the worst situation, where even using a little magical energy threw his body into chaos, had improved to merely bad.

*It's like an illusion. I can hardly believe I'm wearing armor.*

Ash lightly moved his shoulder and arm.
Despite its cumbersome appearance, it didn't hinder his movement at all. The weight balance wasn't disrupted either.

*The sword has completely changed too. It's as if something has been overlaid on it.*

Additionally, the curved sword he had taken from a villain and used until now was also overlaid with a deep purple metal.
This reinforced its strength and restored the chipped parts.

"This will help, at any rate."

After all she had done for him, he needed to protect Han Yu-bin even more.
With a stern face, Ash nodded once and swung his sword horizontally.
Swish! A very thin sound rang in his ears. The weight of the sword hadn't changed much either.

"Haa... phew."
"Don't push yourself too hard. If possible, let's escape. Understand? That thing reduces the burden on your body; it doesn't heal a broken body."
"I understand."

From receiving the armament from Han Yu-bin to its deployment took about one minute. Not much time had passed, but the hybrids wouldn't stay still.
After taking a deep breath, Ash drew magical energy from his core.

*As expected.*

Unlike earlier when he felt pain just from drawing magical energy, his body now felt much lighter.
His revitalized body, though still creaking, seemed like it would move as he intended.

*Now that they've let their guard down, I'll use my full strength.*

As the burden disappeared, so did the fear of death.

Whoosh—
Ash's body moved forward with the power of the wind.

With one flash, the ground flipped over.
With the second flash, the upturned ground turned to powder.
With the third flash, the creatures' limbs were severed.

"Arrrgh!"

Just as he was about to deliver the final strike, the limbless hybrids rolled on the ground, screaming.
Their bodies were gradually rotting. Extreme poison was eating away at them, causing their bodies to go limp.

"So this is the power of the new weapon."

Ash stood still, quietly observing the hybrids' condition before shifting his gaze to the blade.
A weapon developed solely to destroy hybrids. Though still a prototype, its power was exceptional.

"Amazing..."

Han Yu-bin stared with wide eyes, marveling at what had just happened.
She could hardly believe that the man who had been at death's door moments ago had accomplished this.

"Ugh..."
"!! Ash!"

Thud! Ash's body collapsed forward.
Han Yu-bin, who had been blankly watching this scene, felt her heart sink and rushed toward him.

"Kuhk!"

The fallen Ash was coughing up blood.
It was black blood, just like before.

"Are you okay?!"
"This much is fine...! Thanks to you...!"

Ash breathed heavily and looked at the sword again.
If not for this new weapon, his life would have truly been in danger.
It assisted the movement of magical energy, reducing the burden on his body. Plus, its power was strong, further lessening the strain.

"Really! If I knew this would happen, why did you insist on coming here?!"

Han Yu-bin deliberately shouted loudly at Ash, who was suffering and coughing up blood.

*This will work...!*

While distracting him with her voice, she sent an emergency message to Virginia through her communication device.

"I... I...!!"

Ash, who had been stubbornly silent about his reasons for coming here, raised his trembling arm, braced himself against the ground, and lifted his upper body.

*Since birth as a clone, I've known my days would be numbered.*

He barely managed to sit up by forcing strength into his unresponsive legs.

"If it was going to be this hard, you could have at least asked that woman for treatment...! Why did you stubbornly end up like this?!"

Ash opened his mouth at Han Yu-bin's worried words.

"I know. I know that would let me live longer."

He knew that receiving treatment from Virginia could free him from the limits of his lifespan.
But that wasn't acceptable.

It would reduce his desperation.
He needed to reach a place that could only be attained by driving himself at the boundary between life and death.
If he had accepted treatment when she offered, his power wouldn't have grown this strong. He would certainly have remained much weaker.

"I've known... all along...!"

Ash raised his trembling arm.
Putting strength into his waist and legs, he used the sword as a cane to stand up.
As soon as he stood, his body swayed greatly.

"That's dangerous!"

If Han Yu-bin hadn't supported him, he would have collapsed again.

"I'm... a clone."
"..."
"A clone of Jin Yong-Han, an executive of the Villain Association."

Ash revealed the truth he had been hiding all along.

Each word was barely uttered by Ash, who no longer tried to hide his exhaustion.
Speaking slowly in a weakened voice was the only thing he could do now.

"Knowing this from birth, I swore.
To carry the karma of the original on my back.
To kill my dirty original brother and take his place...!"

Han Yu-bin was supporting Ash while slowly approaching a nearby wall.
During this, she stopped walking and stared blankly at him when she heard what he said.

*Ash... no, Jin Yong-Han's brother...!*

Trying to kill an S-class hero?
With this battered body?
It was reckless.
She couldn't understand why he would attempt such a thing.

"Why on earth..."
"No matter how much I deny it, I am a clone of Jin Yong-Han, an executive of the Villain Association.
I perfectly inherited his memories, way of thinking, power, everything. From creation, I was designed to become Jin Yong-Han's new body."

Han Yu-bin silently listened to his muttering while continuing to walk.
Toward the nearest wall. So he could lean against it and rest.
Soon, Virginia would come here after receiving the emergency message.

"I find it utterly disgusting.
I hate that I have to bear the karma Jin Yong-Han left behind as he pleased.
I hate every being who sees me not as myself but as Jin Yong-Han...!"

Ash's face contorted.
His face was filled with resentment.
His eyes trembled as if he might burst into tears at any moment.

"I hate those eyes that see someone else instead of me! I am me!

To prove this, I must prove it myself.
That I am different!

By proving this, I will shake off the inferiority complex toward Jin Jae-Han that dominates my entire body, the inferiority complex stemming from Jin Yong-Han being compared to him his entire life...!"

By the time Ash's trembling voice finished, they had completely reached the wall.
Han Yu-bin carefully helped him lean against it.
Ash's weakened body slid down the wall.

*So this is who he was.*

A man who had hidden everything about himself until now. Han Yu-bin felt like she was truly getting to know Ash for the first time today.
There was a strange warmth in her eyes as she looked at him.
Not pity.
Not feeling sorry for him.

*Come to think of it, it was like that when we first met. He was like an abandoned puppy on the street.*

A feeling of being deeply concerned.
This pitiful man before her, this man swaying so unsteadily that it made onlookers anxious, this man crying out like a child—he concerned her so much that she couldn't take her eyes off him.

*Why did I bring this man home? Yes, that's because...*

A sense of kinship.
Han Yu-bin recognized her own feelings.
Even if they were completely different upon closer inspection, Han Yu-bin felt a sense of kinship.

He was similar to her.
A life constantly compared to the superhuman In Ha-Ram from birth until now.
Just as Five Stars was compared to Cheonil, she had lived feeling inferior when compared to In Ha-Ram.

Probably for life. Perhaps it was an inferiority complex that would never disappear.
Han Yu-bin knew well how painful this feeling was. She also knew how Ash felt, unfairly burdened with this inferiority complex.

"I must prove it...!"
"You've already proven it!"

So Han Yu-bin shouted.
When Ash looked at her with an expression asking what she was talking about, she met his eyes directly.

"I, Han Yu-bin, heir to the Five Stars Group, have acknowledged your existence from the beginning, and you still haven't noticed?"
"If you're trying to make me feel better with such lies—"
"You stupid man! Do you think Five Stars wouldn't know about the Villain Association? Did you firmly believe that information wouldn't reach my ears? Have I ever once considered you a villain, feared you, or thought of you as Jin Yong-Han?"

Han Yu-bin didn't reject the emotions welling up inside her. Instead, she poured them out to Ash exactly as they were.
Howling loudly. Even louder, she grabbed the collar of Ash, who was opening and closing his mouth.
Han Yu-bin's actions didn't end there.

"Think about it! Remember! Hurry! Hurry up!"

She shook the collar she was holding with all her might, back and forth.

"Ugh, urgh!"

Ash, whose physical condition was already poor, made a choking sound and lost consciousness.

"Why don't you say... Oh."

Realizing that Ash had fainted not long after, Han Yu-bin dropped his collar with a thud.
With a blank expression, she carefully looked at Ash's face.

"...Maybe this is better?"

The heightened emotions had faded away.
But it wasn't a bad feeling, so Han Yu-bin raised the corners of her mouth in a slight smile.

In his unconscious state, his physical condition wouldn't worsen. But it was also a bit disappointing.
Now that he had opened up, she wanted to talk more.

Han Yu-bin felt complex emotions as she looked around. It was about time for Virginia to arrive.

"He won't die, right?"

The moment Han Yu-bin uttered these worried words.

"Hmm. Ho."
"?!"

Han Yu-bin's body flinched.
It was a voice she had never heard before.
Something thick brushed against her chin.
A thick, rough sensation. At the same time, it felt as if something had been left on her chin, leaving a slightly cold sensation where it had passed.

*Who is it...?!*

Someone who wasn't human.
A monster? If it were a monster, it wouldn't target her. Humanity and the Gresorians were allies.

Then who remained?

*A hybrid...!*

Han Yu-bin's body trembled greatly.

Ch.501 - This Is Not Alcatraz
Thump! Thump!
My heart pounded loudly.
Cold sweat trickled down as my body froze, refusing to move.

Han Yu-bin felt terror from something touching her from chin to cheek.

"Very nice. I like it."

Even though her gaze was fixed straight ahead, she could clearly tell what the being beside her was looking at.
He was staring at her body as if licking it with his eyes.

Disgustingly. Sleazily.
With lustful, gleaming eyes, he was examining and appraising every inch of her body.

*When did he even get this close?*

She needed to escape from here immediately.
Or fight against this hybrid.
Her mind knew what to do, but her body wouldn't cooperate. Gulp—she swallowed unconsciously as Han Yu-bin was paralyzed by the fear of the heavy presence beside her.

*My body's hot. Getting hotter. Why? Why is my body heating up? My lower abdomen feels strange. My body seems to be getting more sensitive.*

The confusion from these unknown sensations made things worse.
The strange phenomenon she'd been feeling since the hybrid started licking her body made her movements even more sluggish.

"Female. Consider yourself honored."
"W-what honor are you talking about...?!"

Han Yu-bin's mouth finally moved. She reacted instinctively to the hybrid's arrogant tone.
His condescending attitude irritated her.
Only then did she manage to turn her head to look beside her.

"!!!!"

Han Yu-bin's eyes widened.
Blue carapace protecting the head, chest, and each joint.
Overall resembling a human form, but where eyes should be was covered with blue shell, making them invisible, and without lips, sharp teeth were fully exposed.

The four blades protruding from his back looked like they could be wielded freely like arms.

"H-how are you on the wall...!"

What shocked Han Yu-bin most was that this muscular body, though somewhat slim, was clinging to the wall in defiance of gravity.

*What should I do? Should I try to escape with Ash?*

After barely collecting herself, she took action. Han Yu-bin's body became transparent in an instant. Ash's body, connected to her hand, did the same.

*Earlier there was a hybrid with a keen sense of smell, but not this time!*

Thwack! While strengthening her body, she threw herself backward.
With Ash's body roughly secured at her waist, Han Yu-bin turned and tried to run straight ahead.

"Hmm. Hiding your body."

The hybrid watching this tilted his head and then disappeared.
He was stealthy and agile. The lust that had been visible moments ago vanished.

"But that doesn't mean you can hide your presence."
"Ugh?!"

Han Yu-bin, fleeing while invisible, gasped and stopped in her tracks.

*He shouldn't be able to see me...!*

She muffled her footsteps and suppressed even her breathing. Yet the hybrid had gotten ahead of her as if he could see her clearly.

The hybrid stared blankly at Han Yu-bin, tilted his head, and then smirked.

"I see. Hmm. Yes. There are occasionally types like this. The kind that never gives up."

His expression showed no hidden agenda.
As if bestowing mercy upon her, his smile was so gentle it conveyed benevolence beyond mere composure.

"My name is Alcatrazaar. Son of the great Muk-Si-Ja, loyal servant of Legion Commander Gimel, and the one who will become your husband."

It was like watching a theatrical performance. Alcatrazaar expressed himself with exaggerated gestures, then straightened his bent waist.

*It's the same sensation as before.*

Han Yu-bin felt a chill from the monster's behavior before her.
It felt like slimy snakes crawling all over her body.
Despite his eyes being hidden behind his shell, she could feel his lustful, sticky gaze.

Her chin and cheek, where his tongue had touched earlier, burned hot. The heat spread from her face to her chest, and eventually affected her lower body again.
Han Yu-bin unconsciously shrank from the sensation.

"Now. What's your name?"

Alcatrazaar's question was unhurried.
Was it because he had time? Because he could catch up no matter how far she ran?

*No.*

Han Yu-bin was certain.
He was waiting for her to be consumed by the sensation coursing through her body.
Some monsters and hybrids have the power to induce heat in other species. Alcatrazaar was one of them.

*If there's any silver lining, it's that his patience gives me time too.*

Despite her increasingly hot body, Han Yu-bin's mind gradually cooled.
The panic and fear disappeared, replaced by calmness.
Her waist and legs, which had been slightly bent ready to move, straightened.

"Hmm?"

Alcatrazaar showed interest in her change. His gleaming eyes seemed to sparkle.

Han Yu-bin gently placed Ash on the ground and dropped her invisibility. Ash, sprawled on the floor, remained transparent.

She crossed her arms and spoke boldly, appearing completely unfazed.

"What you just said. Does that mean I'm supposed to become your bride?"
"That's right."

Alcatrazaar nodded without a moment's hesitation. His voice carried certainty.
The certainty that she would inevitably fall for him.

*No female has ever resisted my aphrodisiac.*

Alcatrazaar's mouth corners twisted upward in a grin.
Han Yu-bin's eyebrows twitched.
In just a short time, her entire body had become burning hot. Her head felt dizzy and her sense of smell heightened.
The sharp, thick scent made her mouth water despite never having experienced it before.

"Why should I?"

Gulp! Han Yu-bin forcibly swallowed her rising saliva while pretending to be calm.

There was no way to overcome this crisis with her own power. The probability of escape was practically zero, and Alcatrazaar wouldn't simply let her flee.
Yet there was still hope.

"You'll know soon enough."

With these final words, Alcatrazaar simply stood still.

The two stared at each other in silence.
The hybrid waiting leisurely.
The human barely enduring her heated body.

"Hnngh...! Haah...!"

The advantage seemed to be tilting toward Alcatrazaar, as he had predicted.
Han Yu-bin now appeared to struggle even standing, her legs wobbling. Her blurred gaze slowly drifted toward his lower body.

"Only one minute has passed, yet you seem quite overwhelmed. ...Don't you want to feel comfortable?"
"Not yet, I can, still... not yet, not yet...!"

Crunch! She bit her lip, forcing herself to endure.

*Hurry up and come! Shin Eun-Ha...!*

She forcibly pulled her gaze up from where it had been fixed between Alcatrazaar's legs.
But her heated body craved the male. If he touched her even slightly, she would immediately succumb to her unstable state.

Then, Alcatrazaar moved.

"Look. This part of you wants me."
"!!"

His hand touched Han Yu-bin's cleavage, then slowly moved downward.
From her chest to her solar plexus, then to her stomach.

"Hnnngh...!"

Han Yu-bin's body trembled.

"S-stop it!"

Unable to endure anymore, she pushed Alcatrazaar's body away.

Pushed back, Alcatrazaar's eyes widened.
Slash! Belatedly, his body was cut diagonally, blood spurting out.

Ash, who had been collapsed, was now standing. Han Yu-bin's concentration had wavered, causing his invisibility to fade as well.

"It was too noisy to stay still."
"Ash...!"

Ash staggered forward in front of Han Yu-bin.
He still didn't look well.
His body seemed precarious after swinging his sword just once.

"You. What are you doing to her?"

Yet his eyes were alive.

*No need to check my condition.*

His body was screaming to escape this pain.
One more.
Just one more swing and he would lose consciousness.

"I'll end this in one strike."

Ash took a stance, pulling one foot back.
Alcatrazaar, startled by the unexpected wound, looked at him and then lowered his gaze.
After running a finger over his wound, he sneered.

"A half-dead bastard!"

He stepped forward, advancing.
A fist that could turn a human body into shreds flew toward Ash.

*Not yet.*

Ash remained still, reading the trajectory of the fist. Perhaps because he was one step closer to death, it seemed strangely slow.

*Not yet.*

The wind pressure created by the thrown fist constrained Ash.
Slowly. The fist he watched while holding his breath seemed like a massive mountain approaching.
His instinct told him this fist was dangerous even without direct contact.

When the fist finally reached right in front of Ash's nose.

*Now!*

Ash's form disappeared.
Alcatrazaar's eyes twitched as his fist missed.
At that moment, swish! The blades attached to his back rushed toward Ash.

"!!"

Ash, who had moved to Alcatrazaar's side, hurriedly raised his sword.
Clang! The sword and blade collided with a loud noise.
Unable to withstand the impact, Ash's body flew backward.

"You bastaaaard!!"

Alcatrazaar's movements were fast.
Retrieving his fist, he rushed toward the airborne Ash and stabbed him with his blade.

Squelch! The sound of the blade piercing flesh was heard.

"Huh...?"

Han Yu-bin wore a blank expression seeing Ash thrown into the air and skewered in the blink of an eye.

"That's a lie."

She murmured in a small voice.

No matter how weakened Ash might be, he wasn't someone who would fall so pathetically.
She knew that even someone as stubborn as him had put in tremendous effort. In fact, she had been inspired by him to focus on her own training.

Yet now he was helplessly impaled on the blade.

The question *Why?* emerged in her mind.

"Is it because of me...?"

Because I joined this mission?
Because I'm too weak?
Because I couldn't stop Ash?

Numerous questions surfaced one after another. Han Yu-bin's gaze followed Ash as he fell to the ground.
Thud! Blood-covered Ash didn't move.
Like a puppet with cut strings, he showed no movement at all.

"No... No...!"

Han Yu-bin rushed desperately toward the fallen Ash.
The lustful sensations that had tormented her and the fear of Alcatrazaar were completely gone.
All she could see was the fallen Ash.

Alcatrazaar wouldn't leave her be.
Having completely regained his composure, he reached out toward Han Yu-bin as she ran toward Ash.

"Where do you—"

At that moment.
Whoosh! A black pillar shot up from the ground.
The black pillar engulfed Alcatrazaar's body and soared into the sky.

"Ash! Wake up! Please wake up!"

Han Yu-bin, who had reached Ash in the meantime, grabbed his shoulders and shook him.
Tears rolled down her cheeks, falling drop by drop onto Ash's face.

Han Yu-bin hated her own weakness.
She hated her arrogance too.
Simultaneously, she hated that she had merely relied on the man she had taken in, unable to either stop or protect him.

"Huh...?"

As she wept over Ash, a soft white light gently enveloped his body.

Like time rewinding, the pierced wound rapidly healed. The dark red blood that had seeped out turned bright red and was sucked back into his body.

"Sorry. I'm late."

Han Yu-bin turned her head toward the voice.
There stood a scantily clad magical girl approaching her.

Ch.502 - Jeong Suhyun
Han Yu-bin's heart swelled with disbelief at the sight before her.

The man who would have died if left unattended was now breathing normally. His expression was completely peaceful, as if even the occasional trembling pain had disappeared despite his unconscious state.

"This stupid man...!"

She hugged Ash, who hadn't yet regained consciousness, while trying to hold back the tears that threatened to burst forth.

"Hmph."

After composing her emotions in just a brief moment, Han Yu-bin turned her head to look at Virginia who had approached her.

"...thank you."

Her eyes met Virginia's for only an instant. Quickly averting her gaze, Han Yu-bin expressed her gratitude in a very small voice.

*How can someone walk around confidently dressed like that?*

It was embarrassing enough to thank Virginia when they weren't on good terms, but that shameless outfit made it impossible to maintain eye contact.
Unlike her usual appearance, she was scantily clad. This must be the Vicious Form she'd only heard about.

"He was so stubborn that I wasn't going to heal him, but I didn't want to watch him die right in front of me. If you want to blame someone, blame yourself for catching my eye."

Virginia didn't notice Han Yu-bin's discomfort. She simply smiled as if looking at a child who couldn't be honest.

"You female!"

Alcatrazar shouted so loudly it seemed his mouth might tear. The black pillar that rose from the ground looked like the manifestation of the abyss.

It felt like endlessly falling downward despite standing still.
Energy was being drained from his entire body.
The sense of helplessness he'd felt since this unpleasant light field began spreading had been maximized.

Virginia turned her head when she heard Alcatrazar's voice.
The warm smile she'd been wearing until just now was completely gone.
Her ice-cold gaze pierced through Alcatrazar as if looking at an insect.

"What have you done to me?!"
"Since when do beasts speak human language?"

Virginia's expression showed she didn't consider him an intelligent being.

"Answer my question!"
"Haa."

Virginia raised her hand above her head.
Boom! An invisible pressure crushed down on Alcatrazar.
Against his will, his knees were forced to bend, nearly shattering.

"Grrrrrgh!!"

Alcatrazar raised his head despite the excruciating pain in his lower body.
There was no way to resist.

*Telekinesis... Se-Won must be nearby.*

Virginia couldn't possibly have such power. Han Yu-bin was certain after seeing what happened to Alcatrazar.

But there was something more important.

"Hey, did Ash survive?"
"Yes. I'm certain."

Virginia nodded after examining Ash's body. His condition was incomparably better than it had been a few hours ago.
Then she shook her head.

*If he'd received treatment earlier, he wouldn't have been so helpless against this guy. So stubborn.*

Ash's power had already surpassed A-rank. It was an achievement born of determination.
But it probably hadn't reached S-rank yet. He was in a transitional stage similar to her own.

*Dara sacrificed something for that monstrous growth rate.*

Even though he was born stronger than most A-ranks, becoming this powerful in just a few months was impossible.

*He became that strong because of his stubbornness... but I don't particularly want to do the same.*

Ash's monstrous growth rate was clearly possible because of his determination.
Conversely, without such growth, Ash would have died long ago.

"Me...! How dare you treat Alcatrazar like a bug!!"

Virginia looked at Alcatrazar again when he shouted.
Her expression was far from pleased.

*And that monstrous growth rate applies to the other side too. We're really running out of time.*

This creature had achieved such growth in just about a year since birth.

Even if this specimen exceeded the average strength of hybrids, it remained problematic.
The possibility that they could grow strong enough to treat decent heroes like toys was the issue.

"I'm not in a good mood. I killed all your friends, but the number of civilian casualties was much higher. Tokyo has essentially lost its function as a capital. Because of you all."

Virginia walked gracefully to stand in front of Alcatrazar.
She could focus the power of the sanctuary on him because all the other hybrids elsewhere had been dealt with.

"So. What's your purpose?"

She ignored Alcatrazar's words completely.
Virginia pressed forward with only her own questions.

"Do you think I would speak of such things, female!"

Alcatrazar trembled with rage.
It was humiliating that he had to submit to this lustful-smelling female.
No, he wouldn't submit.
Never.
Human females existed only for breeding. Submitting to such a creature would be the ultimate shame!

"Hmm."

Crack!
Virginia's leg sent Alcatrazar's jaw flying.

"Arghhhh!"

With his jaw gone from his head, he trembled in pain while bleeding profusely.

"You'd better speak quickly."

Only after seeing his reaction did Virginia smile sweetly. A warm light enveloped Alcatrazar, and his missing jaw regenerated instantly.

"Unless you want a tower built from your flying jaw pieces."

It was impossible to imagine such words coming from that radiant, benevolent smile.

*What is that? It's nothing compared to how she treated me. Why, why does she hate hybrids that much?*

Even Han Yu-bin, standing behind Virginia, trembled.

"Now. Speak. What does The Mute One want? What is he doing holed up in his nest? Why were you born and why are you becoming so strong?"

Crack! Once again, Alcatrazar's jaw went flying.
The message was clear—she would remove his jaw every time he hesitated.

"You think you can make me submit with this kind of pain!"

Virginia's lips curled up even more.
Crack! Crack! Crack!
The horrible sound repeated more than a dozen times.

There was no hesitation in Virginia's actions.
Nor did she appear weak or drained of energy.

The most terrifying aspect was her healing power, which was unnaturally strong.

Crack!

"Grrrr... I'll, I'll talk! I'll speak! No, I will tell you!"

Only after his jaw was about to fly off again did Alcatrazar finally submit.

The telekinetic force that had been pressing him down had disappeared long ago. Kim Se-Won had started moving to handle the aftermath.
Nevertheless, terrified by the endless repetition of pain, he began to speak in a defeated voice.

Just when they thought they would get the information Virginia wanted...

"What my master wants is—"

BOOM!

Alcatrazar disappeared before their eyes.

"Wha...?"

More precisely, he was crushed into a mass of flesh by an egg that appeared above him.
Virginia, who had quickly retreated with Han Yu-bin and Ash just before the egg fell, stared at it with wide eyes.

It looked familiar.
She knew what this form was.

"This egg...!"

It was an egg created by The Mute One, like the one she had seen in China.
Virginia immediately entered a combat stance.
She withdrew all the power she had focused on Alcatrazar and drastically reduced the range of her sanctuary.

Thump! Thump!
The egg pulsated.
Unlike the egg she had seen in China, this one was covered with a hard gray shell that obscured its contents.
She couldn't let her guard down at all.

*This is dangerous.*

Her instinct told her.
That egg was dangerous.

Crack! Crack!

Cracks appeared in the pulsating egg.
The contents inside began to spill out.

"...!!"

Virginia's eyes widened further.
Her mouth gaped in shock.

"Huh."

A short voice.
A familiar voice.

Then a familiar figure emerged.
He raised his head and met her gaze.

"Well, well."

The familiar manner of speaking pierced her ears.
Virginia's body trembled violently. Her face involuntarily contorted as anger boiled up from deep within her chest.

The reason Virginia hated hybrids so much—the man who had nearly killed Hong Yu-jin stood before her eyes.

"Long time no see? Shin Eun-Ha."
"Jung Soo-Hyun...!!"

Jung Soo-Hyun smirked as he looked at Virginia.
It was the complete opposite of Virginia, who looked ready to kill him on the spot.

Had The Mute One's main body come here?
No.

*An avatar?*

In that moment, the image of Aleph flashed through Virginia's mind.
The avatar, which seemed to have been created incredibly easily, possessed a portion of the main body's power.
This Jung Soo-Hyun was likely in a similar situation.

"You don't need to welcome me so enthusiastically. I'm just here for a brief visit. Shouldn't interfere too much with your hero play, right?"

Jung Soo-Hyun shrugged.
He clearly wasn't taking this seriously.

"So."

His joking manner only served to provoke Virginia's anger.

"We don't need to talk much between us, do we?"

Thud! Jung Soo-Hyun lightly tapped the ground.
The broken shell fragments gathered around him, forming clothing.

The clothes he wore were a faded blue uniform—the same one he used to wear at The Front Line.

"Let's end this here."

Whoosh! Jung Soo-Hyun's body moved.
A movement where the process disappeared and only the result remained.
The distance between him and Virginia closed in an instant.

Virginia reflexively threw a punch at his solar plexus.
Bang! A strength unimaginable from such a small fist. It was blocked all too easily by Jung Soo-Hyun's hand.

"A person's fighting style doesn't change so easily."
"Ugh...!"
"In other words, I know you too well."

The fist blocked by his palm was firmly gripped. Virginia couldn't pull her hand away even if she wanted to.

*A mere avatar has this much power...?!*

She was shocked yet understood.
The Mute One's power was immensely strong. It had to be.
Even a tiny fraction of that power would easily surpass an A-rank hero.

"I also know that you won't back down just because your attack was blocked."

Thwack! A kick aimed at his face was blocked.

"And that you'll use new attack methods without hesitation if you have them."

Bang! The corruption magic she fired with her free hand was easily deflected by a barrier made of magical energy.

"And that you'll rely on your recovery ability when other attack methods are blocked."

Crack! After forcibly breaking free and crushing her bones, Virginia accelerated her recovery with healing magic.
Half a beat faster. Before her mangled ankle was fully healed, Virginia's body shot forward.

"I know everything. Idiot."
"Guhk!"

An impact like being hit by a massive iron hammer struck Virginia.
The moment Virginia advanced, Jung Soo-Hyun had read her psychology.
He calculated the distance she would move and threw his punch.

She tumbled across the ground like a puppet with cut strings. Virginia's body trembled violently. With just one hit, her bones and internal organs were completely destroyed.

"Tsk. Useless."

Jung Soo-Hyun looked at his fist, which was rotting and turning black.
Besides the durability issue of the avatar, there were patterns he hadn't anticipated.
But that wasn't a significant difference.
Jung Soo-Hyun approached Virginia, who was convulsing on the ground, grabbed her by the hair, and pulled her up.

"Grrrr...!"
"Yes. That expression. I've always loved that expression. Despite being such a fool. Despite being completely useless. Your will was impressive.
...But will alone is useless."

Jung Soo-Hyun's arm moved.
Boom!

"Guhk...!"

Virginia coughed up a mouthful of blood from an even more powerful blow than before.
Jung Soo-Hyun, who took the blood directly to his face, licked the blood that had splattered on him.

"This is why I like magical girls. They're fun to play with. Seo Hye-ji was used as a punching bag with humans for the same reason. She was played with so much that her original form was completely ruined."
"What... did you say...?"
"Humans are surprisingly cruel—there's a type that feels ecstasy when a pretty girl screams."

The image of a pure white girl flashed through Virginia's mind.
A woman whose true form she had never seen, unlike Seo Na-bi.
She had vaguely thought she looked similar to Seo Na-bi.

"Well, it doesn't matter. The game ends here."

Jung Soo-Hyun swung Virginia around like he was throwing her away.
With the sound of hair being torn out, her body rolled helplessly across the ground.

"Both you and your mother will be devoured deliciously. Just wait patiently until then."

Jung Soo-Hyun felt his body gradually collapsing. It was the limit of the hastily created avatar.

"But don't despair too much. You're scheduled to be used as very important wombs."

Jung Soo-Hyun's skin collapsed, his muscles tore.
His nerves, internal organs. Bones. All the elements that constituted Jung Soo-Hyun broke down and disappeared, as if being absorbed into the floor.

Silence fell.
Han Yu-bin, who had been watching the situation trembling with fear, hurriedly ran toward Virginia.

"Hey. Hey...! Shin Eun-Ha! Han Jae-yu...!"

Virginia, who had been so strong, was completely defeated.
It was less a difference in power and more a matter of compatibility.

*Jung Soo-Hyun... is that The Mute One?*

Han Yu-bin felt extreme anxiety as she shook the unconscious Virginia for a long time.

Ch.503 - Don't Forget The Pregnancy Attack
I wonder how much Han Yu-bin had to shake Virginia's shoulder.

"Mmm..."

Her long eyelashes trembled. Virginia regained consciousness, opened her eyes, and stared blankly at the sky.

Han Yu-bin's face brightened when she noticed Virginia had awakened. Then she said something mischievous.

"You're awake? You know you lost pathetically, right?"
"I know."
"Good then. ...You seem to be in decent shape."

Han Yu-bin pouted at Virginia who nodded obediently, as if disappointed by the lack of reaction. Soon after, she walked toward where Ash had collapsed, apparently concerned about him.

Left alone, Virginia gave a bitter smile.

*I lost.*

It was only natural. After all, Jung Soo-Hyun had always been stronger than her. She felt no shame or resentment about this fact.

However.

"I really lost. Completely. Couldn't even land a single proper hit."

That's not to say she didn't feel emptiness or frustration.

Virginia clenched her fist tightly and punched the sky. Bang! The heavy sound of air exploding was hard to imagine coming from arm strength alone.

"Not even against The Mute One's main body, but a clone. And one with defective durability at that. I couldn't do anything."

The matchup was poor. He had already completely analyzed her down to her unconscious level. Five years. Five years was a long and deep time.

"I've gotten stronger too, you know."

Her voice trembled as she closed her eyes tightly. It was frustrating. In her mind, she had thoroughly beaten him up, but in reality, she couldn't do anything and was completely defeated.

"I thought I knew."

She also knew how his attacks worked. But there was a difference in class. Even if she could read his movements. Even if she could predict them. The pure difference in specs made defense impossible.

"...No, I didn't know at all."

Virginia shook her head. She admitted to herself that this was an ugly excuse.

*It's not just a difference in pure specs, but his skill has improved too. Unlike him who completely understood me, I couldn't understand him at all. The Mute One... no, Jung Soo-Hyun has evolved further.*

It was hard to find any trace of his former self. His movements seemed predictable, yet he moved completely differently than expected.

"Ha. That's why he acted that way."

Virginia finally understood. The playful behavior and sneers Jung Soo-Hyun had shown clearly indicated one thing.

He was saying that even though she seemed to have gotten stronger, she was actually just treading water.

Crunch! She bit her lip. Virginia's face contorted. Why would he bother giving such advice to an enemy?

The answer was simple. Because he didn't see her as an enemy. He could act that way because he considered her insignificant and not a threat.

Just then, she heard someone running urgently from a distance. It was Kim Se-Won, who had gone to clean up the aftermath.

"Eun-Ha!"
"Se-Won!"

She jumped up immediately upon hearing Kim Se-Won's voice. As if nothing had happened, she smiled brightly and waved at him.

"Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere? I heard a loud noise and came running...!"
"Hehe. I'm fine!"

Virginia slipped into Kim Se-Won's arms as he gasped for breath. She smiled broadly and deeply inhaled his sweaty scent.

"Good. You're okay..."
"Yes! I got beaten like a dog on a hot summer day!"
"That's not okay at all!"

Kim Se-Won was startled and examined Virginia's body. There were no wounds anywhere. However, he noticed red bloodstains all over her magical girl outfit.

*Is this not the hybrid's blood, but Eun-Ha's?*

Looking closely, he could detect a slightly sweet scent. It was the fragrance that always emanated from Virginia's body.

*I see.*

Kim Se-Won gently embraced Virginia in his arms. And as he patted her back slowly, her body began to tremble in his embrace. Whoosh—a bright light enveloped her. When the light faded, there was a girl wearing a Stellarlis uniform.

Kim Se-Won thought that Eun-Ha, who always looked strong, seemed appropriately fragile for her small frame, just for today.


* * *


Leaving Tokyo behind, Stellarlis returned to Korea.

"Good work, everyone."

Eun-Ha smiled gently as she looked at each of the heroes who had returned safely.

"Fortunately, it seems no one is missing. Does anyone need medical treatment?"

Zero casualties. There couldn't possibly be any injuries. Just to be sure, she checked, and all the heroes shook their heads.

Not only Eun-Ha, but also Yang Se-Hee, who had come to activate the sanctuary in her place, had suffered no casualties. The fact that everyone survived was an achievement in itself.

But this was only from Stellarlis's perspective. If you included civilians sacrificed to the hybrids, it was nothing short of a catastrophe. The casualty count in Tokyo and New York was still being tallied, but both countries had essentially lost the functionality of their capitals, the situation was so devastating.

Knowing this, a gloom settled over the heroes, and Yang Se-Hee, who had accompanied them, was currently vomiting non-stop in the bathroom.

"There's no need to be too discouraged. Just preventing an even more tragic situation is a significant achievement. If we hadn't gone, the damage wouldn't have been limited to just the two capitals, but would have spread to adjacent cities and even provincial areas."

Eun-Ha's thoughts were firm. The damage was limited to this extent because Stellarlis was there.

"So if you feel guilty about not saving more civilians, hone yourselves further. By learning from what happened today and becoming stronger, we can prevent disasters like this. And—"

Eun-Ha, voicing what everyone was thinking, turned her head and pointed to several heroes.

"It was your first real deployment, right? The Commander has ordered you to write reports. Ash, that includes you."
"...Understood."
"Good work today, and the training room is off-limits today. Everyone knows that proper training requires adequate rest, right?"

She glanced at Ash, who responded curtly. He didn't seem displeased that she had used healing magic on him while he was unconscious.

Ash clenched and unclenched his fist, assessing his physical condition. He was fine. His body was overflowing with strength, completely different from a few hours ago.

*I've really gained something to protect.*

When he realized that Eun-Ha had healed him without permission, he resented her. But he changed his mind because of Han Yu-bin, who had thrown herself at him in tears as soon as he regained consciousness.

*There was a limit to training with a deteriorating body anyway. I should think of this as a new goal.*

Now, whether he liked it or not, he had to act for humanity's sake and could no longer be stubborn.

"If you really don't want to, Han Yu-bin can write it for you."
"No. I'll do it."

Ash immediately shook his head.

"If this becomes standardized, it can further reduce the havoc those damn hybrids wreak."
"Yes. Then please send it through Han Yu-bin. The same goes for everyone else."

Several heroes nodded at Eun-Ha's words.

"Dismissed."

Seeing this, Eun-Ha smiled gently.


* * *


After giving a brief report to Hong Yu-jin, Eun-Ha left White Base with Kim Se-Won. They immediately took out their key cards and moved to the training room prepared by Foriner.

"Wow...! Chicken! Pizza! Pork hocks!"
"I thought too much might go to waste, so I just ordered these for now."
"This is perfect!"

Eun-Ha's eyes lit up at the delivery food placed in the middle of the training room. Not only that, she rushed over and unwrapped the packaging, setting everything up for easy eating.

"You don't have to hurry, it's not going anywhere."
"I'm so hungry my stomach feels like it's stuck to my back~."

Eun-Ha patted the spot next to her. She wanted to stuff the feast before her into her mouth as soon as possible. When Kim Se-Won sat down beside her with a bitter smile, Eun-Ha grinned and held out a slice of pizza to him.

"Ahhh~."

Kim Se-Won reluctantly bit into the pizza Eun-Ha offered. Seeing this, Eun-Ha carefully observed where he had bitten, then folded her pizza in half and took a bite.

The two ate for a while without much conversation. Whenever Kim Se-Won tried to eat something, Eun-Ha would somehow notice and feed it to him directly before eating some herself.

After eating like this and feeling somewhat full, Kim Se-Won finally spoke.

"Are you really okay?"
"...Yeah."

Eun-Ha, who was about to offer Kim Se-Won another slice of pizza, gently put it down and nodded.

"You're not okay."
"I said I am."
"I can tell from your face and behavior. How long have I known you?"
"...Pervert."
"Yes, I'm a pervert. Watching you and thinking only of you somehow turned me into one."

Kim Se-Won chuckled and extended one arm to embrace Eun-Ha. She, who had been lively until just now, was as quiet as a mouse.

"Who did you fight?"
"Jung Soo-Hyun. The Mute One, you know him."
"The Mute One?!"
"I was completely destroyed. Couldn't do anything. Couldn't even put up proper resistance. I was just beaten like a punching bag."

Eun-Ha leaned her head on his shoulder and complained. She looked at her small hand and quickly threw a punch. Bang! Like before, the sound of air exploding was heard.

"I've gotten much stronger, but he's become overwhelmingly powerful. ...No, beyond getting stronger, he knew me too well. My fighting style, my behavior patterns."
"..."

Kim Se-Won secretly clenched his fist. Her pride was hurt, as he suspected. He didn't like that someone other than himself understood Eun-Ha.

It was an absurd jealousy, which he knew intellectually, but his heart wouldn't accept it. And his heart urged him to become stronger without delay.

*Yes, I know. I have to.*

Kim Se-Won glanced at Eun-Ha and made a resolution. Training alone was no longer enough. He needed a mentor who could empower him. More precisely, a strong opponent who could spar with him.

"So I'm planning to take a vacation for a while."
"A vacation?"
"Yes. A vacation alone."
"Alone...?"

Kim Se-Won's voice trembled, seemingly shocked by the unexpected statement. Eun-Ha looked up at him and reached out to caress his cheek.

"I'm sorry."

She dropped her hand and bowed her head. Her small voice tickled Kim Se-Won's ear.

It wasn't an easy decision. Honestly, she wanted to take Kim Se-Won with her. But seeing Ash's growth, she realized there were times when one needed to be more determined.

"No. You don't need to apologize. You think it's necessary, right? I'll support you. No, not just support—I'll be so different when we meet again that you won't recognize me."

Kim Se-Won reached out and took Eun-Ha's hands. He squeezed both her hands at once, almost painfully tight.

"I don't plan to sit idle either."

When Eun-Ha had greeted him covered in blood. When she waved with a bright expression, he realized it was an act. He thought it might be the result of his own weakness.

Just as Eun-Ha had decided to change, he needed to change too.

*Teacher Hong Yu-jin probably doesn't have time. In that case...*

Someone as strong as Hong Yu-jin. Someone knowledgeable about superpowers. A woman came to mind. A woman who had faced many superhumans.

"Who are you thinking about?"
"Huh?!"

Eun-Ha's reaction was swift. Her cold voice and expression came right up to him and pushed him down.

"One month. If you cheat on me during that month, I won't let it slide. I'll keep you locked up until I get pregnant."
"Uh, umm. Okay."

Kim Se-Won nodded, feeling his life was in danger. Eun-Ha was always serious.

Ch.504 - Ominous
After spending time with Se-Won, I returned to White Base to see my mother.
Even though it was already late at night, as expected, the light in her office was still on, indicating she was working.

"How much work do you have to do? Is there anything I can help with?"

I spoke as I entered the office.
Even though she must have sensed my presence, my mother still didn't look up from her desk.
She was diligently moving her pen with such a serious expression that I wondered if I was interrupting her.

"It's fine. I don't necessarily need to do all of this myself. These are handover documents in case something happens."
"Handover?"
"Why? Do you think I'll handle all this alone forever?"
"Fair point."

I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words.

It was absurd to think otherwise.
No matter how superhuman my mother was, she couldn't be buried under piles of paperwork forever.

As I chuckled and sat down on the sofa beside her desk, I heard the small sound of her pen being placed down.

"So, what brings my daughter here? The operation is over. Your body must be heated up from the intense battle. It would have been a good time to spend with your boyfriend."
"I left early because I was worried we might get tired of each other if we stick together too much. Just keeping some distance~."

I shrugged, pretending it was nothing.
Of course, what came out of my mouth was a blatant lie.
If I could be with Se-Won, if it were allowed, I would want to stay with him forever.
I was happy just leaning on his shoulder, quietly spending time together without doing anything.
As my mother suggested, today would have been a good day for sex.

But our current situation had completely robbed us of that luxury.

"...Really?"
"Yes, really. Come on. Do you think I'm some kind of beast? Sex, sex, sex every day."
"For a boy his age, it wouldn't be strange if that's all he thought about."
"W-well, that's true."

I had to admit it, since I was the same way.

My mother, who had somehow made her way to the seat across from me, wiggled her eyebrows and handed me a cup.
It was citron tea. As I brought the cup closer, the sweet scent from the steaming citron tea entered my nostrils.

"When did you get this?"

I took a sip and glanced at the water dispenser visible in the corner of my vision.
Judging by the steam rising from it, it seemed to function similarly to a coffee pot.

"Tell me the truth. What happened?"
"Huh? Nothing? Nothing special happened with Se-Won."
"Not that. You know you can't fool my eyes, right?"

My mother's gaze was serious. The way she was asking, she must have already found out about what happened in Tokyo.

"Nothing happened. Really."

I put down my cup with an intentionally loud thud.

"Everything was going smoothly until he showed up. Though many people died."
"He?"

A foreboding look crossed my mother's face for a moment. Even though I hadn't specified who, she seemed to have a good idea.
Feeling I couldn't hide it anymore, I decided to tell the truth.

"Yes. Jung Soo-Hyun."
"...I'm guessing it wasn't the main body."
"Right. If it had been the main body, I wouldn't be here. It was a clone. An egg fell from the sky, like the one we saw in China, and when it broke, he came out."

I made whooshing and booming sounds with my mouth to explain the situation.
As soon as I finished speaking, my mother sighed and drank her citron tea in one go.

She put down her empty cup and closed her eyes tightly.
She must have a lot to think about. Me too. Both my mother and I are bound by a strong, unfortunate connection to The Mute One.

"I have a favor to ask."
"...Who are you thinking of asking for help?"
"Someone who knows me very well... or rather, someone who can imitate me well?"
"Hmm? Ah!"

My mother, who had opened her eyes, wore a puzzled expression. Then, as if she'd figured out who I wanted, she snapped her fingers.

As expected, my mother knows me well.
Our conversation progressed even though I hadn't explained the details.

"First, I want to get help from that person."
"'First' implies there's more to come. Alright. I'll contact them. But you know you won't be able to devote yourself fully to training, right?"
"Yes. I think about a month should be enough."
"That's quite short, but... you have your burdens to bear, so it can't be helped. I'll ask that person to take care of things for a week."
"Okay."

My mother nodded and picked up her communication terminal.

To be honest, I didn't really need to tell my mother about asking that person for help.
But my mother is the head of Stellarlis. I couldn't just leave without telling her.

"And..."

Just when the conversation seemed to be concluding, I continued speaking.
My voice came out a bit uncertain, as I wasn't sure if I should be saying this.

My mother, who had been fiddling with her communication terminal, looked up with a questioning gaze.

"I think Se-Won might also want to take about a month off."
"Se-Won too? ...I see. Not going to the same place, I presume?"
"No."

Se-Won hadn't explicitly said so, but my intuition told me he was going to meet another woman.
It was extremely unpleasant, yet strangely, I didn't feel insecure about this person.

"She's probably already someone's lover... no, someone who has promised a future with someone. She's that strong."
"Hmm...?"
"Maybe she's just single-mindedly devoted to someone. Someone who would never be interested in Se-Won no matter what? It's just a feeling."

Since I had no concrete evidence, I laughed it off.

"Based on the reports, it seems like you were the only one who faced him... Se-Won saw you afterward?"
"You're like a psychic. Really."

I couldn't help but smile.
She really knows me too well.
Just like Jung Soo-Hyun did.

"I don't know who Se-Won is thinking of... but alright. You both have accumulated vacation days that you've stubbornly refused to use, so let's use those."

After saying this, my mother tapped the table. Then she gestured toward me.
Knowing what that meant, I got up and snuggled close to her side.

"Become stronger."
"I will."

Her gentle hand stroked my hair.
It felt good.
A reassuring touch.
A touch that felt good in a different way from Se-Won's.
Even though I thought I'd graduated from this long ago, it still felt nice.

"Always think about using your emotions as fuel, not letting them consume you."
"I've heard that a million times before, you know?"
"Have you?"

After this brief exchange, we just sat quietly together.
Eyes closed. Leaning on each other. Silently.

"Mom."
"Yes."

How much time had passed?
I was the one who broke the silence that seemed like it would last forever.

"If the end comes. If a future comes for us."

I opened my eyes and spoke with a voice full of emotion.
I moved away from her shoulder and looked at my mother.

The warmth I felt from our clasped hands.
And her kind eyes.
Sincere eyes that I rarely got to see because she was so busy.

Even though we weren't related by blood, we were family.

"Watch me when I become happy."
"I'll be sitting in the front row, watching over you. I promise."
"Okay."

I reaffirmed my determination to defeat an overwhelmingly strong opponent.
I engraved it in my heart as one of my goals.

And then, as if by agreement, we both stood up.

"Is it okay to leave that?"
"I was making it myself, so I can continue later."
"I see."

Now that even the lingering concerns were completely resolved, there was only one thing left.
To go home with this auntie who was always cooped up in her office.


* * *


Kim Se-Won was thinking.

"Could you grant me one request?"

That he couldn't hold back his sexual desire anymore, even if he could endure everything else.
But he couldn't dissuade Eun-Ha from going to train, nor could he ask to go with her.

"Tell me. If I like it, I'll grant it without asking for anything in return."

So he decided to make a deal with the devil.
A dangerous transaction that might put his soul at stake if he wasn't careful.

"My request is───"

Gulp. Kim Se-Won swallowed and revealed his desire to him.


* * *


"Take care, sis."
"Yes. Sia, be good with everyone at White Base, okay?"
"Of course. *yawn*"

Shin Sia. The name of the clone girl C-002, who came after C-001, Si-Won.
Sia waved at me with sleepy eyes.
The Gemini Star on Sia's shoulder also stuck out its long tongue and waved it, mimicking Sia.

After watching them with a fond expression, I turned around and looked up at the object in front of me.

There was no real need to use this, but too many people knowing about the key card could be problematic.

Officially, there was only one way to get to Hope Orphanage, and that was through the warp gate right in front of me.

"...Huh?"

Just then, I felt an ominous sensation flash through my mind.
A familiar feeling.
The sensation of some unknown woman approaching Se-Won.
It felt extremely foreboding.

Who could it be?
Who was approaching Se-Won?
Han Yu-Bin? No. She seemed to be growing more distant from Se-Won lately.
Then who? Wait, where is Se-Won right now anyway?

I tried to recall Se-Won's location. He had also mentioned going somewhere today for training.

Is he still at White Base? No, I believe he left earlier saying he had something to do. Then...

I looked up.
My intuition whispered to me.

"He's here."

The warp gate in front of me. A baseless thought coiled in my mind that Se-Won would be beyond this gate.

This warp gate leads to Hope Orphanage.

"Chris caught a spy from the Villain Association. She happened to be a woman too."

I don't know why Se-Won would be at Hope Orphanage, but I needed to slice in half whoever was flirting with him.
I strode purposefully toward the other side of the warp gate.

Ch.505 - What I Gave You Is Fine. But You Trying To Make It Yourself Is Not Allowed
Kim Se-Won left White Base before Eun-Ha.
The place he arrived at was the same Hope Orphanage where Eun-Ha stayed. He came to get help from the orphanage director, the doppelganger Chris Bizal.

Upon Kim Se-Won's visit, Chris spoke in a low voice and pointed behind himself.

"You came earlier than Foriner said you would. Perfect timing. It's just the quiet period now."

There were girls with similar faces sleeping soundly on the floor.
It was naptime after lunch had ended.

"By the way... what an incredible idea. Did you bring what I asked for? I need it for accurate measurements."
"Yes. Here are two."

When Chris held out his hand, Kim Se-Won took out a ziplock bag from his pocket.
The small palm-sized ziplock bag contained golden hair and jet-black hair, each in separate compartments.

Chris picked up each ziplock bag with both hands, made a "hmm" sound while examining them, then looked at Kim Se-Won.

"These are genuine, right? If they're from some other woman, this will all be for nothing."
"They're definitely hers. Why would I be meeting other women anyway?"
"Really? You asked me to make life-sized dolls, so I thought you were some kind of sex fiend. Plus, with your awakening at that age, you must be popular. If you wanted, you could use your ability to hook up with all sorts of women."

His suspicious gaze remained.

"Well... whatever. It's not my place to interfere. Wait in that room over there. Move quietly so you don't wake the kids."
"Okay."

Figuring he'd know the truth once the results came in, Chris turned around and pointed to a location.
It was a room deep within the orphanage.

"I'll come after I finish preparations, so go ahead."

After saying this, Chris went deeper into the orphanage.
Kim Se-Won followed behind him for a bit before turning left and entering the room Chris had pointed to.

"This is quite... an impressive room."

As soon as he entered, a strange smell hit his nose.
There was a strong floral scent, perhaps meant for disinfection and deodorizing.

Just as he was getting used to the room's smell, Kim Se-Won shifted his gaze to the most noticeable desk.

The L-shaped desk against the wall had bottles of oil and suspicious liquids, along with various tools arranged neatly for handling something.

Looking away from the desk, he noticed a bookshelf filled with numerous books.
From childcare and education materials to various specialized texts. It was full of educational books.

*This isn't just an ordinary orphanage... he's putting in considerable effort.*

Kim Se-Won was impressed by the effort Chris must be putting in.
This Hope Orphanage wasn't just protecting and raising dozens of clone girls, but also educating them for whatever missions they might be assigned.

"The rest is ordinary."

That was all that stood out in the room. The rest was just a bed and a vanity. With nothing else particularly interesting, Kim Se-Won's curiosity quickly faded.

"Isn't it rude to stare so openly at someone's room?"
"?!"

Just then, Jae-Yu's voice came from behind him.
Startled, Kim Se-Won covered his mouth and quickly turned around.

*What?! When? When did she get here? The magical energy is definitely Jae-Yu's!*

His core was alerting him that Jae-Yu was nearby.
And indeed, there was Jae-Yu with her hand on her waist, looking at him.

"Sneaking up behind people is my specialty. ...Oh. If you're mistaking me for your girlfriend, you'd better snap out of that delusion quickly."

Jae-Yu, or rather Chris, looked at Kim Se-Won with an expression of disbelief.
Then he glanced to the side and clicked his tongue. He had detected the desire of lust in Kim Se-Won's gaze as he stared at his body.

"But why did you change clothes?"
"It's orders from above—when they say strip, I strip. I've done this so many times my ability has evolved to the point where you... no, never mind."

Chris pointed at the ceiling as he answered.
His words didn't end there; he sighed deeply and muttered something before cutting himself off.

*Such perverted thoughts.*

Then he looked down at the white dress he was wearing.
It barely covered his thighs, meaning any vigorous movement would expose his lower body completely.

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won compared the Chris he was seeing now with the one he had seen at The Front Line and Mt. Geumgang, and nodded.

*Now that I notice, even the smell is identical to Jae-Yu's. If not just the magical energy but the smell too... that means the perfection level has increased since before.*

At this point, the chances of an ordinary person detecting that Chris was a fake were practically zero.

That's when it happened.
A shadow silently slipped into the room.

Unaware of the shadow's intrusion, the two continued their conversation about their original purpose.

"Ah. So I should give you this, right?"
"No. You don't need to take that out here."

Kim Se-Won pulled out two figurines from the bag slung over his shoulder.
They were figurines of Virginia and Optima, the two magical girls.
Chris waved his hands at the carefully packaged figurines to prevent damage.

"What?"
"I'm just making the mold. The packaging, you could say? The finished product and adjustments are done by Foriner, so you don't need to bring them. They'll probably disappear from your belongings when the time comes."
"I see."
"But still..."

Chris, in Jae-Yu's form, looked at the figurines in Kim Se-Won's hands with a subtle expression.

"Yes?"
"No. It's nothing."

Then he quickly averted his gaze.

*To think that model is me. Geez...*

Chris felt complicated emotions whenever he saw merchandise of Virginia and Optima.
The fact that his ability had improved because of creating lewd images of young girls was worlds apart from his past uses—assassination, information gathering, and disrupting target groups.

Kim Se-Won wore a puzzled expression at Chris's reaction.
Noticing this, Chris quickly changed the subject.

"Anyway."

Chris's expression completely changed.
It was clearly a mocking expression compared to what he had shown just before.

"Even when you're bluffing, there should be limits. How could a man's dick possibly be this big?"

Chris rummaged through a drawer and pulled out a massive dildo. It was an item Foriner had sent, claiming it was Kim Se-Won's size.

The dildo was so grotesquely shaped that Chris involuntarily recoiled. Yet he still snickered while looking at Kim Se-Won who had claimed this size.

"Well, I guess it's the age when you want to show off."

This was definitely not a thickness and length that a human could carry around in their lower body.
While people with such sizes might exist somewhere in the world, they were certainly not common.
It was mainly found among Westerners anyway.

But Kim Se-Won showed no embarrassment or discomfort at Chris's words.

"It's actually thicker than that. Did I measure wrong?"

He pointed at the dildo casually, even suggesting that it was smaller than his actual size.
As if this were true, there was no hint of lying in Kim Se-Won's expression.

"What? Oh come on, you're still showing off? Fine, fine. So what's your real size? You need to be specific about this. Since you're making the unreasonable request for two dolls, I have a lot more work to do. It's not just any object, but a life-sized doll. Do you think it's easy to recreate something exactly?"

Chris thought it was nonsense. Just thinking about Eun-Ha or Jae-Yu would give the answer.

*Isn't the average these days about 13cm?*

It would be around that size or slightly larger. That would be appropriate considering the girls' height.

"Want me to show you?"
"What?!"

But this guy's confidence was unsettling.
Chris unconsciously took a step back.

The way Kim Se-Won was casually about to take off his pants made it seem like he really did have something bigger than the dildo.

Of course, Kim Se-Won wasn't without shame or discomfort.

*What am I doing showing this to another man? But if it's for this one month... no, thinking about the future, suffering this embarrassment once will bring enormous benefits.*

He thought that with this one act, he would gain something he could use not just for a month but possibly for life, so he just needed to endure briefly.

Eventually, he lowered his pants and took a step forward.

"Huh?!"

A shocked Chris took another step back.
Even though it wasn't erect yet, the shape of something like an anaconda—no, a snake—was visible inside his underwear.

"Huuuh?!"

And he retreated once more.
As Kim Se-Won closed his eyes tightly and thought of something, a truly massive pillar began to rise!

"No way..."

Thud—Chris backed up until he hit the wall and slid down to the floor.
His legs had given out.

*This, this is real.*

It was thicker than the dildo Morris had sent. The length seemed a bit longer too.

*Living as a spy by borrowing others' appearances has made me less repulsed by men's dicks, but this...*

It wasn't repulsion. It was the opposite.
Because Chris's ability had developed more than before, his body was reacting on its own.

*Get a grip. Get a grip, Chris!!!*

Chris shook his head vigorously and opened his eyes wide.

"How... how is she still alive? Wait, wait... from here to here... why is she still alive?"

Still sitting on the floor, Chris made rough estimates with his hands.
It was an unrealistic size and thickness at a glance. Curious, he compared it to his own body and his eyes widened.

"Impossible."

He couldn't understand.
With something that size, a woman would either be writhing in pain or torn apart.
How were Eun-Ha or Jae-Yu still alive?

"It works fine though?"
"...Are you a monster?"

Chris continued thinking with a dumbfounded expression.
Perhaps they had loose bodies from promiscuous lifestyles before meeting Kim Se-Won? Maybe that made it less burdensome to accommodate?

*That makes sense.*

Chris nodded with wide eyes.
With Eun-Ha's looks, it was completely understandable. Though her body was slender, her appearance would attract countless men.
Chris knew well how burdensome it was to accommodate a large penis.
A year ago, Park Sang-Heon's member had been quite thick despite his age.

*Hmm.*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, watching this situation from within the shadow, felt complicated emotions.
She was relieved but also boiling with anger.

*I'm relieved it's not another woman, but... he got hard in front of another woman?*

This complex, subtle feeling.
Even without knowing the details, she understood what Kim Se-Won was trying to do.
It was clearly an attempt to create an upgraded version of the gift she had given him.

*Figurine... Morris... I think I heard something about a life-sized doll.*

Even Eun-Ha, as dense as she could be, could imagine what was happening.
He wanted to replace the figurines with life-sized dolls to satisfy his sexual desires.

*Not me but my doll? I'll never forgive this.*

What Eun-Ha had given him herself was fine.
That was something she had prepared for Kim Se-Won!
But something Kim Se-Won wanted for himself was unacceptable!
Because it was purely for his own desires!

Eun-Ha's eyes gleamed dangerously with jealousy.

Ch.506 - I'll Allow It (+Notice)
While Eun-Ha was burning with jealousy, the men continued their conversation.

"But what exactly am I supposed to do? I was just told to come here."
"Ah. Well, that's..."

Chris fidgeted nervously, sweat beading on his forehead.
He had to do it. He must do it. That was Moris's order. Remembering this, Chris's face turned pale and his body trembled.

*Measure that thing? With my body? Are they trying to kill me?*

It was dangerous. They said Jae-yu's body had accepted that monstrous thing, but whether his own could was still unknown. It was Schrödinger's genitalia—his pelvis might be shattered and torn apart, or he might be surprisingly fine—impossible to know the result until trying.

*Since Foriner ordered it, they'll heal me somehow even if my lower body gets destroyed! Just once. I just need to close my eyes and get it over with!*

Gulp! He swallowed dryly while staring at that intimidating object with trembling eyes.
After sweating profusely, Chris made his decision.

That's when it happened.

"Wow! It's been a while!"
"Hey, do you have presents? Any presents?"
"Next is C-003, right? When are we going? Huh?"

A commotion erupted outside the room.

"?!"

Chris turned around with a startled expression.
He wasn't sure what the noise was about, but someone had arrived and the children had awakened.

Knock knock.

"It's me."

A young woman's voice came from beyond the door. It was Eva July, the woman Chris had practically kidnapped from The Front Line.

Unable to hide her dismay, she leaned in close to Chris's ear.

"She's here."
"What?! That's earlier than scheduled...!"

Chris was shocked by this thunderbolt news.
According to the original schedule, she should have unpacked and prepared at the training location before coming here.

*I should have had 30 minutes to spare...! No, she hasn't caught on yet. Showing panic would only give me away.*

Given the situation, he needed to accomplish his goal quickly and send him away.
Chris took a deep breath and regained his composure.

"Stall for one minute. I'll be right there."
"Yes."

Eva nodded and left the room, positioning herself in the hallway.

"You stay right here. This will be over soon, so there's no need for you to come out."
"Ah, yes."

He instructed Kim Se-Won just in case.
After finishing, Chris slipped outside. He cleverly concealed himself behind Eva as he headed toward where he'd left his clothes.

"So this time, he went like, boom!"
"Really? He's not hurt, is he?"
"He's fine!"

When Chris emerged after getting ready, he spotted Eun-Ha surrounded by girls at the orphanage entrance.
Taking another deep breath to maintain his composure, he walked toward her.

*Phew. Seems she hasn't noticed anything.*

Having quickly changed back into his original clothes, he approached Eun-Ha with a somewhat servile expression.

"I heard from Foriner. You have something to ask of me?"
"Ah, yes. For the time being—"

As Chris initiated the conversation and Eun-Ha responded with welcoming eyes, a shadow passed beneath Chris's feet, just as he thought he'd safely navigated the crisis.

"Hmm."

The shadow quickly slipped into the room Chris had just left. A white dress hung on the doorknob of what appeared to be a storage room doubling as a workshop.
Jae-yu snatched the dress and changed clothes within the shadow.

"Now, let's trick Se-Won."

After completely changing, she placed a thin barrier of magical energy at the outer part of the straight corridor, where it connected to the orphanage interior.
This would prevent outside sounds from leaking in.

Having completed all preparations, Jae-yu emerged from the shadow and entered the room.

"Phew. It's over. It's over."
"That ended quite quickly? Who was it?"
"Oh. Someone who comes occasionally. A strange guy. The kids here are quite pretty, don't you think?"
"...Well, I suppose. Each one has a promising future, and they already have striking appearances, which is why they suffered at the hands of those sex-crazed bastards."

Kim Se-Won gazed beyond the door with bitter eyes.
It was heartbreaking that some beings were born only to be sacrificed.

*Each one has a promising future? Striking appearances?*

Jae-yu nodded with a bright smile. It wasn't time to reveal herself yet.

"So. You were hesitating earlier. What exactly am I supposed to do?"
"About that."

Jae-yu picked up the dildo from the floor and dangled it while making a troubled expression.

"I want to continue, but this is much smaller than yours. The one you're still hanging out there."
"Ah, y-yes."

Kim Se-Won hurriedly tried to pull up his pants, suddenly remembering he still had his monstrous thing exposed.
But Jae-yu stopped him.

"No need for that."
"What?"
"I told you. The size doesn't match. That means we need to measure again."

With an indifferent expression, Jae-yu grabbed Kim Se-Won's enormous sausage.

When Kim Se-Won flinched in surprise, Jae-yu gently took the hem of her skirt and lifted it slightly.

"!!!!"

Kim Se-Won's gaze fixed on Jae-yu's lower body.
Her fair thighs appeared and disappeared as the skirt lifted. The important area was just barely concealed, torturing his patience.

Naturally aware of his gaze, Jae-yu knew this was when he was most off guard.

"I'm hesitating a bit. Even for me, something this big..."
"Uh, uhh..."

As Jae-yu spoke in a delicate voice, gulp, Kim Se-Won's gaze focused even more intently on her lower body.

*No! This is wrong! This is adultery. No, cheating! But still. It's just once. Just once to measure the size... No! Wrong is wrong! But still, if it's for a quality product, maybe I could just close my eyes and...*

His mind was filled with anguish.
Kim Se-Won knew very well that his libido was extraordinary.
Even after using the onahole Foriner had given him daily, he still had excess sexual energy.

"But. If we need to measure the size, I guess we have no choice... Wait a minute."

Suddenly, a question formed in Kim Se-Won's mind.

"How exactly are we going to insert—whoa?!"

Thud! As he was voicing his doubt, Jae-yu pushed him down.

*I'll question him after insertion. I'll hold him tight so he can't escape.*

Jae-yu's eyes gleamed ominously as she straddled Kim Se-Won.
However, to Kim Se-Won, this look appeared as a strange heat, like lust.

"Y-you, don't tell me you have this kind of taste...!!"

Kim Se-Won exclaimed in shock.
At that moment, the firmly closed door opened. It was Chris, who had just sent Eun-Ha away.

"What are you making such a noise abou— We're screwed."

He realized there was someone in the room who shouldn't be there.

*What? What is this? A doppelganger? Huh? Why is she here? Didn't she just leave?*

Moreover, she was wearing the clothes he had been wearing until just now.

*I see. It was a decoy. She pretended to be me and tricked him before pouncing.*

He instantly understood the situation.
Chris tightly closed his mouth and gently tried to close the door.

"Help me!"
"No way!"

At Kim Se-Won's cry, bang! Chris firmly refused and closed the door.
His speed in cutting ties was faster than light.

Clearly, the person before him should be Chris, but Chris had just entered through the door.

*This means...!*

The girl before him was not Chris but Jae-yu.
Kim Se-Won trembled as he looked up at the smiling Jae-yu.

"Could it be... you? Jae-yu?"
"Who else did you think it was?"

Jae-yu answered while reaching to the side. Swish! Black tendrils extended from her hand and pulled out a figurine from Kim Se-Won's bag.

Crack! Crack! Crack! Crack!
Jae-yu's magical power broke the figurine's limbs one by one.
Kim Se-Won shuddered at her unhesitating actions.

But that wasn't all.

Snap, crack! Riiip!

The figurine, bound by black magical tendrils, split in half midair and fell to the floor.

"..."

She stared down at Kim Se-Won with eyes devoid of light.
Her expression said: speak if you have something to say.

"Um... ahem!"

Under her oppressively heavy gaze, Kim Se-Won hastily chose his words.
The situation was already over.
What remained was the time of judgment. This moment was just a brief respite before punishment began.

*I need to convince Jae-yu here.*

Kim Se-Won needed to persuade her during this short time.
His face took on a grave expression.

"I-I didn't want to get in your way!"

In truth, he wanted to embrace the real Eun-Ha and Jae-yu with their body warmth, not just an onahole.

"Both of us are about to get busy. I didn't want to bother you during such a time."

With his naturally strong libido and a girlfriend with two flavors, he could choose between them. No, he could even handle both simultaneously!
And when separated from such a girlfriend, he could still enjoy himself without burden? It was the perfect sexual release tool for Kim Se-Won.

"But as you know, when I think of you...! I end up in this state...!"

As Kim Se-Won tightly closed his eyes, his thick object suddenly rose up.

"Eek?!"

Jae-yu was startled by the sudden yet familiar sensation.
The object wedged tightly between her buttocks.
She felt slightly lifted while sitting on top of him.

"..."

Jae-yu's face turned bright red.
With her lips tightly closed, she stared down at her lower body.
Her body moved slightly up and down as it twitched.

*Well, I suppose it's partly my fault for not removing it.*

She had experienced his extraordinary libido several times firsthand, but she had forgotten about it.
Had she prioritized her emotions and jealousy too much? Belatedly, regret and guilt washed over her.

"...Fine."

Finally, Jae-yu nodded.

"But only for this month. When I return, I'll dispose of it immediately."
"Y-yeah. Got it."

*I'm saved.*

Kim Se-Won inwardly sighed with relief.
Even with a one-month time limit, he had been forgiven. No, he'd even received permission!

"And."
"And?"

But it seemed Jae-yu wasn't finished. Kim Se-Won focused on her continuing words.

Her face, which had been full of guilt and regret, gradually hardened. Jae-yu's eyes grew cold again.

*I'll tell Moris to make it poor quality. Just enough to make him frustrated.*

Feeling sorry was one thing. Cheating was another.
Crack! Jae-yu completely pulverized what remained of the figurine on the floor and declared:

"Twenty penalty points."
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Ch.507 - I'll Allow It
20 demerit points.
Jae-Yu's voice wasn't particularly loud.
But it was clearly audible to Chris, who was watching the situation from outside the room after quickly cutting ties with Kim Se-Won.

"I'm going to die, I'm going to die, I'm going to die, I'm going to die..."

Chris crouched in the corner, trembling violently.
Early last year, when he was still part of the Villain Association, he recalled being assaulted by Eun-Ha in the academy dormitory.

The image of Eun-Ha mercilessly beating him just because he had rejected her.
How was that any different from what was happening behind that door right now?

"No. Stop. Stop it. No. I didn't do anything wrong. Well, I did something wrong, but not enough to deserve this...!"

The memory was still vivid.
His mind grew distant as he became trapped in the recollection.
As if transported back to that moment, Chris trembled like an aspen tree.

"This is perfect timing."

Just then, Chris heard Jae-Yu's voice.
He looked up at the strangely clear voice.
The door creaked open, and he saw Jae-Yu standing there with a bright smile.

Jae-Yu approached Chris, still grinning.

"Urgh?!"

Chris shuddered violently.
He tried to push himself backward with his hands on the floor, but couldn't move an inch.
There was nothing but a wall behind him.
Consumed by fear with his vision narrowed, the option to flee sideways didn't even exist for him.

"You heard, right?"
"W-what... Ah...!"

In Jae-Yu's hand was a brightly glowing white stone.

*A few days ago, I was suddenly called by Morris. "I have a favor to ask of you."*

The memory from a few days ago flashed through Chris's mind.

"Yes. Yes, I remember. Mmm."

Chris, eyes wide open, nodded in relief that no unexpected trouble had come his way.

After stopping his nodding, Chris stared at the space between Jae-Yu's eyebrows.
He was too afraid to look directly at her face.

*To think I'd end up with this role. It's not even something I usually do in the shadows, but to be a stand-in for the Saint...*

He recalled his role with a subtle expression.
What he had to do wasn't much different from before, but he couldn't believe he was supposed to help so many people.

"Keep these well hidden. My appearance. Not this one, but Eun-Ha's. You should be able to use it in that form."
"But why are there three of them?"
"Recovery, enhancement, and sanctuary. You'll need to use all three freely to avoid suspicion. Mom will probably help you, so you don't need to worry too much about the other aspects."

Chris carefully received the three glowing crystals from Jae-Yu. As he moved away from her, the crystals stopped emitting light.

*She must have been infusing them with magic until just now.*

After quietly observing the magic crystals, Chris looked up and spoke.

"So these will last? For the planned month or so?"
"Assuming you don't do anything, yes. But since that won't be the case, I'll visit once a week."
"Once a week... What if they wear out before then?"

Jae-Yu shook her head at Chris's question.

"That won't happen. I've planned for the worst-case scenario with a one-week estimate."

The worst-case scenario.
Using magic all day, every day, for a week—truly the worst situation. Unless something extraordinary happened, the magic in the crystals wouldn't be completely depleted.

After handing the magic crystals to Chris, Jae-Yu suddenly wondered if she should verify that he could use them properly.

*No, Morris said Chris's abilities are evolving, so there shouldn't be any problems. Se-Hee being able to use my magic crystals seemed to be due to Chris's influence too.*

But she soon shook her head.
If a Transcendent said so, it was trustworthy enough.

"So, as my stand-in for a month, do your best. Understood?"

Jae-Yu finished with a bright smile.
She had said she would rest for a month, but the Saint's duties were year-round.
Rest was not an option.
Apart from short vacations like the summer getaway, she couldn't truly disappear for long.

"I understand."

Chris reluctantly nodded.
No, he actually bowed his head completely, pretending to nod. Looking at the crazy woman in front of him made his entire body tremble with fear.
Even this brief conversation had drained all his mental strength.

Though time had passed and he'd improved somewhat, the trauma from being beaten by Eun-Ha hadn't fully healed.

"Se-Won. Let's go."
"Oh, okay."

Having finished the conversation, Jae-Yu took Kim Se-Won's hand and headed outside.
Kim Se-Won glanced at Chris with a disgruntled expression before being led outside by her.

*To think I'd get 20 demerit points in a single day.*

How unfair. Kim Se-Won barely held back a sigh as he stared at the back of Jae-Yu's head.

He wanted to complain about the unfairness, but there was nowhere to appeal.

*If I say one more word here and get more demerit points... I'd probably become a living corpse.*

Because there was something too terrifying to even think about.
He knew that if the two girls set their minds to it, they could drain him endlessly.
Though they had been quiet recently, the jealousy of Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu was unparalleled.

*If I say the wrong thing, I'll spend the entire month I've just earned in bed.*

Kim Se-Won shuddered as he watched Jae-Yu heading out of the orphanage.

*Hmm.*

Meanwhile, Jae-Yu was conscious of Kim Se-Won quietly following behind her.
Even though it was already over, it still bothered her.

*I guess it's not just lust, but it means he wants me that much... if he's trying to make a doll that looks exactly like me.*

He couldn't be satisfied with just an onahole.
This meant he wanted not just masturbation, but sex!

*I could just relieve him myself... Sigh. Really. Too much is a problem too.*

Given that neither of them knew moderation once they started, they had been unable to do what they wanted lately.

*Se-Won isn't looking for other women and is resorting to such... monstrous things, all because he's only thinking of me.*

That must also be why he brought the figurines of Virginia and Optima.

"Hehe...!"

Jae-Yu found herself giggling without realizing it.

*Is it the skin... my flesh... no matter what, it would be hideous, right? I could cut off pieces and give them to Se-Won if he wants, but they wouldn't feel warm. They'd spoil quickly.*

Even while giggling, Jae-Yu was serious.

She really hated that he was lusting after a doll instead of the real her, but considering Kim Se-Won's situation, she couldn't completely refuse.
In fact, she had already agreed.

*Maybe I should say it's better to make it with top-quality instead.*

After all, they could just dispose of it in a month.
Jae-Yu nodded and changed her mind.

*The doll can't get pregnant anyway. And I'll make it disappear without a trace after a month. Unlike the onahole, I won't link to it this time.*

Since it had come to this, she would permit this infidelity for just one month.
Having finished her thoughts, Jae-Yu crossed the threshold, completely leaving the orphanage.

Suddenly, Jae-Yu's gaze shifted to the side. There stood Eun-Ha, who had been waiting secretly.

*It's done.*
*Good work.*

Their hands briefly touched as they exchanged glances.
Then Jae-Yu's shadow stretched sideways, and Eun-Ha's body was sucked into it.

After Kim Se-Won also exited the orphanage, the two of them faced each other and smiled gently.

"Well, do your best. I believe in you."
"Yes. You too. Don't push yourself too hard. I'll call if I can."
"No. That's not necessary."

Jae-Yu shook her head.

"Huh? Why?"
"I think it would make me weak. I'd miss your face."

Jae-Yu stared intently at Kim Se-Won's face, as if trying to imprint this moment in her mind.
Her eyes curved gently. Just looking at the man named Kim Se-Won made her feel good.

Just like this, quietly.

*I want to look at you forever. I want to get closer. I want to be with you.*

Her eyes filled with intense desire as she gazed at Kim Se-Won, then it faded.

"So, let's be patient for a little while. I want to meet again when we've both improved."
"Of course."

Jae-Yu smiled brightly.
Her pure eyes revealed her genuine hope that Kim Se-Won would grow during this month.

"Then, see you in a month."
"Yes."

With these words, Jae-Yu took out a key card.
But it wasn't her usual one. It was a completely black card of the same shape.

Whoosh! As Jae-Yu waved the card and infused it with magic, she disappeared.

Kim Se-Won, who had been quietly watching the spot where Jae-Yu vanished, finally spoke his thoughts.

"So, it begins now."

It was just beginning.
Though a month might not seem like much, considering Ash's brilliant growth, it wasn't impossible.
Besides, Kim Se-Won had his own method.

"I have this."

He pulled a key from his pocket.
The mysterious key he had received from Bianca before.
She had once told him she would give him a trial.

Whether that trial would lead to strength was uncertain, but Kim Se-Won had no better gamble at the moment.

"Well then..."

After putting the key back in his pocket, Kim Se-Won turned around.
There stood Chris, already transformed back into Jae-Yu, looking at him with an uncomfortable expression.

"Eun-Ha must have agreed too. Let's go get measured."
"Just to be clear, we're really just measuring, right?"
"I won't touch you. I'm not an animal."
"You monster...!"

Chris hugged himself, trembling with fear.
The hideous pillar he had seen earlier flashed through his mind.

*That thing inside me... insane.*

But he had no choice.
It was Morris's order.

Ch.508 - I Don't Want To Be Imprisoned Without Even Getting A Chance To Resist
Twenty minutes after Jae-Yu used the black key card, Kim Se-Won finished his measurements and came out of the orphanage.

"This feels... somewhat guilt-inducing."

Kim Se-Won muttered bitterly into the air, then glanced back. He clicked his tongue. Behind him stood Chris, slumped over as if seeing him off.

*What can I do? That's just how I was born.*

Kim Se-Won recalled what had happened between him and Chris moments ago.

*"Now, let's take the measurements."
"Wait. Let me take a deep breath first. Inhale- Exhale- Inhale- Exhale- It's my first time putting something this big in..."
"Excuse me?"
"Huh?"
"What?"
"Hmm?"*

He could still picture Chris looking confused with Jae-Yu's face.

*"Even I wouldn't directly insert it... What if Eun-Ha suddenly appears and beats up Chris?"
"...Oh. Y-yes. Right. I didn't need to insert it. Aha, ahaha."*

After this brief awkward moment, Chris successfully completed the measurements while naked. Apparently, to get the best measurements, he needed to see Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu, which must have been torturous for Chris.

"Ugh, g-goodbye."
"Yes."

*You monstrous bastard*

Chris trembled as he saw Kim Se-Won off. He couldn't get the image of the fully-powered Armstrong out of his head.

What kind of body was this that made him feel aroused in response? The humiliation of his heart racing just by getting close! It wasn't Chris's personal feelings but Jae-Yu's copied body reacting on its own.

And that wasn't all. Chris's male pride had been completely trampled. Size, thickness—there wasn't a single aspect where he could compare or win!

*I wondered how someone with ordinary abilities managed to seduce a magical girl, but it turns out he was growing a monster in his lower half.*

Chris belatedly realized the extraordinary nature of the boy before him.

Unaware of Chris's thoughts, Kim Se-Won traveled on foot rather than using the key card. He was one of the few people who knew the exact location of Hope Orphanage, which was concealed by Morris's magic.

"An hour until our meeting time... I wonder if I should go early since I told them they could leave if I don't show up?"

Kim Se-Won checked the time on his communication device. The meeting place was an abandoned factory in a secluded location near the outskirts of the Academy District.

"About 15 minutes on foot. I can buy a drink on the way and still have plenty of time."

After calculating the distance and time, the answer came quickly. Kim Se-Won hurried toward the abandoned factory.

* * *

About 20 minutes later, Kim Se-Won arrived at the abandoned factory. The inside of the factory, surrounded by a massive fence, was dark and dusty, seemingly untouched by people for a long time.

"Well then, let's try this."

After confirming no one was around, he took a key from his pocket. A yellow key about the size of his palm. It seemed like an ordinary object with no special energy emanating from it.

"The item I received the same day I got the Eun-Ha onahole..."

He turned the upper part of the key this way and that. He had tried this the evening he received it, but still couldn't find anything special about it.

*"When your trial ends, I'll give you a reward commensurate with your efforts. Please, follow that child diligently."*

But there had to be something. This key came from none other than the Transcendent of Gresorion, so there must be something to it.

Transcendents are mischievous tricksters. But they aren't liars.

"If this becomes a clue, a means to become stronger and close the distance with Eun-Ha..."

He clenched his fist tightly around the key.

"I'll accept whatever trial comes my way."

Kiiing—
With Kim Se-Won's determination, the key vibrated. Wide-eyed, he stared at the key in his hand.

No one's voice spoke to him, nor did Bianca directly tell him anything. Yet somehow, he felt he knew how to use the key.

Kim Se-Won infused the key with magical power. The key became fixed in place. No matter how he pulled or pushed, even if he let go, the key wouldn't budge from its position.

"Could it be...?"

Tilting his head, Kim Se-Won retrieved the magical power from the key. As the magic was withdrawn, the key naturally began to respond to gravity again. He caught it and held it near his stomach. Then, as if inserting it into an invisible keyhole, he thrust it into the air while infusing it with magical power.

As the key fixed itself in space again, he twisted it sideways, and with a click, the key moved.

"?!"

Ding-dong— A bell sound came from somewhere unknown. With that sound, the key transformed.

Click-click-click! The key lost its form and disassembled, becoming a large rectangular frame. Whirr— Magical power radiated from inside the rectangular frame. It was Kim Se-Won's own magic that he had inserted earlier.

"This is..."

Kim Se-Won stepped back and stared blankly at the scene. It was a transformation that defied all laws.

Before him stood a door. A massive stone door, about half again as tall as himself.

The stone door, now standing alone in the abandoned factory, emitted a mysterious light that illuminated the surroundings.

*It feels like the door is calling to me.*

It was a mysterious power, despite being an inanimate object. As if entranced, Kim Se-Won reached out to touch the stone door.

"?! My magic...!"

The moment his hand touched the door, his magical power was sucked in against his will.

"Ugh...! What the...!"

He couldn't remove his hand no matter how hard he tried. After a few minutes of greedily sucking away half of Kim Se-Won's magical power, the firmly closed door finally opened.

"Ah..."

Inside the door was the universe. Stars scattered sparsely across the pitch-black space. Even though there was clearly no floor visible, Kim Se-Won stepped forward with a dazed expression.

Thud. Thud. An invisible platform supported him, guiding him further inside.

After walking for some time, his vision suddenly shifted, and a completely different place came into view.

A massive temple sat in the empty universe. The temple, floating in space supported only by a huge rock, made him question whether this was a dream or reality.

"Gresorion's Floating Garden was like this too."

This was Kim Se-Won's impression after surveying the temple. Both Gresorion's home, the Floating Garden, and the temple before him had quite a few similarities.

"I was beginning to think you'd get tired of waiting."

Just then, a familiar voice came from afar. Looking up toward the sound, he saw a girl sitting at the top of the temple, looking down at him.

"That's..."

Though she appeared tiny due to the distance, he immediately recognized who it was. Bianca, the Transcendent of Gresorion.

"You weren't using it for so long, I thought you might die before I could even give you a trial."

The delicate girl, who looked like she couldn't break even a small twig, instantly appeared before Kim Se-Won and examined his body.

"Hmm... I suppose it's a passing grade. Honestly, I didn't expect you to be better trained than Woo-Jin."
"Th-thank you?"

Kim Se-Won's evenly trained physique reminded her of knights from her former empire. If Kim Se-Won had lived in her era, he might have become one of the many imperial knights.

"If you didn't already have an owner, you might have received better treatment."

Then her gaze moved downward. Slurp, she moistened her lips and made a seductive expression. After staring at Kim Se-Won's lower body for a while, Bianca stepped back and spread her arms.

"In any case, welcome. You're the first to see my world."
"Your world?"
"Yes. My world. Just as Morris made that cramped room his dwelling, this temple is my dwelling and my world."

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened at Bianca's words. He seemed to recall Eun-Ha complaining about something similar. A room without windows, filled with luxurious furniture—Foriner's room. If Bianca's words were true, that would be Morris's world.

"Originally, this trial was prepared for my contractor, but both children grew well on their own. Thanks to that, I'm giving the opportunity for this trial to non-contracted children... but the content of the trial remains the same, so rest assured."

Bianca twirled in place, then bent over to look up at Kim Se-Won.

"Agonize, fight, and scream to your heart's content. Pour out your soul, your vessel, all your strength to create a new vessel."
"Soul... vessel...?"
"If you overcome the trial, I'll give you a suitable reward. If you please my eyes, there might even be a bonus."

Giggle, giggle, she had a mischievous expression like a playful girl. Bianca turned around to face her temple.

"Your belief. Your goal. Your will to overcome insurmountable walls. I expect the arrival of a hero. Though you have no chance of becoming a hero, if you overcome the trial, you might at least be able to imitate one."

Kim Se-Won looked bewildered by these cryptic words. The only certainty was that this trial would not be easy.

*It might be beyond what words like "difficult" can express.*

Nevertheless, Kim Se-Won's determination remained unchanged. To catch up to the two girls who appeared in his mind whenever he closed his eyes, he had to accomplish even the impossible.

"Now, this is your last chance. Will you accept the trial? Or will you give up and return? If you accept the trial... be prepared to become a cripple."
"I'll do it."

Kim Se-Won nodded as soon as Bianca finished speaking. There was no fear in his eyes.

*For future marital disputes that might come someday!*

This was the first reason that came to mind among many. Right now, he had no means to resist Eun-Ha. If they were to fight due to a misunderstanding, he would have to take a one-sided beating.

Moreover, he might even be imprisoned because of such a misunderstanding. Wouldn't that be unfair? Shouldn't he at least have enough power to defend himself?

"Oh? You seem quite determined. I'd like to hear why."
"I want to land a blow on the bastard who mercilessly destroyed someone precious to me."

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist as he answered. He had the goal of gaining means to stand against Eun-Ha. And he also harbored revenge against the man named Jung Soo-Hyun who had crushed Eun-Ha so terribly.

As Kim Se-Won clenched his fist with a resentful expression, Bianca nodded with flushed cheeks.

"I like that. Then follow me."

She wanted to torment him. To make him writhe in agony. To see with her own eyes a strong warrior crying out in pain again. Her eyes, filled with sadism, slithered over Kim Se-Won's body like a snake.

*I wonder if Woo-Jin would give me such an answer.*

Bianca moistened her lips and began to guide Kim Se-Won.

* * *

"You've arrived."

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, who had used the black key card, arrived at a certain place. A room with a bed, desk, and wardrobe. From this room, she could access a kitchen and bathroom.

"The real work begins after unpacking."

In this roughly 20-pyeong space, besides the kitchen and bathroom, there was another door. Eun-Ha looked at that door and gulped.

Ch.509 - Training / Purpose
After unpacking and finishing her preparations, Eun-Ha stood in front of a door.
Having split off at some point, Re-Yu was standing behind her.

Unlike the doors leading to the bathroom and personal rooms, this one was painted black. No, it was made entirely of metal—a peculiar door.
The two girls looked it over.

"Let's go now."
"Okay."

Wearing dolphin pants and tank tops with sleeveless t-shirts over them, the two girls opened the firmly closed door.

Creeeeak—the door opened with a loud metallic sound.
The space beyond gradually revealed itself.

"This is..."
"Really, there's nothing here."

Beyond the door was a wasteland.
A barren place where strange plants grew here and there, making it impossible to tell where on Earth—if it even was Earth—they were.

Eun-Ha and Re-Yu walked around, marveling at plants with leaves growing from the dry, cracked ground.

"There really is nothing here."
"Yeah. This is the place Morris sealed away..."
"He said time flows differently here, right? One hour there equals four hours here."
"That's right. He sealed it for fairness... I guess Morris owed Mom more than just a thing or two."

There was nothing around except the door the two had come through.
About two minutes after they had completely exited, even that door disappeared.

"Fairness, huh. Since this isn't a magical girl battle, it probably doesn't matter much, so he reluctantly provided it."
"Or conversely, it means that Muk-Si-Ja... no, Jung Soo-Hyun is that strong."

The two girls clenched their fists simultaneously.
From the past until now.
Not once had the girls ever defeated Jung Soo-Hyun, The Mute One.
Even when they fought together at The Front Line.

"Well then. Let's make a plan."
"There's not much to plan, is there? Eat when hungry, drink water, sleep when tired or exhausted. Come out once a month to recharge what we gave to Chris."

Re-Yu shrugged at Eun-Ha's serious words.
Eun-Ha seemed to share the same thought as she chuckled and nodded.

"Right. What we need to do is..."
"Develop our strength without magic—the power of 'me.'"

The two girls faced each other.
They took stances as if ready to dash forward at any moment.

"Just as Soo-Hyun knows me well, I know myself well too."
"Our goal is to break down and grow by fighting myself."

The two girls grinned unpleasantly.
It was a rather strange smile for those about to engage in serious combat.

"And after these four months pass..."
"I should try Se-Won later."

Their gazes shifted to each other's lower bodies.

Could they identify someone by the feel of their vagina?
Could they perform a sort of magical girl sommelier role?

Slurp—they both moistened their lips simultaneously.

"I have 20 penalty points anyway, right?"
"He doesn't have the right to refuse."

They looked forward to the day that would eventually come.
They were already excited about releasing four months of pent-up sexual desire.

"......"

But suddenly, they relaxed their stances and looked at each other.
The two girls who had just voiced such sticky, gloomy, and shameless thoughts made puzzled expressions before shaking their heads.

"Wouldn't a date be better after all?"
"Maybe. We could disguise Se-Won and then the two of us... no, the three of us!"

Snap! Re-Yu raised her index finger, and Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
This was good.
This was very good...!
If they changed Kim Se-Won instead of Eun-Ha herself, Eun-Ha could go out on the streets with just simple disguises.

Plus, a date with not just Eun-Ha but Re-Yu too!
They might even get to see Kim Se-Won embarrassed by people's stares!

"Good."
"Then shall we begin?"

Bang! The two girls simultaneously hit their palms with their fists. Overflowing with enthusiasm, the magical energy emanating from their bodies burned like fire.

"Just like how I've always fought."
"But also remembering the opponents I've fought against."

Taking their stances again, the two girls' bodies stretched forward simultaneously.

Shin Eun-Ha's basic combat style was extremely simple.

With fists.
With feet.
Putting power into each strike.
Her fighting style involved considering secondary attacks in case the first was deflected.

But that was her fighting style when she was a sturdy man. Now that her height, magical power, and physical abilities had all changed, she could use different methods.

*While keeping the basic framework the same. With many variations.*

Eun-Ha took the offensive first.

"Hup!"

Eun-Ha's fist aimed for Re-Yu's chest.
Re-Yu deflected the side of the fist with her left hand and lowered her right hand toward the thigh area.
Kwang! A tingling sensation was felt in her right hand.

*Was this how Soo-Hyun felt?*

Re-Yu felt uneasy about blocking Eun-Ha's attack exactly as she had imagined.
Without specifically observing Eun-Ha's movements, she had blocked the attack as if it were natural. If she had paid a little more attention, she could have deflected it and followed up with an attack.

Tak! Using her blocked left foot as an axis, Eun-Ha's right leg aimed for Re-Yu.
But the offensive advantage had already shifted to Re-Yu. She smoothly avoided the attack and threw a punch.

"Kuhek!"

Eun-Ha clutched her stomach. Her legs weakened, and just before collapsing, she sent magical energy to her legs and forced herself to stand.

"So this is how I was defeated."
"This is how I deflected it."

Eun-Ha and Re-Yu clashed again with frustrated expressions.
It turned out to be too obvious.
Though they couldn't read the attacks due to speed and build, the structure was simple, making it easy to break down.

*Mother must have felt the same way.*
*Besides the absolute difference in power, the movements are too easy to see.*

Again, Eun-Ha threw the first punch.
Re-Yu responded exactly as before to the same movement.
She deflected the side of the incoming fist and defended the lower body.

"?!"

But there was no sensation.
The Eun-Ha before her was spinning around once. She had used the force of Re-Yu's deflection.
After completing one rotation, Eun-Ha swung her heel.
Aiming for the temple.

"Ugh!"

Re-Yu couldn't react at all.
Her body staggered greatly from the blow that struck her temple like it was being sucked in.
Pak! Eun-Ha's attack didn't stop there. She swept Re-Yu's legs, which were barely touching the ground.
Then, whoosh! Re-Yu's body rotated greatly.

"Urgh...!"

Activating her magical power, Re-Yu quickly recovered and adjusted her posture by kicking the air with her legs.

"It worked on me."
"Yeah. But it won't work on him."

More ingeniously.
A strike that catches the opponent off guard.
But not leaving too big an opening, or they'd be completely devoured.

"......"

Whoosh! The two girls transformed simultaneously.
Magical Girl Virginia and Optima.

There was only one reason they transformed now.
Everything until now had been warm-up, and the real training was about to begin.
Real training wouldn't stop even if their bodies were torn to shreds.

"This might be our last chance."
"Even if The Mute One's main body stays still, his servants and hybrids. And..."
"Jung Soo-Hyun."

Even if not the main body of The Mute One, their threats were indescribable.
With these words, the two girls' training began.



* * *



A week after Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won began their respective training.
Han Yu-Bin gathered with Han Chae-Eun, In Ha-Ram, and Yang Se-Hee in the conference room.

"New York, Washington D.C., and Tokyo. The number of victims is enormous."
"I didn't expect them to target Washington as well as New York."
"Come to think of it, they targeted capitals everywhere else, so it was strange that only the old capital was targeted in the US."

Han Yu-Bin crossed her legs and responded to Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's comments.

"S-Sorry."

Yang Se-Hee hunched her shoulders, feeling unnecessarily guilty.

There were far too many victims.
Thanks to Stellarlis, they avoided complete annihilation, but tens of thousands of lives were lost in such a short time.

Unlike last time when they focused on protecting the egg's surroundings, this time they moved directly, resulting in this outcome.

Han Yu-Bin tapped her crossed arms with her fingers before speaking.

"So I'm curious. Why do you think The Mute One suddenly attacked people? I came to ask because I thought you might have different ideas than others."
"The purpose of the attack..."

Han Chae-Eun slightly raised her head, deep in thought.

"At least it's not because he wants to massacre people. And it's not about destroying humanity either."
"Right. I think it might be related to The Mute One's purpose. After all, they're a new species created by The Mute One for some purpose."

Han Chae-Eun continued after In Ha-Ram.
Han Yu-Bin's eyes sparkled at receiving a different answer from others.

She finally understood why other people vaguely mentioned human extinction.
The reason for the hybrids' birth. And The Mute One's purpose.

"So both last time and this time, the hybrids' movements themselves were The Mute One's will? Like... protecting the egg, or massacring people."
"The act of killing people itself... might have meaning? For example... gaining something for each person killed."

All eyes turned to Yang Se-Hee at her words.
She hunched her shoulders again and lowered her head deeply.

"Gaining something..."
"It's not about gaining power. He's already strong enough."
"...There is one thing that bothers me."

As Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram were about to ponder, Ash, who had been standing silently behind Han Yu-Bin, spoke up.
Everyone's attention turned to him.
Ash is a clone of Jin Yong-Han, a Villain Association executive who had connections with The Mute One.

"From the beginning, he was strangely obsessed with unrealistic things. For example, the existence of a secret place inside the academy that no one knows about. Or a door that only appears at specific times."
"!!! That's it!"
"What Eun-Ha was looking for at the beginning of the semester, right?"
"That's not the important part. He generally doesn't share information about himself, but once, he let something slip in passing.
Or you could call it a monologue.
He was always disguised as someone else, not in his true form. He probably believed that anyone who overheard would dismiss it as nonsense."

Ash extended his index finger as he spoke.

"Karma. His goal might be to accumulate karma to become a new being. And coincidentally, this Earth has the optimal species and numbers for accumulating this karma."
"Ah..."
"So there was a reason for targeting capitals where many people gather."

In Ha-Ram nodded.

"New York, Washington D.C., and Tokyo. The hybrids didn't target specific individuals."
"...Well, some seem to have targeted people for their own personal issues."
"I-I didn't suffer anything, so it doesn't matter!"

She burst out angrily at Han Chae-Eun, who was looking at her with a lecherous gaze. Han Yu-Bin's face turned bright red at the memory of that sensation.

*I've never touched it in my life except when bathing...!*

That evening, Han Yu-Bin had to stay up all night.

Yang Se-Hee, who had flinched greatly at Han Yu-Bin's outburst, carefully raised her hand and spoke.

"T-Then the next targets are likely to be China or India...?"

Everyone nodded at this.

Now that they knew the goal and means, it was time to respond.
Even though Eun-Ha was temporarily away, they had Yang Se-Hee and Chris, Eun-Ha's substitute.
They could respond even if hybrids attacked.

"Good. Then let's devise countermeasures with Park Seung-Ah and Lee Min-Ki."
"Right! We need to do it right away since we don't know when they'll appear!"

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun stood up.

The two girls' gazes turned toward Han Yu-Bin.
Their looks seemed almost challenging, gently scratching at Han Yu-Bin's pride.

"I'm coming. I don't want to be treated like an incompetent parachute hire."

Han Yu-Bin, who had entered through the massive backing of the O-Sung Group, wasn't the leader but had a similar role.
Having fallen for the provocation, Han Yu-Bin jumped up from her seat and left the room.

*Those damn hybrids! I'll dry them up completely!*

Her steps were heavy and unbecoming of a corporate heiress.

Ch.510 - One Month
The time Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu spent together was intense.
After a week of training in the subspace, the girls had completely grasped their attack patterns that they had only unconsciously recognized before.
With this understanding, they identified their strengths, weaknesses, and vulnerabilities, and began to compensate for them.

After a month had passed, they consciously incorporated attack patterns from opponents they had faced into their movements, creating variations.

After six weeks, they began mixing feints and real attacks more ingeniously.
Real attacks disguised as feints. Feints appearing as real attacks. Numerous evolved attack patterns continued to diversify in the two girls' movements.

Just when they thought they had grown accustomed to this, occasionally, even magic-stealing techniques began to manifest from their hands.
Black threads bewitched their opponents, attacked them, and stole magic from each other.

Eventually, the two girls reached the point of utilizing not just techniques but their innate powers as well.
This was after they had been confined in the subspace for two months—two weeks in real time.

And then.
In that second month, training underwent another change when an unexpected visitor arrived.

"You two are completely battered."
"Eh?"
"Huh?"

The girls' mother and the strongest magical girl, Hong Yu-Jin, had invaded the subspace.


* * *


It was the day after Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won left Stellarlis for training.

Han Yu-Bin scanned through the list of people who had become temporary forces for Stellarlis.
Most—no, all of them were people whose faces or names she had at least heard of.

"Haah."

The problem was that they were all students currently enrolled at the Academy.
They were known for their exceptional growth at the Academy. Still, they were just children, mere hero candidates.

Han Yu-Bin sighed deeply, holding her head.

"How did I end up in this position?"

The seat she occupied was enormous. It was also a position where the word "responsibility" weighed heavily on her shoulders.

She reached out and flipped over the nameplate on the front of the desk.

[Stellarlis Acting Commander-in-Chief Han Yu-Bin]

Having entered as a parachute appointment from the O-Sung Group, she had suddenly become the head of Stellarlis.

"She was handling all of this... alone?"

And on her desk lay numerous piles of documents that Hong Yu-Jin had been managing.
Although it was "temporary," the volume was too much for someone who had just taken over.

Han Yu-Bin groaned, clutching her head. Just processing all this would take at least half a day.
Considering additional paperwork that would come in during that time, it was clear she would have to work overtime.

"Alright...! I'll do it! I just need to get it done!"

Han Yu-Bin gritted her teeth and made a resolution.
She didn't want to be seen as a parachute appointee who couldn't even do her job properly.
Her pride wouldn't allow it.

Her hand moved to place the first document before her eyes.
The contents of the handover were clearly in her mind.

"Even if it's temporary, it's still a leadership position. I just need to apply what I've learned and practiced to succeed at O-Sung!"
"..."

Ash quietly slipped out of the office while watching Han Yu-Bin, who had immediately immersed herself in the pile of documents.

"With this, she's completely removed from the battlefield."

The situation was unfolding according to his intentions.

Hong Yu-Jin needed a successor as she would eventually have to appear on the battlefield.
However, since there was no suitable talent in Stellarlis, it had been continuously postponed.
Heroes had to fulfill their original roles, and researchers likewise.

And Ash didn't want to expose Han Yu-Bin to the madness of life-threatening battlefields.

That's why Han Yu-Bin, regardless of her own will, had risen to the position of Stellarlis's leader.

She had experience in leadership positions and had accumulated relevant knowledge from a young age.
Additionally, she wasn't accustomed to combat, and as a parachute appointee, she wasn't officially assigned to any specific team yet.

Combined with the fact that she was related to Eun-Ha—or more precisely, Jae-Yu—and that O-Sung was an affiliated company of Stellarlis, this reduced some of the anxiety.

"It's a life you saved. I'll use it to protect you."

Ash clenched his fist and made a vow.
His goal hadn't changed yet. But it had become less urgent.

"I can postpone my goal for a while."

He closed his eyes tightly, removing a man's face from his mind.
This would have been impossible before. But strangely, recently, his anger toward that man had been subsiding.

"Because something more important has come up."

To protect Han Yu-Bin, his current ambiguous strength wasn't enough.
He needed to reach the level of Jin Jae-Han, the man he had erased from his mind.

Ash opened his eyes and picked up his communication terminal.
He pressed the address book on the terminal and immediately called someone.

"Sorry for the delay. I'll be there soon."

After a brief call, he hurriedly moved his feet.

[Yoo Ji-Yeon]

The name of a woman appeared on his communication terminal. It was the name of the person he had just spoken with.


* * *


The month with Han Yu-Bin in full charge of Stellarlis went surprisingly well without any problems.
In fact, it ran more smoothly than when Hong Yu-Jin was the chief officer.

There was certainly resistance to the idea of a parachute appointee suddenly becoming the chief officer. Of course, there was strong opposition.

However, this subsided as Han Yu-Bin proved herself through actions.

She restructured the entire system of Stellarlis, ensuring that necessary capital flowed to the departments that needed it, and actively accepted support from Cheonil Group and O-Sung to increase welfare benefits.
Moreover, she cleared up the communication issues between departments that had not been smooth.
Among many other changes, it was proven that Han Yu-Bin, who had been raised from birth to lead a major corporation, was more capable than Hong Yu-Jin, who had spent her life fighting and teaching.

"Argh...! I'm dying...! Did my father really do this every day? Well... I guess it's quite different given the difference in scale."

In the empty office, Han Yu-Bin rested her chin on the desk and skimmed through the documents in front of her.
It had taken a full month just to improve parts that hadn't been functioning properly.

Still, she had done what she could.
Although she couldn't initiate larger projects since it was only temporary, the results were quite satisfactory.

"...I guess this kind of work really suits me."

Han Yu-Bin complained in a drooping voice.

She had known since a month ago why she suddenly found herself in this position.

It was because she was the perfect talent for this job, and because Ash wanted it.
Being in such a safe place meant she wouldn't get hurt, die, or be targeted by other hybrids like Alcatrazaar.

"The right person for the right job. Since I know it's unavoidable, I can't really complain."

She knew it herself.
This suited her better than combat.
It wasn't that she lacked talent for combat, but it would be too wasteful to use her there.

"If only I had been part of Stellarlis from the beginning like In Ha-Ram, or... no, what's the point of saying this now?"

It's quite funny that she still couldn't let go of her regrets even after a month. Han Yu-Bin chuckled and organized the documents.
The paperwork that took Hong Yu-Jin all day and into the evening took Han Yu-Bin less than half a day.

"Today is really the day Shin Eun-Ha returns. And Se-Won is expected to return too."

Kim Se-Won.
These three syllables no longer stirred her heart.

"I liked him so much."

She felt somewhat ashamed, as if she had switched sides like a bat, immediately moving to a better man.

"But I'm a woman too. I prefer a man who only looks at me over one who shows no interest."

But what did it matter?
Although he was a clone, and his original was a criminal, Ash was someone who took care of her while pretending not to.
Thinking of him gave her strength she didn't know she had.

"..."

Han Yu-Bin slightly shifted her gaze to a pen rolling on the desk.
A fountain pen with a blunt and solid back end. It wasn't particularly expensive, but it was an item she used frequently.
It was a gift from Ash, given to celebrate her first week as commander-in-chief.

Han Yu-Bin gulped.
And gently grasping the fountain pen, she brought it under the desk.

'Should I really do this?'

She hesitated, fidgeting with her lips.
It was nothing special, but her heart was racing for some reason.
Just as she closed her eyes tightly and brought the end of the fountain pen to her panties—

Bang!

"It's an emergency!"
"Eek?!"

The door suddenly opened.

"Wh-what's the matter?"

Han Yu-Bin, startled, straightened her posture and looked at the man who had entered the office, An Hwi-Jin.
Unlike her, who had broken into a cold sweat in that brief moment, his expression was pale. It seemed like no ordinary matter.

"A gate has opened...!"
"A gate? China? India? Which one?"
"No!"

An Hwi-Jin shook his head vigorously.
Then he raised his hand, pointing at the ceiling.

"It opened in the Academy district!"
"?!"

Han Yu-Bin's eyes widened at his words.

Ch.511 - Ta-da! It's A Rider Kick!
The heroes were bustling with activity.
The hybrid hordes that everyone expected to attack China or India had come to Korea instead.

"I suppose the silver lining is that they're targeting only the Academy District with pinpoint precision."

Kang Myung-Ha, leader of Centaurus, the hero group in charge of the Academy District, frowned as he looked up at the sky.
The sky had already turned pitch black, pouring down a viscous liquid onto the ground.

"For now, we have no special orders. We stick together and defeat any creatures that appear. Got it?"
"Yes, sir!"
"Ugh, how are we supposed to catch all of those things?"

Lee Hee-Ya responded energetically to Kang Myung-Ha's words. In contrast, Jin Tae-Su rested his chin on his hand and let out a deep sigh.

"Nobody expects us to wipe them all out."
"I know that, but still."

Lee Hee-Ya, perched on the shoulders of the large Jin Tae-Su, tapped his head and argued.

"Wow~ If this many had come last time, it would have been quite a sight! Right? People would have been dying left and right!"
"Don't say such unlucky things."
"But thanks to being attacked twice, citizens quickly escaped to the underground shelters. If this had been the second time, many more people would have died from hesitating."

In response to Lee Sun-A's dramatic words, Jang Su-Jin pursed her lips.
Her partner was always on the loud side.

"Well, it's better that they're targeting the Academy District. If it had been another country, we couldn't have gotten involved since we're not Stellarlis... and then we wouldn't have been able to use our enhanced new armaments."

Kang Myung-Ha, scanning the faces of his members, chuckled and tapped the buckle around his waist.
The others also looked at the buckles attached to their waists and smiled.

Thanks to Choi Ju-Min being affiliated with Stellarlis, their armaments had been enhanced as well.
All the Centaurus members shared the desire to test this power immediately.

"We have only one job. Don't die in vain. All citizens have been confirmed to have evacuated to shelters early. Surviving is protecting this place!"

Kang Myung-Ha shouted as he raised his spear.

"Oh, come on."
"Isn't that a bit much?"
"But if the five of us stick together, we can handle it, right?"
"Hmph. We'll have to try."

The members reacted in their own ways as they watched the hybrid hordes pouring down.
To be honest, even surviving seemed difficult.
Seeing their reactions, Kang Myung-Ha gave a bitter smile and spoke.

"If we stay focused, we can handle it."

*Fwoosh*

"As always, we have someone reliable supporting us."

A dazzling light spread around them.
Strength filled their bodies and morale soared.
Sanctuary, Virginia's trademark, signaled the beginning of the battle.

"Right?"

As soon as Kang Myung-Ha finished speaking, a "Woooah!" sound could be heard from afar.
It was the voices of heroes whose morale had been boosted by the presence of Sanctuary.

About 10 minutes after the hybrids' sudden attack...

"Ugh!"

Kang Myung-Ha frowned as he tried to put strength into his trembling arms.
The creature before him was no ordinary opponent.

"I never expected to face someone who could push me back so one-sidedly...!"

Taking rough breaths, he looked at the hybrid before him.
It stood about 2 meters and 30 centimeters tall.
Its bluish, massive body was filled with muscles.
With strength and speed that would make even renowned physical enhancement ability users weep, Kang Myung-Ha was barely managing to block its attacks.

The horns on its elbows, fists, and knees, along with its sharp teeth, were threatening just to look at.
Its ominous aura made it seem like it might be the strongest among the hybrids that had descended this time.

*Fortunately, there aren't many like this one... and I'm the first to encounter it.*

Kang Myung-Ha gripped his spear again and aimed it at the creature.

*It's too risky to transform now with my back exposed. The gate opened less than 30 minutes ago. Here... I can only hold out?*

He steadied his breathing and carefully observed the creature's movements.

*No. It's a hybrid. If I can land one solid hit, victory will be mine.*

His speed was slightly faster than the hybrid's. If he could deflect that brute strength, there would definitely be an opening.
Kang Myung-Ha's eyes gleamed as he waited for an opportunity.

"Ha! I'm really fortunate! That a monster like you is being handled by me."
-Hmm?

*Swoosh!* Kang Myung-Ha's body lunged forward. He swung his spear upward from below, inducing a defensive reaction.
The hybrid, tilting its head in confusion, stepped back slightly and clenched its fist.

-What are you talking about?
"I'll have you know, I'm an A-rank hero! By keeping the strongest one occupied... the others are relatively safe!"

The hybrid's fist extended forward. *Whoosh!* The massive fist pushed through the air, accompanied by a strong gust.
Kang Myung-Ha narrowly avoided the incoming fist and wrapped a thin layer of magic around his body to minimize the wind's impact.

After evading the hybrid's attack, he immediately swung the shaft of his spear.
Or rather, he pretended to swing it, pulling it back midway.

The hybrid reacted to Kang Myung-Ha's attack by turning its body and moving to block the expected spear shaft with its arm.

*Now!*

Kang Myung-Ha's eyes gleamed.
A brief opening appeared.
His spear extended, targeting the momentary gap.

*Swoosh!* The spear cut through the air, advancing rapidly.

-You've misunderstood something.

The hybrid grabbed it without even looking.
*Screech!* The fist that gripped the spear tip began to rapidly disintegrate.
Even though it wasn't a direct hit, the anti-hybrid weapon acted as a potent poison against the hybrid.

"!!!!"

But that was it.
It still wasn't a proper attack.
The spear neither advanced further nor retreated.

Kang Myung-Ha couldn't hide his dismay.

-Among the brethren who came here, there are dozens similar to me.

The hybrid turned its head slightly and mocked Kang Myung-Ha.
*Crash!* The building next to the hybrid collapsed. From there, a figure flew out and rolled to Kang Myung-Ha's side.

"You, you are!"
"Urgh..."

Kang Myung-Ha's eyes widened.
It was Heo Jong-Woo, an A-rank hero from a group that rivaled Centaurus.
He staggered to his feet, his body in tatters.

-It was you who was relatively safe.
"What... did you say?!"

*Thud, thud.* A new hybrid emerged from inside the destroyed building. It was even larger than the one Kang Myung-Ha was facing.

-Well, not anymore.

The newly appeared hybrid looked at Kang Myung-Ha and Heo Jong-Woo and smirked.

-I said I was the strongest individual, human. That's not wrong. It's true that 'we' are among the stronger ones of our brethren here.

While Kang Myung-Ha stood frozen, the hybrid tossed aside the spear that was still disintegrating its hand.

-But in terms of our entire group, it's different. There are still nine individuals stronger than us, and above them is our master, The Mute One's Servant, who commands us.

The hybrid glanced at its disintegrating hand and then forcefully tore off the flesh. *Crack! Crunch!* With a gruesome sound, the hand, now just bone, quickly regenerated, leaving no trace of injury.

-To feel at ease with just someone like me. Foolish human.

The look in the creature's eyes changed as it flexed its newly grown hand.
From mockery to contempt.

-The price for your ignorance is your life.

It clenched its fist.
The hybrid beside it also followed suit and took a stance.

Kang Myung-Ha glanced at Heo Jong-Woo beside him.
If he fought while protecting him in this state, the chances of winning were close to zero.
Conversely, if he disregarded his own life, there might be a possibility.

*I have no choice.*

Kang Myung-Ha quickly manipulated the buckle at his waist.

"Hmm?"

The hybrid, about to launch an attack, lowered its fist and observed the situation.
While it would be fine to end this trivially, watching Kang Myung-Ha's struggle before finishing him off wouldn't be bad either.

*Beep-beep-beep-beep*

[Complete]

A woman's voice briefly sounded from his waist.

"Transform!!"

Kang Myung-Ha shouted the command.

At that moment.

*Flash!* A light appeared in the sky, and something rapidly descended.
Neither Kang Myung-Ha nor the hybrids noticed the movement.

It was surrounded by a black aura, silently cutting through the sky, targeting the hybrid.

-!!!

The hybrid realized it only when it was at close range.
And by then, it was already too late.

*Thwack!*

-Ugh?!

It pierced through the hybrid's back and emerged from the front.
*Screech!* The legs that touched the ground dragged along, reducing speed.
By the time the speed reached zero, it was right in front of Kang Myung-Ha.

"Phew."
-You, who are you...

The hybrid looked with astonishment at the girl who had pierced through it.
But its words didn't come out completely.

*Poof!*
It quickly turned to ash, starting from the large hole in its center.

The girl, Optima, who had turned one hybrid into dust in an instant, turned around to face the remaining one.

*Seeing how Kang Myung-Ha struggled, it must be stronger than an A-rank. Its raw power might be weaker than an A-rank monster... but having survived intense battles from birth, its combat sense is good.*

Being weaker than an A-rank monster didn't mean it was good for humans.
Hybrids were worse than monsters. They grew and strengthened at an absurdly rapid pace in a short period.

*Indeed, we don't have time. People need well over a decade to prepare to fight hybrids, but they become too strong in less than a year.*

Optima moved forward. Her hands were already stained black.
It was her specialty, Degradation Magic.

As Optima approached the hybrid, the degradation magic left her hands and seeped into the ground.
And just as the hybrid began to react.

*Rustle!*

-?!

It extended from the ground, binding the hybrid's feet, legs, and entire body.
*Screech-* The bound areas gradually degraded. Living skin, muscles, and nerves turned into sand.

*Time is our enemy.*

Optima's hand extended forward, piercing the hybrid's neck and slicing it sideways.
*Thud!* As the head fell, the hybrid that had troubled the A-rank heroes lost its life.

"It's been a while, Mr. Kang Myung-Ha."
"Ah, y-yes..."

After confirming the hybrid had fallen, Optima turned around.
And with a small smile, she greeted the transformed Kang Myung-Ha.

*I miss Se-Won.*

Seeing a man after 4 months made her think of her boyfriend.

Ch.512 - *Hug*
"Make your decision."

A sweet voice touches my ear.
Everything I see feels as real as reality itself.
Memories of the past are bleached away, and strange falsehoods take their place as if they were truth.

"Whether what you see before you is truth or lie doesn't matter. How you feel about it—that's what's important. Isn't that right?"

The whispering voice stirs up my mind.
This statement was correct.
How I feel about what's in front of me is what matters most...

"The girl you so deeply love. The one you've longed for, watched over, and made your goal. See who she's with now. What she's doing."

The girl was flirting with an unknown man.
She was mine.
She betrayed me.

"Look. Is that girl happy? Is she sad? Or is she feeling nothing at all?"

The emotions I felt, the memories I had, are being rejected.

"What will you do after seeing this? Should you be sad? Angry? Accept it?"

I'm being forced to make a choice.

"Even so, now that the girl is in danger... will you go save her?"

Even so.

"Of course I will."

Despite countless temptations and illusions, my will remains unchanged.
With an iron-like mental strength that denies even this realistic sensation I'm feeling now.

"What if everything you've seen was actually false? An elaborately staged play? If there was no truth at all in the girl from your memories? ...If the magical girl has long since stopped being on humanity's side?"

The scene changes.
The air touching my body, the atmosphere clearly shifts, turning my mind into chaos.
Facts that couldn't possibly be true are arbitrarily declared as truth.
My head. My body. My soul. They all tell me what I see is real.
Naturally.
As if it's obvious.
And there I am, accepting it.

"That can't be true."

Even so, my lips declared this to be false.
The scene before my eyes shattered.



* * *



After reuniting with Kang Myung-Ha, Optima turned her back and switched on her communication terminal.
Her terminal displayed a general overview of the current situation in the Academy District.

"Se-Won's name isn't here...?"

As she scanned the screen for the names of heroes currently on this battlefield, she couldn't find Kim Se-Won's name anywhere.

*I was planning to go find him right away... does this mean he hasn't returned yet?*

She tilted her head in confusion and checked the data again, but Kim Se-Won's name still didn't appear on the real-time updated screen.

*Se-Hee is deploying her sanctuary near White Base, and Chris is beside Se-Hee as planned, having left just as I appeared... good.*

If Kim Se-Won wasn't here, there was nothing she could do about it.
Though worried that he hadn't returned yet, Optima had immediate matters to attend to.

"Fortunately, all civilians have evacuated to the shelters."

Fool me twice, but not three times.
These two attacks had served as a wake-up call for citizens to recognize the vastly different dangers posed by monsters and hybrids.

But if the danger continued to lurk, it would only be a matter of time before the shelters where citizens were hiding would be discovered.
Optima decided to prioritize what needed to be done, suppressing her emotions.

"It seems everyone beside you has recovered. The Centaurus members all appear to be in good shape too."

"That's right. I took care of the dangerous one."

Glancing back at the fallen Heo Jong-Woo, Optima identified what needed to be done next.

*The sanctuary is already in place, and S-class heroes are fighting hard. They're taking down creatures similar to the one we just defeated, one after another.*

That meant all that remained was cleaning up the stragglers.
Just as Kang Myung-Ha and Heo Jong-Woo had struggled, other heroes must be having a hard time too.

"I'll go help the others. Please join the Centaurus members and take care of the remaining enemies."

"Ah. Yes. Sure."

Optima checked her communication terminal once more before leaving.

"Just as I expected."

She leaped from rooftop to rooftop, heading toward her first target.

"Hybrids aren't stupid, so I knew they'd definitely target it."

At the edge of Optima's vision, she could see a small girl trembling.
It was Yang Se-Hee, the girl who had enhanced her doppelganger abilities to create sanctuaries.

"Tsk!"

Optima clicked her tongue and frowned.
The problem was that she was still far from reaching Yang Se-Hee.
And the hybrids had already approached dangerously close to her.

There were two hybrids in total.
To be precise, only two were of the same caliber as the ones that had attacked Kang Myung-Ha and Heo Jong-Woo earlier.
Besides them, ordinary hybrids were also rushing toward Yang Se-Hee, the source of the sanctuary.
Of course, heroes had been stationed to protect Yang Se-Hee, but they seemed somewhat overwhelmed by the swarming hybrids.

"Faster...! Faster!"

Growing anxious, Optima transformed, enveloped in pitch-black light.
It was Optima – Vicious Form.
She used Overdrive, attempting to close the distance in one explosive burst of speed.

While Optima was approaching, the hybrids continued their relentless advance toward Yang Se-Hee.

"Protect her! Protect her at all costs!"

"Of all times, they had to attack when the Saint was called away...!"

As the hybrids pushed forward, heroes fell helplessly.

The problem was that the quality of the escort was somewhat lacking due to Virginia's own strength.
If A-class hero Kang Myung-Ha had struggled defensively against these opponents, those weaker than him couldn't possibly fare better.

And Yang Se-Hee, still a student who hadn't even graduated from the Academy, was equally powerless against the hybrids.

"No... No...!"

Optima gritted her teeth and squeezed out more magical power.
But the hybrids had already reached Yang Se-Hee.
Dripping with saliva, they thrust their fists and tentacles toward the small girl.
A merciless strike.

"Noooooo!"

Yang Se-Hee screamed and squeezed her eyes shut.
That's when it happened.

Thud!
Their fists and tentacles stopped as if blocked by an invisible barrier.

-What?!
-I-I can't move!

They bulged their eyes and strained their bodies, trying to move.
But crack! Crunch! Instead, their arms and tentacles twisted grotesquely under the invisible force.

-Aaaaargh!

The hybrids screamed and trembled.
Despite their desperate efforts, they couldn't move at all.
An invisible force was crushing them from all sides.
At this rate, they would be compressed to death.

"This is troublesome."

-Grr, grrrrrrr...!!
-Who, are youuu...!

At the cold statement, the hybrids' gazes converged.
A boy was suddenly standing beside them.
Wearing tattered clothes, he stretched his hand forward.

"Killing a friend who just gained confidence is very troublesome."

-Aaaaargh!!!

Crack! The boy, Kim Se-Won, clenched his fist.
Crunch! With a strange and terrible sound of bones being crushed, the hybrids were pulverized.

Optima, who had just arrived, took charge of eliminating the remaining minions.
Her figure moved swiftly, instantly destroying the hybrids targeting Yang Se-Hee.

"Se-Won!"

It took only two minutes to clear all the surrounding hybrids.
After finishing, Optima approached him, calling his name with delight.

*Huh? For a moment, Se-Won's head...?*

Midway, Optima's body froze.
She stared intently at Kim Se-Won, blinking.
For an instant, Kim Se-Won looked like someone else.
He was clearly Kim Se-Won, yet somehow not.

*Did I see wrong...?*

She tilted her head in confusion, rubbed her eyes, and blinked again.
The boy before her was indeed Kim Se-Won.

"Eun-Ha."

Kim Se-Won didn't seem to notice Optima's confusion as he gently raised the corners of his mouth.

But that wasn't all.

"Eun-Ha...!"

Drop. A tear streamed down his face as he suddenly pulled Optima's small body into a tight embrace.

Optima's face instantly turned bright red.
Her facial muscles relaxed involuntarily, forming a loose expression.

*I need to stop Se-Won...!*

Optima finally came to her senses.
She couldn't stay like this.

"Uh? W-wait. Wait...! E-everyone is watching...! They're watching...!"

But no effective solution came to mind.
Her head was already intoxicated with Kim Se-Won's body heat and scent.
She flapped her arms up and down, not knowing what to do.

*Se-Won's smell...!*

It felt good, incredibly good, but she shouldn't be enjoying it here.
There were far too many eyes watching.
With indomitable will, Optima barely managed to squeeze out words.

"S-Se-Won. Why are you suddenly like this...? Did something happen during the month? Hmm?"

"Eun-Ha. Eun-Ha...!"

But as if he couldn't hear Optima's words, Kim Se-Won just kept holding her tightly, repeating only her name.

Ch.513 - *Hug* (2)
To summarize what happened:

"Stay with me like this. Stay with me."

At Kim Se-Won's unexpectedly vulnerable words, Optima went berserk. This wasn't like him at all—he always tried to appear strong in front of her. But somehow, those words touched Optima's heart. Something must have been terribly painful for him to let his guard down like that.

*This is something I must do.*

Optima's face hardened immediately, and she disappeared with him. With a sense of mission to support Kim Se-Won, she returned a minute later and proceeded to eliminate all the hybrids. Though there were too many to handle in a day normally, she worked with heroes and monsters to clear the Academy District in just three hours, using her Vicious Form and Overdrive simultaneously, depleting over 80% of her vast magical power.

"Well then, I'll be going now," she said, leaving the heroes to clean up the mess.

***

With a whoosh, Optima appeared in Foriner's training room, looking terrible with her damaged magical girl outfit and wounds she'd deliberately prevented from healing. She hurried inside without caring about her appearance.

"You're back?"
"Yes."

Opening the door to the left of the entrance, she found Eun-Ha sitting on the bed watching over Kim Se-Won. Optima had split herself before clearing out the hybrids.

Kim Se-Won was sleeping peacefully, using Eun-Ha's thigh as a pillow. Seeing his relaxed expression calmed Optima as well.

"Did he say anything?"
"No. He just trembled and cried until he fell asleep."
"What on earth happened to him..."

Optima approached the bed and carefully looked at his face.

*Honestly, I liked it.*

Seeing this side of him that he never showed, so different from his usual dependable self, stirred something within her. Protective instincts mixed with desire.

*I might actually pounce on him if this continues, so I should merge with Eun-Ha who has more magical power.*

Optima closed her eyes, then reached out to Eun-Ha. When their hands met, light surrounded them and they merged into one.

"Ugh..."

Eun-Ha frowned as she organized her memories. Kim Se-Won had suffered until exhaustion took him to sleep. She had worked with heroes and monsters to clear out the hybrids.

*Good thing I channeled most of my magic to Optima, otherwise I would've been in heat.*

Her current magic level was around 35%—enough to recover after two days of rest. She suppressed the subtle desire that had arisen from her rapidly depleting magic and stroked Kim Se-Won's hair.

"Mmm..."

His eyebrows twitched, and soon he slowly opened his eyes.

"You're awake?"
"Where is..."
"The training room. I was surprised when you suddenly hugged me..."
"?!"

Eun-Ha blushed and averted her gaze as she recalled what happened. Kim Se-Won's eyes widened, and he jumped up.

"Then what about the hybrids? Ah, aah... aaah!"

He grabbed Eun-Ha's shoulders to assess the situation, but immediately blushed and covered his face, collapsing back onto the bed.

*What a disgraceful display in front of Eun-Ha!*

He remembered what he'd done to Eun-Ha—or rather, Optima—and was overwhelmed with shame. He'd shown such embarrassing behavior to the girl he always wanted to appear strong and cool in front of.

"No. That, no...! I mean. Earlier! That thing earlier!"
"That thing earlier...?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head at Kim Se-Won's sudden fuss. He noticed her lips twitching slightly—she was deliberately waiting for his answer!

"What happened earlier... I really wasn't myself. Just know that."
"What happened earlier?"

Her expression said "I really don't know." Kim Se-Won found her mischievous behavior both annoying and adorable.

"Say it again."

Eun-Ha sat on the bed and stretched out her arms.

"Show me."

She smiled sweetly. Despite being embarrassed herself when it happened, now that Kim Se-Won was showing shame, she wanted to see more.

"Ugh!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened and his mouth gaped. He found her smiling and reaching out to him adorable.

*There's a bed here...! No, no.*

Kim Se-Won forcibly turned his head to look at the clock on the wall.

*Not much time has passed since I returned. About three hours and some minutes. If Eun-Ha is back like this, she must have dealt with all the hybrids and is now handling the aftermath. We haven't reported our return yet, so we don't have time for this.*

After quickly assessing the situation, Kim Se-Won realized he had unconsciously been creeping toward Eun-Ha. He had almost pounced on her on the bed.

"You won't do it? ...That makes me sad."

Eun-Ha delivered her final blow, blinking up at Kim Se-Won before dropping her head dejectedly. Her eyes, glimpsed briefly, were so moist they seemed about to overflow with tears.

"...!!"

Thump! Kim Se-Won felt his heart pound strongly. He even looked at his chest, worried the sound might be audible.

"Ahem! A-anyway! Let's go back. We haven't reported our return to Stellarlis yet."
"..."

Eun-Ha stared at him with half-open eyes, then pushed out her lower lip in dissatisfaction. Her arms were still stretched out, asking to be embraced.

"C-come on! Let's go!"

Kim Se-Won's lips twitched. No way. He absolutely couldn't do it. His pride wouldn't allow it, especially in front of Eun-Ha!

*Once is enough for such a display.*

Kim Se-Won intended to drag Eun-Ha along if necessary. But her stubbornness was considerable.

"No!"

Like a child throwing a tantrum, she clung to Kim Se-Won's side. He looked at her for a moment, then quietly sighed.

"...Eun-Ha."

He had no choice. He carefully detached her, then embraced her and brought his lips to her ear.

Eun-Ha's body trembled. Kim Se-Won's low voice near her ear was strangely anticipatory, slightly sensual.

"Let's go back."
"Huh?!"

Of course, what Eun-Ha had expected didn't happen. Kim Se-Won held her as he took out his key card and left the room.

***

Han Yu-Bin looked alternately at Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won who had come to her office. As the new head of Stellarlis, she was the one who needed to receive their report.

"So. I'd like to hear what happened... Se-Won, why is she like that?"
"Ah~ Well, something happened."

But Eun-Ha just wore a sulky expression. Her lips were tightly closed as she glared at Kim Se-Won.

"Hmph!"

Then she turned her head away with an annoyed voice.

"Anyway, give me your report. Whatever lover's quarrel you're having can wait."

Hong Yu-Jin, who was with Han Yu-Bin, looked at Eun-Ha with disapproval.

*She wasn't originally like this. Has she been throwing tantrums like this since dating Se-Won? Is this how parents feel when their children leave? No, probably different.*

Hong Yu-Jin felt a slight loneliness at seeing this side of Eun-Ha that she hadn't witnessed before.

"...I'll go first then."

Kim Se-Won opened his mouth with a bitter smile.

The training—or rather, torture—he had received was more mental than physical.

"So it was almost like reality..."
"Transcendents really think differently."

After hearing his explanation, Hong Yu-Jin nodded with folded arms, thinking "that figures." Han Yu-Bin, on the other hand, turned pale, unable to believe how he had endured it.

Kim Se-Won's trial was this:

He was forced to slaughter the person he loved most.
He was betrayed and killed by the person he loved most.
Not only that, but he had to watch as she fooled around with other men and even shared a bed with them.

It was more like harassment than training or a trial, with such unpleasant content. Hong Yu-Jin and Han Yu-Bin guessed there were things Kim Se-Won couldn't bring himself to mention.

"I experienced the same trials dozens, hundreds of times. Each time, my memory of previous trials was erased until I realized the truth. As time went on, I reached the truth less frequently. It seemed like it was telling me to maintain my true self even in the midst of absurdity and lies."

With that, Kim Se-Won closed his mouth.

"Most people would have broken down mentally much faster. Good job. I'm glad you made it back."

Hong Yu-Jin praised Kim Se-Won with a deliberately gentle smile.

*Knowing that Transcendent's personality, they probably gave Se-Won a proper reward for enduring the trial. I don't know what it is, but it must be something good that anyone would drool over. Anyway, what a nasty character.*

Inwardly, she shuddered at Bianca's terrible personality.

"Now then... Huh?"

Han Yu-Bin turned to hear Eun-Ha's report next, but her expression went blank.

"Sob, sob...! Hic...!"

Eun-Ha was looking at Kim Se-Won with tears streaming down her face.

Then she suddenly jumped up.

"Waaaaaah!!"

She threw herself at Kim Se-Won, hugging him to her chest and sobbing loudly.

"Oh my. ...Let's hear her story later."
"Y-yes."

Hong Yu-Jin could only nod to Han Yu-Bin, shaking her head.

Ch.514 - Have You Ever Experienced Déjà Vu?
I finally managed to calm Eun-Ha down after she suddenly burst into tears.

"Phew."

After a month of trials and tribulations, Kim Se-Won returned to his room and plopped down on the bed with a heavy sigh. It had only been a month, but it felt like they'd been apart for years. That's how brutal Bianca's trial had been.

"I've definitely... gotten stronger."

Kim Se-Won tried to convince himself that it was unavoidable because of Bianca's mischievous personality. After all, there was a good reason for it.

He raised his hand to his chest and closed his eyes to concentrate.

'I love hearing a hero's screams the most. But I hate screams without reason.'

When he opened his eyes, a small light emanated from his hand, and a mirror the size of his palm appeared.

"Even though I used this... I can feel my fundamental strength has increased. Like I'm about to shed a layer..."

After making the mirror disappear, Kim Se-Won placed his hand on his chest and closed his eyes again. It had only been a month, yet so much had changed. It wasn't a dramatic transformation, but something had definitely shifted.

"Come to think of it."

Kim Se-Won opened his eyes and glanced to the side. On the desk was a large travel bag he had placed there when entering the room. He had packed various items for the long month, but he hadn't needed to use any of them during the trial.

"I didn't feel tired or hungry. Time definitely passed, but..."

A belated sense of wonder washed over him. He reasoned it must have been some phenomenon possible only in a Transcendent's space as he got up from the bed and walked toward the desk.

"I never got to use any of this."

Feeling somewhat regretful, Kim Se-Won stood in front of the desk and pulled out two dolls from the bag.

Two dolls—one with black hair and one with platinum blonde hair. They weren't exactly the kind of items a strapping young man would typically carry around.

He placed the dolls on the desk with a soft thud and sat down in the chair, gazing at them intently.

"...Should I try it out?"

Kim Se-Won picked up the platinum-haired doll and examined it closely. The texture of the skin, the clothes, and even the underwear—everything was of exceptional quality.

'I put quite a bit of effort into it. Hehe, I'd call it my masterpiece.'

Kim Se-Won smirked as he recalled the words of Morris, the Transcendent who had made this doll. Though it might look ordinary, it was clearly made with extraordinary technology.

That's when it happened.

"...Huh?"

Kim Se-Won felt a strange sensation against his leg. Nothing had actually touched him.

"..."

He just sensed something's presence below him.

He stopped examining the doll and gulped, swallowing hard. After remaining frozen with his mouth tightly shut, he seemed to make a decision, pulling his chair back slightly and looking down.

"..."
"..."

There was a doll there. No, a girl so beautiful she could be mistaken for a doll. The girl's appearance was identical to the doll in Kim Se-Won's hand. Or rather, it seemed like the doll resembled the girl.

"Huh...?"

After staring at each other for who knows how long, Kim Se-Won broke the silence with a somewhat dumbfounded voice.

"..."

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha, who was crouching down, still remained silent. Only jealousy was visible through her eyes.

After about a minute passed, Eun-Ha finally spoke.

"I really don't like it."

Eun-Ha's voice sounded like that of a sulking child.

"What don't you like...?"
"I'm glad you've gotten stronger... I'm glad there's a higher chance you'll be active in the future, but..."

Eun-Ha lowered her head slightly. Even though she was mumbling, her voice reached Kim Se-Won's ears clearly.

Her voice cut off abruptly. Then, raising her head again, Eun-Ha looked straight at Kim Se-Won with determination.

"If you become popular with women because of this, I'll die of loneliness."
"Ah."

Kim Se-Won experienced déjà vu. A memory of something that had actually happened, not a false memory.

'Can you just neglect your girlfriend like this? Am I like a rabbit to you? I might die if I get too lonely.'
'I don't like you meeting other women... I'm only tolerating it because I know you're doing what you think is necessary.'

Eun-Ha had appeared crouching under Kim Se-Won's desk before. Recalling that this had happened once before, Kim Se-Won smiled faintly.

'Well, she does get lonely easily.'

Her excessive jealousy and obsession stemmed from her fear of loneliness. Kim Se-Won stood up from his chair and pushed it back.

"Eun-Ha."

Then he sat down on the floor, meeting her gaze.

"I'm not going anywhere. I don't want to go anywhere. Even if we have to be apart for some reason, my heart will always be thinking only of you."
"Okay."

Eun-Ha nodded immediately. Despite how cheesy and unbelievable the words were, she could believe them because they came from Kim Se-Won.

"I still don't like it."
"Why?"
"Because more women will cling to you than now. My patience has reached its limit."

Even though it hadn't happened yet, Eun-Ha expressed her strong will as if she had seen the future.

"You're mine. I'm yours. I won't give you to anyone else. So..."
"So?"

She seemed to have something in mind. Kim Se-Won stared at her face, curious about what she was going to say.

"...It's a secret."

But Eun-Ha just smiled broadly and put her index finger to her lips.

"What?"

Kim Se-Won unconsciously raised his voice in disappointment. He thought she was going to say something significant, but the sudden cutoff was anticlimactic.

"Wait, why are you suddenly—"
"See you tomorrow!"

Just as he was about to ask what she had been trying to say, Eun-Ha slipped into the shadows and disappeared.

"Sigh."

Kim Se-Won exhaled with an inexplicable sense of unease.

* * *

The next day.
The executives gathered at White Base.
The current Stellarlis Commander-in-Chief, Han Yu-Bin.
The Chief Assistant, Hong Yu-Jin.
And the captains of each unit.
A total of eight people plus Ash.

"So. What's the urgent matter you needed to discuss?"

In the midst of everyone exchanging silent glances, Han Yu-Bin spoke up. She was looking directly at Eun-Ha.

"As you know, we don't have much time."
"So you're saying we should strike against The Mute One right now?"
"Not right now... but in the near future."

Han Yu-Bin's expression was one of disbelief. Wasn't this too hasty when they hadn't properly prepared a way to counter The Mute One yet?

"But as you've seen, many heroes can't properly respond even with the Device, a weapon designed to counter hybrids."

Han Yu-Bin recalled the damage reports she had received. Being able to inflict effective damage on hybrids was a significant achievement, but that was all. Given the enormous difference in basic specs between humans and hybrids, each hero was little more than a glass cannon.

"You need to be at least as strong as Ash to properly face a hybrid, right? It's not like hybrids will create fair one-on-one situations. We inevitably have to push them back with multiple people against one."

Everyone nodded at Han Yu-Bin's logical argument.

"But we really don't have time. This gap between humans and hybrids might be at its narrowest right now. You know how long it's been since they appeared."
"...That's true."

Han Yu-Bin frowned at Eun-Ha's words. She took a deep breath as if about to sigh.

"Haaah... Yes. Honestly, when to attack is still an undecided issue with the Hero Association."

Even hybrids are living beings. There must be a limit to their average growth. The problem was that no one knew what that limit was. It didn't seem like they would stop at their current level.

"I think their average strength will be at least 1.5 times what it is now."
"I agree."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun, who had been silent until now, spoke up. The growth rate was unreasonably fast no matter how you looked at it.

"There's also the fundamental species issue. We humans need at least 15 years to reach an age where we can 'fight.' But they only need a few months. Plus, their reproduction rate is incredible."
"And we don't even know their current military strength..."
"It's really different from fighting monsters, right? Even A-class monsters took quite some time to evolve to the point where they could speak human language."

Lee Min-Ki and Park Seung-A chimed in after Eun-Ha's comment. The more they talked, the more it seemed like now was the only answer.

"You said earlier that we can't respond properly, but conversely, it means we now have some way to respond. Before, we couldn't even inflict proper damage with our attacks."
"It's still reckless. Maybe for strong ones like you, but for B-class and below heroes, waging a proper war against hybrids now would look like suicide. And most of humanity's fighting force, excluding monsters, consists of B-class and below heroes."

This was the problem.
Most people here were extremely strong.
On the other hand, most heroes who made up the bulk of their forces were B-class or below.
At this rate, it would be no different from a suicide mission where only a select few elite could properly function.

"That won't be a problem. If we solve just one thing, the war might be prolonged, but we'll inevitably win."
"You're talking about the sanctuary, right? I know. There were no casualties on the hero side this time either. Really, really... it's unbelievable."

Han Yu-Bin sighed with a gloomy expression. Zero casualties. An impossible number. And this result came from a sanctuary deployed by a proxy, not by herself.

"But that's not enough. How do you plan to maintain the heroes' morale? It's not that they can't die. It's that they're unable to die. Think about the heroes who would become living zombies."
"Yes, you're right. That's the biggest problem."

Eun-Ha stood up from her seat. Everyone's attention turned to her.

"That's why I'm here. Maintaining morale is the most important thing. That's why I exist."

Eun-Ha stood up from her seat. Everyone's attention turned to her.

"Conversely, if I show you a way to solve that problem, will you consider it?"

Eun-Ha said this with a confident expression.

Ch.515 - Scam
Footsteps echo from behind, the sound of several people approaching.

"You're saying you'll show us a way to solve the problem?"
"Yes. Please follow me. I think I need to show you somewhere other than here."

Eun-Ha, who had said this in the conference room, was now walking to show the solution to the problem Ha-Yoon had mentioned.

*In war, there are many important factors, but right now, the most crucial one for us is the morale of the heroes.*

Eun-Ha was about to throw humanity like an egg against a massive rock. She was trying to break the rock with the thrown egg.

Supplies could be adequately provided.
Manpower was already limited, so they had to make do with what they had.
Other factors also had their own solutions.

However, morale was a different issue.
Even if the body was intact, if the spirit broke, the resulting despair and grief would quickly spread to others.
Morale that had been carefully built up could plummet in an instant.

Knowing this, Ha-Yoon looked at Eun-Ha's back with a mixture of anxiety and doubt.

*It's impossible. No matter how well we prepare, their spirits will break quickly.*

Humanity had survived several one-sided attacks from the hybrids.
It was thanks to the EX-class hero, Hong Yu-Jin, and her rival, Seo Hye-Ji.

But those who had faced monsters knew that monsters possessed endless reproductive capabilities.
And hybrids were even worse, with superior reproduction rates and extremely short growth periods, becoming stronger quickly, making them more vicious than monsters.

In other words, even though all the hybrids used in the attacks had died, it had no real impact on their overall numbers.

Instead, as time passed, they would gradually increase their attacking forces, slowly pushing humanity into the abyss of extinction.

*It's true we can't just rely on Teacher Hong Yu-Jin and Bloody White for defense forever. There's no guarantee those two will always be around.*

Nevertheless, Ha-Yoon believed they should trust those two and wait for the right time.

*Those two, and the other S-class heroes—not as weapons but as shields for ten years. If we gather and train more talented people for ten years... there's a possibility.*

Although ten years was not a short time, she believed that much time was necessary.

While Ha-Yoon was thinking, the group reached their destination.

"We're here."
"?!"
"I was wondering where..."
"The main auditorium...?"

At Eun-Ha's voice, those following her widened their eyes.
When Eun-Ha slightly opened the door, murmuring voices could be heard from inside.

*So she planned to bring us here from the beginning.*

Ha-Yoon unconsciously closed her mouth. Come to think of it, Eun-Ha was the one who had called this executive meeting. It wasn't really that surprising.

She quickly composed her expression, but her questions only grew.

*What exactly is she planning? Why gather not just us but the heroes too? Is she going to advocate for the legitimacy of waging a full-scale war?*

Ha-Yoon slowly shook her head.
That was probably just part of the process.
What Eun-Ha truly wanted to say hadn't even begun to reveal itself.
She swallowed hard, steeling herself.
To remain calm no matter what happened, to assess the situation coolly and act accordingly.

"Well, let's go in."

Ha-Yoon followed Eun-Ha as she entered first.

"She's here."
"Not just the Saint, but the captains too?"
"What's going on? Why were we gathered here?"

When Eun-Ha appeared, the heroes who noticed her began voicing their questions.

*So she didn't give any notice to the heroes either.*

Ha-Yoon couldn't hide her growing curiosity.

Eun-Ha and the executives moved to the front of the auditorium. Eun-Ha took her place on the stage, while the others sat in chairs behind her.

After taking her position on the stage, Eun-Ha gently moved the microphone aside.

"Everyone. Humanity's future is not bright. It's so dark, so very dark that we cannot see what lies beyond."

And with only her natural voice, she began addressing the gathered heroes.

*This voice...?!*

Ha-Yoon wondered why she wasn't using the microphone, but soon realized the reason.
Eun-Ha's voice resonated not in the ears, but in the mind and heart.

"Ah, this is what she showed us at the entrance ceremony~"
"Right. She suddenly appeared from the ceiling and surprised us."

Ha-Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram giggled as they shared their memories. Kim Se-Won didn't speak, but he gazed at Eun-Ha with eyes full of nostalgia.

"Ah..."

Ha-Yoon felt the same.
Eun-Ha's unusual behavior at the entrance ceremony.

Though she couldn't understand how it worked, when Eun-Ha spoke with magic in her voice, everyone listened in a daze.
They were drawn in.
Completely entranced, forced to listen to her words.

It was practically a scam.
A scam that definitely worked.
And now, once again, she felt herself being drawn to Eun-Ha's voice.

"The hybrids, a new species created by The Mute One, have the strongest reproductive ability among all species on Earth, as well as rapid growth and adaptability. Even evolutionary changes that should take hundreds or thousands of years are occurring in less than a year. This clearly proves that hybrids are a superior species to humans."

*Why is she saying that here?!*

Ha-Yoon was shocked.
It was fine to try to boost morale, but why was she extolling the superiority of hybrids as a species?
This would only demoralize people!

In response to Eun-Ha's words, the heroes began nodding dejectedly. The light of hope faded from their eyes.

"However."

Bang! Eun-Ha struck the podium, and the heroes who had been looking down snapped their attention back to her.
Strong determination shone in Eun-Ha's eyes. Hope resonated in her voice.

"That doesn't mean we humans should just accept defeat. A war between species was inevitable someday, and it's natural for the superior species to claim this Earth. But we haven't lost yet. And we cannot lose!"

Gentle yet strong.
Drawn by Eun-Ha's voice, the heroes stared blankly at her face.

An inexplicable sensation stirred in their chests.
Were her words themselves so persuasive?
No. They didn't even know yet.

Her speech had only just begun.
Yet everyone in the room was captivated by her voice.

"Because we have people we must protect."

After confirming that all eyes were on her, Eun-Ha suddenly lowered her gaze.
Her eyes filled with sadness, trembling slightly.

"Family. Friends. Acquaintances. And powerless citizens whose names and faces we don't even know. And beyond them, the children who will lead the future—we must protect them."

Eun-Ha's voice echoed throughout the auditorium.
Her plea, delivered with a voice imbued with magic, touched the hearts of the heroes.

"Your reasons for becoming heroes may differ. Money, connections, fame, a comfortable retirement—these might be your motivations. And if so, all the more reason you must protect humanity. Because all these things only have meaning if humanity continues to exist."

Eun-Ha took a small breath.
She closed her eyes briefly to gather her thoughts, then opened them again.

During this pause, one question arose in the heroes' minds:

*Why is she suddenly saying all this?*

Everything Eun-Ha was saying was common knowledge. It wasn't something that required gathering everyone to hear.

Then.

"So we must defeat The Mute One while it's not too late. We don't have much time left."
"!!!!!"

Everyone was shocked, their mouths hanging open.
They had just developed prototypes of weapons to counter the hybrids, and now she was talking about going to war? It made no sense.
Yet no one objected.

Or rather, they couldn't.
Everyone in the auditorium was already captivated by Eun-Ha's magic.
Their minds recognized it as an absurd idea, but their bodies were already getting fired up.

"What must we do to protect humanity's future? Who will protect humanity? The answer is war. And us. We are the only ones who can do it."

Everyone was captivated by Eun-Ha's voice.
They couldn't take their eyes off her face as she pleaded with a voice on the verge of tears.

At the same time, people's bodies grew increasingly hot.
This was fighting spirit. Morale.
The will to fight rose unbidden in their chests, consuming their minds.

"That's right."
"True."
"Who else could fight but us...!"

The heroes gradually began to agree with Eun-Ha.
One, three, seven. Eventually, all the heroes were burning with fighting spirit.

"This war must not be prolonged. The Mute One is growing stronger even now, and so are the hybrids. These monsters, already strong, will become unimaginably powerful in the future. In other words, now is when they are at their weakest and most unstable, and when the devices created by humans and Gresorians will be effective."

Eun-Ha continued to persuade the heroes with her magic-infused voice.
It had to be now.
Weapons that worked now might not work in a few years.
The unrealistic speed of evolution she had mentioned earlier supported this.

"I promise to keep you all alive no matter what happens. There have been almost no deaths within my sanctuary so far. I believe you all know this very well."

Everyone nodded at Eun-Ha's words.
They might not be able to defeat the hybrids, but they hadn't died. No one denied that this was all thanks to the power of Eun-Ha's sanctuary.

"With Stellarlis and the heroes, along with our strong allies, the Gresorians, we can annihilate the hybrids. We can make the future bright for you and those around you! I will stand at the forefront of this difficult path and lead you!"
"Ooooohhh!!"

Each word from Eun-Ha raised the heroes' fighting spirit to a frenzy.

It wasn't the content of the speech itself that had such power, but the morale created by Eun-Ha's own strength and appearance.
It was almost like a cult. If she had used this persuasiveness and appeal to establish a religion, she might have created a formidable religious organization.

"Haa. Alright. I understand. With power like this, morale won't be an issue."

Ha-Yoon, who had been watching silently, stood up and approached Eun-Ha.
Shaking her head, she expressed to Eun-Ha that she had conceded.

"Hehe, really?"

Eun-Ha chuckled at Ha-Yoon's reaction.

"Now then. I have one more thing to tell you all."

At Eun-Ha's words, the noisy voices immediately died down.
Quietly, displaying their burning fighting spirit, they waited for Eun-Ha to begin speaking.

That's when it happened.

"Uwak?!"

Kim Se-Won's body began moving on its own.
He strode up to the stage and stood next to Eun-Ha.

*What's going on?*

Confused, Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha standing beside him with a bewildered expression.
Then, looking more closely at his body, he saw very thin black threads wrapped around him. They were threads created by Eun-Ha.

Pretending not to notice, Eun-Ha gently leaned her head on Kim Se-Won's shoulder and said:

"I've decided to date Se-Won."

She dropped a bombshell.

"........."

Everyone in the auditorium wore stunned expressions.
Ignoring this, Eun-Ha declared to the shocked heroes:

"He's my man."
"I won't let it slide if anyone messes with him."
"Understood?"

Ch.516 - Scam (2)
"What the heck?!"

After a brief moment of silence, the auditorium suddenly erupted into noise.
The reactions were largely split into two groups.

"R-really?!"
"No, no. It's not... impossible, but no. No!"
"That's impossible..."

One group was shocked by the fact that Eun-Ha was dating Kim Se-Won.

"Yeah. I kind of suspected it. He puts up walls like a stone fortress with us, but he seemed more human around the Saint and her friends."
"Right~? And whenever a woman got close to the captain, he would appear like a ghost. But I wonder if it's okay? The Saint seemed a bit heavy-hearted."

The other group had sensed something unusual in Eun-Ha's behavior and how Kim Se-Won was warm toward her but built walls around other women.

Kim Se-Won was just as surprised.

*What's going on?*

Kim Se-Won glanced sideways at Eun-Ha beside him with a dazed expression.
Eun-Ha, who was clinging tightly to him, wore the happiest smile in the world.

*Is this reality? Or a dream?*

How long had he been dating Eun-Ha? It had been well over a year.
During that time, due to Eun-Ha's high profile and her plans, announcing their relationship publicly was something he couldn't even dream of.

*I've been living with this understanding... but Eun-Ha must have wanted to tell others after all.*

Without realizing it, the corners of his mouth turned up.
Whatever the case, Eun-Ha had dropped a bomb.
But this revelation wouldn't necessarily disadvantage her.

Eun-Ha had become an indispensable existence for humanity, and many heroes couldn't afford to lose her power if they wanted to survive.

*As long as Eun-Ha doesn't become a complete villain, humanity has no choice but to take her side. She's essentially holding herself hostage. Will they let her go? Or will they accept our relationship?*

There was no one who could replace Eun-Ha.
Besides, now they had to fight. There was no time for political maneuvering over Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha's relationship.

*The problem is the heroes who aren't affiliated with Stellarlis and the citizens...*

She must have thought it all through before acting. Kim Se-Won smiled warmly and stretched his arm to pull Eun-Ha's shoulder closer.

"Ah. Hehe..."

The already close distance between the two became even closer.
Eun-Ha's expression softened into an incredibly lovable face.
While enjoying Kim Se-Won's touch in this state, Eun-Ha spoke with a smile still on her face.

"Therefore, I have a favor to ask of you all..."

Whoosh! Everyone's attention turned back to Eun-Ha.

*Her face is smiling, but...!*
*What's with that voice...!*

Involuntarily, their bodies trembled. A chilling sensation raised goosebumps on the heroes' skin.

The girl before them, despite her delicate appearance, was someone who could knock down all the heroes present with a smile.
In this situation, the pressure of not knowing what she might do if they didn't help overwhelmed the heroes!

"The fact that Se-Won and I are dating is a secret between me and all of you."
"!!!!"

"Huhu," Eun-Ha laughed innocently, placing her index finger against her lips.

*What is she saying now?!*

The heroes were shocked once again at a promise that would absolutely not be kept.
Could one control people's mouths, especially hundreds of them? It was impossible.
Someone might deliberately leak it, or it could slip out accidentally during a conversation with an acquaintance or while drunk.
This was especially true for such a major event as the beloved Saint dating someone.

In response to their shocked reactions, Eun-Ha laughed again, "Huhu."

"Of course, I don't expect this secret to be kept. However, I hope the spread of rumors can be slowed down."
"But! If that's the case, from the beginning—"
"I shouldn't have said anything from the beginning... such words are meaningless. I didn't want to hide this from you all at Stellarlis, who are like family to me."

A blatant lie!
Those who knew the truth flinched and covered their faces at the bright red lie Eun-Ha confidently uttered.

"And the only reason I want to slow down the spread of rumors is because of an operation Stellarlis is currently conducting."
"An operation?"

A male hero standing at the front cautiously raised his hand and asked.
His question was also the question of all the heroes. They felt a bit disappointed that an operation was proceeding under the surface without their knowledge.

"Yes. You know how we've been gradually releasing information about Stellarlis on YouTube and various social media?"
"Ah."

Swallowing their thoughts of "That was the operation?", everyone nodded.

"Recently, some of you might remember being filmed training in the training room. That's the main purpose of the operation."
"...!! Ah! Could it be...!"

B-rank hero Oh Su-Jung involuntarily exclaimed. She was one of the heroes who spent a lot of time in the training room along with B-rank hero Cheon Do-Hoon.

"Yes. That's right. We're gradually imprinting Se-Won on the public. How hard he's worked these past two years. How desperately he's been running... By the way, does anyone here know how strong Se-Won was two years ago?"

Everyone looked puzzled at Eun-Ha's question.
They couldn't know.
They only vaguely assumed that since he was a genius who could awaken at such a young age, he must have been exceptionally strong two years ago as well.

While everyone hesitated to speak, afraid of making unfounded assumptions, Oh Su-Jung spoke up again.

"Two years ago, he might have been... around the lowest B-rank, right?"
"No. Not at all."

But Eun-Ha's words were contrary to everyone's expectations.
The heroes' gazes turned to Kim Se-Won.
Standing beside Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won turned his gaze away in embarrassment and scratched his cheek.

"Well, actually, before entering the academy..."
"Ah! Just a moment!"

Just as Kim Se-Won was about to speak despite his embarrassment, Eun-Ha suddenly started searching for something on her communication device.
Her fingers moved from bottom to top, as if scrolling dozens of times, then she pressed something firmly.

"?!"

Suddenly, a photo appeared in mid-air showing a young man and woman cornered by monsters, with a black-haired girl standing above them.

"Ah, that...!"

Han Chae-Eun stood up abruptly upon seeing the photo.
The girl in the photo was Han Chae-Eun herself. And Kim Se-Won.

"Those are... C-rank monster Sura Gorilla, D-rank Rising Boaster, and E-rank Wrist Lizard..."
"They're all weak creatures, aren't they?"

The heroes' reactions showed they couldn't understand.

Even as a student, a genius like Kim Se-Won should have been able to handle such creatures adequately.
At the very least, he should have been able to escape without being cornered like that.

"Ah... I remember this."

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won looked at the photo with eyes full of nostalgia.

The question of who took the photo and how quickly disappeared. It was probably captured by Morris through some method.

Instead, he focused on the fact that it was the day he first met Optima.
After briefly reminiscing, Kim Se-Won came to his senses and spoke with a bitter smile.

"As shown in the photo, I was very weak back then. I was just an ordinary student who had gone through the mess of a curriculum at the academy and other training schools."
"Wait. So you grew in just two years?"

Kim Se-Won nodded at Oh Su-Jung's question.

"I wasn't particularly talented, nor was I born into a good family. ...However, I had a firm goal that was different from others. I can't say it out loud, but that goal led me here."

As Kim Se-Won continued speaking, he raised his fist to his chest with his left hand.
At the same time, he embraced Eun-Ha more tightly with his other hand.

The heroes who were carefully observing his actions roughly understood what his goal had been.
The girl beside him, Eun-Ha.

"Ah. So that's why you were in the training room every day, trying to catch up to the Saint!"
"Haha... Yes, something like that."

Kim Se-Won scratched the back of his head with his left hand at Oh Su-Jung's words.

In fact, Kim Se-Won's persistent training was quite famous within Stellarlis.
It was inevitable that he would be well-known since there was a high chance of finding him silently training whenever one went to the training room.

"I see."
"So the plan is to slowly reveal that he didn't get where he is for nothing, making people accept him."

By this point, the heroes could understand Eun-Ha's intention.

*He's been doing this for two years just for one woman?*

And there were also those who came to accept Kim Se-Won dating Eun-Ha.

Two years might seem short, but it was also a very long time.
Moreover, he was a high school student.

Considering it was a time when he should have wanted to play around and had to study as well, it was clear that Kim Se-Won's determination was extraordinary. It wasn't something one could casually claim, "I could do that too!"

*I think this should be enough.*

Eun-Ha, who had been quietly observing the heroes' reactions, spoke with a smile.

"Our secret, between me and all of you. You'll keep it well, won't you?"

She wasn't trying to prevent the secret from leaking out. Just delay the timing.
At Eun-Ha's words, everyone nodded. It wasn't too difficult since they just had to avoid deliberately spreading rumors.

Seeing the heroes nod, Eun-Ha waved her hand, saying they could leave now.
Murmuring among themselves, the heroes discussed what had just happened as they left the auditorium.

When about half the heroes had left, Eun-Ha turned and approached Han Yu-Bin.

"So. With this, I've demonstrated the 'method' I mentioned. Please think about it, Commander."
"Uh, umm... Yes. Sure..."

Han Yu-Bin nodded while twitching her lips.
She had no choice but to nod.
It was because of Eun-Ha's cult leader-like behavior just moments ago.

"I'm not saying you have to do it right now. We need some time to prepare. There are newcomers who just joined. And we need time to prepare for a full-scale war."
"...I still think we need 10 years."
"No. Looking at Muk-Si-Ja's forces, we have at most a year. They have the power to destroy humanity right now if they wanted. It wouldn't be strange if gates opened all over the world in a few minutes."
"Why do you think so?"
"Because of the reproduction and growth rates of the hybrids I explained earlier. They're superior to monsters, not inferior. And besides..."
"Besides?"
"Originally, Muk-Si-Ja himself could step in. Despite having unimaginable power and being able to accomplish everything himself, he's deliberately waiting for the right time. Probably because that time isn't far off."

Eun-Ha's expression was full of conviction.

"And there must be reasons why he can't step in yet."

There must be reasons why Muk-Si-Ja isn't stepping in.
Eun-Ha's confident voice seeped into Han Yu-Bin's mind.

"Aren't you too afraid of Muk-Si-Ja? He's certainly strong, but we have..."

Han Yu-Bin glanced sideways at Hong Yu-Jin sitting beside her.
The only EX-rank hero in human history. A monster among monsters whose power couldn't even be measured.
But Eun-Ha shook her head.

"Muk-Si-Ja is so strong that even Mom can't guarantee victory. No, she has a gut feeling she'll lose."
"What?!"

Startled, Han Yu-Bin turned her head to look at Hong Yu-Jin.
Contrary to her expectation that Hong Yu-Jin would deny it, she was quietly nodding.

*Someone so strong that even S-rank heroes can't compare is not confident of victory? She's certain she'll lose?*

If that's the case, they should take a longer view.
That's what they should do.
But the fact that Muk-Si-Ja himself isn't stepping in yet, that they have time, holds them back.

*If it's not that he won't step in, but that he can't... I see. Now I understand why Eun-Ha is pushing for war and aiming for a short-term decisive battle.*

It's not that she's rushing in without considering their situation; it's that they have no choice.

*It pains me that I'm only realizing this now... Come to think of it, I think there was information about Muk-Si-Ja in the database...*

"Ugh!"

Han Yu-Bin grabbed her head and lowered it.
She had been too busy to pay attention to Muk-Si-Ja.

If she had known about him beforehand, she wouldn't have operated Stellarlis this way from the beginning.
Han Yu-Bin groaned and kept her head down for several minutes.

Then suddenly, she stood up.

"I'm going to be busy for a while. I'll mostly receive reports in writing, so keep that in mind."

With those cold words, she raised her head, her eyes emitting a fierce light.
Her face was full of disgust.
It was an expression of self-loathing for her own mistake.

Han Yu-Bin pointed at Eun-Ha.

"Alright. Let's do it. War. I'll gather the Hero Association, The Front Line, and the military for a meeting. Come as a figurehead then."
"Ah, yes."

Eun-Ha nodded with a perplexed expression at Han Yu-Bin's sudden change in demeanor.
As soon as Eun-Ha nodded, Han Yu-Bin hurriedly left.

*What? Why did she suddenly change?*

Even after Han Yu-Bin disappeared, Eun-Ha remained frozen in place.
This wasn't like her usual self.
It was as if she had become a different person.

*Between this and how she transformed Stellarlis while I was gone... I wonder if she actually had talent in this area?*

Eun-Ha thought that if Han Yu-Bin had become the president or chairman of O-Sung Group, she might have overtaken Cheonil to reach first place within a few years.

Ch.517 - How About One Baby For Every 10 Penalty Points?
Only four people remained in the auditorium after everyone else had left—Eun-Ha and her friends.

"Haaa-."

After confirming everyone else was gone, Eun-Ha let out a suggestive sigh, then spun around to look at Kim Se-Won. Her face was slightly flushed as she gazed at him. With her hands behind her back, she leaned forward slightly, looking at Kim Se-Won with loving eyes.

"Finally. I finally did it. Now we can go on dates looking like this."

"Honestly, I never would have imagined it~?"

"To think that Eun-Ha would come up with something like this... It seems the 'gift' Morris gave you has the power to make you more human as time passes."

"More human? I was human from the beginning! ...Just a bit lacking in some ways, that's true."

Eun-Ha snapped at the two of them indignantly. Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram giggled and apologized to her. But Eun-Ha just made a sullen face and turned away from the girls.

"We said we're sorry~ Honestly, considering how you were at the entrance ceremony, it's normal not to imagine you'd change this much~."

"Well. Though my words were a bit mischievous, I believe you know they weren't meant badly. So..."

In Ha-Ram shifted her gaze with a sly smile, as if she had something up her sleeve.

There sat Kim Se-Won, still looking somewhat dazed. With a slightly dumbfounded expression, he used telekinesis to bring over the water from his seat and began gulping it down.

"When are you going to make babies?"

"Pffft?! Kak! Khek...! Kak, keack...!"

Kim Se-Won's body shook violently. He had choked on his water and was coughing uncontrollably.

"Baby. Baby..."

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was contemplating the timing with a serious expression.

"Right now... I don't think he wants to. But I've already decided how many I want to have!"

"What? Really? How many?"

"I'm curious about that too."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram moved closer at Eun-Ha's confident statement. Eun-Ha grinned broadly and spread both her hands wide.

"Don't tell me ten...?"

"Wouldn't ten be difficult to take care of? Even with nannies, it wouldn't be easy."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram were shocked. To spread both hands so naturally—this was a heavier love than they had imagined.

"Hmm, it's not quite that many, I was just about to fold... Ah, wait a second."

Eun-Ha suddenly seemed to remember something. She tilted her head and approached Kim Se-Won. He had just recovered from choking and was leaning slightly forward in an awkward posture. Seeing her chance, Eun-Ha brought her lips close to his ear.

"Twenty penalty points. How about one child per ten points?"

"..."

The sweet, suggestive whisper flowed into Kim Se-Won's ear. But the words were so shocking that his body jerked violently.

"W-what did you say...?"

He asked again, his body frozen stiff, wondering if he had misheard. Cold sweat trickled down his cheek.

"I'm saying, let's have one more child for every ten of your twenty penalty points. What do you think?"

*If the penalty reduction method is the same as before... does that mean I have to avoid 20 punctured condoms out of dozens? And if I don't want that, I have to have two children no matter what?*

The thought alone was dizzying. Would he only have to deal with Eun-Ha when reducing penalty points? Absolutely not. She would definitely attack with Re-Yu together. With enhancement and healing, he'd have to stay in bed for an obscenely long time.

*Should I aim for the low probability that neither or just one gets pregnant, or should I just accept having two more children from the start...!*

It was a dilemma. Either way, he'd be completely drained. What had been drops of cold sweat now streamed down continuously.

"Hm? What's wrong? Are you sick?"

"N-no. It's nothing."

He leaned his upper body back, distancing himself from Eun-Ha who was approaching with a concerned face. Even in this situation, Kim Se-Won's mind was racing.

*What should I choose? What... what on earth should I...!*

If he didn't choose quickly, he might offend her and end up with even more penalty points!
It was a critical moment.

"!!!!"

A thought flashed through Kim Se-Won's mind. He gulped and carefully brought his lips to Eun-Ha's ear.

"Let's do it the way we used to."

"Oh, really? Hmm. Okay. Got it."

After saying those brief words, he pulled away from her ear. Eun-Ha blinked a couple of times, then walked back to where the two girls were waiting.

Kim Se-Won used telekinesis to steady his weakening legs and turned his head so Eun-Ha couldn't see him.

*Phew...!*

He let out a silent, deep sigh. His reasoning was this: penalty points could accumulate at any time. If he used this one occasion to increase the number of children, there was a possibility of an uncontrollable increase. They might end up having to live in a palace in the future.

*But if we do it the original way... at least while the war is still going on, Eun-Ha will be careful too. She'll probably choose only safe days. No, I should track Eun-Ha's menstrual cycle and approach her accordingly!*

Kim Se-Won had it all figured out.

"What did he say?"

"He seems to prefer fewer for now. So... I guess I'll be satisfied with about five."

Eun-Ha looked disappointed as she answered Han Chae-Eun's question.

"Satisfied with five... I'm both envious and not."

In Ha-Ram looked at Eun-Ha with weary eyes. Unlike the youthful Kim Se-Won, In Cheon-Yong was older. Even with Eun-Ha's help, he couldn't completely transcend aging.

"I don't like too many~ It's not that I can't handle it. But they say if you breastfeed too much, your nipples get crooked. So maybe three at most?"

"Chae-Eun, won't yours get even bigger when you're pregnant?"

"I'm already worried about them getting bigger! It's only because I've awakened that I can control them now."

Han Chae-Eun sighed deeply and rolled her shoulders at Eun-Ha's comment. The heavy breasts seemed to be a constant burden for her.

"What?"

Eun-Ha's mouth fell open at those words. Without thinking, she lifted Han Chae-Eun's breasts with both hands to feel their weight.

"I-it's true..."

They had gotten slightly heavier. She was nearly an adult now. No, how could they still be growing when her secondary sexual development had ended long ago?

*Is she a new species of human?*

If there was a being that transcended the framework of humanity, wouldn't it be this girl? Eun-Ha began to seriously consider this.

The heavy sensation in her hands becoming even heavier was quite shocking.

"If you get pregnant here... would milk come out like a cow's? Like squirt-squirt-squirt?"

"Ow?! D-don't suddenly squeeze them!"

Thwack!
Han Chae-Eun's fist landed on Eun-Ha's head. It was because Eun-Ha had started kneading her breasts as if milking a cow.

"That hurts..."

"No matter what, milk won't come out when I'm not even pregnant. ...Though they say sometimes it can happen if you're teased too much."

In Ha-Ram looked at Han Chae-Eun's chest with a meaningful gaze. Those breasts were surprising in many ways, even to another woman.

"W-well, Yang-Ho oppa does like breasts a lot, but nothing's come out yet!"

Normally she would proudly show off her chest, but Han Chae-Eun's face was gradually turning red. Perhaps it was because of the sexual nature of the conversation, making her recall her nights with Gwak Yang-Ho.

In the end, unable to overcome her embarrassment, Han Chae-Eun covered her breasts with both hands. But her breasts were far too large to be hidden that way, and instead spilled out above and below her hands, showcasing their size even more.

"Wow..."

Eun-Ha and In Ha-Ram felt complex emotions as they looked at those breasts. They simultaneously looked down at their own chests, enviously touching them.

"This is pretty big..."

"S-small, but! When I'm Re-Yu, they're on the larger side."

It was hard to describe this feeling. Eun-Ha and In Ha-Ram felt something akin to deprivation as they endlessly compared their chests to Han Chae-Eun's.

During this, Eun-Ha seemed to remember something and turned to look at Kim Se-Won. He appeared to have finally composed himself, wiping away cold sweat with his sleeve and catching his breath.

"Se-Won."

"Huh, huh??"

Eun-Ha trotted over to Kim Se-Won and pressed herself against him from behind, embracing him.

"Touch me."

"Huh?!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened at the sudden request.

*Suddenly?*

What was he supposed to touch?
Where was he supposed to touch?

His hands fidgeted, unsure where to go.

*Oh no! If I get more penalty points...!*

He couldn't just stand there. With penalty points still fresh in his mind, Kim Se-Won decided to move his hands wherever they naturally went.

"Ahng♡ Th-the others are watching...!"

Eun-Ha made a suggestive sound.

"Huh?!"

Kim Se-Won was startled. Her voice was so provocative that blood began rushing to his lower body.

But his hands hadn't gone anywhere inappropriate. He had simply wrapped one arm around her while stroking her head with the other.

"Good grief."

"Well done, really."

The two onlookers watched this display of affection with disgusted expressions.

"What does it matter if we're watching anyway."

"You went over asking him to touch your breasts."

"Well, they say breasts grow if someone else keeps touching them..."

Eun-Ha, who had been smiling contentedly at Kim Se-Won's touch, replied with a blank expression. Hearing her voice, Kim Se-Won was startled again and his body twitched.

*Are penalty points coming...?*

The feeling that his hands had gone to the wrong place made his heart sink.

"It's fine. Keep going. I can just ask you to touch me plenty in bed anyway."

Fortunately, what Kim Se-Won feared didn't happen. Eun-Ha just giggled and leaned against him even more.

He had no choice. Kim Se-Won continued what he was doing with a bitter smile. In the past, now, and for eternity in the future, he loved having this girl so close to his heart.

"We did it yesterday, but... maybe I'll do more with Yang-Ho oppa."

"Me too."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, reminded of their own men by the couple's display of affection, left the scene.

That's when it happened.

"Se-Won."

Eun-Ha, who had been smiling contentedly, took Kim Se-Won's hand that was stroking her head and brought it to her chest. Without thinking, he kneaded her soft breast.

"Let's go on a date."

Eun-Ha, unbothered, looked up at him with eyes that formed arcs.

Ch.518 - A Winter Date (05:55 A.m. With Some Additions)
Eun-Ha and a date. How long had it been?

As I exited White Base, the sky was dyed crimson.

To be honest, the sight of the slowly setting sun felt quite unfamiliar. It couldn't be helped since I was usually in the training room until late at night unless something special came up.

"It feels like it's been ages since we went on a date. Well, we haven't seen each other for a whole month straight."

Looking at the setting sky, I somehow found myself getting sentimental. I also felt a twinge of regret that we couldn't have started earlier in the day.

"Se-Won!"

Just then, a familiar voice approached me cheerfully. My happiness at hearing that voice was short-lived as I couldn't hide my surprise.

"Jae-Yu...?"
"Yes!"

The person who came up close and hugged me wasn't Eun-Ha but Jae-Yu.

Jae-Yu was wearing the scarf I gave her when we first met. She seemed happy just from the act of hugging me, rubbing her cheek against my body with a completely relaxed expression.

"Why did you come as Jae-Yu instead of Eun-Ha? ...I mean, I'm not saying I don't like it, don't misunderstand. I just..."
"Well, we're still in the early stages, right? Right now, only people affiliated with Stellarlis know about our relationship. Though I suppose it'll spread to others soon enough."

Jae-Yu said this while linking her arm with mine. It was a signal to start moving.

"I see."

I continued thinking as we naturally headed toward downtown.
It seemed Jae-Yu didn't want to announce our relationship publicly herself.

Rather than "Eun-Ha" or "Kim Se-Won," the fact that Eun-Ha has a boyfriend would gradually spread as a "rumor," eventually revealing that it's me.
During this process, information about the male Kim Se-Won would leak out simultaneously, establishing a kind of legitimacy.

That I'm a man worthy of standing beside a saint and magical girl.

"Did something good happen?"
"Huh? Oh, yeah."

At Jae-Yu's words, I touched my mouth with my hand. Without realizing it, the corners of my lips had risen all the way to my cheekbones.

"Just happy that I'm no longer a man who has to feel embarrassed standing next to you. And of course, I'm enjoying this time together too."
"Hmm~"

In response to my words, Jae-Yu half-opened her eyes and made a sly expression. It was the face she made when she found something to tease me about.

"Then I guess we have another mountain to climb."
"Mountain? What mountain?"
"What else? The mountain of going from being my man to becoming my husband."

After saying this, Jae-Yu moved my arm that was embracing her and placed it against her body.
It was her lower abdomen.
Even though she was wearing thick clothes because of winter, I felt like I could sense the touch through her clothes.
Probably because it was a place I had touched and licked countless times.

"To be honest, I don't care how many children we have. One is fine. More than ten is fine too. I just want proof that we're connected. And a future together."
"Ugh...!"

Jae-Yu spoke shyly while stroking her lower abdomen with my hand.
Perhaps because it was a cold winter, the heat rising to my head felt even more distinct.
That's unfair.

Jae-Yu's expression was so lovable that I wanted to take her to a motel right away, despite having just heard what amounted to a threat involving demerits.

Yes, to be honest, I didn't want to let her go until she was carrying my child.
Jae-Yu probably wouldn't refuse if I said I wanted to, but since this was a rare date, we should enjoy that first.

We can have sex anytime.
Even in a deserted park if we wanted to.
...A park, huh. That might actually be a good idea. It might not be as intense as a magic mirror, but the pressure and thrill of possibly being caught by someone might make it more exciting.

"I-if you want, I'll give you as many as you want. Even though I still have a long way to go to reach the position I want... I've gotten much stronger too. Money isn't really an issue for us, but it's more about feelings, I guess. I want to... take responsibility for you."
"Re-responsibility...!"

Jae-Yu's eyes widened, then she quickly averted her gaze. Her face gradually turned bright red.
She even started fidgeting with her mouth, which made her look incredibly cute.

"Well, if we only think about money, we could do it right now."
"Right now...!!"
"But would that be achieved through my own strength? No. It would be accomplished using money given by Morris, so I wouldn't feel a sense of achievement. I'd lose my sense of responsibility too. So I want to become stronger and a better man for you. For our future together. For the children we'll have in the future."
"Fu-future. Future... he-hehehehe..."

Jae-Yu unwound her arm from mine, then covered her cheeks with both hands and laughed giddily.
The occasional "mmm~" sounds she made between laughs gave me a pretty good idea of what she was imagining.

She must be dreaming of a future with me. A happy future with our children.

"Even though I said it, it's still embarrassing."

As I stared at Jae-Yu's face, I belatedly felt embarrassed too.
Even if it was in front of Jae-Yu, I had casually said something incredibly embarrassing.

"Ehehehe."
"Haha."

And so, standing in place, we spent quite a while laughing awkwardly to ease our embarrassment.



* * *



After finally overcoming our shyness, we arrived at the bustling area of the Academy District.

Our atmosphere was unusually awkward compared to normal.
Even though our flushed faces had mostly subsided, there was still some lingering tension. We kept making eye contact and then quickly looking away, repeating this dozens of times.

Yes, we were just like a fresh, innocent couple who had just started dating.
When we first met, Jae-Yu had immediately clung to me, but now even just holding hands felt somehow embarrassing.
Both Jae-Yu and I tried to hold hands several times, but we'd jerk our hands away if even our fingertips touched.

"I-I'm thirsty! Sh-should we go to a café?"
"Let's do that. Y-yeah! Sure!"

In the midst of this, Jae-Yu suggested with an extremely awkward tone.
Jae-Yu kept looking at me and then darting her eyes around, which was quite amusing.
Of course, there was no reason to refuse.

As soon as we entered the café, we placed our orders and sat down.

"W-well... it's definitely better inside than outside~"
"It is. It's cold and dry out there."

Jae-Yu spoke to me, still unable to shake off the awkwardness. She seemed quite desperate.

Seeing that she wanted to break this awkwardness, I decided to take the initiative.

"Above all, I can gaze at you like this."

I took the scarf from Jae-Yu as she was about to remove it.

"Ah."
"It's been too long since I put this on you. Time to recharge, recharge."

I wrapped the stolen scarf around my neck and smiled at Jae-Yu.
There's no need to wear it inside the warm café, but this would be better for Jae-Yu.
After all, we're a couple of perverts. Perverts who love smelling each other's scent.

"Ah...!"

As if finally understanding the meaning behind my action, Jae-Yu clapped her hands and her eyes lit up. Her blooming smile was lovely.

"Even so, it's tough in summer. But I'll do this for you occasionally."
"Really?!"

Jae-Yu's eyes shone even brighter. The awkwardness seemed to have disappeared as she leaned forward, closing the distance between us.

"You like it that much?"

I couldn't help but smile at how cute she looked. Jae-Yu nodded repeatedly in response.

"Well, I like it too, but it's getting a bit hot."

The café was warm, so I quickly started sweating.
I tried fanning my neck area with my hand, but the faint breeze only managed to slip between my scarf and chin.
I'm glad I ordered something cold in advance.

"Ah. Then—"
"No, it's fine. I said I'd do it, so I will. A little sweat is actually good, right?"

When Jae-Yu's expression showed concern, I cut her off and waved my hands dismissively.
I felt bad for making her worry unnecessarily.

"...Yes!"

After I refused, Jae-Yu fidgeted with her mouth before smiling broadly. Perhaps her concerned expression earlier wasn't an act?
Judging by the joy visible in her expression right in front of me, it might be true.

I felt afraid. It gave me goosebumps.
She seems to have completely mastered how to act like a woman... no, like a fox. It feels like she guided my actions to get the confirmation she wanted.

I had a strange feeling that I shouldn't indulge Jae-Yu's whims too much from now on.
Finding the right balance between tightening and loosening the reins would be my task going forward.

Anyway, let's change the subject. There was no need to address this issue right now.

"By the way, how was your training? Before you left, you said it would be 4 months in 1 month, right?"
"Huh? Oh~ It's exactly as I said. It was a place where 4 months passed inside while only 1 month passed outside."

Jae-Yu explained with a grin, holding up her left index finger and all fingers except the thumb on her right hand.

"Seriously, those 4 months felt so long... Ah."

Beep beep beep- The bell rang just then.
Before I could move, Jae-Yu quickly got up to receive our coffee and desserts.

Yes, it was only a month for me, but it was 4 months for Jae-Yu.
It must have felt incredibly long.
I should try to make up for it a little today. Even though it was just a month, I missed her terribly, so how much worse must it have been for Jae-Yu?

"Wow..."
"Oppa, what are you looking at?"
"Huh? No, nothing, nothing at all."

But still, Jae-Yu stands out.
Just like Eun-Ha, she immediately attracted the attention of men in the brief moment she went back and forth.

Come to think of it, she used to be particularly conscious of others' gazes during her first year. Now she seems completely used to it.
She no longer pays attention to the stares.

"Anyway! I almost died there, you know? The first two months were me and Jae-Yu... no, I am Jae-Yu."

Jae-Yu laughed awkwardly and took a sip of her coffee.

"I got beaten badly by Jung Soo-Hyun a month ago, right? So the first two months were spent understanding and improving my habits. Thinking about all the people I've faced so far."

With a bitter smile, Jae-Yu stirred her coffee with a straw. Her downturned eyebrows looked pitiful.

"And... for the remaining two months, I fought 2-on-1 with Mom. I really thought I was going to die."
"With Teacher Hong Yu-Jin? How hard was it that you thought you were going to die?"
"Don't even mention it. On the first day, she lifted both of us into the air and beat us mercilessly for three hours so we couldn't touch the ground. Ugh...! It's terrifying just thinking about it."

Jae-Yu hugged herself and shuddered. It was a genuinely fearful expression.

"Only you two could have endured that."
"Honestly, I've never cursed our bodies as much as I did then. It was fortunate that we could finally deflect attacks after three hours, otherwise we would have been floating in the air for hours. Or until our magic ran out."
"Magic? Ah..."

I was surprised by the sudden mention but quickly understood the reason.
It must be because magic is used to repair a magical girl's body, and because of Teacher Hong Yu-Jin's magic draining technique.

"I swear, we were forced to choose between slowly withering away or responding to attacks we couldn't even see. I thought I was going to die from the pain."
"Ahahahaha."

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly.
It seems a magical girl's body even periodically resets the threshold of pain.

"Anyway, I got beaten like that every day and had to relearn everything I'd learned from scratch. Thanks to that, I've gotten much stronger except for my magic... no, even my magic increased a bit due to the training."

Jae-Yu briefly seemed to contemplate her body before smiling brightly.
Just from this, I could tell.
I thought I had caught up a lot, but the distance between us hadn't changed much.

If I used that thing I obtained, the gap would probably narrow significantly. But it's not something I want to use, and it's dangerous with prolonged use, so it doesn't mean much.

"By the way, don't you think Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram's skin has gotten better over this past month?"
"Huh? Did it? Hmm..."

I tilted my head at Jae-Yu's words, trying to recall.
I hadn't noticed any changes.

"No, really. It's like they've sucked out someone's life force... Geez. They're ghosts. Ghosts. They're already quite old, yet they're still draining other people's energy."
"Ah... Ahaha, ahahaha."

I averted my gaze slightly.
This girl is talking about others when she's the same.

But still, to notice even such changes. Is there really a difference in how men and women see things?
I'm reluctant to ask In Ha-Ram or Han Chae-Eun directly... though I might be able to casually ask Ms. Gwak Yang-Ho.

"And you know—"

We continued talking like this in the café, catching up on everything we couldn't discuss during the past month.

After ordering another cup of coffee and nearly finishing it:

"Huh? Is that Nabi...?"
"Looks like they're on a date too."

Jae-Yu turned her head casually and spotted a familiar face.
Kim Woo-Jin, with his brown skin and snow-white hair that made him easy to mistake for a delinquent.
And a girl with equally flowing white hair, Seo Nabi.

The sight of her clinging to the man and walking as if they were in their own world was a familiar scene.

"Hmm."

Upon discovering the two, Jae-Yu wore a hesitant expression.
She moved only her eyes, glancing at me repeatedly to gauge my reaction.
It was clear she was curious about the couple.

"What? Curious?"
"Yeah. A little. Hehe."

At my words, Jae-Yu turned her head to look at me. She seemed embarrassed for showing interest in others during our date, with an apologetic look on her face.

"Should we follow them then?"

I couldn't just leave Jae-Yu like that.
To be honest, I was curious too.

Seo Nabi's face looked like that of a girl in love, but there was also a sense of longing.

"Yes!"
"Alright. Let's go."

It was a date without a specific purpose anyway. Now we just had a new objective.
Jae-Yu and I quickly cleaned up and left the café.

Ch.519 - Peeping On Someone Else's Date
Looking at a couple on a date while on your own date—what a strange situation. Yet somehow, I find it oddly interesting.
Fortunately, Jae-Yu seems just as intrigued, so there's no need to hold back.

"Ugh."
"This might be a bit difficult."

But an unexpected problem arose.
My eyes keep getting drawn to Jae-Yu.
Her appearance naturally attracts attention, and with her above-average chest size, plus the fact that she's with me—it creates a kind of contrast effect.

"Tsk, strange women eyeing my man."
"Huh? What did you say?"
"Oh. Nothing. Let's hide ourselves first. At this rate, people will notice us watching them."

Jae-Yu smiled shyly, grabbed my hand, and ran forward.
Thanks to the streets being packed with couples, we weaved through the crowd to escape people's notice. Then suddenly—whoosh! My body sank downward.
It was Jae-Yu's shadow magic.

"I can't believe you'd do something so reckless."
"Believe it or not, I'm quite confident in my ability to avoid detection. No one saw us disappear."

I shook my head at her boldness, using magic in a crowded place rather than somewhere secluded.
But thanks to that, we escaped people's notice. Besides, I was already familiar with Jae-Yu's—or rather, Optima's—shadow magic from the many times I'd benefited from it before.

"Come to think of it."

Suddenly, a question popped into my mind.
It had nothing to do with our current situation, and I wasn't sure why I was curious about it now.
But since no one could see or hear us right now, it seemed like a good time to ask.

"Hmm?"

Jae-Yu, who had pressed herself against me as soon as we entered the shadow, looked up at me, blinking.

"It's... kind of an awkward question."
"What is it? ...Ah~"

As I hesitantly opened my mouth, Jae-Yu made a sly expression and giggled.

"Are you that curious about my period?"

Jae-Yu, with her eyes half-open, placed my hand on her lower abdomen just like before.

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

Her unexpected comment made me flinch. My voice echoed loudly around us.
I was curious about that too, but it wasn't what I wanted to ask right now.

"That's not it. When we met after a long time, you know? Remember? I saved Se-Hee, and you came running right away."
"Huh? Oh, yeah."
"At that time, after not seeing each other for so long... if I'm not mistaken, your outfit seemed different."
"Outfit? Ah~"

Jae-Yu nodded as if she finally understood.
If my memory was correct, Jae-Yu's magical girl outfit had changed somewhat.
It wasn't her Vicious Form, but her basic transformation form had undergone subtle changes.

"I don't know why either. I just noticed some small changes? It was like that with Optima, but strangely, Virginia didn't change much."
"I see. Growth... or rather, something closer to awakening perhaps?"
"I don't know the details either. But."

Jae-Yu cut off her sentence and transformed into Optima.
Shortly after transforming, I felt a warm, soft sensation at my fingertips.

"!!!!"
"Like this, it got a bit sexier."

Optima said with a grin.
My hand had slipped inside Optima's magical girl outfit.
There was a slight vertical slit in her top. Through this slit, her fair skin was slightly visible, and my hand had found its way inside.

"You can touch my breasts like this too."

Optima pulled my hand out, then inserted it again through the slit at the upper part of her chest.
I found myself focusing on the bouncy yet heavy sensation, completely different from touching Eun-Ha's breasts.

"Ahem...!"

I deliberately cleared my throat and pulled my hand out.

"I-I'll experience the details later. Let's focus on them for now."

I pointed outside the shadow, recalling the soft sensation still lingering on my hand.
Kim Woo-Jin and Seo Na-Bi were in a precarious position, almost disappearing from our view.

"Experience? Not actual use?"
"Ah, anyway!"
"Hehe...!"

She seems to enjoy seeing me flustered? Well, that's fine.
Jae-Yu, who had reverted from her transformation, clung to my arm again as we moved forward. We got much closer than before—close enough to be right beneath them.

"Na-Bi's panties are black today. Wow... they're lace. Barely covered by lace."
"You're bold..."
"Want to see mine too?"
"...Later."

Jae-Yu snickered and slightly lifted her skirt. It stopped at a tantalizing position where her private area, wrapped in black stockings, was almost visible.

I barely swallowed the words "Show me" that had risen to the tip of my tongue.

This is troublesome.
Since we no longer needed to worry about being seen, Jae-Yu started flaunting her lewdness.
With no one watching, I felt the urge to pounce on her right there.

"Let's focus on their date for now."
"Okay."

I redirected Jae-Yu's attention, hoping she hadn't noticed the hard discomfort I was feeling below.

"I'll hold back for now."

Jae-Yu's hand gently caressed my lower body.
I looked at her in surprise and saw her eyes curved into crescents.

"For now."

It seems she had noticed my excitement all along.
But Jae-Yu's hand quickly withdrew.
As if all her previous actions had been a lie, she simply watched the couple's date without doing anything else.

And surprisingly, the couple in question was quite ordinary.
They ate dinner, went to the same café we had visited, drank coffee, and talked.
It was an utterly normal date.

"Wow. So ordinary."

Jae-Yu, who had been expecting something more, sighed in disappointment.

"But they look really happy."
"Mmm."

What's wrong with being ordinary?
Seo Na-Bi... yes, Na-Bi looked happy throughout. Despite the simple date, she was genuinely joyful and savoring every moment.

After arriving at the café, she never took her eyes off Kim Woo-Jin, as if trying to memorize his every action.
Like it was her last date ever.

Above all, there were several strange things.
How should I put it? I wasn't close with Na-Bi, but we were in the same class.
Yet I couldn't find anything that reminded me of her.

It felt like watching someone other than Na-Bi.
As if to prove this, my core was also insisting that the magical girl before me was someone else.

She was a magical girl, but a different person.
Someone who looked exactly like Na-Bi.

Seo Hye-Ji.
The girl before us was Na-Bi's mother, who looked exactly like her.
A legal mother-daughter combo. If Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu were both present with the same appearance, that might not be bad either.

"Actually, I feel the same way."

Emerging from my thoughts, I smiled at Jae-Yu.
Though I don't show it much, I feel the same.

"Huh? What, what do you mean?"
"Whether it's with Jae-Yu or Eun-Ha, I'm happy on every date."
"Ugh...!"

Jae-Yu's face turned bright red.
Such a pure expression—you'd never think she was the same woman who had been seducing me with lewd words and actions just moments ago.
Truly, her ever-changing demeanor is so lovable.

"Looks like they're moving to the next location."
"Yeah. Let's follow them."

Is it this late already? Looking at the time—8:48 PM. Considering winter brings early nights, we've been out on our date for well over three hours.

"..."

But as they were leaving the café, I caught a glimpse of Hye-Ji's expression.
An expression of determination. Of resolve.
Neither Kim Woo-Jin nor Jae-Yu seemed to notice it.

As we followed the two who had left the café, we stared blankly at the building they entered.

"Oh."
"Oh...?"

It was a hotel.
A love hotel.

We couldn't believe they'd move so quickly, and both Jae-Yu and I let out surprised sounds.

"This quickly...?"
"Maybe they were already in the final stages? We can't assume we caught them right at the beginning of their date when we spotted them at the café."
"That's... true, but..."
"Plus, it's been evening for a while. It's not strange for them to go in now."
"Mmm."
"What do you want to do?"

Gulp. Expectation unconsciously filled my voice.
I had held back earlier, but standing in front of the hotel now, my desire was stirring again.
Every hesitant movement Jae-Yu made seemed unnecessarily erotic.

"..."

After much deliberation, Jae-Yu silently looked up at me. It seemed like she was passing the choice to me.

"I..."

Let's go in and spend a passionate night together.
Yes, that sounds good.
But something was bothering me.
It was the expression Hye-Ji had made when leaving the café.

Why Hye-Ji of all people? She had only been dating Na-Bi until now, so why this?
Gulp. I swallowed at the sudden question that arose.

"Let's follow them for now."
"Huh? Oh, okay... yeah. Watching other people's s-sex... mmm."
"No, that's not it. My instinct is telling me to keep watching them."

Seeing her expression, ready to accept any side of me, I waved my hands and tried to convince Jae-Yu.
I don't have a voyeuristic hobby like Morris.

"If they really start having sex, we'll leave then. If not, I want to watch a bit more."
"Oh, that's what you meant? Yeah. I knew that."

Hahaha, Jae-Yu laughed awkwardly.
What a liar.
It was such an obvious lie, but I decided to let it slide because she looked cute.

We continued following the two from within the shadow.
They entered the room they were guided to at the counter and sat on the bed, gazing intently at each other.

"Somehow, the atmosphere..."
"It doesn't feel like they're about to have sex."

Both Jae-Yu and I had the same thought.
Rather than that unique sensual feeling, the atmosphere was filled with solemnity.
It was as if they had come to the hotel not for sex, but to avoid being seen by others.

"...Phew."

Hye-Ji took a deep breath and closed her eyes tightly.
This continued for about a minute.

"What could it be...?"

Jae-Yu, still thinking Hye-Ji was Na-Bi, wore a worried expression.

"We'll find out soon."

I gently wrapped my arm around Jae-Yu's shoulder and pulled her close.
Meanwhile, Hye-Ji finally opened her eyes, looked at Kim Woo-Jin again, and spoke.

"I have something to tell you that I've been hiding all this time."

Hye-Ji began, her voice trembling slightly.

"!!!!"

What we saw next was utterly shocking.
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Ch.520 - Black-Haired Girl
Kim Woo-Jin, Jae-Yu, and Kim Se-Won lost their words at the sight before them. Now they understood why Seo Hye-Ji had never shown her true form until now.

The girl had no limbs. She was barely maintaining balance on the bed like a roly-poly toy. Her dark, unkempt long hair reached down to her hips, looking like a doll abandoned by a little girl who had lost interest. Her long bangs covered the left side of her face down to her chin. Dark circles were visible on the uncovered parts. Her expression was lifeless, as if she had grown tired of everything and given up.

"Wh... what... is this...?"

Kim Woo-Jin's jaw trembled in shock just from seeing her face. He couldn't tell if this was a dream or reality.

There wasn't a trace of the Seo Hye-Ji he had known. The woman who was always calm and collected. The one who wanted to be a girl only when she was with him.

He couldn't believe she looked like a corpse on the verge of death.

"Hideous, isn't it? Are you disappointed? Or disgusted?"

A trembling voice addressed Kim Woo-Jin, but he couldn't respond.

*I need to see more.* This thought filled his mind.

He swallowed hard and lowered his gaze. After looking all the way down, he slowly raised his eyes again. The miserable state of her body gradually came into view.

Her stomach bore traces of being brutally slashed. Her chest was covered with countless nail and teeth marks. The round burn marks visible in places were traces left by cigarettes or similar objects.

"Eeek...!"

Kim Woo-Jin involuntarily clenched his teeth and trembled at the sight of a body that looked nothing like that of a magical girl.

Who could have done this? Indescribable anger rose to the top of his head.

She looked like a doll discarded by a mischievous child. Like something deliberately trampled, burst, and torn apart by a child wanting to beg their mother for a new one.

"Hnngh..."

Rough breaths escaped between his clenched teeth. His already tightly clenched fists had turned pale white.

"You don't need to hide it. How hideous and repulsive this form is... I know it better than anyone."

Seo Hye-Ji spoke sorrowfully in a weak voice.

Now he would abandon her.
His interest would fade.
The man who had embraced her with love would leave completely.
These thoughts quietly circled in her mind.

"This is my resolve. To tell you why I came to loathe and hate men as a species—or rather, why I came to hate men with you as the only exception."

*How foolish.*

Seo Hye-Ji bowed her head in self-reproach.
She had tried to cut ties for the coming war, tried to distance herself from Kim Woo-Jin.

*What a weak woman I am.*

Foolishly, she couldn't abandon the emotion of love he had taught her.

For her, Kim Woo-Jin was the only person she could open her heart to, the only one she could love.

*Now, he'll leave.*

No man would stay after seeing such a hideous form. That's what the men who had made her this way had done. At some point, men would lose interest and act out of obligation. They had used her merely as a vessel for their seed.

With these experiences, Seo Hye-Ji was certain Kim Woo-Jin would be the same.

"You... don't want to see more, right?"

Kim Woo-Jin finally came to his senses after seeing Seo Hye-Ji with her head bowed low.
Taking a careful deep breath so she wouldn't notice, he spoke.

"...I'm sorry. Honestly, I was shocked."
"You don't need to apologize. That's why I showed you."
"No..."

Just as he was about to speak, Kim Woo-Jin closed his mouth.
Continuing the conversation now would only lead to one conclusion.
And that conclusion would clearly be bad for both of them.

"But how did you end up like this as a magical girl? I heard from Nabi that after becoming a magical girl, your body is always maintained in optimal condition. So why...?"

He slightly changed the subject, gaining a brief reprieve by not jumping to conclusions.

"Yes. Nabi would know that part. I was born a magical girl, but the characteristics of a magical girl only started manifesting a few years ago."
"Right. ...Nabi said she's a hybrid of a monster and a magical girl."
"Hehe, are you that curious?"

Seo Hye-Ji raised her head to look up at Kim Woo-Jin.
Her trembling eyes were filled with lingering attachment. Despite her actions, she was begging him not to leave.

*I shouldn't do this.*

Quickly realizing what kind of look she was giving, Seo Hye-Ji lowered her head again, casting her gaze downward.

She had tried to make him let go of any attachment to her, but instead she was just making things harder for Kim Woo-Jin. How ironic.

"To put it simply, nothing is 'absolute.'"
"Nothing is absolute... Don't tell me...!"
"Yes. If abuse is continuously repeated for a long time while not transformed, the body, my core, and my soul come to believe that this form is the 'natural state.'"
"How long is 'a long time'? How long did you endure such terrible treatment...!!"

Kim Woo-Jin grabbed Seo Hye-Ji's shoulders and shook her.
He couldn't control his emotions.
The woman he cherished had been in such a state, and he hadn't known until now.

He was furious at himself for not thinking deeply about why Seo Hye-Ji never showed her true form.

"I don't know."

Seo Hye-Ji spoke briefly, still keeping her head bowed.

"Ten years. ...Maybe longer. During the war, until just before I recovered my core. I was always in captivity."

Except when meeting her children like Seo Nabi, she always had to stay in a deep underground isolation cell.
A place filled with the sour, terrible smell of men that never dissipated.

"Who did this to you? Who on earth!"

Kim Woo-Jin couldn't contain himself any longer. He demanded an answer from Seo Hye-Ji, raising his voice.
Even though it was the past—a past he couldn't have intervened in—he still felt outraged.

Seo Hye-Ji slowly raised her head and gave a bitter smile.

"The Mute One. And the monsters and humans who fell for his temptation."
"...!!!"

Kim Woo-Jin's eyes widened.
He had vaguely suspected The Mute One's name. Yet hearing it directly from Seo Hye-Ji's lips brought a tremendous shock.

"Is that bastard behind everything?!"
"Perhaps... Nabi might be my child with The Mute One. Or she might be a monster."

The secret of her birth!
Even though he already knew this fact, Kim Woo-Jin's body froze.
The shock was so overwhelming that his thoughts stopped.

Seeing this, Seo Hye-Ji tried to change the subject by mentioning something she had avoided talking about.

"And that child... do you know?"
"...Yes, of course. Though I've never even made eye contact since I'm practically just an incubator."

Kim Woo-Jin was so shocked that he could only answer after a long pause.

"What are they talking about? That child?"
"Aren't they talking about Nabi?"
"I don't think so... it feels like something else."

Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won, who had been watching from the shadows, looked at each other and tilted their heads in confusion at the sudden change of topic.

"That child is anomalous—a boy who inherited magical girl blood. A being that shouldn't exist... an irregular. Originally, only females can be magical girls."
"Don't say that. He's still your child."
"I know. But no one knows how that child will turn out when he grows up. It depends entirely on his environment. So if this war ends, please guide that child on the right path."

Kim Woo-Jin saw resignation in Seo Hye-Ji's eyes.
Despite the awkward change of subject, her words sounded as natural as if they were what she had intended to say all along.

"No. That's your role. Yours and mine. All of ours. I know this war is dangerous. But even so! Don't decide on your death already...!"

He gripped Seo Hye-Ji's shoulders more firmly, which he had been holding all along.
Tightly, so as to never let go.

"Although Nabi is my priority, you're also my woman. What man would want to see his woman die before his eyes?"
"Hehe... you're a bad man. Talking about another woman in front of me."
"I'm sorry."
"No. That's right. And I'm content with this relationship."

Resignation. Then action followed.
As soon as Seo Hye-Ji finished speaking, she transformed.
Her missing limbs appeared, and a beautiful girl that seemed impossible to be the same person as before appeared on the bed.

After transforming, Seo Hye-Ji smiled brightly and removed Kim Woo-Jin's hands from her shoulders.

"Now, let's go back. You wouldn't want to see such an ugly woman anymore, and if we continue with such heavy conversation, it will ruin the mood for our date, won't it?"

Her voice was light.
It sounded like she had let everything go, leaving nothing behind.

The conversation was over now.
All that remained was for Kim Woo-Jin to leave.
But only Seo Hye-Ji thought this way.

"Where do you think you're going?"

Grab!
Kim Woo-Jin stood up following Seo Hye-Ji and grabbed her shoulders again.
His eyes were wide open, staring intently at her.

That wasn't all.

"Eek?!"

He suddenly applied force to the hand gripping her shoulder, pushing Seo Hye-Ji down onto the bed. Kim Woo-Jin climbed on top of her, facing her directly.

"Undo your transformation."

Kim Woo-Jin's voice was forceful. It was like a command.

"Wh... what...??"

Did I hear wrong?
Seo Hye-Ji was bewildered.
She opened her eyes wide and parted her lips, letting out a soft voice.
This was completely unexpected.

"Undo it now."

Kim Woo-Jin spoke again to Seo Hye-Ji, who had lost her composure at his actions and turned into a mere girl.

"When did I ever say I disliked you, avoided you, or was disgusted by you?
Don't show me something and then decide on your own and try to leave. Even if it was a mistake, you're my woman. I don't ignore or abandon my woman."
"B-but my hideous appearance—"
"No!!"

Bang! Kim Woo-Jin hit the mattress hard as he spoke.

"It's not hideous at all. It's evidence that you've endured pain and humiliation. Evidence that you're a woman with stronger mental fortitude than anyone.
Did you think I would hate you for that?
Did you think I would be afraid?
Did you think I would be disgusted and fall out of love?
You're mistaken! Completely mistaken!"

He was angry, but for a different reason than before.
He was angry at this foolish woman who was making assumptions and trying to distance herself.

"Um, okay..."

Perhaps surprised by his intensity, Seo Hye-Ji undid her transformation with a dazed expression.
Once again, the disfigured girl appeared before Kim Woo-Jin.

Watching this, Kim Woo-Jin began rummaging through his chest pocket. Soon, something caught his hand.
An item that Bianca had arbitrarily placed there was present.

"Th-that...!"
"What? You eat it all the time."

Seo Hye-Ji was shocked at the bottle Kim Woo-Jin pulled from his chest pocket.
He grinned, pulling up the corners of his mouth.

"Th-that...!"

Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won were equally shocked.
The memories associated with that item weren't pleasant.

Kim Woo-Jin shook the contents of the bottle into his hand.
Then, gulp, he swallowed three green pills.

"I won't let you sleep tonight. Don't even think about transforming."
"Ah..."
"Tonight, I am yours alone."

Seo Hye-Ji looked up at Kim Woo-Jin with a dazed face.
Soon, a tear streamed down. The tears didn't stop there.
One stream, two streams. As if her tear ducts had burst, tears flowed endlessly.

It wasn't sadness.
It was joy.
This emotion, gushing from deep within her heart like a broken dam, made her cry uncontrollably.

"Yes...!"

Seo Hye-Ji nodded, smiling brightly.
A flower bloomed on her gloomy face.

How long had it been since she smiled like this?

No, there was no need to think about that now.
She decided to set everything aside for a moment.
Folding her memories neatly and placing them in a corner of her mind.
For now, she decided to be this man's woman alone.

"...Shall we go?"
"Yes. Let's."

When Kim Woo-Jin was about to gently lift the back of Seo Hye-Ji's head—just as lovers were about to kiss—the two left the room.
They left the motel completely, even emerging from the shadows.

"..."

Amidst the noisy street, an awkward silence enveloped the two.
They kept glancing at each other from the corners of their eyes, then looking straight ahead, repeating this pattern.

An ambiguous situation.
They wanted to be led by the mood. They wanted to pretend not to know anything, enter the hotel behind them, and spend the night together.
At the same time, they also wanted to organize their thoughts after the series of shocking revelations.

At that moment, Jae-Yu carefully spoke up.

"Should we... go to our secret base?"

Eyes filled with various expectations looked up at Kim Se-Won.

Not a café for calm conversation.
Not a hotel for passionate lovemaking.
But a place that had been their private space.

Kim Se-Won silently nodded at Jae-Yu's suggestion.
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Ch.521 - Let's Have A Taste
After leaving the hotel and arriving at the secret base, there was still an awkwardness between Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won.

The intuitive understanding of the passionate and firm love between Kim Woo-Jin and Seo Hye-Ji. And several facts learned from their conversation were ambiguously intertwined, leaving them in a state where they couldn't move forward or backward.

*The possibility that Nabi is the Mute One's daughter... and that Nabi has a younger brother, a hybrid between a monster and a magical girl...*

Jae-Yu, sitting on the bed, glanced sideways at Kim Se-Won sitting beside her. Even covered by clothes, his muscles were visible from his build. Having just touched them, she knew they were indeed muscles.

Muscles she would never have again. Those muscles of Kim Se-Won were the result of her abandoned desires.

*I lost my muscles and became a woman. And my friend became a sworn enemy I must kill. So... what comes next?*

As she kept looking at him, the problems in her mind suddenly shifted aside. What filled Jae-Yu's mind now was the future.

The future is infinitely opaque. One could say it's pitch black because it can't be seen.

*The future... even a seemingly determined future can undergo major changes from just one small, trivial variable. The future I dream of is the same. It's uncertain and blocked by huge obstacles... the Mute One. And variables I can't even imagine are changing and blocking my future. And one more thing...*

A happy future living with Kim Se-Won was incredibly uncertain.
Because it was uncertain, she desired it even more.
A happy future. A future where she could smile.
In other words, Jae-Yu was hoping for hope.

"Hey, Se-Won."

That's why Jae-Yu opened her mouth.

"Do you know why Morris has been scarce lately?"
"Morris? Ah~ Now that you mention it! You said Morris was frequently involved when you first enrolled."
"Yes."

Like Jae-Yu, whatever he was thinking about, Kim Se-Won responded after a slight delay.

His eyes briefly looked to the past as he answered.
Still, the time when Jae-Yu was attending the academy. It was just a year ago, but it felt like a distant past.
Although it was even later that Jae-Yu was confirmed to be a magical girl.

"He's playing games these days. More precisely, he's researching games for Transcendents."
"Games for Transcendents...?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been immersed in memories, tilted his head.
Games for Transcendents. It sounded like something on an enormous scale.

"As you know, I'm currently divided into two powers, right? Well... to put it simply, me and Eun-Ha."
"That's right."
"Morris and Bianca are almost certain that if those powers merge into one, I'll reach transcendence.
But reaching transcendence comes with a great price, or rather, responsibility."

Transcendence and its accompanying responsibility. Jae-Yu knew what that was.
She lowered her eyes slightly as she thought about the responsibility.

*If I transcend like this, all memories of me here will disappear. Not my memories, but the memories of those around me.*

This was no different from a world-scale cleansing.
Information about the transcended person slips out of the world.
Though the reason wasn't clear, when one reaches transcendence, the place they occupied simply disappears.

"But I accidentally gave him a clue to prevent that. Morris is researching it now, saying there might be a possibility."
"I see... So that's why Morris has been scarce lately."
"Well, he's probably still voyeuring as usual. He just doesn't have the leisure to show himself."
"That's so like Morris."

Kim Se-Won just nodded at the vague story without clear details.

The expression on Jae-Yu's face that reflected in his eyes was serious.
As if something terrible would happen if Morris's research failed.
Sensing her anxiety about it, Kim Se-Won gently wrapped one arm around Jae-Yu and pulled her close.

"Hehe."

Jae-Yu's small voice could be heard.
A voice filled with joy.

*Just being by my side makes her happy... really.*

How could this girl have been a man until a few years ago?
Now that fact seemed like a complete lie.
It was as if he was under a powerful hypnosis.
Yet it was true.

*Only me.*

Kim Se-Won recalled what Jae-Yu had once said.
Back then, Jae-Yu said that only he could accept her as a woman, someone who had changed from a man to a woman.

*No. That can't be true.*

That was Jae-Yu's big misconception.
He was just coincidentally there.

*Jae-Yu... Eun-Ha might lack intelligence, but she has many attractive qualities. Even if it wasn't me, someone else would have accepted her.*

That didn't change his feelings, though.

*Well, Jae-Yu would insist it was only possible because it was me.*

He just realized he was an incredibly lucky man.
Realizing this, Kim Se-Won's lips curled up slightly.

"Anyway, if that succeeds, well... we'd have to deal with the Mute One first, but anyway! If it succeeds?"

Jae-Yu looked up at Kim Se-Won.
The secret base was dark without lights, with only moonlight as the sole source of illumination.
Jae-Yu's eyes, shining in the moonlight, were so beautiful they could draw one in unconsciously.

"I can live with you, Se-Won. I want to. Just like that. Con-tin-uously."
"Me too. I want to live with you too."

The two gazed intently at each other.
Without saying anything, the distance between them gradually closed.
Eventually, their lips met naturally with a soft sound.

Their lips touched, then their tongues intertwined, creating moist sounds.

"Mmm, mmm."

Jae-Yu's short moans echoed, and only after several minutes did the couple finally separate.
When they parted, a long thread formed between their tongues.

Jae-Yu gazed at Kim Se-Won with moist eyes and a pounding heart, then shifted her gaze.
She closed her eyes briefly, opened them, and looked at Kim Se-Won again.
It would be fine to continue like this, but if that was the case, they could have just stayed at the motel.

"So, about that."

Yes. Now it was Kim Se-Won's turn.
He released the question he had been holding in his mind, seizing the moment.

"Is it true that the Mute One is deliberately not moving? Or that he's in a state where he can't move?"
"Yes. I, Morris, Bianca, and my mother all have similar thoughts.
Until now, the Mute One has been hidden in the shadows, but he's been acting on his own, planning everything and committing crimes. There's no reason for him to stop that overnight."

Jae-Yu slowly recited what she knew.
Sharing information between them was important. They couldn't afford misunderstandings due to information gaps.

"Why? For what reason?"
"Well, he must have had many subordinates before. You heard earlier, right? That Seo Hye-Ji is a monster. And that she lived for over ten years suffering terrible things from humans."
"...Yes. That's right."

Kim Se-Won frowned and lowered his head.
It was hideous even to recall. It was a pitiful state that made his heart ache, even though she wasn't his lover.

Jae-Yu watched Kim Se-Won silently for about a minute. Then, when she thought the time was right, she spoke.
Her prediction was spot on, as Kim Se-Won was just raising his head.

"Fundamentally, that guy doesn't trust others.
He might use subordinates, but important things must be done by himself.
Yet, he's deliberately creating a new species called hybrids, killing people worldwide, and trying to accumulate karma. This means he's currently in a state where he can't move."
"But I still don't understand. How can he be certain that killings done by hybrids count as his own karma?"

Kim Se-Won couldn't understand.
How could the Mute One and the hybrids be so certain about this?

"I'm not sure about that... but the Mute One has always been like that. He had information we didn't know about. The temple that Engia Keplux dealt with. He had visited the one beneath this academy long before we did. As evidence, he had ejaculated on a figurine shaped like my mother."
"Ah... right. That happened."

Kim Se-Won narrowed his eyes as he recalled that disgusting memory.
The Mute One was in many ways dirty, petty, and cunning.

"Plus, his hatred for Transcendents and his attempts to kill them all. He must know some information about the foundation of the world. Even if it's unclear how he knows it, he's certain. Otherwise, his actions don't make sense."

Jae-Yu finished her long explanation and gently lay down.
She placed her head, which had been leaning against Kim Se-Won, on his thigh and looked up at him.

"Hihi."

What was so good about his hard thigh? Seeing Jae-Yu's grinning face, Kim Se-Won smiled.

"So we need to eliminate him. Not just to protect the Transcendents, but for humanity. And for our future."
"Yes. Let's protect it. Definitely."

Kim Se-Won stroked Jae-Yu's hair as she smiled.
Too much responsibility had fallen on Jae-Yu.
As a saint, she helped and saved people; as a magical girl, she eliminated evil; and she established Stellarlis.
All of this was partly self-inflicted and partly destiny.

To eliminate the Mute One, the massive villain, Jae-Yu had no choice but to act this way.
And at the end of it all would be Jae-Yu's awakening.

Awakening isn't something one can do just because they want to.
It requires a wish held in the heart.
A strong desire.
The right time and place.
Various elements must align.
And she had said that a magical girl's awakening was even more difficult.

*Is there anything I can do?*

This thought suddenly crossed Kim Se-Won's mind.

Jae-Yu's future was his future too.
They had promised to be together and believed in each other. Therefore, Jae-Yu's awakening was important to him as well.

*It's not just about following Jae-Yu. I need to do something for her. Something... but what?*

Kim Se-Won turned his head to look out the window.
If possible, he wanted to be a great help for Jae-Yu's awakening.
He wanted to think about the immediate future, not some distant one.
In the midst of this, an idea flashed.

"Hey, isn't Morris capable of doing almost anything?"
"Huh? Um... maybe?"
"Then could he make a perfume with my scent or something?"
"What?"

A cold voice emerged in response to Kim Se-Won's words. Startled by Jae-Yu's sudden change, he opened his eyes wide.

"No, I meant I wanted to give it to you."
"Ah, ah~ Ahahahaha...."

Jae-Yu realized her misunderstanding and let out an awkward laugh.

"I want to help you right now, but I can't think of how. If one of the reasons you like that scarf is because of my scent, I wanted to gift that to you."
"Really?!"

Jae-Yu's eyes lit up as she sat up.
Quickly, she clung to Kim Se-Won and brought her face close to his.

"Really. It's just... unless it's winter, that scarf is a bit inappropriate for other seasons."
"I don't mind? Regardless of when I wear it."

Jae-Yu's expression suggested she didn't see the problem. Her wide eyes conveyed a willingness to ignore seasonal appropriateness.

"Oh!"

Kim Se-Won realized anew.
Jae-Yu (Eun-Ha) was a woman obsessed in this way.
But he couldn't back down.

"I don't like people looking at you strangely."

There was a clear reason.

"So what? There are plenty of people saying they want to eat me up or do this and that to me every day."
"...Who are they?"
"I saw it on the internet, so I don't know exactly. But why make a fuss about such things?"

Jae-Yu shrugged at Kim Se-Won's irritated words.
Regardless of what others said, only one man entered her eyes, so it didn't matter to her.

But not for Kim Se-Won.
Other men desiring Jae-Yu, Eun-Ha? He absolutely couldn't tolerate that.

"Since we've decided to date publicly, they need to learn a lesson."

The possibility that Seo Na-Bi might be the Mute One's daughter.
That Na-Bi had a sibling she didn't know about, a hybrid between a monster and a magical girl.
The future ahead.
The Mute One and so on.
All the various thoughts in his head completely disappeared.

"L-lesson?"
"Magical girl lesson."

Kim Se-Won laid Jae-Yu down on the bed and roughly took off the coat he was wearing, tossing it aside.
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Ch.522 - Amputee Girl And The Prince On A White Horse
Seo Hye-Ji recalled old memories as she looked at the man who was angry with her, Kim Woo-Jin.

If one were to describe Seo Hye-Ji's life in words, it would be this:
Life was utterly bleak, hope didn't exist, and love was a luxury.
She had been that way from childhood until now.
That's why she longed for hope all the more.

*To me, you're no different from a prince on a white horse.*

Even if it was by chance.
Even if it happened because of a misunderstanding, the man before her was her hope.
Her salvation.
The reason she had endured everything until now was right here.

Tears flowed from her eyes with joy.
Childhood memories that barely surfaced anymore. The prince on a white horse she had seen in fairy tales was now standing before her.

"Hey, you know..."

What if he didn't want to grant her unsightly request?
Hye-Ji opened her mouth because of the anxiety that still hadn't faded.

"Would you hold me, just once?"

She stretched her non-existent arms toward him.
If she had arms, she might have embraced him without permission.

Kim Woo-Jin, who was taking off his pants, heard Hye-Ji's request and gave a bitter smile.
The words "just once" were so heartbreaking. His chest ached as she spoke while tearfully whimpering.

At the same time, his anger boiled up again. He was angry that his love was about to be tainted by something like pity.

"As much as you want."

Kim Woo-Jin turned from his position on top of her and sat beside her.
With his strengthened arms, he lifted her limbless body and embraced her.

"Ah... ugh, hic...!"

Though he had only embraced her, Hye-Ji began to sob.
Soon she was crying bitterly like a child, over and over.
Kim Woo-Jin patted her back gently, quietly waiting for her crying to stop.

*I don't know the details. What I know about Hye-Ji is... that she suffered terrible things from The Mute One, monsters, and humans.*

It seems like a lot but it's actually little. It's an extremely fragmentary story.
He had learned so much about Seo-Nabi through their conversations, and the same with Dolly.
But strangely, he knew very little about Seo Hye-Ji.

*She didn't want to reveal it so I avoided asking, but now I need to know.*

Kim Woo-Jin firmly made up his mind even as he felt the aphrodisiac taking effect on his body.
As he finished his thought, a strange sound reached his ears.

"...ugh."

Finally, the real Seo Hye-Ji was trembling with a voice soaked in shame.

*Oh, no matter what, this is too much. A middle-aged woman crying in the arms of a much younger man.*

Even though Kim Woo-Jin had accepted her as his woman, she was still Nabi's mother.
There was a significant age difference between them, and it was extremely embarrassing to lose face by crying so openly.

Yet Hye-Ji couldn't ask him to let her go.
Being held in his strong arms and chest made her feel secure. It felt like nothing could break her.

*I should praise Deltar later.*

Firm muscles and handsome looks. Though Hye-Ji didn't usually care about appearances, today Kim Woo-Jin looked especially attractive.

"Ugh...?!"
"What's wrong? Did I hold you too tightly?"
"No. It's nothing."

Hye-Ji bowed her head deeply.

*Besides, this is the first time.*

Without realizing it, her lower body had become wet.
Not while transformed, but in this body—she had never gotten wet for a man before.
It wasn't from stimulation, but just from being held.

*I-I never knew I was such a lewd woman...!*

She wanted to hide in a mouse hole if one existed.

That's when it happened.
Kim Woo-Jin slowly began moving his hand down Hye-Ji's waist.
While firmly holding her waist with one arm, he slowly moved his hand down between her shoulder blades to the cleft of her buttocks.

"This is..."

And when he touched her soaking wet entrance, he realized she was already thoroughly wet.

"You're this wet already?"
"Do... do you dislike lewd women...?"
"Of course not."
"Hnngh...!"

When he cautiously inserted his index finger inside, Hye-Ji's body trembled.
Her soaking wet entrance easily accepted the intrusion of his finger.

*Honestly, I thought it would be looser.*

Contrary to his expectations, Hye-Ji's entrance gripped him tightly.
The sensation was different from when she was transformed.
When transformed, she gripped like a virgin, but now it was soft, gentle, and warm.

Curious, Kim Woo-Jin inserted his middle finger alongside his index finger.

"Haahng...!!"

The middle finger slid in smoothly and was trapped by her tightly gripping entrance.
Just from that, Hye-Ji trembled again as if she was feeling pleasure.

"This, this is strange... I've never, felt like this... hnng...!"

As he moved his fingers up and down with wet sounds, probing inside, Hye-Ji barely managed to speak with a voice sweetened by pleasure.

*This really is strange. This has never happened before. I've never gripped this tightly, never felt pleasure this easily. Why...?*

Hye-Ji was confused.
Her body was broken, it was dirty.
It was so different from before.
Just having fingers inside her made her happier than she could ever compare to when she was violated by those disgusting males.

"What's wrong with being a lewd woman?"
"Don't, don't say that...! Hic...!"

Squelch, squelch. Though he had only said one thing, his sweet voice stirred her mind.
Her already wet entrance became even stickier, wrapping around the fingers inside her.
Every movement of the fingers tormenting her lower body was felt clearly. Even slight movements sent pleasure up her spine to her head.

"No, no... I can't...!"

Shudder-! Without much movement, Hye-Ji trembled with passionate moans.
She had climaxed.
She had climaxed far too easily.
At the same time, the word "happiness" filled her head and heart abundantly, melting her.

"Haaah..."

Hye-Ji felt all strength leaving her body.
She had no room to care about appearances or anything else.
In this state, she couldn't even resist Kim Woo-Jin.

"So lewd, and you can't even resist."
"Huh?!"

Just then, Hye-Ji felt something hard against her lower body.
From her entrance to her lower abdomen, she could feel something heavy and hard twitching.
Looking down, she saw Kim Woo-Jin's manhood. His large, throbbing member was visible, trying to escape from his underwear that he hadn't yet removed.

"I told you, didn't I? That today I'm yours alone. And do you remember how many aphrodisiacs I took?"
"Th-three..."

Hye-Ji couldn't finish her sentence.

Three pills.
Three pills when even one was dangerous!

*I came so easily just from his fingers...!*

She already felt dizzy.

"Even if you faint, I'll keep going, so be prepared. Resist if you want."
"No, not now. I need to prepare myself...!!"

Hye-Ji's body was lifted very easily.
She struggled and resisted when she saw him aiming as if he would thrust into her immediately, but it was meaningless.

With a whoosh! Hye-Ji's body was quickly lowered.

"Ugh...!"

Hye-Ji tightly closed her eyes, anticipating the violent pleasure that would soon come.
But no matter how long she waited, she didn't feel the pleasure. She didn't even feel the sensation of flesh parting and entering her.

*What's going on?*

Puzzled, Hye-Ji cautiously opened her eyes to find Kim Woo-Jin's warmly smiling face.
Though she had been lowered, his manhood was still twitching inside his underwear.

*Oh no...!*

Hye-Ji's face turned red.
She had jumped to conclusions on her own; he hadn't even taken off his underwear yet.

"W-well, I can't help it since I'm a lewd woman!"
"I didn't even say anything yet."

Hye-Ji shouted with her eyes tightly closed. She wanted to cover her face with both arms, but since she wasn't transformed, she couldn't.

Kim Woo-Jin gave a bitter smile and glanced downward.
True to her words about being lewd, love juices were dripping from her entrance.
As he took off his underwear and positioned his erect manhood, the dripping juices coated it like lotion.

Honestly, he wanted to treat her like a toy.
The fact that she couldn't resist without arms and legs was arousing a strange sadistic desire in him.

*But I want to be gentle if possible.*

However, saying that would ruin the mood. Kim Woo-Jin suppressed his boiling lust and slowly lowered Hye-Ji's body.

Squelch-! Hye-Ji's entrance softly accepted his intrusion.

"Hic...?! S-suddenly...!"

Hye-Ji, who had been keeping her eyes tightly closed, trembled at the sudden pleasure.
Squelch, squelch- She could feel the shape of his manhood moving slowly inside her.
His manhood, enlarged by the aphrodisiac, and her entrance, more sensitive due to her lack of limbs, created a synergy.

At that moment, Kim Woo-Jin released the arm that was holding Hye-Ji.

"Wait, don't let go... hah, haah...!"

Trembling with pleasure, Hye-Ji had no choice but to tighten her entrance with all her might.
It was the only way to keep from falling sideways.

Meanwhile, Kim Woo-Jin carefully raised himself and placed his hands on the back of Hye-Ji's head and waist.
As he moved, Hye-Ji ended up lying on the bed with him on top.

"This seems more comfortable."

Kim Woo-Jin wrapped one hand around Hye-Ji's slender waist and leaned down.

"Slurp, mmm..."

He intertwined his tongue with hers while looking into her eyes, which were revealed as she lay back.

"Hah, mmm...! Ugh...! Haah...♡"

Slurp-slurp- Even as they kissed, Kim Woo-Jin's waist didn't stop moving, so Hye-Ji desperately clenched her jaw.
She had to keep her mouth closed to endure the pleasure, but she might bite Kim Woo-Jin's tongue.

"Slurp, haah♡ Woo-Jin♡ Ugh...!"

Hye-Ji felt like her mind was melting.
She was being forced to fully accept the pleasure.
With no limbs to resist, she could only moan at the incoming waves of pleasure.

Yet Kim Woo-Jin didn't treat her like an object.
Love could be felt in each of his actions.
She was so embarrassed that the sound of her wildly beating heart might reach him.

There was no way to stop this.
There was only one thing she could do.

"More♡ Give me more...♡"

All she could do was coo to the younger man with a completely melted voice.
Hye-Ji finally understood this.

"Hah...! Make me♡ completely♡ ugh, your woman...!"

So, not as the leader of Gresorion, not as a magical girl, but simply as a female asking a male for affection.

"...!!"

Was that voice the trigger? Kim Woo-Jin's eyes widened.
The reason that had been barely suppressing the effects of the aphrodisiac snapped.

Squelch- squelch-squelch-squelch-!! Squelch-squelch! Squelch! Squelch!

"Hah, ahng♡ Haah♡ Woo-Jin. Woo-Jin...!"

Kim Woo-Jin had become a beast.
Toward the girl who was cooing at him with a completely melted face, he began to pour out his desire, his lust, without restraint.

"Kuh...!"

Already, his limit was approaching from the insanely yet softly gripping entrance.

Throb! Throb-throb-throb-!!

"Hnnnngh♡"

Kim Woo-Jin's manhood trembled greatly once, and thick semen forcefully struck her womb.
Hye-Ji felt it all with her sensitive senses and trembled.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

After finishing his quick but intense release, Kim Woo-Jin slowly withdrew his manhood.
The soft entrance tried to keep him inside by gripping tightly, so he came out very slowly.

Gulp, gulp, as his manhood withdrew, the thick liquid that had filled her flowed out and down.

"Haah♡ Haah...♡ You can, do more, right...? I'm not pregnant yet."
"...!!"

But the night was still long.
The lovers' passion had only just begun.

Ch.523 - Magic Girl Flavor
"M-magical girl flavor...?"

Looking at Kim Se-Won as he roughly took off his coat and tossed it aside, Jae-Yu trembled.

With each piece of clothing he removed, hidden muscles were revealed, and Jae-Yu couldn't help but fix her gaze on him as if being drawn in.

"Well, I'm just kidding."

After removing his top completely, Kim Se-Won grinned and reached out to Jae-Yu with a playful expression.

"J-just kidding?"

Jae-Yu took his outstretched hand with a dazed expression and stood up. Like before, the two sat side by side on the bed.

*Muscles...*

Jae-Yu stole glances at Kim Se-Won's muscles. They weren't very noticeable when he was clothed, but now she could see his steel-like muscles flexing.

"I thought it would be better to set the mood if we're going to do this."

Noticing her gaze, Kim Se-Won smiled warmly and gently turned her face with his hand.

"Look at me."
"Mmm."

When his sweet voice resonated, Jae-Yu's gaze moved upward as if entranced.

The couple gazed at each other for a while, changing the atmosphere with light bird kisses. Each time their lips briefly touched and parted, the random thoughts in her head were pushed away, replaced by thoughts of him.

"This is... embarrassing."

After the third bird kiss ended, Jae-Yu turned her head slightly in embarrassment. Unlike a proper kiss, these teasing pecks made her heart tickle with an indescribable yearning.

*But I still want to do it.*

Though she averted her gaze out of embarrassment, Jae-Yu felt the same desire as Kim Se-Won.
She glanced at him cautiously and began to carefully remove her outer clothing.

"Wait."
"Huh?"

At that moment, Kim Se-Won stopped her. He was looking her over with serious yet gleaming eyes.

"I want to undress you myself."

His gaze dropped lower, fixing on Jae-Yu's chest.
Her fruit that Eun-Ha didn't have. Though small compared to other friends, her ample chest was one reason she attracted others' attention.
Kim Se-Won was no exception.

"...Okay."

After hesitating briefly, Jae-Yu nodded shyly, and Kim Se-Won smiled brightly as he extended both arms. He carefully grasped her chest through her top, then caught himself with a "Hot!" before slowly, snake-like, moving his hands to the hem of her top.

"Do you like breasts that much?"

Jae-Yu wore a sullen expression.
While she didn't mind since they were her own breasts, it implied that when she was Eun-Ha, they weren't worth looking at.

It felt like half of herself was being rejected, which made her feel sad.

"I don't dislike them."

Kim Se-Won stopped his moving hands and smiled warmly.
He didn't stop there. He moved right up to her face and embraced her.

*He smells so good...*

Jae-Yu felt her sullenness and disappointment melt away like snow. Kim Se-Won's scent was like a drug to her.

"I like them because they're yours, not someone else's. Even when you're Eun-Ha. I just noticed they've grown bigger, that's all."
"I-I see."

Jae-Yu was fine with that now.
She closed her eyes, intoxicated by Kim Se-Won's scent filling her nostrils.

"Come to think of it."
"Mmm~?"

Her speech was already becoming slurred. Jae-Yu slowly pulled away from Kim Se-Won and blinked.

"Should we try doing it while you're still a magical girl?"
"Magical... girl?"

His words were quite unexpected.
Jae-Yu tilted her head.

While she distinguished herself as Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu depending on her physical state, strictly speaking, the distinction should be between Eun-Ha and "Optima."
She had merely changed her hairstyle and clothes after transforming into Optima.
In other words, her current state was already that of a magical girl.

"...Ah. Mmm. Well. I don't mind."

But Jae-Yu, who had become somewhat more perceptive than before, understood what Kim Se-Won meant and nodded.
What he wanted was the newly changed magical girl outfit. He desired to play with her while she wore that somewhat indecent outfit.

"If that's what you want, I can do it anytime."

Finding the situation a bit amusing, Jae-Yu giggled as she changed her clothes.
Her casual clothes instantly transformed into the indecent magical girl outfit.

"Ohhh...!"

Seeing the transformed Jae-Yu, Kim Se-Won's eyes lit up as he welcomed her.

"Here. As you wish. Whatever you want. Enjoy to your heart's content."

Jae-Yu smiled broadly and stretched her arms forward.
At that moment, her body floated up into the air. Then her vision flipped 180 degrees, and she found herself with her back to Kim Se-Won.

"Huh...?"

Jae-Yu wore a dazed expression at the sudden change in perspective.

"Hehehe~."

But her expression soon relaxed into a helpless face.
Kim Se-Won's strong arms wrapped around her from behind.

"Isn't this. Really good. For both of us?"

Kim Se-Won wasn't holding her tightly. He was just lightly embracing her, as if showing someone his possession.

The line on the magical girl outfit that ran from the collarbone, past the nipples, to the lower abdomen.

This indecent outfit with glimpses of fair skin didn't explicitly show the nipples.
That's because while it was slightly open from the collarbone to just above the nipples, it was tightly closed from around the nipples to the upper abdomen.

However, it seemed like it could be easily exposed if torn by force.

Looking down from behind Jae-Yu, he gulped and carefully removed the fluttering outer garment.
This revealed her shoulders, slender arms, armpits, and the area around her ribs that had been hidden by the outer garment.

Was that the signal? Even Jae-Yu, who had been giggling, now blushed and quietly focused on Kim Se-Won's movements.

His stealthily moving hands. Kim Se-Won's hands slowly worked their way between Jae-Yu's armpits and into her clothes.

"Hnngh...!"

Just from skin touching skin, Jae-Yu's body squirmed slightly.

This was just the beginning.
Kim Se-Won began to gently knead her breasts from behind.

"Hnnnng...."

Rather than immediately teasing her nipples, he gently massaged her entire breast, gradually warming her body.

*My body is getting hot.*

Kim Se-Won's actions were making Jae-Yu heat up as intended.

"Hnn, hnnnng...!"

Jae-Yu began rubbing her thighs together at the ticklish sensation that didn't quite translate into complete pleasure.

*Now's my chance.*

Kim Se-Won didn't miss this opportunity.
Slowly, his large hands, which had been kneading only her breasts, penetrated deeper.
Barely touching. His fingers moved near her nipples, making Jae-Yu even more desperate.

"N-hnn... n-nooo... this, nng...! kind...!"

Jae-Yu shook her head as she felt her heartbeat quicken.
Kim Se-Won was being mischievous. He was making Jae-Yu's body heat up, guiding her to beg on her own.

"Haa... haa...... hnng...!"

Jae-Yu tightly squeezed her thighs together as she endured the pleasure that seemed to come but never did.
It felt like she just needed a little more, but this ambiguity that didn't quite reach the peak was making her desperate.
Her nipples were already standing stiff, but Kim Se-Won showed no intention of touching them.

How much time passed like that?

"Ah...?"

Swish- Kim Se-Won's hands withdrew from the magical girl outfit.
At the sudden halt, Jae-Yu instinctively turned her head toward him behind her.

"What. Want more?"

What met her gaze was a mischievous remark.
Jae-Yu pressed her lips together, lowered her gaze in contemplation, then nodded.

"M-more... make me come."
"Alright."

As soon as Jae-Yu finished speaking, as if he'd been waiting for those words, Kim Se-Won's hands stretched forward.
His hands rested on top of her magical girl outfit, then ripped it open with a tearing sound!

The line running from her collarbone past her nipples opened completely, dividing the top into three vertical sections.

"Ah...!"

Jae-Yu was startled by Kim Se-Won's hand with its prominent veins.
Her nipples, stiff from his teasing, were slightly exposed.

Kim Se-Won's actions didn't end there.
He grabbed the back of Jae-Yu's magical girl outfit while simultaneously grasping the middle section of the divided top!

"Eek?!"

Jae-Yu's face turned bright red.
Due to Kim Se-Won's actions, her rather large breasts popped out with what seemed like a "boing!" sound.

"P-pervert...!"
"That's rich coming from you now."
"Hnnngh...!"

Kim Se-Won grinned and bit Jae-Yu's ear, which was soaked in shame.
While biting her ear, he blew a breath into it, making Jae-Yu shrink and tremble.

*Such a strong woman. Embarrassed and feeling every single one of my actions... it's truly the best.*

The power difference between him and Jae-Yu was still stark. He knew without having to fight that Jae-Yu was much stronger.
That fact was what inflamed Kim Se-Won's heart even more.

The fact that a magical girl with exceptional power, a saint, was more feminine than anyone else in bed, fueled his desire for conquest, his sense of superiority, and made his blood boil.

"You like it when I do this, don't you?"

Kim Se-Won grabbed Jae-Yu's exposed breasts.
Then he lightly touched her nipples with both index fingers.

"Hnn, hnnnng...♡"

Just from that, Jae-Yu's body jerked.
Her hunched body straightened as she arched her back.

*I'm starting to have trouble holding back too.*

Jae-Yu's moans excited his brain through his ears. There was a limit to just teasing her like this.
Kim Se-Won used his right hand to turn Jae-Yu's face to the side. His face was there.

Slurp- Smack- Slurrp-

The kiss began while his left hand continued to tease her nipples. Jae-Yu eagerly intertwined her tongue with Kim Se-Won's as if she had been waiting for this.
Her half-glazed eyes were those of a female who had surrendered to pleasure.

Feeling satisfied with that sight, Kim Se-Won slowly moved his right hand, which had been turning Jae-Yu's face, downward.
Even before touching her, as he approached Jae-Yu's lower body, it felt strangely hot.
This was because Jae-Yu's body was soaked with sweat from Kim Se-Won's teasing.

Moreover, Jae-Yu, not satisfied with just her left breast being teased, was already fondling her other nipple herself.

"Slurp- mmm, smack, hnnngh♡"

Confirming that she was focused on pursuing pleasure, Kim Se-Won grinned and moved his hand toward Jae-Yu's lower body.
He lightly placed his finger between Jae-Yu's thighs, at the deepest point, and began to rub slowly.

Her crotch was already so wet that each time Kim Se-Won's finger moved back and forth, it made squelching sounds.

"Hnng?! Slurp, nng♡ Slurrp hnng."

Jae-Yu trembled at the sensation but didn't stop moving her tongue.
Endlessly, continuously, she craved Kim Se-Won and the pleasure he gave her.

Thrust!

"Nng?!"

But when Kim Se-Won's fingers pressed against her stockings and panties, her reaction changed.
Jae-Yu tried to close her thighs to block Kim Se-Won's hand.

*Not so fast.*

One step ahead, Kim Se-Won's legs blocked Jae-Yu's and forcibly spread them wide.
Now Jae-Yu had lost her means of resistance.

*One-on-one, I always win.*

Kim Se-Won felt his chest burning hot with this sense of superiority and conquest he felt when having sex with this girl.

"Ah....."

When he slightly pulled away his face after intertwining their tongues for a while, Jae-Yu looked up at Kim Se-Won with yearning eyes, silently begging for more.

At that sight, Kim Se-Won felt an indescribable emotion.
The feelings he had been experiencing exploded and grew exponentially.

The magical girl's vagina, which should have been unchangeable, had completely adapted to accommodate his large member and tightly squeeze it.

Jae-Yu was completely his.
Only his.
He could feel the blood flowing rapidly throughout his body.
Some of it rushed to his lower body, making his member painfully erect.
Kim Se-Won also had his limits of endurance.

"Getting so big."

Kim Se-Won grabbed Jae-Yu's breasts with both hands.
Unlike before, he roughly grasped them, causing them to bulge between his fingers.

"And your hips have widened too."
"Ah....."

Come to think of it, that was true.

As she, who had been a man, gradually became aware of being a woman, Jae-Yu's body changed.
Now that her growth had stopped, her breasts had grown considerably larger than Eun-Ha's, and her hips had also grown a bit wider.

"I-I don't know either... Originally, I wasn't much different from when I was Eun-Ha, b-but it's all because of you. Y-you're so cool... I've become a female..."

At Kim Se-Won's mischievous words, Jae-Yu bowed her head in embarrassment.

"Yes. It's all because of me."

Finding such a Jae-Yu adorable, Kim Se-Won tore her stockings with a rip.
Now only a thin, soaked fabric remained between Jae-Yu's thighs.

"So I have to take responsibility."
"Nng, hnng...!"

While teasing her breast with his left hand, Kim Se-Won moved the thin fabric aside with his right hand and gently stroked her pussy up and down.
Jae-Yu's body twitched again at his movements.

"Are you going to start teasing me again...?"
"No."

Kim Se-Won answered Jae-Yu's question firmly.

"Haah......!!"

Flutter- Jae-Yu's waist straightened up again.
This was because Kim Se-Won's finger, which had been stroking her pussy, plunged inside her and wriggled.

"I actually prefer that you've become a female. Because... you're already this wet."
"Ugh......"

The finger that had been wriggling inside came out.

"Haaaaaah-!!"

As his finger came out like a hook, scraping her vagina, Jae-Yu let out a cry of pleasure and curled up her body.

"Haa... haa......"

Jae-Yu caught her breath and felt the pleasure rising from her lower abdomen.
Meanwhile, his fingers, index and middle, came up to her eyes with a sticky trail, spreading apart and then coming together.
Each time Kim Se-Won moved his fingers, the sticky love juice moved with them.

Jae-Yu averted her gaze, moving only her eyes out of embarrassment.
Female.
This one word was completely embedded in her mind.

No matter how strong she was, in front of this man, she was just a submissive female.

*I can feel it against my buttocks and back. Pulsating hot like a heart.*

Averting her gaze, Jae-Yu glanced at the member she could feel behind her.

Thanks to Kim Se-Won taking position behind her, she couldn't see it, but she could feel the hot, hard pillar passing between her buttocks.

*Soon I'll be taken by that. No matter how much I cry, no matter how much I beg, even after I faint, he'll continue to take me.*

It was both frightening and exciting.
Already, her lower abdomen seemed to be buzzing.
The pleasure she had experienced so far replayed in her mind like a flashback.
Yes, that thing that had made her moan was right there.
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Ch.524 - Forced Tasting Of Two Flavors
From now on, she was going to be thoroughly ravished.

At this thought, Jae-Yu's body froze stiff.
Zzrr- Her womb seemed to tingle on its own.

"Heh, hehehe..."

Anticipation, excitement, fear, love. Various emotions mixed together and spread throughout Jae-Yu's body.

"This is my chance."

Kim Se-Won, immediately noticing Jae-Yu's state, planned his next moves in his head.
It was quite simple.

Ravish her thoroughly until she can't maintain her sanity.
Ravish her so she can't do anything foolish.
Ravish her even after she passes out.
If he ravished her until his balls were completely empty, his victory would be assured.

"If it stays one-on-one like this, I can definitely take the lead. I won't lose control."

This plan required Jae-Yu to remain alone until the end.

If Eun-Ha were to appear from inside Jae-Yu's body, the situation could be reversed in an instant.
He needed to push her so hard that she wouldn't even think about splitting.

If she did split, it would be over.
The two of them wouldn't be careless like last time, and he'd be overwhelmed by their numerical advantage.

"First strike wins."

Kim Se-Won was determined to subdue Jae-Yu from beginning to end.
He needed to thrust into her roughly so that her pathetic pussy would render her helpless.

"Even if I'm a bit rough, Jae-Yu will like it. Her reaction shows it."

The stiff, frozen face of Jae-Yu that Kim Se-Won saw was outwardly pretending to be afraid.
But he knew. The true nature of that behavior was the expectation of tasting again the pleasure deeply imprinted in her body.
Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha were already the female of females.

They were the best women, more compatible with him than anyone else.
So he needed to make Jae-Yu relax her shoulders right away.

"What's wrong?"

Kim Se-Won gently embraced her. It was the opposite of what he had been doing to heat up Jae-Yu's body until just before.

"Uh, umm? No. Noth... ing..."

Jae-Yu answered in a tiny voice, as if shrinking away.
Wondering if Kim Se-Won was concerned about her reaction, she slightly pulled her hips back, moving away from the penis that had been touching her, and secretly rubbed her thighs together, feeling somewhat disappointed.

"Wh-what am I thinking...! This makes it look like I'm really expecting it...!"

Suddenly realizing this, Jae-Yu's face flushed hot.

"No, that's not it. After all, that was the intention from the start, so what's wrong with expecting it?"

Right now, all her nerves were focused on Kim Se-Won's every move.

His hot body temperature as he embraced her.
His scent that suddenly came closer.
His sweet voice.
Everything was making Jae-Yu dizzy. Her heart was beating wildly, and her nipples were standing stiff. Even amid all this, she could feel her love juices trickling out.

"Why does today have to be a safe day...! If it weren't for that...!"

She could have gotten pregnant.
If she just paid attention for three months after conception, she could have a baby.
Jae-Yu felt her vision spinning from excessive excitement.

"Hmm?"

With his hips pulled back and his pants removed using telekinesis, Kim Se-Won's eyes gleamed at Jae-Yu's unusual reaction.

"She doesn't notice me fondling her ass? This is my chance."

He had wanted to taste her in her transformed magical girl outfit, but Jae-Yu seemed lost in her own world, showing no reaction even as he fondled her ass.

"I could just remove her stockings, but..."

It might be more delicious to take her with the wrapping still on.
Kim Se-Won's decision was swift.
His hand shot forward like lightning, pushing Jae-Yu away.

"Kyah?!"

Jae-Yu's face fell onto the mattress from the sudden impact.

"Wha, what—"

Pook!

"Hngk?!"

Jae-Yu had no time to be surprised.
A thick penis instantly and roughly forced its way into Jae-Yu's slit.

"Isn't that too much? To just stand there dazed while spreading your female scent everywhere."
"Hnng...! Ngh, Se-Won... ahh...!"

Squelch, squelch! Her already wet pussy was making lewd sounds as it accepted his penis.

Despite the rough piston motion that completely shattered the mood from earlier, Jae-Yu couldn't resist at all.

"My arms are trapped by Se-Won!"

This was because Kim Se-Won was holding both of Jae-Yu's arms, not her hips or buttocks, as he thrust into her.

"Hnnggg...! Se, Se-Wonnn...!"

Squish squish, squelch squelch, each time the enormous penis entered her pussy, it took her breath away.
The penis was scraping all the weak spots inside her pussy, giving her the sensation of her stomach being completely filled.

"Haah♡ Haah♡ A little...♡ Slowwer...!"

Squelch squelch squelch!
Each time the penis—too thick and long for a girl to take—thrust into her, Jae-Yu's stomach bulged outward.

"Hngh, haahh...! Aahn♡"

The violent pleasure struck her spine and head relentlessly.
Her pronunciation became slurred, and her voice only grew louder when moaning. Already, Jae-Yu's mind was filled only with thoughts of how good it felt.
It was the complete opposite of Aleph, who had been writhing in agony.

"Slower, my ass!"

Squelch squelch squelch squelch squelch!!
Kim Se-Won's hip movements became even rougher at Jae-Yu's words.
The sound of flesh slapping together—bang! bang!—accompanied his intense movements that seemed about to pierce through her body.

"Look! See how much you like it when I do this!"

The corners of his mouth twisted upward.
Each time he thrust, Jae-Yu's limp head jerked upward.

The undulating pussy trying to squeeze out every last drop of semen.
Her breasts bouncing wildly, adding to his sense of conquest.
The never-ending flow of love juices.
And finally, the pathetic pussy that climaxed with each thrust.
Every element only excited him more.

"Kuh, hnng... haahnng...!"

It was now difficult even to speak.
Jae-Yu realized she couldn't put strength into her arms. Before she could exert force or channel magic, the pleasure dominating her entire body interfered.
No matter what she tried to do, nothing was permitted except gasping for breath and moaning.

"It's deep. Deeper than usual."

Moreover, his penis was penetrating so deeply it felt like it would pierce through to her womb.
The clearly perceptible depth made it impossible for her to regain her senses.

"No way♡ No wayyy♡ Too, too deep, ahhh...!"

Jae-Yu was busy crying out in ecstasy while drooling profusely.

"Hngh, ngh, haahnng...♡"

Slap!

"Haaahng♡"

At that moment, Jae-Yu's back straightened at the pain she felt on her buttocks.
The sensation of pain that wedged its way between her pleasure quickly melted away and joined the pleasure.

"This feels good too?"

Kim Se-Won grinned and used his telekinesis again.
Slap! A hand created by telekinesis turned Jae-Yu's buttocks red.

"Ngh, hnng, mmph...!"
"Damn...!"

But this action backfired.
Each time he spanked her buttocks, Jae-Yu's vagina squeezed and twisted around his penis even more.

"Kuhng...! I'm coming...!"

Kim Se-Won gritted his teeth and pulled his hips back.
Spurt! Spurrrt!! The penis that popped out ejaculated semen by a hair's breadth.

"Haah... haah... haaah..."

Finally released, Jae-Yu lay face down on the bed, receiving a shower of thick semen.
Hot semen splattered across her smooth back.

"That was close. I forgot to put on a condom."

It really was a close call. Caught up in the moment, he had inserted himself without remembering the condom.

Kim Se-Won felt his heart pounding as he used telekinesis to take out a condom he had kept in his wallet and put it on.
Seeing the small rubber bulge at the tip, he felt belated relief.

That's when it happened.
Whoosh-! Something flew by and blew away the part of the rubber meant to collect semen.

"...!!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened as he looked in the direction from which the object had flown.

"Hehehe..."

There was Jae-Yu, looking at him with an expression melted by pleasure.
It was a small magic bullet shot by Jae-Yu that had destroyed the condom's functionality.

"This...!"

This was nothing short of provocation.
Kim Se-Won, who had now removed his remaining top, lifted the limp Jae-Yu and thrust into her again.

"Ahngk?!"

Jae-Yu trembled at the waist and lifted her head. The afterglow of her climax hadn't even faded yet, but new pleasure was overwhelming her.

"If you want to get pregnant that badly, I'll make it happen!"

Kim Se-Won bounced his pelvis and roughly thrust his penis in.

"Ahng, hnng, ah, aahn♡"

As if venting his frustration, the penis with the punctured condom made squelching sounds, but they were all drowned out by Jae-Yu's moans as her breasts bounced with each thrust.

"Don't... let a single drop escape...! Hold it all in! I'll get you pregnant right now...!"

Despite being drenched in sweat, Kim Se-Won's movements didn't slow down.

"Hnnggg...!! I'm sorry...! Ngh, haah forgive... meee...!"
"Forgiveness? No way!"

Squish squish squish! Squish squish! The sound of forcibly penetrating her tight pussy echoed.
But then, an unexpected voice was heard.

"Are you only going to impregnate one of us?"

A voice that should have come from in front came from below.

"Haah♡ Haah...♡ More, moree... thrust more...♡"

While Jae-Yu's voice was clearly dripping with pleasure.
The voice just heard was not like that at all.

No, it was a different voice to begin with.

Kim Se-Won stopped abruptly and slowly lowered his gaze.

"Huhhk?!"
"Mmm..."
"Hahn♡"

Eun-Ha was there.
The girl, who must have split at some unknown time, was licking Jae-Yu's pussy, which was mixed with love juices and pre-cum, and began to torment her clitoris.

"Ahng...! No, wayyy...! Mmng♡"

Each time Eun-Ha moved her tongue, Jae-Yu's pussy tightened intensely.

"Kuhng!"

Spurt! Spurrrt!!
Feeling the unexpected urge to ejaculate, Kim Se-Won unconsciously thrust his penis deep into her womb and came.
The small girl's protruding belly swelled slightly.

Kim Se-Won, suddenly drained of strength, fell onto the bed with Jae-Yu as he dropped to his knees.

"When the hell did you split...!"

Rolling over to face the ceiling.
Kim Se-Won twisted his face in frustration at not noticing the split.

"Is that important?"

Eun-Ha's voice came from beside Kim Se-Won.

"Now♡ It's my turn, right?"

Eun-Ha, who had been sitting with her legs bent in an M-shape, giggled as she leaned her upper body back slightly.
This caused the area that had been hidden by the floor to rise slightly into Kim Se-Won's view.
Eun-Ha spread her pussy wide with her fingers as Kim Se-Won stared intently.
Love juices were flowing from her pulsating pussy.

After showing her condition, Eun-Ha giggled and got up, straddling Kim Se-Won's lower body.

"Let's get rid of this annoying thing~."

As Eun-Ha stroked the penis once with her hand, which was mixed with semen and love juices, the condom miraculously melted away and disappeared.

Slurp, slurrp, sluuurp-

"Kuhhng...!!!"

As soon as the interfering condom disappeared, Eun-Ha used even her throat to suck in the enormous penis in one go.

"Haah~."

After sucking for a while, Eun-Ha pulled out the penis and opened her mouth to show Kim Se-Won the semen gathered in her mouth.
Then, gulp, she swallowed it down her throat and trembled.
Her expression was like someone who had just tasted the finest delicacy.

"Phew♡"

Having barely swallowed the thick semen, Eun-Ha smiled lewdly and crawled on all fours up to Kim Se-Won's chest.

"Now then... let's make babies♡"
"We're at our fertile time today, so you need to cum a lot, okay?"

Between Eun-Ha's words and the revived Jae-Yu's words.
Kim Se-Won felt his vision going dark.
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Ch.525 - It Was Delicious
While Kim Woo-jin, Seo Hye-ji, Jae-yu, and Kim Se-Won were each enjoying their dates...

"Ughhhhh..."

Choi Ju-min, a woman with a 2x-year history of being single and always accompanied by the modifier "genius," was racking her brain.

It was unclear if she'd been sleeping at all as she groaned while fixing her matted hair.

"The prototype is complete and production has just started, which is good, but these are the problem."

In front of her was a hologram screen projected from her terminal. The screen displayed numerical data about Shin Eun-Ha and Han Jae-yu—Virginia and Optima—showing their magical power levels, physical abilities, and other information.

When she flipped to the next screen, information about Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-eun, In Ha-ram, Park Seung-a, Lee Min-gi, and even S-class heroes appeared.

While other heroes could use the prototype, the team leaders and S-class heroes needed custom-made equipment. The reason was simple: they needed to make a strong impression to reassure the general public.

These were people who needed to stand out and simultaneously possessed something extraordinary.

"There's no immediate problem, but making me design all of this is too much!"

Choi Ju-min screamed, pulling at her hair. Whenever she complained about how to handle this, the only response was, "What can we do when there's no one else who can do it but you?" It was enough to drive her crazy.

Fortunately, the team leaders could handle hybrids without these items.

The problem was that Choi Ju-min had to design and plan custom equipment considering each person's abilities, specialties, and fighting style. Even if someone else did the actual manufacturing, the design process couldn't be done overnight.

Choi Ju-min tapped her finger on the screen, returning to the data for Virginia and Optima.

"The four young team leaders don't have hero suits, but that's just a matter of making them... well, one of them doesn't even need one."

But the real problem was these two girls who were both two and one.
They were the most difficult to deal with.

"She said the magical girl outfit is just decoration. The actual armor is something spread thinly across the entire body, neither science nor anything else..."

The magical girl outfit that served as Virginia and Optima's hero suit utilized technology that was impossible to understand with current science.

"How is a mere technician supposed to understand magic?! Arghhhh!"

Bang! She slammed her fist on the desk.
No matter how much of a genius people said she was, there was no way she could fully understand an unknown realm.

Yes, the magical girl outfit's appearance was decorative, but it was definitely a real object. Since it was clothing composed of magic, it was currently impossible to analyze its true nature and link it with devices.

"I am a genius, that's true! And device research would be impossible without me!! But still!"

She enjoyed research and development, but there was a difference between exploring the unknown with some possibility of discovery and exploring the unknown with no possibility at all.

"Haaaaah-"

Perhaps from getting too angry, Choi Ju-min's strength drained away, and she collapsed onto her desk with a deep sigh.

"Maybe if I just stay still like this, inspiration will strike—"

Flutter-
Something landed on Choi Ju-min's head as she lay slumped on the desk.

"Hmm?"

Thinking it might be one of the research papers she'd been referencing, she casually raised her hand to grab it. But it wasn't the texture of paper. It was much smaller than she expected, about the size of a torn piece of notepad paper, slightly larger than her hand.

"Ugh- damn!"

She'd only meant to lie down briefly, but fatigue was overwhelming her. Fighting through it, Choi Ju-min raised herself up and brought the object in her hand in front of her face.

"What's this?"

She frowned as she examined the object. As the texture suggested, it was a small piece of notepad paper.

On the notepad was a message written in clean font, like something you'd see on a terminal screen.

[Look at the desk.]

That's what was written at the top of the note. Choi Ju-min snickered, thinking it was absurd. Since she had just been slumped over the desk, there couldn't possibly be anything noteworthy on it.

She must have been lying down longer than she thought. A colleague must have played a prank during that time.

Choi Ju-min tried to dismiss the note as a joke. Or rather, she tried to.

"!!!!"

When she moved the note slightly to the side, the desk came into view. Immediately, her eyes widened.

Wondering if she was seeing things, she rubbed her eyes, but it was still there on the desk. Right where she had been lying.

"W-what is this?!"

It was enough to make a ghost wail. Startled, Choi Ju-min stood up from her chair and stepped back. Even after blinking several times and rushing to the bathroom to wash her face, the object was still plainly there on the desk.

"W-what happened...?"

No matter how carefully an object is placed, it makes at least a slight sound. But she hadn't heard anything. It was as if the object had been there from the beginning.

"A gem?"

Choi Ju-min cautiously approached and picked up the object on the desk. The gem was extraordinary. Cut in a triangle—a trillion cut—it seemed to emit a brilliant sunlight radiance, but when tilted slightly, it turned pitch black. It was like looking at something that shouldn't exist in this world.

"Ah!!"

Just then, Choi Ju-min remembered the notepad. She pulled out the note she had stuffed into her pocket and once again widened her eyes.

"Huh, it disappeared?!"

The text at the top, "Look at the desk," had vanished. In its place, where the original text had been, were the words [Use it to create.]

'What? Create what?'

The question disappeared quickly. Choi Ju-min carefully examined the gem in her hand and nodded. It was clear who had given her this mysteriously appearing object. They must have provided it to solve her problem.

"So I'm supposed to use this as the basis for creating the magical girl's weapon, is that it?"

As Choi Ju-min muttered to herself, the text on the note changed.

[Yes]

As things proceeded according to her thoughts, the corners of her mouth began to curl upward.

"Hehe, hehehehe...!"

An inexplicable euphoria bloomed in her mind. Bang! The wall that had been blocking her crumbled, and all sorts of ideas came flooding out.

"Woohoooo!!!"

Advice from a mysterious entity through a notepad. And her own inspiration. Choi Ju-min burned with determination, staying up for who knows how many nights.

* * *

Sunlight leaked through the gap in the curtains.

"Ugh..."

Kim Se-Won, his eyes directly hit by the sunlight, frowned as he opened them. The somewhat chilly air greeted him. Starting with this, sensation gradually returned to his body, and he began to feel warmth in both arms.

"Was it 2-on-1 yesterday too... or is it today?"

Kim Se-Won looked at both sides alternately as he squeezed his hands. At the soft yet firm sensation, the two girls lying face down unconscious flinched whenever he squeezed. After feeling the softness of the girls' bottoms a couple of times, he slowly got up.

"Ugh..."

As soon as he rose, fatigue enveloped his entire body. His waist ached, and his third leg hung limply. It was only natural after being relentlessly drained by the two girls last night.

He hadn't even used the recovery magic he normally would, which made it worse.

"If I had used that, we'd still be going at it... can't be helped, I guess."

As a result, he felt completely drained, like not a single drop was left. The evidence was clear—the girls on either side of him were covered in fluids, still leaking.

From this sight alone, it might seem like Kim Se-Won's victory, but in reality, it was his complete defeat...

'Anyway, the time... the time...'

"Oh!"

Normally, he wouldn't have refused recovery magic, but he had his reasons. Checking the clock on the wall, he was startled and hurriedly got out of bed.

"Only 30 minutes left...!"

Today was a weekday. Moreover, there were only 30 minutes left until school started. It seemed like plenty of time, but considering preparation time and the distance from the dormitory to the classroom, it wasn't much at all. Growing anxious, Kim Se-Won quickly scanned his surroundings.

"Found it!!!!"

Soon his eyes caught a rectangular box. He moved it with telekinesis, opened the lid, and scattered wet wipes into the air with a flourish.

His well-trained telekinesis caught all the wipes and quickly wiped down his body in one go.

Using both hands to clean himself thoroughly, Kim Se-Won changed clothes while checking the remaining time.

"28 minutes...! I only slept for an hour, but it's okay. If I hurry, I can avoid being late...!"

He couldn't exactly list sex as his reason for being late.

"Eun-Ha! Jae-yu! Wake up! Hurry!"

After changing all his clothes, the next step was to wake the two girls. He quickly wiped the areas where his hands would touch with wet wipes, then woke them.

"Mmmmm..."
"Mmm..."

The two girls still seemed to be lingering in the afterglow of pleasure, making sensual moaning sounds as they barely opened their eyes.

"Good mornin'..."

Eun-Ha and Jae-yu yawned widely with their eyes half-open. From their physical state, they could tell they hadn't been unconscious for long.

"Sorry, but I need to wash up and leave, okay? Please take care of the cleanup! Got it?"

"Mmm..."
"Come back soon, honey..."

The two girls responded to Kim Se-Won's urgent words in half-asleep voices. Eun-Ha, among them, was even talking nonsense as if she had married Kim Se-Won in her dream.

In any case, Kim Se-Won ran toward his room, being seen off by the two naked girls.

Ch.526 - Event. And Rumors
Kim Se-Won, having left Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu at the secret base, returned during his lunch break.

"This is......"

As soon as he returned to the secret base, Kim Se-Won noticed something strange. The strong scent that had filled the place just hours ago was completely gone.

Everything had returned to its original state as if nothing had happened. The traces from last night that had been scattered around and smeared on the bed sheets had vanished without a trace, leaving everything fresh and clean.

The only difference from before was the girl sitting on the bed looking at a communication terminal.

"Oh, welcome back."
"You're still here."
"Yeah. I had a feeling you'd come."
"Were you working?"
"Most of what I do can be handled remotely even when I'm not at White Base. I volunteer often, remember? Yubin set up a system so I can keep up with things during those times."

Eun-Ha smiled brightly and patted the spot beside her. Next to her was a basket that had appeared from somewhere.

"You haven't had lunch, right? I had a feeling, so I prepared plenty."
"Let's eat together."
"Hehe."

It was as if she could see right through him. Kim Se-Won smiled faintly at this strange phenomenon without questioning it.

There was no need to question it, after all.

*I had a feeling Eun-Ha would be watching.*

Her claim about working on her communication terminal wasn't a lie. However, if she had said she was "only" working, that would have been untrue.
Kim Se-Won recalled the hologram window that had disappeared the moment he arrived. Eun-Ha had been looking at two windows—one large and one small.

She had been watching him until the moment he arrived.

*She's not trying to hide it.*

She could have turned it off right before he arrived, but she chose not to.
Kim Se-Won nodded slightly, feeling both fear and acceptance of Eun-Ha's behavior.

"By the way, it looks like Yubin is planning an event."

"Here you go," she said, handing Kim Se-Won a sandwich while sliding over the window she had been looking at.
It showed an official document with the signature of Stellarlis's commander.

The content was exactly as Eun-Ha had said—a massive event.
A 100 versus 1 battle.
One hundred heroes from the Hero Association against one hero from Stellarlis.
A seemingly reckless fight that several Stellarlis heroes would participate in.

"More importantly, are you okay? You only slept for about an hour. Aren't you tired?"

When Kim Se-Won responded to the document with a simple "I see," Eun-Ha moved closer to him with genuine concern on her face.

"I managed. Attending classes is something I'm used to. It's thanks to all the training I've done to keep up with you."
"I guess. Unlike me, my boyfriend has always been good at studying. Attending classes probably isn't that difficult for you."
"I've never dropped from the top ranks, you know."

Kim Se-Won flashed a confident smile at Eun-Ha, who was giving him a wry smile.
Looking at him like this, he seemed like an incredibly capable man.

He had awakened at a young age, enrolled in the academy, and maintained top grades.
Naturally, his combat abilities were also among the best at the academy.
In other words, he was an elite student who excelled at everything.

"But... somehow rumors are already spreading."
"Huh? Rumors?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head at this sudden comment. Kim Se-Won's expression darkened, looking troubled and somewhat embarrassed.
Eun-Ha quietly observed him, wondering what kind of rumor could make him react like that.

"That we're dating."
"What?!"

Eun-Ha jumped up from the bed involuntarily. Her mouth fell open as if she truly hadn't expected this.

*Really?!*

Rumors had spread through the academy in less than a day? This definitely wasn't what she wanted.

"Well, you know there are students from the academy who joined Stellarlis."
"Yeah, the trial recruits? They'll be sent to the battlefield, but only those with potential were selected. Most are just there for show... Oh!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
There were fewer than twenty recruits, selected from across all grades.

Oops... Realizing her mistake, Eun-Ha tapped her head in self-reproach.

"Right. They must have spread the rumors. From the time I arrived at school until break time, several people were giving me strange looks."
"Hmm~."

Eun-Ha narrowed her eyes, waiting for Kim Se-Won's next words.
Her eyes already gleamed with a jealousy so intense it made her body tremble.

"Don't worry, no one approached me with those intentions. It's just that look in your eyes right now."
"My eyes?"
"Jealousy. Both guys and girls were looking at me that way."

Kim Se-Won barely swallowed the words that almost escaped: "But all of them combined don't compare to you."

"...Huh?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head again.
She blinked, looking completely confused.
Kim Se-Won chuckled and gently stroked her soft hair.

"You may be a saint now, but you've shown incredible achievements at the academy and continue to do so. Many students, regardless of gender, admired you. Meanwhile, my classmates just nodded as if it made perfect sense."
"Ah, hehehe..."

Eun-Ha didn't mind. She simply closed her eyes with a loose expression, savoring Kim Se-Won's touch.

She had worked hard for people to look at her that way.
It wasn't surprising or strange, so Eun-Ha didn't care either way.

"How nice~ Whoever he is, to have such a saint as his girlfriend."
"They'd be shocked to know that this saint could put a succubus to shame with how she devours men."
"Ugh... d-don't say such embarrassing things!"

Eun-Ha's face turned red as she playfully hit Kim Se-Won.

"Oof! Ugh! Argh!"

Each time her delicate hands lightly struck his chest, a heavy sound echoed.
Despite their appearance, her strikes carried enough force to destroy a low-level monster in one hit.
Additionally, healing magic surrounded him, so Kim Se-Won only felt pain without suffering any actual damage.

When Eun-Ha finally stopped hitting him, Kim Se-Won tried to change the subject.

"Ugh... By the way, I heard another rumor."
"Huh? What rumor?"
"About a zombie-like man and a white-haired girl seen together in the downtown area."
"...Is that really rumor-worthy?"
"The thing is, they said the man looked extremely emaciated. He was apparently trembling all over, barely able to walk."
"Ah."

Eun-Ha's eyes lit up.
It was the look of recognizing a kindred spirit.
Though Kim Se-Won pretended not to know, the subjects of the rumor were clearly Kim Woo-Jin and Seo Hye-Ji.

"And there's one more thing."
"Hmm? What else?"

Kim Se-Won raised his index finger as if to say he wasn't finished.

"The man wasn't with just one woman, but two."
"Huh? Surely not Nabi?"
"No."

Kim Se-Won looked off into the distance with a pitying expression, as if looking at Kim Woo-Jin wherever he might be.

"They said it was a black-haired girl. Apparently, she looked exactly like the white-haired girl."
"Wow..."

After hearing his additional comment, even Eun-Ha couldn't help but make a disgusted face.
In Gresorion, there were only two black-haired girls.

Dolly and Bianca.
And of those two, only Bianca resembled Seo Hye-Ji.

"She must have been watching like Morris and couldn't resist joining in. What a shame, it was probably a good situation for them."
"...Y-yeah."

Kim Se-Won averted his gaze and answered halfheartedly.

*She spent a month only by my side... Do you know how torturous it was to hear her repeatedly saying "Kim Woo-Jin, Kim Woo-Jin, Kim Woo-Jin" during our trials?*

"Even Transcendents might have their own circumstances."
"What? Are you taking Bianca's side? That's unusual."
"No... I just feel like doing so."

Eun-Ha sniffed at Kim Se-Won's body and tilted her head curiously.
There was no scent of another woman on him. Her intuition didn't alert her either, so he hadn't been unfaithful, willingly or otherwise.

"If you say so."
"You're accepting it surprisingly quickly."
"Women sometimes get these intense waves of desire... When I was a man, it was constant arousal, but as a woman, it feels like it builds up over time."
"H-haha... And when it bursts?"
"It might not burst at all. If I do this..."

Eun-Ha placed Kim Se-Won's hand back on her head, as if to demonstrate something.
She guided his hand to stroke her head, just as he had done earlier.

"It's like... fulfillment? It satisfies both the heart and sexual desire. While men need release, women have other outlets. Though..."

Eun-Ha smiled slyly and moved Kim Se-Won's hand downward. The hand that had been stroking her soft hair now touched her supple breast.
After letting him caress her breast briefly, Eun-Ha guided his hand even lower.

"This way is definitely the most effective."
"Ah."

She moistened her lips with her tongue.

Kim Se-Won realized something. No, he understood.
While he had been separated from Eun-Ha for a month, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu had been training for four months.

*Don't tell me that when they're separated, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu's sexual desires are independent?*

A question that had been lingering in his mind surfaced.
When exactly had Eun-Ha split from Jae-Yu?

"I did it with Jae-Yu twice more. You need to make up the quota."

The answer to that question:
From the very beginning.
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Ch.527 - Sloppily Passing The Buck
"Huaaaaaah."

Kim Se-Won was trudging toward the academy with heavy steps.
Time was cutting it close—if he ran straight there, he'd barely make it to afternoon class, but he simply couldn't muster the motivation.

"Kim Woo-Jin. That guy must have felt like this too."

Physically, he was fine. Of course he was, since Eun-Ha had used healing magic on him.
But mentally, he was quite exhausted.

"Never in my life did I think I'd reach a point where I'd want to meet up with another guy. A life where my energy gets sucked dry... If all magical girls are like this, whoever ends up with Teacher Hong Yu-Jin will have it even worse."

No, perhaps it would be better if she never found a partner at all. Kim Se-Won said words that would surely bring lightning down if they reached Hong Yu-Jin's ears, while picturing the face of Kim Woo-Jin—a man with white hair and brown skin.

It wasn't that he had developed any friendship or affection for him.
It was just intuition that told him Woo-Jin was the only man who could understand his situation.

"Well, if this is friendship, then I guess it's friendship. Besides, Kim Woo-Jin has it even worse than me."

Right. Come to think of it, he was better off.

"I only have one Eun-Ha... well, sometimes she splits into two. But that guy Kim Woo-Jin has four. Except for that girl Dolly, they're all magical girls or Transcendents..."

If he had two monsters that devoured men's energy, that place had three. And one of those Transcendents possessed sexual desire beyond imagination.

It was already overwhelming dealing with one or two occasionally, so how much worse must it be for Kim Woo-Jin, who gets squeezed dry by women almost every day?

"Four Eun-Has? Ugh...!"

Kim Se-Won shuddered. Kim Woo-Jin must truly be fighting for his life every single day. The thought alone was terrifying.

"...That's it!"

Kim Se-Won stopped in his tracks and clapped his hands. His eyes sparkled as if he'd just had a brilliant idea.

"I can be his contact person! We could occasionally talk about how things are going and stuff."

There was one clear purpose.
As before, Kim Woo-Jin was having his energy excessively drained by Bianca. In other words, he needed Eun-Ha's healing regularly.

"Eun-Ha wouldn't want to contact another guy, and I don't want to see her doing that either. But it's a relationship they both need...!"

Plus, Kim Woo-Jin must surely want to talk with him too! Kim Se-Won continued planning his future strategy, based on what was merely an unfounded conviction.

"...Let's think about it after school."

Kim Se-Won checked the time as he finally reached the main gate.
Two minutes until class started. He could see students who had already changed clothes waiting beyond.

"Eek!"

At this rate, he'd be late. Hong Yu-Jin's wrath would surely fall upon him.

*I can change clothes and reach the field in two minutes... I can do it!*

Kim Se-Won channeled magical energy into his legs and rushed toward the classroom.


* * *


In the afternoon after academy classes ended, Kim Se-Won contacted Eun-Ha as soon as he left the building.

"Eun-Ha. I have something to ask you."
[Yes?]

Eun-Ha's voice sounded excited, as if just talking to Kim Se-Won made her happy.

"You're at White Base right now, right?"
[Yes, that's right. I'm taking a short break after handling a few things I needed to do personally. Why? Did something happen? Is another woman clinging to you? I can take care of it. I could make her 'disappear' if you want.]
"No, no. It's nothing like that."

Kim Se-Won explained the situation to the girl who casually said such chilling things.

It was related to the rumors he mentioned earlier—Kim Woo-Jin's condition didn't seem good.
From what he could gauge, Eun-Ha's help would be desperately needed.
In other words, they would be coming here regularly, but they might arrive at times inconvenient for Eun-Ha, so they needed a contact method to coordinate timing in advance.

Kim Se-Won explained in as much detail as possible, just in case Eun-Ha didn't understand.

[Hmm. That's right. Nabi or Ms. Hye-Ji might come rushing over as soon as they can if they're worried about Kim Woo-Jin's condition. And Bianca would just show up without caring about such things.]

*Great!*

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist when he heard immediate agreement with his proposal.

*No. I shouldn't be happy about this right now.*

Barely pulling down his involuntarily raised corners of his mouth, Kim Se-Won cleared his throat with a few "ahem, ahem" sounds.
He deliberately put on a serious expression and spoke in a low voice.

"So here's the thing. I don't like other guys talking with you."
[T-that's... understandable! Yes!]

Eun-Ha's voice, unable to hide her joy, came through the communication device.
Though he couldn't see her, she was probably nodding repeatedly with sparkling eyes. Her lips were likely spread into a wide smile.

Of course Eun-Ha would be happy.
Kim Se-Won was jealous and wary of other men.
This stemmed from his possessiveness—he didn't want to lose Eun-Ha.

[But what can we do? They need my power, so they have to contact me. Besides, they could just contact Nabi instead of Kim Woo-Jin.]

Eun-Ha's subsequent words were logical, if anything.

*I expected that much.*

Kim Se-Won wasn't one to back down.
He pressed his lips together before slowly opening his mouth.

"But you know, I don't think it's a good idea to leave this to Seo Nabi or someone else. The one who needs help is Kim Woo-Jin, not those women."
[Um... that's, true.]

An uncertain voice came through the communication device.
Kim Se-Won's words sounded like he was telling her to exchange contact information with Kim Woo-Jin whether she liked it or not.

But that wasn't the case.

"So I'll exchange contact information with Kim Woo-Jin. It's basically the same as what you said, but unlike them, you can take my calls anytime."
[Oh.]

A short voice of realization echoed.
As Kim Se-Won said, Eun-Ha would likely answer his calls under most circumstances. Even if not, she would definitely call back as soon as she was done with whatever she was doing.

This was more reliable than having Eun-Ha and Seo Hye-Ji or Seo Nabi exchange contact information.

*I managed to get through with that flimsy excuse!*

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist again at Eun-Ha's voice. Even though Seo Nabi and Eun-Ha had already exchanged contact information before and there was no need for this, he forced his way through to create a connection with Kim Woo-Jin.

*Thank goodness she's simple-minded.*

Kim Se-Won was grateful for Eun-Ha's brain, which only approached normalcy in certain situations.

"I'm heading over there now, so let's talk more when I arrive."
[Huh? Are you hanging up?]
"...Should I keep talking while I walk?"
[Hehehe.]

His finger, which had been about to end the call at the disappointed voice, stopped.
Kim Se-Won smiled and spoke.

"Sorry. I have some things to think about. Instead, let's have dinner together and go on a date. I'll have to come out as Jae-Yu today too."
[Really?!]
"Yes."

The disappointment vanished instantly at the word "date."
Eun-Ha hummed a tune in an excited voice. Then she ended the call with "See you soon!"

"A date instead of a few minutes of talking. I benefit too."

That meant he needed to complete his work quickly, accurately, and successfully, but that would probably go well.

"Kim Woo-Jin. I've wanted to face off with that guy sometime. This is a good chance to break the ice."

After ending the call, Kim Se-Won thought of Kim Woo-Jin, who must be suffering somewhere.
From their first meeting for quite a while, the impression wasn't good at all. Plus, the power gap between them had been substantial.

But things were different now.
The gap had narrowed considerably. Kim Woo-Jin wouldn't have been standing still either. Nevertheless, Kim Se-Won felt he had made significant progress through this ordeal.

"Rival."

An unexpected word came from Kim Se-Won's mouth.
He opened his eyes wide, as if surprised by his own words, then smiled.

"We really have become an unexpected relationship. Me and that guy."

Even though it was just his own one-sided thought, it made him quite happy. Kim Se-Won kept grinning as he made his way toward White Base.


* * *


"Great."
"Seriously. Are you two really on good terms?"
"Huh? Of course! What couple is more lovey-dovey than us?"

Seo Nabi made a disgusted face as she looked at the beaming Eun-Ha.
They were currently in Eun-Ha's room at White Base.

"Uh... yeah... sure."

Nabi was dumbfounded that Eun-Ha had deceived Kim Se-Won by exploiting the fact that "people around her perceive her as just an extremely stupid woman."

How did Eun-Ha end up with such a twisted love? As a friend, Nabi was very concerned.
After a moment, she recalled the conversation between Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won earlier. Her interest shifted to her boyfriend, Kim Woo-Jin.

"By the way, about Woo-Jin's health... I'm worried too."

Nabi thought of Kim Woo-Jin, who had returned today looking like he might collapse at any moment.

"Will Woo-Jin really be okay?"
"I don't know right now. I'm not sure if my magic can fix it, or if something will gradually be chipped away."
"Something chipped away...?"
"To be specific, his lifespan. I can cure him immediately, but I can't guarantee how long it will last, or whether continued treatment can fully restore his lifespan."

Nabi's eyes widened.
A man who was already pushing himself to the limit training with Deltar was now having his very lifespan whittled away by women?
That meant if this continued, he could die at any moment.

"...Well, until you healed him last time, they did say he could die at any moment."

The thought alone was heart-wrenchingly painful, but Nabi tried to continue the conversation as if nothing was wrong.

"He's fine for now. Probably... for a few years at least. Besides, if Bianca truly likes Kim Woo-Jin, wouldn't she give him some kind of lifeline to extend his life?"
"I can't say for sure. And besides..."

Nabi cut off her words with an extremely frustrated expression.
Eun-Ha blinked her eyes at the sudden change in emotion, waiting for her to continue.

"It seems I've been beaten to it."
"...Beaten to what?"

Three girls came to Eun-Ha's mind.
Seo Hye-Ji and Bianca, who spent last night with Kim Woo-Jin. And finally, Dolly, whom she hadn't seen in a long time.

*Come to think of it, I haven't heard about Dolly lately. Could it be... that's what she means by being beaten to it!*

Yes. If Dolly had beaten her to it, it would make sense why Nabi was so frustrated.
Eun-Ha swallowed hard and carefully opened her mouth.

"Is she... pregnant? No way?"
"...Yes."

Nabi painfully nodded at the cautiously asked question.

*I should have been the first one!*

She was beyond frustrated.
Pregnancy could only happen when a dangerous day coincided with sleeping with Kim Woo-Jin.
The three of them, including herself, had won at Russian roulette. No, it would be more accurate to say they had lost.

"To think Dolly beat me to it..."
"I never thought a Transcendent could get pregnant."
"Huh?"

What was this about?
Eun-Ha's eyes grew round.

"Tr-Transcendents can get pregnant too...?"

When she asked in a dazed voice, Nabi nodded.

*Moris can transform into either male or female at will. That means, if she wanted to...*

Ding-ding-ding—an alarm bell rang in Eun-Ha's head.

Ch.528 - Meeting
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won. Not knowing the story of the two girls, Eun-Ha and Seo Na-Bi, Kim Se-Won came straight to White Base to find Eun-Ha.

"Se-Won!"

Actually, it would be more accurate to say he was found before he could search. Just as he was looking around and about to head toward where Eun-Ha might be, she approached him with a cheerful greeting.

"Must be nice. Being a couple."
"Instead of wasting time on that, finish your work. You haven't even completed your report yet."
"Ugh. True. I want a pretty girlfriend like the Saint too~"
"Me too, you know? I want a boyfriend who's talented but humble, works hard every day, and is caring on top of that."

Passersby were making expressions that suggested even watching the couple look at each other was irritating.

"So, Si-Won... no, what did we name C-002 again?"
"Si-Yeon! ...But apparently she liked the name Si-Won better, so she's discussing it with the others. She says a unified name is better for people to call them than individual names or something."
"Makes sense, there are so many of them. I guess I'll call her Si-Yeon for now. Anyway, let's go meet her and contact—"

Just as Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were about to go meet the clone girl, C-002, a voice came from the speakers above their heads.
The two stopped talking and looked up, waiting for the announcement.

[Attention. All captains in White Base, please assemble in the conference room immediately. This is an order from the Commander-in-Chief. I repeat. All captains in White Base, please assemble in the conference room immediately. That is all.]

It was similar to a military-style announcement.
When the broadcast ended, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won looked at each other and tilted their heads.

"Calling us through the broadcast?"
"Yeah. Usually they'd contact us through our communication terminals. It must not be that urgent."
"For something like that, it's strange that Yu-Bin is calling us... Anyway, let's go. We can meet Si-Yeon afterward."
"Sure. If you say so."

As soon as Kim Se-Won finished speaking, Eun-Ha hugged his arm.
They couldn't do this outside yet, but within White Base, they could do so without hesitation.

*This is nice.*

Even though it was freedom within a limited space, Eun-Ha seemed completely happy, her heart fluttering as she smiled broadly.

*Not Han Yu-Bin but Yu-Bin. They didn't seem to be on good terms before, but have they been getting closer since Han Yu-Bin turned her attention to Ash?*

Looking at Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won became newly aware of her jealousy. She could be as kind and friendly as possible to women as long as they weren't approaching him. But if someone targeted him, she would sense it like a ghost and become wary. In severe cases, she would even consider elimination.

*She hasn't caused any major problems yet. But thinking about worst-case scenarios, someone might really disappear someday.*

Eun-Ha would certainly do it without hesitation. That's why he needed to keep a tight rein on her.
Kim Se-Won moved forward with a sense of vigilance.



* * *



Long meetings often indicate poor organizational quality.
The reasons being that clear direction is rarely established, and even if good ideas emerge, people either lack the right to speak or are too busy watching their superiors to speak freely.

That's why Han Yu-Bin always says this at the beginning of meetings:

"Feel free to say whatever is on your mind. Words that just circle in your head or mouth have no meaning."

But for this meeting, she didn't say those words.
Because although they were gathered in the conference room, this wasn't actually a meeting.

Sitting at the head of the U-shaped table, Han Yu-Bin quickly scanned the room.
Her expression was worn with fatigue. The dark circles under her eyes spoke of how hard she had been working.

"First, the reason I called you through the broadcast rather than communication terminals is because I confirmed everyone was in White Base. You've all seen the official document, right?"

The six captains of each unit, plus Ash standing behind her, making eight people in total, nodded at her words.

"Our Stellarlis has decided to engage in war against the hybrids. This is a decision we've made on our own for now, and currently, Hong Yu-Jin... ahem, Ms. Hong Yu-Jin is at the Blue House as our representative."

Han Yu-Bin blushed at her slip of saying "Teacher Hong Yu-Jin."

"Because of this, we'll have to significantly reduce our support to the United States and Japan, which lost many people in the previous hybrid attack."

Some captains looked regretful at Han Yu-Bin's words.
Reducing Korea's support was extremely significant. It was the only country where technology had rapidly advanced due to the Transcendent's wisdom transfer.

"I feel the same regret. But once the decision has been made, we can't look back. And we need to strengthen our position even more."
"Strengthen our position?"

Eun-Ha, sitting close to Han Yu-Bin, tilted her head as she spoke.
Eun-Ha casually tossed something she was holding to Han Yu-Bin.

"Yum. ...Phew, I said morale is important in war, right? It's similar to that."

As soon as Han Yu-Bin put what Eun-Ha had given her into her mouth, her condition gradually improved.
Her fatigued expression noticeably brightened, and the dark circles and rough skin began to recover.

Park Seung-A, the captain of the 5th unit who was watching this situation, had her eyes light up.

*What is that?! It's working directly on her skin...! Could it be something the Saint made? Is there anything she can't do? I should casually ask about it later.*

As a woman, she couldn't help but be interested in anything related to skincare.

"Hmm~."
"Impressive."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram were no different. However, they were more interested in the changed relationship between the two girls.

"It must be because of Ash, right?"
"Seems like it. Thanks to that person's involvement, Eun-Ha's jealousy disappeared. And that led to relationship development between cousins."

If you want to become Eun-Ha's ally, first take care of Kim Se-Won. This is women's wisdom for getting along.

Unaware of this conversation, Han Yu-Bin continued:

"That morale is precisely the peace of mind of citizens. And this leads to stable supply of various support items that sustain us."
"Ah...!"
"There are many other reasons too. For that, we need to show results in a 100-to-1 battle. Stellarlis was established to counter the hybrids, and each captain is the face of Stellarlis. Especially you. You. ...Ahem, anyway."

Thanks to what Eun-Ha had given her, Han Yu-Bin's voice tone had risen slightly as she tapped the documents in front of her.
The other captains also shifted their gaze to the documents placed in front of them.

"As stated in the official documents, the superficial reason is the recruitment of new Stellarlis personnel. This recruitment screening will be broadcast live nationwide."

Han Yu-Bin, who had switched back to formal speech, scanned the room. Her face was flushed red again.

*This is exactly when I should be mindful of appearances...!*

She was embarrassed that she had unconsciously spoken informally when Eun-Ha spoke to her so casually and familiarly.

"It's the same as last time. The 250 versus 3 battle. So we absolutely have to win, right? What's the level of these 100 heroes?"

At Eun-Ha's question, Han Yu-Bin opened her mouth and then closed it again.
She took a deep breath as if to clear her mind.

"It hasn't been precisely determined yet. We're still recruiting. However, each captain will have at least one A-class hero assigned to them, and B-class heroes will be distributed similarly depending on the number recruited."

Han Yu-Bin tapped the document again and turned a page, and everyone else did the same.
There, the number and grades of heroes recruited so far were written.

"Four A-class so far... There's still a two-week grace period. There's a good chance it could increase to seven or more."

Kim Se-Won smiled faintly, showing interest in the document.

"Excited?"
"...A little. I want to test how much stronger I've become."

As he scratched his cheek shyly, Eun-Ha leaned slightly toward him.

"Ahem! Dating is fine, but this is a conference room."

Just as Eun-Ha was about to move her chair right next to Kim Se-Won, Han Yu-Bin's voice flew in with a bang on the table.

"Yes~."

Eun-Ha pouted and returned to her original position.

"But. There's something more important before that."

With a sigh at the couple's flirting, Han Yu-Bin looked around at everyone with a sharp gaze.
Though it had only been a few days, the captains flinched at her completely ruler-like presence and focused on her.

"As I said earlier, this recruitment is important for our Stellarlis. Especially the role of the captains. Captain Park Seung-A, Captain Lee Min-Ki."
"Yes."
"Yes!"

The two straightened their backs and answered briefly.

*Something coming our way?*

Thinking that important roles would surely mean tasks for them, the two swallowed nervously as they waited for Han Yu-Bin's words.

"You two will receive special training from Mr. Min for the time being. Hong Yu-Jin said she gave him some teachings this time, so it will definitely be helpful. Of course, I will take care of your duties."
"Yes!"

The two wondered why only they were receiving special training.
Still, they decided to follow Han Yu-Bin's orders quietly.
Despite her young age, her abilities were real.

"And."

Han Yu-Bin's gaze began to look at each of the remaining four people.

"I want you all to go to the Hero Association and become heroes."

What came out of her mouth next was somewhat unexpected.
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"Hero?!"

Everyone's eyes widened at her sudden statement.
Among them, Eun-Ha seemed the most surprised as she slammed the desk with a bang and stood up.

"What are you suddenly talking about? Joining the Hero Association, becoming a hero."

Is there something we're lacking? Or was there some kind of deal made with the Hero Association?
Han Yu-bin's words were so unexpected that Eun-Ha and her three friends looked at her with startled expressions.

"I mean exactly what I said. Tomorrow, go to the Hero Association. And become heroes."
"That's what the Commander said. Haha, honestly, I forgot until just now, but you four are minors and hero aspirants, aren't you?"
"Ah..."
"The Commander's intention is that although it's already quite late, you need to register as heroes at the Hero Association before unnecessary talk starts. It's somewhat unusual, but considering your achievements and the special nature of Stellarlis, approval has likely already been granted."

The captain of the 6th unit, Lee Min-gi, nodded slightly and provided additional explanation for those in confusion.
The four nodded with blank expressions.

"That's... right. It was something simple."
"Ah~ I was so used to it that I forgot. Ahaha."

In Ha-ram and Han Chae-eun, who regained their composure first, wore awkward expressions.
In particular, In Ha-ram was so embarrassed about not noticing something so simple that he lowered his head to hide his expression.

"Thank you, Captain Lee Min-gi. That's correct. While you've been attending the academy and acting like heroes, strictly speaking, you aren't heroes yet. You're still minors and merely hero aspirants. Besides..."

Han Yu-bin, who was continuing her explanation, looked at Eun-Ha and trailed off hesitantly.

"Um... you... even dropped out... So officially, you're not a hero. We need to take care of this before anyone can use it against us."
"For example, the anti-superpower activists. Even though their influence has weakened recently, they won't stop their fanatical activities."

Han Yu-bin closed her mouth at In Ha-ram's support.
That's right. Whether in the past or present, no matter how absurd a claim might be, if the voice is loud enough, there will always be those who agree with it.
If they didn't prevent this, there was a possibility of troublesome situations arising.

"Above all, heroes have sustained humanity since the appearance of monsters. And there are magical girls too."

Han Yu-bin glanced at Eun-Ha and smirked.
In the end, since heroes protect and sustain the massive collective known as humanity, Eun-Ha and the other three needed to officially become heroes first.

"Well, you don't necessarily need to take the hero evaluation, but I knew you'd react like that. So I asked them to evaluate you too while they're at it."
"Ehehe."

An awkward but not unpleasant gaze was directed at Eun-Ha. Her eyes were shining at the mention of becoming a hero.

*I wonder what rank I'll get if I take the evaluation now.*

Her heart was racing.
Eun-Ha's last hero rank was C-class.
Surprisingly, she hadn't received an official evaluation since two years ago, when she was still male.

*A-class is certain. Then... could it be S-class? The emergence of the youngest S-class hero, something like that?*

Eun-Ha's smiling lips gradually lifted until she was grinning broadly.

Even though she knew she had surpassed C-class long ago, Eun-Ha wanted to know exactly how strong she had become.

"But unlike Teacher Hong Yu-jin, Eun-Ha has already revealed herself as a magical girl~."

In Ha-ram's subtle and sly gaze moved toward Han Yu-bin.

"Ah, you didn't want your cousin to be disrespected~."

Han Chae-eun chimed in.

"Blood is thicker than water, huh? Pretending not to care while actually caring?"
"That's something I want to say to you!"

Han Yu-bin shouted in response to the two's attack. Then, realizing her reaction, she deliberately cleared her throat and glared at In Ha-ram.
But her gaze was gentler than before.

*If I didn't see wrong back then, she and her father... she's really not normal.*

Han Yu-bin had been gradually opening up to In Ha-ram since becoming the commander of Stellarlis.
Since she was no longer in a position to compete or feel jealous, both her jealousy and inferiority complex had significantly subsided.

"Ahem! I don't think there's any way you won't receive A-class rankings, considering you awakened at such a young age. However! I've heard the evaluation method has changed, so don't let your guard down completely. If you end up with B-class or C-class rankings, it would be embarrassing for me."
"So that means..."
"You're the one who recommended us, right?"

Han Chae-eun and Eun-Ha's eyes curved as they started giggling.
Their expressions weren't mocking but simply joyful.

"...Ugh! That concludes the announcements. Everyone is dismissed!"

Han Yu-bin stood up with a reddened face and left the meeting room.
Ash, who was following her out, stopped and turned to look at the four people.

"...Thank you."

Han Yu-bin was changing. To be precise, she was returning to her original nature.
Ash sincerely expressed gratitude to Eun-Ha and her friends for facilitating this change.


* * *


After leaving the meeting room, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won immediately headed toward a certain location.

"By the way, is Si-yeon awake? Unlike Si-won, she always looks sleepy. If you see her briefly, she's suddenly asleep."
"Ah~ I guess her constitution is just like that. It seems to be a fundamental issue that can't be resolved with healing magic, so I can't fix it either."
"Hmm. So you're not completely omnipotent..."
"But in exchange, some girls are envious because she's more developed than the others."

Smiling as she talked about the clone girls, Eun-Ha suddenly looked down at her own chest.

"...I wonder if I'd grow bigger if I slept more?"
"I like you as you are. No, I like you because you're you. Size doesn't matter."
"For someone who says that, you do paizuri only with Jae-yu. And touch her more. The frequency is about twice as much compared to me on average."
"That's... haha."

Caught off guard by her half-lidded gaze, Kim Se-Won avoided Eun-Ha's eyes.
It couldn't be helped. Jae-yu, with her relatively larger chest, was closer to his physical ideal type. It was what one might call an instinctive action.

"Still, something small that fits nicely in my hand isn't bad—"
"Ah, wait a moment."

While Kim Se-Won was continuing his excuse, Eun-Ha's communication device rang.
Eun-Ha, who had been poking Kim Se-Won's waist out of spite, looked at her device and opened her eyes wide.

"Huh? Why is she calling..."

Kim Se-Won noticed Eun-Ha's expression brightening.
A smile bloomed on her face, as if it was someone she was happy to hear from.

"Hello? What's up? It's unusual for you to call."

With a grin and her voice slightly higher than before, Eun-Ha answered the call.

[Hey, oppa! I'm not going to hand over the phone, so get away!]
"Oppa...? Ah, you mean Sun-jo."

After answering the call, she found the caller was having an argument with someone.
Yet Eun-Ha smiled brightly, waiting patiently for the other person to start the conversation.

*It's been so long.*

She was happy just because the other person had called her first.

Come to think of it, she hadn't seen many of her academy friends lately because she'd been busy with various things.

*Maybe I should make time? Even though we weren't extremely close, I'd like to see them again.*

Apart from the people she usually hung out with and Yang Se-Hee, who repeatedly helped as a substitute member of Stellarlis, it was hard to see anyone else.

*Now that I think about it, the additional members joining this time are Ham Ho-Jong, Yoo Jin-Ah, Go Sun-jo, Go Su-a... Interestingly, they're all people I've been involved with in some way.*

The students coming today weren't officially joining Stellarlis. It was more like an internship.

[Ah. Hello?]
"Yes. What's up?"

While Eun-Ha was lost in thought, the argument on the other end seemed to have ended, and the caller finally spoke to her.

[Um... so. There's, there's no other reason, okay? Don't misunderstand, just listen first.]

The caller, Go Su-a, started the conversation with a somewhat prim tone.
However, there was a strange excitement mixed in her voice, and Eun-Ha giggled, remembering how she had once transformed to look exactly like her.

[Wait! Why are you suddenly laughing?]
"Nothing. Just... because I'm happy to hear from you?"
[What kind of woman giggles like that just because she's happy? Haah. Anyway, it's nothing special... um... so... Ah! Oppa! I told you to stop trying to interrupt?!]

Go Su-a, who couldn't continue properly, suddenly shouted again.
From a distance, Go Sun-jo's aggrieved voice could be heard saying, "I didn't do anything."

*How cute.*

Eun-Ha smiled warmly at the sight of Su-a blaming her embarrassment on Sun-jo.

[...Ahem! Sorry, my brother keeps trying to interrupt, so I couldn't talk properly.]
"It's okay. Come to think of it, it's been a while since I've seen you or Sun-jo, right? We'll meet soon since you're joining as additional members, but would you like to meet up before that? You and Sun-jo."
[Oh. Really?! No, no, what I wanted to say is...]

Go Su-a's voice sounded delighted at Eun-Ha's suggestion. Even without seeing her, Eun-Ha could imagine her lips curling up.

But Su-a was still hesitating and not getting to the point.
Then, as if she'd made up her mind, a small voice saying "Okay" could be heard from the communication device.

[*deep breath* I'm going there too, so keep that in mind!!]

Click.

"...Huh?"

With the beep signaling the end of the call, Eun-Ha stared at her device with a bewildered expression.

"Who was that? What did they say to make you react like that?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been quietly observing their conversation, tilted his head with interest.
He was purely curious about what had been said.

"It was Su-a. But... she said she's going 'there' too. Where is 'there'?"
"There? I don't know."

It was frustrating not knowing what she meant by "there" without any further explanation.
As time passed without an answer, Kim Se-Won glanced at Eun-Ha and decided to change the subject.

"By the way. Did you know she's changed a lot?"
"Who? Su-a? Su-a has changed? How?"

Eun-Ha's expression shifted.
She narrowed her eyes briefly before quickly correcting her expression, smiling brightly as she waited for his response.

"She's changed in an interesting way. According to her, that appearance is her original form. Well, not completely, it seems."

Unaware of her reaction, Kim Se-Won spoke as if stating an unremarkable fact.
There was no special emotion in his voice or expression. It was just like sharing news about a classmate.

That's why Eun-Ha merely responded with an interested "Hmm~".

*Changed, huh. Personality? Appearance? Or both?*

The questions kept multiplying.
Where exactly was she coming to, and how exactly had she changed?
She would find out everything when Su-a arrived.

Eun-Ha put aside thoughts of Go Su-a with anticipation.

For now, there were other things to do.


* * *


After finding the clone girl, Shin Si-yeon, while wandering around White Base, the two immediately asked her to contact Gresorion.

"Yawn... It's connected."

The twin lizard monster, Geminister, perched on her shoulder, flicked its tongue a couple of times. Its eyes flashed brightly, projecting light toward the wall.
The projected light began playing a video like a beam projector.
It was showing what the twin Geminister was seeing.

"That white mass of muscle..."
"It's Deltar. Looking at how much more cut he is than before, he's getting stronger even at this very moment."

Geminister, who was at Gresorion's base, seemed to be sitting on someone's shoulder, showing the scene from a slightly elevated position.
Eun-Ha immediately recognized the figure on the screen and checked Deltar's muscular condition.

[GRAAAAAAAH!!!]

A mighty roar followed by a thud!
As Deltar's massive fist moved, something flew into the sky.

The withered something that flew high into the sky was slowly falling back to earth after reaching its apex.

*That's Kim Woo-jin.*

Despite being somewhat reduced in size, Eun-Ha identified the withered figure by its muscles.
Although he had been thoroughly drained by Seo Hye-ji and Bianca, he still maintained his basic form.

[Lost again~]

At that moment, a girl's voice echoed through the screen. Apparently the owner of the shoulder Geminister was perched on, her arm appeared from outside the frame.

As the girl raised her arm and lightly waved her fingers in the air, Kim Woo-jin's falling body gradually slowed down.
By the time his body completely touched the ground, his speed had approached zero, ensuring no impact would affect his body.

[Hmm, hmm~ hmm~]

Seeing Kim Woo-jin's body completely touch the ground, the girl hummed a tune as she gracefully approached him.

Then, in a delighted voice, she said:

[One time for each fall. That was our promise, right?]

"Ah..."

At those words, Kim Se-Won sighed and ran his hand over his face.
Kim Woo-jin was enduring an even harsher life than his own.

*Eun-Ha was an angel. She could be called a devil, but more like a small, cute little devil.*

At least Eun-Ha didn't drain him during training.
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"Once every time you fall. Hmm."

Watching Bianca approach Kim Woo-Jin with a cheerful bounce in her step, Eun-Ha contemplated deeply.

*This is unexpectedly good...?*

Eun-Ha's mind was racing!

The two people had begun sparring and training together.
Herself lightly pinning down Kim Se-Won, who lay flat on the ground with his strength completely drained.
Herself smiling wickedly while removing his pants as he couldn't move a finger...!!

*It's the law of nature that the loser gets eaten quietly.*

Another possibility to legally exploit him without resorting to the underhanded method of penalty points!

The possibility of Kim Se-Won counterattacking wasn't an issue. By applying sanctuary and magic-stealing techniques, she could reduce that chance to nearly zero.

Sexual intercourse!
Pregnancy!
Baby!
Shotgun wedding!
A rosy future was waiting for her.

"Hehehehe...!"
"Huh?!"

When Eun-Ha started laughing sinisterly, Kim Se-Won shuddered with a confused expression.

*What's going on? Could she be feeling sympathy for my situation?*

An inexplicable chill had firmly attached itself to his body.

While Eun-Ha was lost in thought, Bianca approached Kim Woo-Jin's side, giggling as she snapped her fingers.
With a sharp sound, a large black cloth appeared above the two people and swallowed them up.

After they were engulfed, only the black cloth remained, lying flat on the floor where they had been.

*That's going to take quite a while. The time until they finish and recover... I might need several dozen minutes before I can bring up the main topic.*

Kim Se-Won, who had been trembling, watched the scene unfold before him and wore a pitying expression.

*Right. Two people like one is better than four. At least she's not forcefully squeezing him dry like that.*

He suddenly realized how blessed he was to have a girlfriend who was only somewhat obsessive.

That's when it happened.

"Huh?"

Flap-!

Along with Eun-Ha's voice, the black cloth that had been stuck to the floor suddenly rose up.
The cloth that had been completely flat on the floor quickly floated into the air, then gathered into a single point with a swooshing sound.

"Wait. It hasn't even been two seconds?"

When the black cloth completely disappeared, Eun-Ha looked with shocked eyes between Kim Woo-Jin's lower body and Kim Se-Won.

*Premature ejaculation is a bit...*

Eun-Ha's eyes twitched as she shook her head. At that rate, it wasn't even 2 seconds but more like 0.5 seconds, considering the time to undress and dress again. There had never been such severe premature ejaculation.

Kim Woo-Jin, who had been drained in an instant, was staring at the ceiling with his mouth open, looking like a corpse.

In contrast, Bianca was humming and smiling brightly.
She walked gracefully with her hands behind her back toward the Gemini-ster that was showing the video to Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

*Is it just my imagination?*
*Her skin seems more radiant and elastic?*

Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha looked at Bianca, then turned to each other and tilted their heads.
The Transcendent who had just finished absorbing energy had a vibrant face, as if she'd received a skin treatment.

[Now then, shall we hear why you wanted to see my male? ♪]

Bianca looked at Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won with a bright smile. Despite the time being too short to properly enjoy anything, her voice was extremely excited, almost like she was singing.

*As expected of a Transcendent.*
*Yeah.*

But the two people's reactions were slightly different.
Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won gulped and exchanged glances.
Since only one of them could send video through the Gemini-ster, Bianca shouldn't be able to see them, yet she was looking directly at them with her eyes.

While they hesitated, Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won noticed Kim Woo-Jin getting up unsteadily behind Bianca.

[Urgh, g... gaaaah...!!]

A sound like a zombie rising.
He was trembling all over, as if squeezing out every last bit of strength, and barely managed to stand up.

"...!!"
"He, he got up...!"

Their eyes widened involuntarily.
They were shocked at how he could stand up, considering the accumulated damage to his body and the fact that he hadn't yet recovered from being drained by Bianca and Seo Hye-Ji.

[..........]

Kim Woo-Jin, who had barely stood up, was standing still, quietly looking up at the ceiling.

"Did he use all his strength just to stand up?"
"He might not even have the strength to move a finger. I can't see his muscles well from this distance."

Just as Eun-Ha squinted to look at the screen, Bianca's black hair fluttered perfectly to block him from view.
She frowned and waved her hand to gesture for Bianca to move aside, but Bianca just kept smiling and didn't budge.

[Well, actually, I can pretty much guess why you contacted us. Or rather, there's no other reason to look for that man.]

Bianca said this while pushing her hair to the side. Then she tied her hair together with a rubber band that had appeared in her hand from somewhere, and draped it over her shoulder.

[I welcome it. I very much welcome it. Not just me, but all females in Gresorion would agree. He's someone we depend on mentally. It would be troublesome if he died.]

"You say it's troublesome, yet you drain him like that?"
The words almost came out, but he barely held them back.
Kim Se-Won couldn't understand Bianca's behavior at all. To him, Bianca's actions seemed to say, "I want to play with him more, so it would be troublesome if he died here."

[Our goal is you. And your goal is...]

A sly glance shifted from Eun-Ha to Kim Se-Won.

[Well. Since ancient times, men have often developed strange friendships.
They fight and suddenly become friends.
They approach each other with ulterior motives and become friends.
They laugh at each other's foolishness and become friends.
They become friends for no reason at all.
They empathize with similar situations and become friends... In this case, it seems to be the last one.]

"That's true."

But unlike Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha nodded readily.

*I don't understand. How can she make such a judgment?*

Though she was thinking differently inside, at least outwardly she pretended to agree.
Friendship? Yes, friendship is good. If they're the same gender, it's easier to be open with each other, which is all the better.

*But from a certain perspective, isn't Kim Woo-Jin getting close to Se-Won to use my power? I don't know for sure since they haven't talked much yet... but that's how it might look to a woman.*

Eun-Ha judged that while it might be good for Kim Woo-Jin and Kim Se-Won, women might not see it that way.
After all, no woman would look favorably on another woman approaching her man. Even if they were close friends.

*But why... doesn't Bianca show any jealousy? If it were me, I would have installed cameras along his main routes first. And followed him too.*

That's why Eun-Ha couldn't understand why Bianca was so pleased.
It seemed like she only pretended to like Kim Woo-Jin and care for him on the surface, but actually treated him like an object, something insignificant.

[Whatever the reason, I—no, "we"—have no reason to stop it. Men becoming friends is one approach. There are things that only men can share with each other, things we can't do.]

Bianca glanced down and stroked her lower abdomen.

[Wh-what do you mean?]

While she was stroking her belly with a warm smile, Kim Woo-Jin, who had somehow reached her side, spoke up.
The sound from his throat was so cracked that he seemed extremely precarious.

*How is he even alive? It looks like he's barely hanging on by sheer willpower. He seems like he'd collapse if someone just touched him lightly in that state.*

As Kim Woo-Jin approached, Kim Se-Won felt indescribable pity.
Once again, the thought that had crossed his mind several times today resurfaced: "Eun-Ha was mild in comparison."

"It's nothing special. I just want to help you. You received it before, right? Eun-Ha's healing magic."

[Ah........]

Kim Woo-Jin's eyes lit up at Kim Se-Won's words.
Like someone seeing a distant oasis as a mirage in the desert, he slowly approached the Gemini-ster with his mouth open.

Kim Woo-Jin came right up to the Gemini-ster in one breath. As a result, his face was completely magnified, with only his bloodshot eyes visible on the screen.

[Y-yes! That's right...!]
"Waaah?!"

Startled by his somewhat grotesque appearance, Eun-Ha hid behind Kim Se-Won with a yelp.
Then, as she peeked out with just her head, Kim Se-Won smiled bitterly and stroked her hair.

*Sometimes I need to pretend to be weak. That way, Se-Won's confidence can grow a little.*

If she couldn't pretend to be physically weak, she could show mental weakness. By doing so, she could make Kim Se-Won realize that she was a "woman" who was weak, boosting his self-esteem!
Eun-Ha felt the touch of the hand stroking her hair and grinned.

"I'd like to hear Seo Na-Bi's opinion too, but looking at your condition, there doesn't seem to be time for that."
[Can I... come over there...?]
"Yeah. I'd appreciate it if you could come quickly, if possible."

Kim Woo-Jin pulled his body back and rolled his eyes to look at Bianca beside him.
Bianca, who had been giggling, nodded her head vigorously and snapped her fingers.

Then the two people disappeared from the screen.

[How about this! These muscles! Hahahahahahaha!]
"......"
"Flawless. Muscles that are bulging as much as mine, yet balanced enough to be called artistic...!"

They could now see Deltar flexing his muscles at the A-class monsters around him, which had been hidden until now.

And then.

"Urrrrrgh..."
"Eek?!"

Eun-Ha, who had been watching Deltar's muscles with shining eyes, was startled and turned around, taking Kim Se-Won with her.

In this world, monsters and hybrids exist, but zombies do not.
They are illusions, fiction.
Eun-Ha was extremely vulnerable to "beings that shouldn't exist."

"Ugh?!"

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, whose field of vision had been forcibly rotated 180 degrees thanks to Eun-Ha, frowned at the pain that felt like his waist was about to break.

"Heal... ing..."
"Ah. You're already here."

After frowning for a moment, Kim Se-Won grinned at Kim Woo-Jin who had appeared behind him.
He had looked precarious on screen, but seeing him in person, he was in truly terrible shape.

"Eun-Ha."
"Uuuuugh... huh? Ah..."

Eun-Ha, who had been genuinely trembling with her fists clenched, finally came to her senses at Kim Se-Won's call.
As she opened her tightly shut eyes.

"Hiiik?!"

Whoosh!
She thrust her fist forward.

Ch.531 - Teacher Bianca's Lesson That Opportunities Are Not Seized But Created. I Understand It Well!
Eun-Ha's fist, gripped with terror, carried enough force to easily crush an ordinary person.
Her fist cut through the air as it extended forward. Then, bang! The sound of air exploding echoed.

*No!*

Kim Se-Won, noticing Eun-Ha's movement, widened his eyes and opened his mouth urgently.

"Stop!"

Her outstretched fist froze at his command, just inches from Kim Woo-Jin's face—who looked so haggard it was hard to tell if he was alive or not.

While it was good that the fist had stopped, this wasn't the end.
Whoosh! The compressed air from her lightning-fast punch burst forward and engulfed the trembling Kim Woo-Jin.

"Aaaaargh!"

In an instant, Kim Woo-Jin's face trembled, and his entire body flew backward.

*Oh no...!*

Stopping Eun-Ha was good, but Se-Won hadn't considered the aftershock.
Startled, he quickly stretched his hand forward. An invisible force extended from his body, trying to wrap around Woo-Jin.

But the distance from the center of the room to the wall was just under a meter.

By the time his telekinesis had almost reached Woo-Jin, his body had already hit the wall.

"Hehe."

At that moment, with Bianca's laughter, his body suddenly stopped. Though it appeared he had hit the wall, there was no sound, and Woo-Jin showed no signs of pain.

"Urgh?!"

Instead, his body unexpectedly flew toward Bianca.
Even Kim Woo-Jin, who had been slumped like a zombie, hadn't expected this turn of events and flailed his limbs with what little strength he had left.

"Uuuuuurgh?!"
"Kyaa!"

The two bodies collided. Though it seemed like there should have been a loud crash, surprisingly there was only a light thud.

Bianca, pinned underneath, chuckled as she stroked Woo-Jin's cheek.
Kim Woo-Jin, who had landed on top of her, wore an expression of complete confusion.

Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won were speechless at this absurd situation.

*So that's another skill I need to learn.*

While Se-Won was too dumbfounded to speak, Eun-Ha was actually admiring Bianca's actions.

It was like lightning had struck her brain.
Though the process was extremely contrived, the result was that the distance between the man and woman had instantly closed, creating a plausible atmosphere.

*Transcendents aren't called Transcendents for nothing!*

Eun-Ha learned yet another lesson today.

"You pervert♡ How long has it been and you're pouncing on me again? What if the baby in my belly gets startled?"
"......"
"Wasn't that passionate session earlier enough for you?"

Bianca giggled endlessly, finding the whole situation amusing.
While the couple—or rather, Bianca alone—created a romantic atmosphere, Se-Won, who had regained his senses, carefully analyzed the situation.

*To create such a situation from just a moment of surprise... but I can't say it's a bad thing.*

The feeling of Eun-Ha behind his back.
This unexpected side of her tickled Se-Won's heart. It was rare and refreshing. Despite being stronger than him, she was instinctively relying on him.

*Maybe we should go see a zombie movie next time? A ghost movie might work too.*

Se-Won's lips curled into a smile as he planned their next date in his mind.

Just then, a rustling sound echoed through the room.
Se-Won's gaze shifted to the source of the sound.
There was the clone girl, Shin Si-Yeon, who had fallen asleep after handing over the Geminister to Eun-Ha.

"Mmm... yawn."

Having just woken up from her nap, she scanned her surroundings with drowsy eyes.
Waking up to find more people than before, and strangers pouncing on each other.
Si-Yeon's mind struggled to assess the situation.

"Hmm?"

She tilted her head and rubbed her eyes, wondering if she wasn't fully awake yet.
But there were still two uninvited guests in her room.
Si-Yeon's mind was in confusion.

"Yaaawn... I'll go wash my face~"

Her brain's command was to escape this space for now.

"Let's move somewhere else."

Seeing Si-Yeon stagger out of the room, Se-Won lifted Kim Woo-Jin with his telekinesis.
Whatever the case, it didn't seem good to stay here any longer.

And so, the four of them promptly moved from Si-Yeon's room to Eun-Ha's room.

At first, Eun-Ha, conscious of others' gazes, suggested moving with shadow magic, but Bianca tapped her head and transported them instantly with just a flick of her finger.

"Ah. Aah. Whew."

As soon as they arrived in the room, Kim Woo-Jin, who had received treatment, checked his voice a couple of times and began moving his body.
He shook his legs, rotated his shoulders, created a small flame in his hand, and suddenly bent his waist.

The zombie-like appearance he had shown just minutes ago was completely gone.

"Thanks. I really feel alive now."

And the next thing the revived Kim Woo-Jin did was extend his hand to Eun-Ha.

But Eun-Ha just stared at his hand, seemingly contemplating something.

"Hmm? Ah. Right. Thanks."

Noticing something odd, Kim Woo-Jin turned and extended his hand to the side.
Slap! His hand met Kim Se-Won's in a high-five.

"She's quite shy, so keep that in mind."
"I see. I get the feeling."

Woo-Jin's lips curled up slightly.
Se-Won's words implied that Shin Eun-Ha was a woman of great virtue.

*She doesn't want to hold hands with other men. If she doesn't have to, she won't.*

While this might seem somewhat old-fashioned, Kim Woo-Jin thought differently.

The two men's hands separated simultaneously, then met again at chest level with a loud clap.

Virtuous. Having integrity and principles. And subtly demanding the same from men, not just herself.
In other words, a woman with unparalleled jealousy!

"Hang in there."
"You too."

A man surrounded by four women, feeling his life threatened!
A man tormented by a woman with excessive jealousy!

Kim Woo-Jin and Kim Se-Won looked at each other with sympathetic eyes.
Se-Won even discreetly pulled out his communication device to exchange contacts with Woo-Jin.

"Contact me anytime if you need healing."
"Thanks, really."

The two men, though in different situations but similar predicaments, completely forgot their past as enemies.

After all, they had chosen this path themselves.
To survive the harsh fate before them, they had to forge their own way.

While the two men were bonding, Eun-Ha and Bianca, left to themselves, were passing time with small talk.

"So, 100 against 1. That's quite reckless."
"Can't be helped. It's a situation where we need to be reckless to survive."
"100 against 1?"

Their conversation also reached Kim Woo-Jin's ears.
The sudden mention of "100 against 1" caught his attention.

"Ah. The captains are going to fight 100 regular heroes this time. There are various reasons, but the surface one is to expand our Stellarlis personnel."
"...Sounds fun."

At Se-Won's explanation, Woo-Jin's eyes lit up.
Recently, he had been rolled around, beaten, and made to fly by Deltar, but he hadn't really fought against people.

*There's no one to compare with, but I've been training to death every day. I want to test how strong I've become.*

Clenching his fist, Kim Woo-Jin turned to look at the girl talking with Bianca.

"Hey, can I participate in that too?"
"Huh?"

The sudden question made Eun-Ha and Bianca widen their eyes. Kim Se-Won had the same reaction.

"Is it only for captains?"
"No... not necessarily. Hmm. It might not be a bad idea."

At Woo-Jin's words, Eun-Ha pondered with her hand on her chin, then turned on her communication device.

"Actually, Kim Woo-Jin will have to fight in front of people someday. If he shows his face now, it might prevent heroes from questioning why a supposedly ordinary person is there later."
"That's true. Plus, he was a villain before. Many people probably remember his face. From what I know, he's lived in the Villain Association since he was young."

Se-Won nodded, and Eun-Ha paused what she was doing to nod as well.
In many ways, it was good to let people know he was now on humanity's side.

"But I think you need to change your appearance a bit. The more I think about it."
"Change my appearance? How?"
"Hmm. Makeup?"
"What? Makeup??"

At Eun-Ha's suggestion, Woo-Jin frowned in disgust.
Makeup was one of those words he never expected to encounter in his life.
Besides, the women around him were naturally so beautiful that they didn't need makeup.

"Or at least change your hairstyle to create a different vibe. Though people who know you might still recognize you."
"Hmm."

Even if he was now on humanity's side, a villain was still a villain. It was a term that easily provoked negative reactions from people.

"Or would you like to wear this?"

Just then, Kim Se-Won pulled something out of his pocket. It was a mask that covered only half of the face.

"Ah. That. It's been a while since I've seen it."
"I don't have much use for it these days. But it has all the functions he might need. It won't come off unless I take it off. It also alters the perception of those who see it, making it impossible to identify someone by appearance or voice."
"Oho."

Bianca's expression changed when she saw the mask Se-Won had produced. She had deduced who had made it.

Her action was swift. Slap! She swung her arm and snatched the mask.

"Then I'll adjust this appropriately. A mask... it reminds me of the knights who attacked me when I was still a novice."

"Hehe, I could have been raped," she said lightly, then suddenly turned around.

"So, what are you two going to do?"

Bianca smiled and snapped her fingers.
Space opened up in a straight line, creating a black hole.

"Aaaah?!"
"Kyaa!"

Thud!
Two girls fell out of the hole.
Seo Na-Bi and Seo Hye-Ji. A mother and daughter who looked exactly like Bianca.

"Instead of hiding and watching, you should watch openly."
"W-well. Ahaha..."
"Ahem...! I was just, passing by, by chance..."

Seo Na-Bi mumbled awkwardly while Hye-Ji blushed and averted her gaze. Though they were mother and daughter, their reactions were completely different.

"Anyway...! If Woo-Jin is participating, I want to join too! Eun-Ha, is that okay?"
"Huh? Uh... I-I need to ask first."
"I'm content just watching."
"That's a relief."

Eun-Ha nodded with a bitter smile.
While Na-Bi might be manageable, Hye-Ji's participation would be nothing short of a disaster.

*What should I do?*

It was awkward.
She had agreed, but the number of participants had suddenly increased by two.

*Maybe I should ask Yu-Bin first...*

Eun-Ha glanced at her wrist, thinking of Han Yu-Bin, who would still be working in the office.
It wasn't a post-approval yet, so it should be fine!

Gulp, Eun-Ha swallowed and turned on her communication device.
At that moment, the screen of the device forcibly changed.

"Huh?"

Someone was calling Eun-Ha.

Ch.532 - Huh? A Transcendent?
Shin Eun-Ha's name appeared on the suddenly changed screen—the person she had been trying to call.

"Is this good timing? But why is she calling all of a sudden?"

The timing was perfect. But questions followed about why such a busy person would call her.

"I'll find out when I answer."

Questions are solved by asking. Eun-Ha answered the call with a light heart.

"Hello?"
[............]
"Huh...?"

Eun-Ha immediately switched to speaker mode after answering. But there was no sound at all. Complete silence—not even the scratching of a pen.

*What's going on?*

As the caller remained silent, Eun-Ha and the others tilted their heads or stared at the communication device in confusion.

After about ten seconds, a small "Ahem!" could be heard as someone cleared their throat.

*I don't know why she called, but she seems hesitant.*

Thanks to giving up on Kim Se-Won, the two had grown quite close. Realizing what expression Han Yu-Bin might be making, Eun-Ha smiled warmly and waited for her to speak.

[Um... you know...]

Her voice echoed around them. The awkward tone suggested she was probably sweating nervously, sounding apologetic even without being seen.

"What's going on? Calling so suddenly."
[Well... the number of applicants has increased tremendously.]
"Huh? The number of applicants suddenly increased? Why?"
[Remember what you mentioned before? Um... ahem! About releasing information on Se-Won. That's why...]

Eun-Ha blinked and glanced sideways at Kim Se-Won.

*What does releasing information about Se-Won have to do with a surge in applicants?*

She needed to hear more. Noticing everyone's eyes turning toward Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha focused on the call.

[Do you know there are rumors online questioning whether those who became captains got there through connections rather than merit?]
"What?"

Eun-Ha looked around with wide eyes. When her wandering gaze landed on Kim Se-Won, he gave a bitter smile and nodded slightly.

*Se-Won knew about this... So I was the only one who didn't know...*

Realizing he had been treated this way made Eun-Ha's face fall with guilt. Kim Se-Won gently wrapped his arm around her shoulders in response.

[It's just slander, of course. The source is jealous people, and those with too much time on their hands spread it around for attention.]
"Mmm..."
[Don't be too discouraged. You can prove them wrong now. At least those of us at Stellarlis know you're not just decorative figureheads without real ability.]
"Decorative figureheads without real ability... is that what they're saying?"

Eun-Ha's voice turned cold. Whoever said such things while hiding behind anonymity would eventually pay for their loose tongues.

[Anyway!]

Han Yu-Bin shouted urgently, noticing Eun-Ha's sudden change in tone.

[So when we leaked that Stellarlis captain positions are merit-based and that people could fight you this time...]
"A lot of people applied?"

Why?? Eun-Ha couldn't understand. Of course, when she first became captain, there were heroes stronger than her friends who were dissatisfied. But Kim Se-Won and the others had proven themselves through effort, skill, and results. They demonstrated through their actions that they deserved their captain positions.

*Do other heroes and people just assume it was nepotism because they don't know? Or do they think if minors can become captains, they can too, so they're underestimating us?*

Either way, she didn't like it. Eun-Ha's eyes grew cold—a gaze so chilling it could freeze everything in sight.

"So... at the very least, Se-Won can't lose, right?"

The thought of people disrespecting her boyfriend made her furious.

*Then conversely, I need to make sure Se-Won gets stronger here so he doesn't lose. No, he's probably already strong enough.*

Eun-Ha closed her eyes briefly, recalling when she met Kim Se-Won after four months. The alien energy she felt from him momentarily—the result of training and trials.

When she opened her eyes, the cold gaze had completely disappeared, replaced by her usual loving look.

"It's fine. Let them look down on us. After getting beaten until their faces are swollen, they'll come to their senses."

She even made a bold declaration. Kim Se-Won was different from before. The time when he was weak enough to worry about was gone. Eun-Ha trusted him that much.

[Oh, um... right. And there's probably another reason too.]
"Another reason?"
[The statement that captain positions are merit-based means if you prove your skills, you can rise to the same position, getting closer to you. Some people might be thinking they can target and approach you that way.]
"...Huh?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion.

[Sigh. You're pretty no matter what form you take. Whether as Eun-Ha or... Han Jae-Yu. Plus, both forms are well-known and popular. What man wouldn't want to get two for the price of one?]
"Um..."

Eun-Ha was speechless, just blinking and looking around.

Everyone in the room nodded in agreement without exception. Kim Se-Won even straightened his shoulders proudly, clearly pleased to be dating Eun-Ha.

"Ah, um... yeah."

Only then could Eun-Ha nod.

*I completely forgot about that. I'm too used to it now.*

Come to think of it, her appearance was like that. Though slightly short, her looks were superior to almost anyone's.

[Sigh. Anyway, at this rate, it might not be 1 versus 100, but 150 or 200. That's what I'm worried about. The number of participants is still increasing.]
"Isn't that actually good?"
[No, facing 100 people is already too much. Not everyone can use clone techniques like you.]
"No, that's not what I meant."

Eun-Ha grinned while looking at Seo Na-Bi and Kim Woo-Jin in front of her.

She manipulated her device to change from voice call to video call.

[?!]

Han Yu-Bin appeared on screen, her eyes wide with surprise.

"These two people said they want to participate. You should know who they are from the files."
[I know them, but why are they suddenly there?]
"We'll be right over."
[What? Wait, just a—]

Click. Eun-Ha ignored Han Yu-Bin's protests and ended the call.

"Let's go. It's better to talk face-to-face than just over the phone."

Eun-Ha turned off her device and started walking with a bright smile.

*Then why did you switch to video call?*

Kim Se-Won swallowed the words that had risen to his throat as he followed behind her.

* * *

After barging into Han Yu-Bin's office, Eun-Ha explained the situation before Han Yu-Bin could complain.

"Sigh... Thanks to you, the personnel issue is resolved, but..."

Han Yu-Bin pushed aside some documents and looked at Eun-Ha with reproachful eyes.

*Despite looking delicate and gentle, she's so impulsive. Like a blockhead.*

She couldn't help sighing, feeling like her troubles had begun since getting involved with Eun-Ha.

*At least the personnel issue is mostly resolved. What's left is... Wait. Come to think of it...*

She wanted to mess up her hair in frustration, but there wasn't even time for that. Suddenly, Han Yu-Bin's eyes caught sight of a girl in her peripheral vision.

"Hehe."

Was she already looking at her? Or did she look at Han Yu-Bin when she noticed her gaze moving? Their eyes met perfectly, and the girl giggled.

*She resembles Seo Na-Bi somehow.*

Han Yu-Bin frowned slightly as she studied the girl carefully. Would Seo Na-Bi have looked like this if she were 1-2 years younger? Despite the black hair and white dress, she had a very mysterious appearance.

"It would be boring if it ended like this, so how about preparing additional rewards? If 100 people win, a cash prize, and if one person wins... they receive my trial."
"No, that's a bit..."

Kim Se-Won immediately reacted to Bianca's suggestion. He shook his head in protest, evidence of how painful her "trial" must be.

"I agree."

Kim Woo-Jin shared the same opinion. Having just been squeezed by Bianca until recently, his reaction was understandable. Everyone's eyes turned to Han Yu-Bin, who had the final say in this matter. After quietly observing Bianca, Han Yu-Bin finally spoke.

"By the way, who is she?"

At Han Yu-Bin's question, everyone let out an "Ah." Come to think of it, not many people knew about Bianca's existence.

"Honestly, I understand why Seo Na-Bi and Kim Woo-Jin... was it? I understand why they came here. But I'm curious who that child is and why she followed you here."

From the position of Chief Captain, it wouldn't be pleasant to have an uninvited person infiltrating Stellarlis.

"I'll let these two slide since they're needed right now, but..."
"Hmm."

Han Yu-Bin crossed her arms with a displeased expression. She glanced at Ash standing beside her and noticed his expression wasn't normal.

"Do you know her?"
"No, I don't. But..."
"Well, you see."

As Ash began speaking in a more subdued voice than usual, Eun-Ha, who was smiling brightly, cut him off.

She moved gently to Bianca's side and pointed at her. Standing next to Eun-Ha, Bianca was about the same height.

"She's a Transcendent."
"What?"

An absurd statement. Han Yu-Bin froze with her eyes wide open. Her thought process seemed to have completely stopped, as she showed no movement for quite some time.

"I, I, um, well, ah. So, um..."

It took about a minute before Han Yu-Bin could move again, but her thoughts were still jumbled, making it difficult to speak properly. That's how shocking the existence of Transcendents was to humanity.

"Gresorion. Like a goddess from the side hostile to humanity?"
"Wait. So I just...!"
"Yes. You couldn't even recognize who you were talking to, how pathetic♡"
"How am I supposed to know she's a Transcendent when she looks like an ordinary girl?! How would I know if she's a Transcendent or some kidnapped child?!"

Bang! An indignant Han Yu-Bin stood up, pounding the desk. There was something about Eun-Ha's condescending gaze that touched a nerve.

But her heightened emotions were brief. Han Yu-Bin quickly composed herself and made a sound of realization.

"...Anyway, are you free tomorrow?"
"Tomorrow? I don't have any schedule because of the Hero Association visit, right?"
"Well, you do now. My father wants to see you."
"Uncle?"

Eun-Ha pouted at the sudden schedule.

*I was planning to go on a date since I finally had some free time.*

She had just one complaint.

"He said he'll buy meat. Se-Won can come too."
"I'll be there!"

And just like that, her complaint vanished.

* * *

The next day.
Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram arrived at the Hero Association building for the hero registration examination.

Despite it being a weekday morning, there weren't that many people walking around.

"How long has it been since we've been here?"
"It looks impressive."
"Guys, look at this! There are so many great restaurants nearby! Especially this one! Reviewed by a Hero Association employee! Let's pick one based on this!"
"Oh my, we don't need to worry about lunch then."

Their reactions differed, but anticipation showed on all their faces. It was natural, since almost no one could work as a hero without graduating from the academy unless they threw themselves onto the front lines without going through training facilities.

It's proof that we're special and capable.

"We have about 10 minutes until our appointment, but shall we go in?"

Everyone nodded at Eun-Ha's suggestion.

Ch.533 - Muscle Baldy
Ten minutes until the appointment time.
Eun-Ha and her friends made their way into the Hero Association building.

*It's been a while.*

Though she hadn't visited many times herself, she had definitely been here more than her friends. Feeling like a senior, Eun-Ha puffed out her chest with pride.

"Wow... it's completely different. It feels more serious now, doesn't it?"

As she looked around the completely transformed lobby—perhaps due to the villains who had escaped from the Association's basement and run amok—a neatly uniformed woman approached Eun-Ha.

"Welcome. The examiners are waiting for you upstairs."

She smiled brightly and turned to point at the area behind her.

*They didn't need to send someone to greet us like this. Is this special treatment? Probably because of Eun-Ha.*

Kim Se-Won, who was watching this, nodded slightly while looking at Eun-Ha.
While they might be replaceable, Eun-Ha was talent that couldn't be missed at any cost.
When weighing replaceable talent against irreplaceable talent, anyone would naturally choose the latter.

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram seemed to have similar thoughts, exchanging glances with Kim Se-Won and nodding.

*A suit or uniform... that would look nice.*

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha was busy examining the woman's outfit and imagining herself or Jae-Yu wearing it.

*If I wore it, should I go with bare legs or stockings? White doesn't seem right, so either bare legs or black... Maybe I should try both and ask Se-Won to choose?*

She was completely serious about this.

"Well then, first..."

Unaware of these thoughts, the woman handed each of them a card with a lanyard. Each card featured the Hero Association icon and the word "Guest."

"These are the cards you'll use during today's evaluation. They're only valid for today, but you're welcome to keep them as souvenirs."

"Wow..."

Only after receiving the card did Eun-Ha show interest, her eyes sparkling.

Unlike her friends who calmly hung the cards around their necks or tucked them away, she turned it over repeatedly with a big smile.

*When I came for my evaluation, only A-rank heroes got this kind of treatment. Either the world's gotten better or I've moved up in the world.*

When Eun-Ha was still a hero, she had to wait endlessly on the chairs in the lobby until a staff member came for her.
Remembering those days gave her a deep sense of nostalgia, and her smile wouldn't fade.

Seeming pleased by Eun-Ha's happy expression, the female employee watched contentedly before clearing her throat to refocus everyone.

Eun-Ha, who had been enjoying herself, snapped back to attention at the sound.

"Now, let's go up. You'll need to show or tap your card like this to pass through the speed gate."

The woman showed the children the card hanging from her necklace.
Staff members didn't actually need this since they had authentication keys installed in their communication devices, but she had been issued one specifically to demonstrate.

"Okay."

When the woman tapped her card against the reader, the transparent glass gates slid open.

After passing through first, the woman smiled and pointed up with her hand.
There was a somewhat eerie warning sign with a skull mark.

"By the way, if you try to force your way through, a strong electric current that could instantly kill an ordinary person will flow, so be careful."

"Wow..."

"Oh, I know that person. I heard he was a hero who used to pick fights with Academy students whenever he saw them."

"My goodness. Was there really someone like that?"

"I only heard rumors, so I don't know if it's true~"

Eun-Ha and her friends read the warning and smirked.
There was a photo of a D-rank hero who had been charred black after overestimating his powers and causing trouble.

"If he was really like that, he was no different from a villain."

Hearing Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's conversation, Kim Se-Won felt a strange discomfort toward the Hero Association that had so casually displayed a photo of a dead hero.

*So what matters to them is only the high-ranking heroes...*

Eun-Ha's reaction to receiving an access card for the first time. And the corpse photo of the D-rank hero in the warning sign.

While it might be natural to cherish high-ranking heroes who were both strong and popular, it still seemed too ruthless toward lower-ranking heroes.

"Please come this way. The interview will be held on the fifth floor."

"Ah, yes."

Eun-Ha followed first, with her friends trailing behind.
Following the woman deeper into the Hero Association building, Eun-Ha and her friends took the elevator to the fifth floor.

Ding-

As soon as they reached the fifth floor, the elevator doors opened with a small bell sound.

"Hmm!"

As soon as the doors opened, a massive wall came into Eun-Ha's view.
No, it wasn't a wall. It was a person with a tall stature and well-trained muscles standing right in front of the door.

"Eek?!"

The woman guiding Eun-Ha, who had been trying to exit with a professional smile, was startled and screamed.

"So it's you lot."

A man with a muscular, inverted triangle body wearing a perfectly tailored suit stood with his arms crossed, looking down at the children.
As he spoke, his head gleamed.

Bald.
He was bald with just a few strands of hair sticking up near the crown.

"Hmm."
"Hmm."

The man's voice and the girl's voice overlapped perfectly.
Two evaluating gazes crossed each other.

Clack! Just as the elevator door was about to close, Eun-Ha quickly pressed the button to keep it open and nodded as she made eye contact with the man blocking her way.

"Sorry about that. Come on out."

The man twitched one eyebrow and turned sideways to make space for people to exit.

The guide woman, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram stepped out, with Eun-Ha being the last to exit the elevator.

"Um, excuse me..."

"Hmm."
"Hmm."

And as if by agreement, the two began evaluating each other again.
Eun-Ha examined the man's well-trained muscles, while the man scrutinized Eun-Ha's body.

"Not a single trained part to be seen, so weak~ looking. Can you even bear children like this?"

"W-what?! W-wait a minute! Hero Jang Seong-Taek! W-what are you suddenly...?!"

After fully assessing Eun-Ha's body, the man, Jang Seong-Taek, shook his head and lamented.

"I heard your personal strength was impressive, so I expected to see a well-trained body. Tsk tsk. All lies. Complete lies."

He ignored the guide woman, Go Yun-Jung, who was trying to stop him with a reddened face.

Not satisfied with that, Jang Seong-Taek exhaled strongly and thrust his face right up to Eun-Ha's nose.
As his huge build and imposing muscles suddenly closed in, an indescribable pressure spread around them.

"Start training in a balanced way from now on. You seem too caught up in that magical girl power or whatever, neglecting your physical training. You'll regret it later. Understand? Huh?"

"Ah, that's fine."

But Eun-Ha responded without even blinking.

"Tsk, talk sense! Look at your arms! Your arms! I bet even holding chopsticks is a struggle!"

"It's really fine."

A fierce face and a bright face confronted each other. Neither seemed to feel any particular animosity.

"Like this. I can lift a person without any problem, see?"

"Eeeek?!"

Go Yun-Jung, who had been standing between them, suddenly found herself lifted by Eun-Ha.
Seeing a woman easily lifted, surprise appeared on Jang Seong-Taek's face.

"Hooh."

He watched Eun-Ha lifting Go Yun-Jung and tapped her arms. There was no sign of strain at all.

"This is interesting. Physical enhancement efficiency usually requires body training as a prerequisite."

"Well, that's not always the case."

"With this level, the weight should be..."

"Um... roughly..."

"Wait! Wait a minute...! Put me down...!"

Suddenly becoming a weight demonstration and facing the prospect of having her weight revealed, Go Yun-Jung struggled and shouted.
Her face was already completely red.

"...Isn't that person an A-rank hero?"

"I think so? His name was... Muscle Monster?"

"Ugh, so tacky. Still better than 'Muscular Baldy' though."

In Ha-Ram, Kim Se-Won, and Han Chae-Eun each had their own reactions as they watched the situation.
From the moment they first encountered Jang Seong-Taek, this outcome seemed inevitable.

"This is strange. No matter how I look at it, it's strange. How can such efficiency come from arms with no muscle..."

"Let me explain how this works."

"No, wait. Even with such efficiency, you should still build more muscle. Building more muscle would allow you to exert explosive power. Leaving talent like this in such a scrawny body is a sin."

"Ahahahaha..."

Seeing him speak with such a serious expression, Eun-Ha gave a bitter laugh and put Go Yun-Jung down.
Even during that brief movement, Jang Seong-Taek didn't miss a thing, confirming that Eun-Ha's muscles weren't straining at all.

"Well, I'll be. This defies all logic."

"W-we don't have time for this! We need to get to the examination room right now!"

At Go Yun-Jung's words, now finally back on solid ground, both of them opened their eyes wide.

"Oh right."

"Come to think of it."

The two clapped their hands with expressions that showed they had completely forgotten.

Ch.534 - Explosion And Explosion. And Finally, Polygamy?
Thanks to the sudden appearance of Jang Seong-Taek, there was a brief commotion, but Eun-Ha managed to arrive at the evaluation site on time.

*Weren't hero registrations supposed to start with interviews first? Did they skip that this time?*

Eun-Ha recalled the details of today's evaluation in her mind.

*They said things have changed quite a bit since we formed a temporary alliance with Gresorion and our main enemies have shifted. But the common elements are...*

Monster elimination counts by rank, interpersonal abilities, survival skills, team combat abilities. Several words appeared and disappeared in Eun-Ha's mind. Thinking about it, this wasn't something she or anyone else needed to be particularly nervous about.

By the time she finished her thoughts, Eun-Ha had reached a large door. It was a black door with panels on both sides.

Go Yun-Jung, who had been guiding Eun-Ha and the others, calmly knocked on the door.

"I've brought the Stellarlis captains scheduled for today's evaluation."

"Come in."

A low voice responded from inside. Upon hearing this, Go Yun-Jung turned around, pointed at the door, and smiled brightly. It was a gesture indicating her role ended here.

"Thank you."
"Not at all. It's my job."

She nodded with a gentle smile and stepped back, positioning herself where she wouldn't be visible when the door opened.

Gulp. Someone swallowed nervously. Sensing the atmosphere, Eun-Ha thought it was her cue to open the door and stepped forward.

At that moment, Jang Seong-Taek, who had been quiet all along, moved ahead of Eun-Ha.

"Let's go in."

He casually opened the door and went inside. Eun-Ha's eyes widened at his sudden action.

"He must be one of the evaluators."
"Ah, I see... so that's why."

Regaining her composure at Kim Se-Won's words, Eun-Ha nodded in understanding.

*Of course, it makes sense now. He knew we were coming and was evaluating me with that look.*

Feeling embarrassed at her late realization, Eun-Ha tried to cool her reddening face as she walked forward.

"Hmm."

As they entered the evaluation room, several gazes fixed on Eun-Ha. None of them were particularly friendly.

Jang Seong-Taek, who had entered first, was seated in the center, with a man and woman who appeared to be in their early thirties sitting on either side of him.

[Nam Young-Ju]
[Byun Jae-In]

Name plates were placed in front of the man and woman who were looking at Eun-Ha and her friends with stern expressions.

*They look familiar somehow.*

Eun-Ha didn't think much of it. She merely recognized the names as ones she'd heard a few times during her hero career, so she stood in front of the prepared chairs waiting for the evaluators to speak.

*It's Silent Reaper and the Ice Queen. I had a strange feeling since meeting Jang Seong-Taek. I can't believe such people are gathered here.*
*These people are straight out of textbooks! I thought they had completely retired, but they've been handling hero evaluations at the Hero Association!*
*Their powers don't seem to have diminished with age. But I can roughly gauge their strength now. That means we've grown that much.*

Unlike Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram had different reactions. They immediately recognized the three people sitting at the evaluator's desk.

Jang Seong-Taek, Nam Young-Ju, and Byun Jae-In—all were veteran heroes who had made names for themselves in their prime. Though they weren't among the founding heroes who led the war, they had been active as heroes for quite a long time, and their experience couldn't be ignored.

Jang Seong-Taek sat with his arms crossed and eyes closed. Nam Young-Ju and Byun Jae-In looked over the four of them and spoke.

"Just kids. These children are captains? Hmph."
"I've heard the quality of heroes has declined recently, but to think such young children hold captain positions. The status of heroes must have truly fallen."

They genuinely seemed displeased with the situation. Nam Young-Ju shook his bushy white hair that reached his shoulders, while Byun Jae-In adjusted her intellectual-looking glasses.

They were heroes with exceptional pride, even among the top ranks. They couldn't possibly imagine that these young people who suddenly appeared could be strong.

They had grown through continuous, terrible battles. Others had done the same. To them, lack of experience meant weakness.

"Well then."

After waiting for the two to finish speaking, Jang Seong-Taek opened his eyes and spoke.

"Let's begin the evaluation."

As soon as he finished speaking, the door opened and various equipment was brought in. Nam Young-Ju snorted and tilted his head.

*First is magical power measurement. Unless you're born with abundant magical power, it accumulates gradually through years of training. This will surely be pathetic.*

Nam Young-Ju's gaze briefly turned toward Eun-Ha. Someone born with blessed talent might have abundant magical power. But only one person here seemed capable of that, and even then, being still a teenager, the measurement wouldn't be impressive.

"Measure your magical power in order. Put the device on your arm."

At Jang Seong-Taek's instruction, Eun-Ha stepped forward.

"This measures magical power?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head, pointing at the object before her. It was something she'd never seen before. Previously, they had measured approximate magical power by extracting a drop of blood.

"Yes. It measures magical power using the average value of lower-ranked heroes from E to C class as a baseline. If you score above 10, you barely qualify as a B-rank hero."
"Hmm... then what about A-rank?"
"According to records, it's 50."

The lowest magical power among A-rank heroes was 50. Hearing this, Eun-Ha stared blankly at the device in front of her.

Like measuring heart rate, she needed to insert one arm into the machine and attach electrode-like objects to her chest to measure magical power.

"I'll start then."

Though she didn't understand the details, the idea of quantifying magical power was intriguing. With her heart pounding, Eun-Ha inserted the electrodes under her clothes and put one arm into the machine.

Whirr— The machine began operating as it recognized her arm and core.
The soft sponge-like material tightened around her inserted arm, and zap! The electrode connected to her chest sent a weak current.

Beep-beep-beep—
Soon, the measurement of Eun-Ha's magical power began.

"Hmph. As expected."

Nam Young-Ju, watching the situation, raised one corner of his mouth as he saw the numbers slowly rising.

30, 40. The slowly rising number was approaching 50.

"Despite being praised as a saint or whatever, her magical power itself is nothing special. What can she do with this?"
"I agree. But it's not over yet."

Nam Young-Ju glanced at Byun Jae-In beside him. She was watching the numbers on the device with a displeased expression.

[52]

"Oh? At least she barely qualifies for A-rank?"

[70]

"She's past the threshold."

[98]

"...She has more talent than I thought."

[201]

"Is the machine broken?"

Nam Young-Ju, who had been watching the numbers with a mocking attitude, frowned. But even as he did, the numbers continued to rise.

[275]
[383]
[411]
[594]
[728]

"Ugh...!!"

Nam Young-Ju jumped to his feet as the numbers kept climbing.

"She's already surpassed S-rank just with magical power...?!"

This was impossible. The highest magical power measured among A-rank heroes recently was around 253. Easily surpassing that figure was simply abnormal.

The endlessly rising number finally:

[999]

Stopped at 999, having exceeded the displayable range. Given that the machine hadn't stopped, the measurement was likely still ongoing.

Jang Seong-Taek's eyebrows twitched as he watched this. Nam Young-Ju, already shocked, gaped with his mouth wide open, and Byun Jae-In's eyes bulged.

*I guess this happens because part of the magical power from monsters or hybrids that die in the sanctuary comes to me.*

Eun-Ha, on the other hand, remained calm. She already knew her magical power was increasing endlessly.

"Th-this is an error! A machine error! Stop it immediately and bring a new one!"

Nam Young-Ju shouted, unable to watch anymore. It was a reasonable reaction given the magical power level that defied common sense.

At his words, sounds of busy movement could be heard outside.

"Huh?"

Just then, Eun-Ha sensed something strange. The machine had started to tremble.

Beep- Beep- Beepbeepbeep--!!!!

The trembling machine began making an ear-splitting noise. Even amid this, the measurement continued.

[^QP]

Characters appeared on the screen that had been displaying numbers.

Beepbeepbeepbeep-!!!

The machine, trembling and making strange noises:

BOOM!

Exploded.
Black smoke spread instantly.
However, the explosion's damage didn't spread to the surroundings.

"Phew."
"Thanks, Se-Won."
"I never imagined it would explode."

Thanks to Kim Se-Won, the telekinetic present, the explosion was contained and Eun-Ha was protected.

As Kim Se-Won opened the window to let out the thick smoke, his figure appeared, carrying Eun-Ha in a princess hold.

"Br-bring a new machine and wait!"

At Nam Young-Ju's words, the evaluation was temporarily postponed.
But the problems continued.

BOOM!
BOOM!
BOOM!!

The resumed magical power measurement.
The magical power purity measurement.
The magical power output measurement.

All ended with machine malfunctions and explosions.
Fortunately, they had changed the order so Eun-Ha went last; otherwise, it would have been an endless cycle of measurements and explosions.

In the end, all attempts to measure Eun-Ha's magical power failed, while Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram were measured normally.

"...This concludes the evaluation. It essentially became just a measurement session, but the mock battle evaluation will be replaced by the upcoming 100-versus-1 fight."
"H-how could this..."
"I can't believe it..."

Unlike Jang Seong-Taek, who calmly announced the end of the evaluation, Nam Young-Ju and Byun Jae-In still wore incredulous expressions.
Their gazes were completely different from when they first met. They had changed from looking down on rookies to staring at monsters.

"Each one a genius. And that man...!"
"Why did such talents appear in this era? If only they had been born ten years earlier...!"

Even setting aside Eun-Ha's immeasurable power, were the others ordinary? Not at all.
Everyone possessed abilities that exceeded the average.
They could only be described as geniuses.

After all, hero growth was known to require years of time. One typically needed to train and gain experience until at least age 25 to see results, yet these minors had already crossed the threshold of A-rank heroes.

"The fact that they won against 250 to 3 might not have been because the saint secretly helped. How is this possible...?!"
"And compared to then, not much time has passed, yet they've grown this much. If only such talents had been born a little earlier...!"

Nam Young-Ju and Byun Jae-In wore genuinely regretful expressions.
Although the mock battle evaluation remained, they could already gauge much from the magical power measurements.

The two who had been expressing regret closed their mouths tightly.
Then they began sending intense gazes toward the only man among those who came for the evaluation.

*Even if I don't know about the others, that man will surely rise to S-rank.*
*Two years? Three years? At most, within five years.*
*Plus, he has three women around him. He'll surely have excellent children in the future.*
*After the battle with hybrids, monsters remain, so peace for humanity is just a matter of time. No, perhaps I should consider introducing some girls I know to him to increase the number of children.*

Though they were old-fashioned people with narrow, biased views, they were still heroes.
Their hearts were genuinely devoted to humanity.

*Polygamy!*

The two who had the same thought eventually looked at each other and nodded.

Ch.535 - Annoying Person
Despite being somewhat chaotic, the registration examination itself ended safely.
Thanks to Eun-Ha destroying three precision machines, they were delayed enough that it was lunchtime by the time they got outside.

"Call me anytime if it gets tough!"
"Get home safely!"

Eun-Ha and her friends smiled warmly as they left the Hero Association behind, listening to Nam Young-Ju and Byun Jae-In's words of farewell.

"Ah~ I'm hungry~ That place I mentioned earlier. Should we go there? First, that café visible on the right! They say there are lots of restaurants if we go a bit further from there."
"Wouldn't it be better to decide where to go before heading out? Since we're near the Hero Association, there should be plenty of people who've compiled information about places."
"That's a good point~ But right now I feel like walking around and deciding after seeing places in person?"

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram continued their conversation with voices that sounded relieved.
Han Chae-Eun, who must have been tense throughout the examination, was busy rubbing her stomach and discussing with In Ha-Ram what to eat for lunch.

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won wore a warm smile, seemingly in a good mood.

*Well, it's finally over. It'll take time for the grades to be assigned, but... even though the examiner was a bit strange, I'll probably get quite a high grade. Maybe even A-rank if things go well?*

Kim Se-Won raised one hand to his chest. He clenched his open palm tightly, feeling proud that his efforts had finally paid off.

"Huh?"

But soon, his attention was drawn elsewhere.
The girl walking beside him, Eun-Ha, wore a dissatisfied expression.

Her mood was completely different from his own sense of relief and satisfaction, and from Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram, whose interests had already shifted to food.
Wondering why she looked that way, Kim Se-Won carefully opened his mouth.

"Is something wrong?"
"Huh? Oh. Ahahaha..."

Eun-Ha, who had been wearing a sullen expression, forced a smile and scratched her cheek.
But then she hesitated, repeatedly opening and closing her mouth as if uncertain about saying something.

*Ah. Could it be...*

While watching Eun-Ha's reluctance to speak, Kim Se-Won recalled the expressions she had shown during each test.

"Feeling disappointed?"
"...Ah, yeah. To be honest, I had expectations."

Perhaps because her thoughts were revealed so easily, Eun-Ha looked up at Kim Se-Won with wide eyes.
Then she smiled broadly and lowered her head as if embarrassed.

Kim Se-Won closed the distance between them and gently put his arm around her shoulders.

"It's okay. It just means you're that amazing."
"No."

Eun-Ha shook her head and moved Kim Se-Won's arm from her shoulder.
Then she took his hand and closed her eyes momentarily before opening them again.

"The amazing one is you, Se-Won. In a way, this outcome was expected for me... but for you, it was the right circumstances, luck, and your effort that created this result."

As she spoke, the emotion of 'pride' was clearly visible on Eun-Ha's face.

"A man universally acknowledged to have no talent has become this strong. I'm so proud of that. It's clear that even if someone else had been given the same opportunity as you, they couldn't have come this far."

Eun-Ha's eyes curved into a smile.

"That's why I'm proud. Of you as a man."

Kim Se-Won found himself staring blankly at Eun-Ha's face, which was smiling as beautifully as a blooming flower.
As Kim Se-Won gazed at her as if entranced, Eun-Ha suddenly turned her head slightly to the side.

"A-and..."

As he stared at her hesitating again, Eun-Ha's lips began to move.

"...you're cool."
"Hmm?"

She definitely said something, but her voice was so small it was barely audible, just a mumble.

*She definitely said something...*

In that brief moment, Eun-Ha had said something very embarrassing. Though he couldn't tell what she'd said, her reddened cheeks were evidence that it was something rather embarrassing.

*If I just ask, she'll obviously brush it off as nothing.*

Just as a mischievous remark came to mind and he was about to speak to Eun-Ha, someone tapped Kim Se-Won's arm.
It was In Ha-Ram, who had been chatting with Han Chae-Eun beside them.

"Really. Wasn't it really strange?"
"Huuuh?"
"Right? I thought they'd be strict old-fashioned types, but they were somehow different~"

With Han Chae-Eun joining in, the topic was completely taken over by the two girls.
Kim Se-Won was confused, not understanding what was happening, but after reading the expressions of the two girls, he let out a deep sigh.

*They both have boyfriends but still act like this.*

The very picture of annoyance. Despite not having any particular conversation, In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun were interfering with Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.

"Y-yeah? That person was strange. Ha.Ha.Haha.ha..."

As Kim Se-Won looked at the two girls with narrowed eyes in disbelief, Eun-Ha, who had regained her composure, awkwardly joined the conversation.

*Oh come on!*

Thanks to them, Kim Se-Won lost his chance to tease Eun-Ha.
Even though he glared at In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun as if he could kill them, they responded with defiant "So what?" expressions.

Moreover, they continued the topic with Eun-Ha, who had awkwardly joined the conversation.

"That's right, that's right. Especially the way they looked at Kim Se-Won was suspicious~ Really, it was different from how women usually look at Kim Se-Won like predators eyeing prey, but also similar in a way."
"Ah, ah~ Y-yes! Like a national treasure? Someone with a sense of mission? That kind of look!"
"Right. That's what it felt like."

Seeing the two playing along, Eun-Ha inwardly sighed with relief.

"Anyway, they were strange people, I tell you? Somehow I feel like they'll persistently try to get involved. Did you see? The way those people were oddly fixated on Se-Won."
"Ah~ It was bizarre~"
"I don't know what they saw or what judgment they made, but they're clearly under some misunderstanding. Eun-Ha, you should keep him in check properly."
"Hmm."

At In Ha-Ram's words, Eun-Ha's gaze subtly shifted to Kim Se-Won.

*It would be easier to just take away his communication device and lock him up to prevent anyone from approaching... but that would be really troublesome.*

That's what her instinct told her. Eun-Ha recalled Nam Young-Ju and Byun Jae-In, who had been oddly attentive to Kim Se-Won, and let out a deep sigh.

*What are they, fanatics? With those eyes full of some sense of mission.*

She felt that if they knew Kim Se-Won had disappeared, they would cause a huge commotion and do something drastic.

So, a second-best option. After thinking for a moment, Eun-Ha opened her mouth.

"If they try to use women to seduce you, I'll rearrange their limbs."

In response to Eun-Ha's answer, the others shook their heads with disgusted expressions.

*Such a delicate balance.*
*Just when I'm about to get angry seeing how much they adore each other, I see something like this and can't.*

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun shook their heads at the strange couple that was both enviable and pitiable.

"Anyway, let's go eat! Food! I'm so hungry my chest is about to shrink."
"You can actually make it smaller, you know."
"Like this... Yap!"

At Kim Se-Won's comment, Han Chae-Eun made her chest smaller. The clothing that had been puffed up by her ample bosom instantly succumbed to gravity and shrank downward.

Seeing this, Eun-Ha and In Ha-Ram started giggling, and the four of them set off to find a restaurant for lunch.

* * *

Later that evening.

Kim Se-Won found himself in a place he had never visited before.
It was an elegant and quiet bar that powerful people might occasionally visit.

As he walked down the corridor, guided by an employee, he glanced sideways at the black-haired girl, Jae-Yu, who was walking beside him.

The reason he was here was none other than because of Jae-Yu. He found it very strange that she had specifically asked him to come in Jae-Yu's form rather than as Eun-Ha.

After hesitating for a moment about whether to ask, Kim Se-Won finally opened his mouth.

"Do you know why I was asked to come with a changed appearance?"
"Huh? No? I don't know about that?"

Jae-Yu tilted her head and answered.
She seemed to have little interest in the matter, as if it didn't matter either way.

*This is frustrating. Why indeed?*

The unresolved question grew larger and larger. It was becoming frustrating despite being a minor issue.
Fortunately, it didn't take long for this question to be answered.

"Welcome!"

As the employee quietly opened the door, a middle-aged man in a suit standing in front of the door spread his arms to welcome Jae-Yu.

This middle-aged man was none other than Han Jung-Hyun, the chairman of Osung Group. Unlike his usual solemn expression, his face was completely relaxed.

*That's the expression doting fathers often make. Wasn't Chairman Han Jung-Hyun Jae-Yu's uncle?*

Kim Se-Won unconsciously took a step back at his reaction, recalling the time he had visited Han Yu-Bin's home with her.

Two large frames visible as soon as they entered the house.
They contained photos of Han Yu-Bin's family and a young Han Jung-Hyun's family.

*Since they're a family with abundant familial love, they're probably trying to fill the void for Jae-Yu, who lost her parents at a young age.*

It was an unnecessary observation.
Kim Se-Won, who had concluded that Jae-Yu would probably think this way if she knew Han Jung-Hyun's intentions, quietly watched him welcome Jae-Yu.

"Come, come in. Sit over there~ ...Ahem!"

The moment he confirmed that Jae-Yu had obediently gone inside at his gesture, Han Jung-Hyun's gaze changed.

A solemn gaze filled with charisma. An incredible aura began to emanate from his body, pressuring Kim Se-Won.
He put so much force into his eyes that blood vessels became visible in a short time.

"Come in."

Kim Se-Won barely swallowed the sigh that was about to escape as he saw the man beckon him in with a jerk of his chin.

*He's a daughter-doting father. A very extensive daughter-doting father.*

His reaction was completely different from when he learned that Han Yu-Bin liked him.
Though it was incomprehensible behavior, in a way, it made sense.

Han Jung-Hyun knew a lot about Han Yu-Bin, but not much about Jae-Yu.
While Han Yu-Bin was the proud daughter he had raised since she was young, Jae-Yu appeared to him like a newborn who had grown up sheltered by a woman, unaware of the ways of the world.

It wasn't about ability like strength or knowledge, but the difference in the years he had watched over them.

After organizing his thoughts, Kim Se-Won deliberately puffed out his chest.
There was no reason to feel intimidated.
It wasn't as if he had to break up with Jae-Yu if this man didn't approve of him.

*Even if it's not necessary, I should get his approval.*

He felt that if he didn't gain the man's approval, troublesome matters would only increase.

Ch.536 - Annoying Person (2)
The pressure Han Jung-Hyun exerted solely on Kim Se-Won was beyond imagination. The meticulously crafted pressure felt like countless thin needles pricking the back of his head.

*This won't reach Jae-Yu. I thought she was an ordinary person, but she has this side to her.*

Even though he was the chairman of O-Sung Group, the fact that an ordinary person could exert such pressure momentarily confused Kim Se-Won.

*Anyway, treating your niece like your own daughter? That doesn't make sense.*

The large portrait from the mansion flashed through Kim Se-Won's mind again. A strange feeling settled in his chest, neither fully comprehensible nor completely foreign.

Regardless of how Han Jung-Hyun pressured him, his feelings wouldn't change. No, once he had laid hands on the girl called "Shin Eun-Ha, Han Jae-Yu," the future was already fixed.

When Kim Se-Won sat down next to Jae-Yu, Han Jung-Hyun finally took a seat across from them and smiled with excessive kindness. His gently curved lips suggested he would immediately grant whatever Jae-Yu asked for.

But Jae-Yu, seemingly uninterested in Han Jung-Hyun's expression or attitude, spoke right away.

"Uncle. Why did you call for 'me'?"

Jae-Yu's voice was lower than usual. She also emphasized the word "me."

Kim Se-Won glanced at her and noticed her hand was placed on her chest.

The meaning behind this gesture was a simple question: why did he want to meet her as Jae-Yu rather than Eun-Ha?

"...Ahem."

But Han Jung-Hyun merely shifted his gaze to the side, showing no intention of answering.

Seeing his somewhat displeased reaction, Jae-Yu sighed deeply as if she had no choice and spoke again.

"Big Uncle."

"Haha. I'm sorry. I just wanted to see you like this a bit longer. ...And before getting straight to the point, let me deliver a message."

"A message?"

"Yes."

When Jae-Yu blinked and responded, Han Jung-Hyun pressed a button attached to the middle of the table's side.

There was no bell sound. However, Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won sensed someone approaching from outside.

Then the door quietly opened, and the employee who had guided them earlier bowed deeply.

"Bring us some tea. Ah, and something sweet for 'our' Jae-Yu."

"Understood."

After taking the order, the employee bowed again and closed the door. Her footsteps were so quiet they were barely audible—completely inaudible to ordinary people.

After confirming the employee had left, Han Jung-Hyun placed his elbows on the table and folded his hands.

"First, that person said this: 'It's still too early to reveal the magical girl's power precisely.'"

"Ah..."

Jae-Yu's eyes widened at his words. Her small mouth also opened into a circle.

"I heard you went to the Hero Association today. So you took the registration exam today. I learned this because that person asked me to deliver the message personally, but don't be too disappointed. You are irreplaceable to me, to our family, and to humanity."

"Ah. Yes."

Jae-Yu responded plainly to his kind words.

Honestly, she didn't care anymore. She knew she was special enough that people couldn't abandon her even if they wanted to.

*So it was Morris who made the machines explode whenever Eun-Ha was measured. Come to think of it, it was strange that they exploded when measuring magic purity, not just magic quantity or output.*

Meanwhile, Kim Se-Won, who had figured out the reason for the oddity he'd felt since the registration exam, quietly nodded. And he didn't forget to quietly operate his communication terminal under the desk to inform his two friends of this fact.

"Hehe, with your skills, you'll surely get an A-rank. You might even reach S-rank within a few years. That would be comparable to Silver Flash, the youngest S-rank."

I'm proud. So proud.

Han Jung-Hyun kept nodding with a doting father's expression.

"By the way."

But soon, his expression changed completely. The face he had shown until just now disappeared without a trace, replaced by an extremely solemn one.

"...You."

"Yes."

His narrowed eyes were like sharply honed blades.

"Hm."

After a short sigh, he took something out from under the table and threw it in front of Kim Se-Won. It was a stack of documents.

"Did you think I wouldn't know you're Cha Jin-Ho's son?"

At the cold voice, Kim Se-Won lowered his head. His expressionless gaze quickly scanned the front of the documents.

*So that's it.*

Kim Se-Won smiled bitterly.

This situation was a first. He hadn't particularly revealed it before, and it hadn't caught people's attention. That was because he was overshadowed by Jae-Yu's presence.

Perhaps the reason he told Jae-Yu she could bring him along was partly to have this conversation. Kim Se-Won erased the smile from his face and looked up. There was Han Jung-Hyun, quietly seething with anger.

"I've investigated all your activities."

A heavy pressure descended upon Kim Se-Won. Each of his words was filled with anger.

*Anyone else might not understand, but someone with such excessive family love would naturally interrogate like this.*

Kim Se-Won understood Han Jung-Hyun's behavior and met his gaze directly. Although his bloodline might be shameful, the life he had lived was not.

"It seems you have."

That's why he could speak confidently.

Han Jung-Hyun's eyebrow twitched when Kim Se-Won responded more confidently than expected.

*Could it be?*

His gaze slid sideways. There was Jae-Yu, his niece. She seemed to be quietly observing the situation, showing neither surprise, confusion, nor anger.

"I understand what the chairman is concerned about. Half the blood flowing in my body is indeed that garbage man's blood."

Han Jung-Hyun's gaze shifted sideways again.

Kim Se-Won was speaking proudly, placing his hand on his chest as if making a vow.

"And that's something I told Jae-Yu long ago."

"Is that so."

Han Jung-Hyun decided to listen quietly to his story, unable to make a hasty judgment.

If he was Cha Jin-Ho's son, there was a high possibility he had inherited his character as well—overflowing lust, ambition, and selfish thinking. Given that Cha Jin-Ho had adorned his exterior to gain people's admiration and boost his self-esteem, the likelihood of those words being true was quite low.

*Wait. Lust?!*

Suddenly, Han Jung-Hyun's body shook violently. A wave of anxiety rushed in as one word flashed through his mind.

"Wait."

He extended his hand to stop Kim Se-Won, who was about to continue speaking.

*Could they have already done it?*

His outstretched hand trembled slightly.

He knew he was a conservative old-fashioned man. He had lived this way for too long to change.

*Not a wholesome relationship, but already, already...! No! If it's true, I must sternly correct him in place of the late Sung-Hyun!*

His eyes instantly became bloodshot. His whole body trembled as he glared at Kim Se-Won with murderous intent.

"Just in case, let me ask, you two aren't engaging in any unwholesome activities, are you?"

"What?"

"Unwholesome activities...?"

Kim Se-Won and Jae-Yu looked puzzled at Han Jung-Hyun's words.

His eyes examined Jae-Yu's reaction. Her face, full of pure confusion, showed not a trace of deception.

*Right. Even though times have changed, it's proper to do such things after becoming adults. Well, saying one must remain pure until marriage is too old-fashioned.*

"Ahem, never mind. I apologize. Please continue."

Having finished his thought, Han Jung-Hyun gestured to Kim Se-Won to continue.

"...I don't know what you imagined, but besides the time I spend with Eun-Ha... I mean Jae-Yu, and working as the captain of Stellarlis, I focus on training. If I don't do at least this much, I can't keep up with Jae-Yu."

"Hmm."

"Besides, I've hated Cha Jin-Ho, that man, since I was young. I couldn't accept that man, his temperament, his actions—how he coldly abandoned my mother when I was young and played around with other women."

"..."

Han Jung-Hyun folded his arms and listened carefully to Kim Se-Won's words.

He still didn't believe him. Although his words somewhat matched the behavior Han Jung-Hyun had investigated, there was no guarantee it would continue. The saying "blood will tell" existed for a reason.

Seeing Han Jung-Hyun's distrustful attitude, Kim Se-Won openly sighed. It was a somewhat rude action. Naturally displeased, Han Jung-Hyun's eyebrow twitched.

"Besides. Even if I tried anything."

Kim Se-Won's arm slowly rose and pointed at Jae-Yu beside him.

"I'd be imprisoned."

When Han Yu-Bin clung to me, she appeared at school like something out of a horror movie, emerging from the wall, Kim Se-Won added. Then he let out an awkward "ha ha ha" and spoke calmly.

"What?!"

What an absurd statement.

Han Jung-Hyun, unable to imagine such a thing, whipped his head around to look at Jae-Yu.

Jae-Yu was just smiling silently. It was a smile so beautiful it sent chills down one's spine.


* * *


After meeting with Han Jung-Hyun, Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won were walking down the street.

"A movie~ What should we watch?"

"It seems like the movie has already been decided, though?"

Jae-Yu, smiling brightly while holding Kim Se-Won's hand, had two movie tickets that Han Jung-Hyun had given her.

"...Oh, you're right."

"That's how it usually works when you get tickets. Let me see them for a moment. I'll search what movie it is."

Kim Se-Won examined the tickets he received from Jae-Yu and operated his communication terminal. Soon, the corners of his mouth turned up.

"It's a romance movie. Good for couples to watch. Despite everything, he seems to care about us."

"Really? Hmm... I prefer action movies, but anything is fine as long as I'm with Se-Won."

"Me too."

At her words "anything is fine," Kim Se-Won barely managed to hold back his laughter.

The tickets Han Jung-Hyun had given them for their date happened to be for the movie Kim Se-Won had wanted to watch with Jae-Yu.

Ch.537 - No Matter How I Think About It, Eunha (Jaeyu) Is Relatively An Angel
Kim Se-Won was walking down the street with a warm smile. The corners of his mouth seemed determined not to turn downward.

Of course, he wasn't smiling without reason.

"Hic, sniff..."

It was because of the girl, Jae-Yu, who was clinging tightly to him as they walked.

*Perhaps we should go see horror movies more often.*

Kim Se-Won's eyes narrowed slightly as he recalled what he had just witnessed.

*What if something comes out from there... eek!*
*Kyaaaaaaaaaah!!!*
*Se-Won, I need to go to the... bathroom... I won't run away, I promise!*
*Kyaaaak!*
*Hiiiiiii!*
*Hic, hiiiyaaak?!*

The delicate girl who could pulverize anything living with her fists was reduced to a whimpering female in the face of a horror movie.

*Thank you, Uncle!*

Kim Se-Won was deeply grateful to Han Jung-Hyun for arranging this. Thanks to the thin thread of reason she managed to hold onto, she didn't smash the screen, but if anyone had truly enjoyed the movie, it would have to be Jae-Yu.

"Did you ever imagine Uncle would give us horror movie tickets? Right?"

Kim Se-Won tried his best to suppress his delight as he spoke.

"Y-yeah. It was f-fun. I wasn't s-scared at all..."

With a sniffle, still seemingly unable to escape the lingering effects of the horror movie, Jae-Yu spoke while trembling. Her words were full of pride to protect her dignity, but her tone and voice betrayed her completely.

"Really? ...To be honest, I found it scary. I just didn't show it because I was with you."
"H-hmm~ I see~."

Her quivering voice tried hard to sound impressive.

"Honestly, I thought acting tough was pointless, but with you there, I couldn't help but tense up even though I was scared."

*Actually, compared to those two who come at me like they're going to devour me in bed, this isn't even scary.*

Kim Se-Won deliberately forced down the corners of his mouth as he tried to humor Jae-Yu.

"Heh, hehe."

After about three minutes of this insincere flattery, Jae-Yu, who had been trembling, began to smile and return to her usual self.

*It's a shame, but I can't let her stay gloomy forever.*

Next time, if given the chance, perhaps instead of a movie theater, they could watch a horror movie in a private space—like Foriner's training room—on a home theater system?

Kim Se-Won grinned as he imagined taking the weakened Jae-Yu straight to bed. If that moment came, he might be able to take the lead, even if they were two.

"W-well, I guess there's no choice."

As Kim Se-Won finished his brief thought, Jae-Yu, who had been clinging to him, gently created some distance and began to fidget. After a moment, as if she had made up her mind, she tugged at Kim Se-Won's collar.

"Hmm?"

When Kim Se-Won looked at her, her gaze darted away like a ghost. Seemingly embarrassed by what she was about to say, she mumbled for a bit before finally speaking.

"Since you might be scared... I'll s-sleep with you tonight. That way you won't be scared, right?"
"Ah..."

He blankly processed her words in his mind. Kim Se-Won soon chuckled and nodded.

"I'd appreciate that."

He might not sleep at all tonight.
At his response, Jae-Yu's eyes lit up and she smiled brightly. As if finally shaking off her fear, her vitality returned, and she hugged his arm again.

"By the way, there's something I wanted to ask."
"Hmm? What is it?"

Having confirmed that Jae-Yu had returned to her usual bright self, Kim Se-Won changed the subject.

"Honestly, winning against 100-to-1 odds seems impossible. If it were 100 B-rank or lower, I might manage somehow, but I heard there will be several A-ranks included."
"Oh, that?"
"No matter how I think about it, I'll probably be overwhelmed by sheer numbers and lose pathetically. I don't think that's what they want."

In response to Kim Se-Won's words, Jae-Yu showed him an advertisement on her communication terminal. It was announcing the Stellarlis selection evaluation scheduled for next week.

"Look here. It says they'll judge based on various factors like combat ability and situational judgment, not just winning or losing."
"Oh, so winning isn't particularly important. ...Does that apply to us too?"
"Yes. You don't need to be the last one standing. Yubin said we need to defeat at least 50 people, including at least one A-rank. Honestly, that's practically winning, right? Taking down half of similarly skilled opponents in a 100-to-1 situation."
"...Does it work that way?"

He tilted his head with a puzzled expression. Either way, it was clear they didn't need to defeat everyone.

"Still, it'll be tough. Last time it was 3 against 250, but we coordinated and picked them off one by one. The situation is completely different now."
"Back then, we worked with Haram and Chae-eun to block their vision and create confusion... Well, overcoming this situation is the challenge given to the captains this time."

Jae-Yu hummed confidently with a carefree expression.
Kim Se-Won looked at her and made a jealous face. Unlike him, Jae-Yu had the confidence that she wouldn't fall no matter what she did, so she had no worries.

"Oh, and while you don't need to win the 100-to-1, you do need to win, you know?"
"What?"

Kim Se-Won exclaimed in surprise.

"I think they believe that captain-level fighters shouldn't be just ordinary A-ranks. Not me—"

As she continued speaking with a mischievous smile, a familiar face entered her field of vision.

The awkward, insecure crew-cut boy was gone, replaced by a man who had become more masculine and learned to groom himself—Ko Soon-Jo.
He was walking down the street with someone.

"Yubin was saying."
"He's not wrong, I guess."

As Kim Se-Won reluctantly agreed with a pained voice, Jae-Yu glanced at him briefly, but was more distracted by Ko Soon-Jo walking a few steps ahead with a girl she had never seen before.
Jealousy? Certainly not.

*Was there someone like her at the academy?*

It was definitely an academy uniform. The girl she had never seen before was strikingly beautiful, worthy of being called a beauty, and it bothered her.

A girl who drew people's gazes, though not as much as Jae-Yu herself.
Who could this girl be with her mysterious light blue hair, almost mint-colored?

After briefly taking interest in the nameless girl, Jae-Yu looked up at Kim Se-Won and smiled broadly.

*He seemed happy about becoming popular lately. She's probably someone he started dating.*

To be honest, she had no interest in who Ko Soon-Jo associated with.

"Anyway, I think they'll keep making us do this until we all can win the 100-to-1. Using various excuses."
"You, me, and the others might be fine, but the problem is whether those two can do it."
"Captain Park Seung-A and Captain Lee Min-Ki?"

Kim Se-Won had earned his position as captain through his recognized skills, but was still growing. Unlike his friends, their growth was considerably slower.

"Yeah. Honestly, Mr. Lee Min-Ki is older and has a family, so it might be difficult for him to push himself too hard."
"Hmm? Then can't we just keep trying until it works? As long as I'm there, they just need to avoid instant death, right?"
"Huh."

Her casual, merciless answer momentarily stunned him.

"That's true."

Kim Se-Won quickly regained his composure and nodded.

Keep trying until it works. As Jae-Yu said, this was the only method available. With her by their side, they wouldn't die even if they fell off a cliff. With determination, nothing was impossible.

"The important thing is, like you said earlier, it's about reputation. If we want to avoid being looked down on by other factions, our captains must be strong. The moment we appear weak, citizens will see us as an unreliable group."
"We really need to work harder then. Mr. Lee Min-Ki and Ms. Park Seung-A might be fine since they're already recognized heroes, but not me, Han Chae-Eun, or In Ha-Ram."
"Right. Our problem is that we're too young. We need to be that much stronger and show people that we're responsible."

Jae-Yu spoke with a firm voice.

"We can't be seen as just powerful youngsters. We need to be seen as heroes who happen to be young, heroes with responsibility. And we also need to show that we have the leadership to guide other heroes."

It was an obvious statement, but also one that needed to be impressed upon people.

Considering Stellarlis's founding purpose of saving humanity from hybrids and the position of being a captain in such an organization, these were essential qualities.

"So let's do our best. I'll help you as much as I can. Honestly, I'd like to tell you to do what I did, but... since we're now allied with Gresorion, we'll have to find an alternative."
"Ah..."

The corners of Kim Se-Won's mouth twitched.
Jae-Yu's feat of facing thousands of monsters alone at The Front Line was quite famous.
Of course, Kim Se-Won knew about it.

Not in broad daylight, but at dusk.
That incident, where she deliberately restricted her own power, was proof that she was a monster among monsters.

"But do you really need to do the 100-to-1? Honestly, isn't it unnecessary for you?"
"My reasons are similar. Besides, people might know I'm strong to some extent, but they don't know 'how' strong. It's to demonstrate that."
"So you're trying to instill trust again. There's no need to worry, but don't be too careless."
"Yeah. ...Huh? That person..."

Jae-Yu, who had been nodding with a bright smile, suddenly spotted another familiar face.
A man with brown skin and snow-white hair, and a small girl walking beside him.

"Isn't that a crime?"
"It does look like one."

The two narrowed their eyes as they watched the couple passing by.
Actually, could they even be called a couple?
A girl with a chest disproportionately large for her height, Dolly, and the man who would likely be devoured by her again today, Kim Woo-Jin.

The aggressor was clearly Dolly, but from appearances, Kim Woo-Jin looked like the bad person. That's how out of place this couple appeared walking the night streets.

"...Looks like Bianca has joined them too. He really does look like a criminal."
"Maybe it's because he's a former villain."

In the blink of an eye, Bianca was standing next to Kim Woo-Jin.
She slightly turned her body to look back and smiled at Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won. Somehow, a glass vial containing some drug had appeared in her hand.

"May he rest in peace."

Upon seeing this, Kim Se-Won quietly prayed for Kim Woo-Jin's soul.

Ch.538 - Boomers Who Try To Help When No One Asked
When Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won were meeting with Han Jeong-Hyun and later enjoying their date.

Three people who had evaluated them gathered again at the Hero Association. Their desks were arranged to form each side of a triangle.

"Seriously. I've never seen them this excited. It's unlike them. Those prideful old-timers who are used to being called boomers by the youngsters."

Slurp. Jang Seong-Taek, a man whose body was packed with muscle, drank the tea that Go Yun-Jung—the woman who had guided Eun-Ha and her friends—had brought, while observing the two people who still couldn't contain their excitement.

One was Nam Young-Ju, a man with unkempt hair grown down to his armpits.
The other was Byun Jae-In, a beautiful woman in a formal suit with her hair neatly tied.

Jang Seong-Taek knew better than anyone that their behavior was extremely unusual, having worked with them for a long time.

"Ahem, it's nothing."
"Just know that we were very happy."

The two avoided giving a proper answer to his question, pretending nothing was wrong.
Jang Seong-Taek shook his head at their forced evasion and tapped the documents in front of him.

"Then let's focus on this."

Jang Seong-Taek picked up the top document, and the other two followed suit.

"These aren't just anyone—they're minors affiliated with Stellarlis. I'm not about to make them heroes just because they have good abilities."
"For someone saying that, you seemed to get along with them quite well."
"That's right."

Nam Young-Ju and Byun Jae-In's gazes turned toward Go Yun-Jung, who was waiting in a corner of the room.
Suddenly finding herself the center of attention from the heroes, she was startled and didn't know how to react.

"Ahem, that's separate from this. I'm not so old that I can't distinguish between personal and professional matters. I just don't like entrusting humanity's fate to young kids."

Jang Seong-Taek glared at Eun-Ha's photo on the document he was holding.
It wasn't that he was unaware of her achievements. He simply disliked the idea of children, not adults, going to war like this.

"By the way, Virginia, also known as Optima. She's managed to stay intact despite being active day and night."
"That's because she's young."
"If we were ten years younger, we could do the same."
"Even ten years younger, you'd still be older than her."

Ugh. Byun Jae-In pressed her lips together at Jang Seong-Taek's words.

*He's more on edge than usual.*
*You're right. It's not like we're happy about this either.*

Byun Jae-In and Nam Young-Ju whispered to each other as they observed Jang Seong-Taek's reaction.

"Single-handedly inflicted near-collapse level damage to the Villain Association... And she did this while attending school. Remarkable."
"Sleep must have been a luxury for her. I'm a bit envious that her skin is still flawless despite not getting proper sleep."
"That's probably possible because of her healing ability. Reports say that when people received her healing, their fatigue was also relieved."

Tap tap. Jang Seong-Taek drummed his fingers on the desk.
Eun-Ha's achievements filled several pages of the report, even in brief form.

"Yes. Thanks to her, heroes were able to hold out when Engia Keplux appeared."
"And she was the one who broke through the barrier he had created."
"About that."

Byun Jae-In manipulated the remote control on the desk, bringing up screens in front of each of them.
The screen showed Optima breaking through the barrier with her power alone.

"I heard that it was a barrier that didn't budge even against S-class heroes' attacks. There wasn't even a sign of the barrier weakening from their attacks."

The two men's eyebrows twitched at her words.

"That's no ordinary talent."
"Even if she only had healing abilities, she could live comfortably for life with the status and money that would come her way."

Jang Seong-Taek flipped through the documents as if something had occurred to him.

"Right. Here it is. Thanks to her healing ability, she saved the lives of two S-class heroes. Hmm... With this level of ability, she wouldn't need to rely on the Transcendent's backing."
"Yes. Having two S-class heroes as backing says it all. More importantly... her healing ability not only restores stamina and has detoxification properties, but the healing power itself has been proven to be miraculous."

Byun Jae-In manipulated the remote again.
The screen changed to show an arm with crushed bones—it could be described as completely mangled.

"She healed an arm in this condition without any aftereffects. No matter how much medical science has advanced thanks to monsters, this level is still impossible."
"Plus, it would normally take a long time, not to mention rehabilitation. And..."

Glance. Byun Jae-In and Nam Young-Ju's gazes shifted to Jang Seong-Taek's smooth head.
The few remaining hairs near the crown—what Jang Seong-Taek had managed to preserve through daily meticulous care.

"I heard she can even revive dead hair follicles."
"Truly, she deserves to be called a saint."
"What?!"

Jang Seong-Taek jumped to his feet at Nam Young-Ju's comment.
His trembling hand slowly touched his scalp.

"Is... is that true?"
"Look at this."
"Page 5, middle section, item 48. There's a report that the academy's principal started growing hair at some point. It was her doing."

As soon as Byun Jae-In pointed out the exact location, Jang Seong-Taek began flipping through the documents.
Page 5, item 48.
There were photos of the principal wearing a fedora to hide his smooth head, and another showing him with a full head of hair.

"Is she a god...?"
"She's a saint."
"A saint indeed."
"No, she's a god!"

Boom! Jang Seong-Taek's voice echoed throughout the meeting room.
Tears welled up in his wide-open eyes, then rolled down his cheeks.

"This is perfect timing! I must establish connections with her before she becomes S-class!!!!"

He finally burst out crying.

"That aside, she's not someone we can treat carelessly."
"Indeed. There's news that she might be related to Han Jeong-Hyun, the chairman of Osung Group... Regardless of whether it's true, the fact that Osung Group suddenly offered to cooperate with Stellarlis suggests she has some close relationship with Chairman Han."

Nam Young-Ju and Byun Jae-In continued the meeting, ignoring the wailing Jang Seong-Taek.
They knew very well how he had suffered for decades over his disappearing hair follicles, but business was business.

"An extremely rare ability with a wide range of applications. Plus, she's exceptionally powerful and has extensive connections even without considering the Transcendent... The fact that all this was built in just two years..."
"Perhaps it was destiny. Her destiny to shoulder humanity's burden."

The two wore displeased expressions.
Just as Jang Seong-Taek disliked young boys and girls carrying heavy burdens, they too were unhappy that a girl who should be enjoying her youth was shouldering such a massive responsibility on her small shoulders.

But since there was no one else who could replace her, the two wiped away their displeased expressions and examined the documents again.

"She'll probably be A-class by next week. That's the minimum—depending on the results, she could even reach S-class."
"No, this might be hasty, but I think she could simply be classified as S-class. Before even gauging her combat ability, the power she possesses is too strong."

When Nam Young-Ju stroked his chin and spoke, Byun Jae-In immediately shook her head in disagreement.
He thought for a moment, then nodded as if he had changed his mind.

Soon, the same word came from both their mouths simultaneously.

"Sacred Domain."

An effect that raises the power of the recipient by one rank, making a B-class hero almost as strong as an A-class hero.
Moreover, it can steal and weaken an enemy's power, making it not only good for individual use but truly demonstrating its power when used in a group.

Nam Young-Ju and Byun Jae-In met each other's eyes and nodded.

"Wasn't there talk last time about designating that doppelganger girl as an honorary B-class because of this?"
"Yes. Even though it's not her own power, just being able to partially reproduce the saint's power gives her tremendous value. It's clearly a useful ability, even if I haven't seen it myself."

Flip. As Nam Young-Ju turned to the last page, there was a photo of Yang Se-Hee with hunched shoulders and a tense expression.

"What about the other doppelgangers?"
"Unfortunately, this girl is currently the only one who can partially deploy the saint's Sacred Domain. According to our investigation, it seems to be her disposition, if you will. She specializes in copying something invisible from others, rather than abilities."

Nam Young-Ju sighed deeply at Byun Jae-In's words. Having at least one was better than none, but it was still disappointing.

"Then next..."

They had finished reviewing Eun-Ha's documents. Now for the remaining three.

"Well! The results for the other three are also excellent!"

At that moment, Jang Seong-Taek, who had somehow returned to normal, continued the discussion.

"That's right. Even just looking at the magical parameters, they're at a considerable level for their age. They have many aspects that surpass active heroes. Plus..."

Byun Jae-In picked up his words naturally.
She was already used to situations like this.

"All three are awakened, and among them, this Kim Se-Won seems quite noteworthy."
"Hmm?"
"Yes! That's right! He's like a ray of light for us!"

Unlike Jang Seong-Taek who expressed doubt, Nam Young-Ju sounded excited and in a good mood.

Once again, Nam Young-Ju and Byun Jae-In met each other's eyes and nodded with an "Mmm!" sound.

"I don't know about the others, but Kim Se-Won! This man must be brought to our side!"
"Indeed. I heard he's usually with the girls who came with him. Considering his top academic performance and popularity among female students, he's quite exceptional. It feels like he's at the center of the world."

The statement about standing at the center of the world was too much of an exaggeration. Puzzled by the two's strange behavior, Jang Seong-Taek carefully examined the document containing Kim Se-Won's personal information.

After reviewing the document, he rubbed his chin with a perplexed expression.
He was certainly talented. But no matter how he looked at it, he wasn't someone worth making such a fuss over.

"He's not exceptionally handsome, nor does he seem particularly charming... yet those three follow him around. Does he have some appeal that we haven't discovered?"
"As a stud."
"He's excellent."

The two grinned as they responded to Jang Seong-Taek's question.

"I heard he's really exceptional! His stamina!"
"There's no evidence, but there are testimonies. I heard he's very well-endowed."
"He's young!! He could handle at least ten women!!"
"With the help of science, and if we provide some support from behind, he could manage dozens. If that happens, humanity's future would be much brighter, I'm certain."
"Uh..."

Jang Seong-Taek continued rubbing his chin, still not convinced.
He couldn't understand their perspective of viewing a person as a breeding stud.
Still, Kim Se-Won did seem close to the three girls who came with him.

"What are you hesitating for! Men and women can't just be friends!"
"They say 'friends' but read 'lovers' or 'friends with benefits'—it happens all the time. Of course, exceptions exist, and they might have a casual relationship. But my intuition whispers they have a very intimate relationship."
"My instinct says the same!"
"Hmm."

How long had it been since these two pushed so passionately for something?

Jang Seong-Taek just kept rubbing his chin in confusion.
Then his eyes suddenly lit up, and he nodded.

"I understand for now. Thinking about it, there's some logic to what you're saying. War is inevitable, and the number of heroes will drastically decrease, so the more children born with aptitude, the better."
"You understand!"
"As expected, I believed you would understand!"
"Not just the young man in this document, but this generation seems to have many capable women. Naturally, women are attracted to men. And Kim Se-Won happens to be one of the most capable men of this generation, so it's perfect."
"That's right! There are more such men if we include S-class, but above all, Kim Se-Won is young! We can extract from him for another 30 years!"
"And since children born between strong heroes tend to have greater potential, we should change the law for the sake of the future."

Polygamy!
Legal harems!
Even if men die from overexertion, as long as they produce many children, that's what matters!

"Let's arrange a meeting with the Association President right away."
"No. Rather than going immediately, let's take some time."
"I'll prepare materials to persuade the Association President. Ah, and we should put pressure on Stellarlis. We'll reorganize Kim Se-Won's unit to significantly increase the female ratio."

The three people in the meeting room began to burn with determination.

Ch.539 - Ruined Our Couple Outfits Just One Day After Buying Them
A week had passed.
The time was somewhat ambiguous, around 11 o'clock.
The large stadium rented for today was bustling with people who had come to watch the evaluation in person.

"Hmph. I wonder how many people came to see this show."

A woman was leaning against the wall, watching the situation on a monitor.
Her name was Si Yu-rim, an active hero with the hero name Sonic Edge.

With her hair tied back to keep it out of the way, she narrowed her already sharp eyes and shook her head as she looked away from the monitor.

To Yu-rim, the spectators looked utterly pathetic.

*Each one with such expectant eyes. No matter how strong someone is, they can't possibly win against 100-to-1 odds. Even with the strength of an A-rank hero, it would be impossible.*

Yu-rim had already concluded that it was impossible for the Stellarlis leaders to win this evaluation.
A hero's rank indicated the difference in caliber.
The gap between C-rank and B-rank heroes was so vast it could be described as dimensional.
But even that difference couldn't overcome the sheer numbers of 100 opponents.

*Just in this waiting room alone, there are about 14 B-rank heroes.*

A total of 15 including herself, an A-rank hero. Plus there would be several more B-ranks in the other waiting room, so they'd be facing at least 20-25 high-ranking heroes. How could anyone possibly stand against that?

*I applied because I heard there would be a chance to fight the Holy Maiden who's also a magical girl, but it seems I won't even get a proper fight.*

It would be a rather dull conclusion.
Yu-rim let out a long sigh, abandoning her expectations.
But that didn't mean her disappointment disappeared.

*If only there was a chance for a one-on-one instead of 100-to-1. I would have won... Hmm?*

Just then, a girl appeared in Yu-rim's field of vision.

The academy uniform with its vivid red color caught people's attention.
Not only that, but the girl's beauty was so striking that even Yu-rim, a woman herself, couldn't help but stare.

*That hair color is quite unusual.*

Mysterious hair that looked like a pale blue or perhaps a light mint color.
Combined with her youthful appearance that clearly marked her as a student.
The girl possessed elements that instantly drew the attention of everyone in the waiting room.

But what stood out most was something else entirely.

*An unusual aura. In terms of magical power alone, she could rival a B-rank hero. For someone so young who went through that damn curriculum to be at this level, she must be in the genius category.*

Yu-rim could see something that others absolutely couldn't.
While her skill level wasn't particularly noteworthy, considering her age, it was remarkable.

Yu-rim slightly raised the corner of her mouth as she looked away from the girl.

*She probably came to show off her power. Since it's going to be a boring match anyway, I'll just watch quietly from the back.*

She wouldn't be a match anyway.
That's how it was with a 100-to-1 numerical advantage.

*Huh?*

But then, more boys and girls wearing the same academy uniform as the girl she had seen started to become noticeable.

Yu-rim, who had been staring at the monitor since entering, belatedly noticed the teenagers and felt something was off.

*Could it be... Ah, I see. Since facing all 100 would be difficult, they're including young ones to increase their chances of winning? How pathetic.*

There were only about three of them, but including those who might be in other waiting rooms, they would make up about 6-7 out of the 100.
Yu-rim stared at the boys and girls with a blank expression, dumbfounded by the absurd situation.

*The outcome won't change anyway.*

But after a moment, Yu-rim came to her senses and shook her head.
Soon enough, people would see with their own eyes.
Rather than getting angry, she should focus on showing how arrogant Stellarlis's choice had been.

After about 10 minutes had passed.

[Ahem. Group A. Group A participants, please gather at the arena~ I repeat~ Group A participants, the evaluation will begin soon, so please gather at the arena~]

A young woman's voice flowing from the speakers echoed throughout the waiting room.



* * *



Waaah-!
Cheers erupted from the audience each time heroes from the two separate waiting rooms appeared one by one.

People with recognition.
People whose existence was unknown.
People friendly to citizens. People who weren't.

In any case, seeing over 100 heroes gathered in one place wasn't a common sight.

Naturally, Yu-rim, who was at the front looking around the spacious arena rented by Stellarlis, spotted a girl standing alone in the center.

"Hmm?"

She raised one eyebrow in question, as if seeing something completely unexpected.

Shorts so short that they would almost reveal her underwear if they were any shorter, and a pink long-sleeved training jacket that covered her arms completely.
And a kind yet carefree expression that didn't look at all like someone who had come to face 100 opponents.

The platinum-blonde girl standing before her didn't show even a hint of fighting spirit.

*Is she planning to transform when the evaluation starts? Well, that must be it.*

The fact that the girl, Eun-Ha, was a magical girl was known to almost everyone, so it wouldn't be strange for her to transform openly.

Yu-rim, who hadn't held much expectation for this evaluation, convinced herself with a reasonable explanation.

That's when it happened.
As the 100 or so heroes gradually closed the distance with Eun-Ha, with only about 100 meters remaining.

"Ah. Right."

As if suddenly remembering something, Eun-Ha took something out of her training jacket pocket.
Yu-rim's gaze naturally turned to Eun-Ha's hand.
Regardless, Eun-Ha put whatever she had taken out into her mouth and began to arrange her hair.

*A hair tie? Don't tell me she's not even going to transform?*

What Eun-Ha had in her mouth was a round hair tie. She gathered her hair together and tied it with the hair tie she had been holding in her mouth.
Her long straight hair became a long swaying tail at the back of her head.

"Ha."

The sight was so absurd that Yu-rim couldn't help but let out a laugh.

*From what I can see, she'd barely qualify as A-rank, if at all, yet she's acting so carefree. Between her and those kids mixed in with the heroes, they must have something else prepared?*

In Yu-rim's mind, the image of Stellarlis as an organization plummeted.
She now saw them as a group that was good at putting on a show but provided no practical help.

Eun-Ha, unaware of her thoughts, checked if her hair was properly tied and then smiled brightly at her.
It was an action devoid of any tension.
An incredibly light attitude, as if she had just come out for a casual workout.

*What the hell?*

Yu-rim felt insulted by that attitude.
As an A-rank hero, she belonged to the upper echelon. While she might pale in comparison to the S-rank at the very top, she was undeniably strong.

*Does she not know who I am? No, even if she doesn't, showing such a carefree attitude in front of this many opponents doesn't make sense. She's looking down on us too much.*

If her pride was hurt.
Then she would repay in kind.

*I'll make you regret underestimating me.*

Yu-rim, who had now reached a spot just a few steps away from Eun-Ha, firmly resolved.

[If you want to join Stellarlis, show off your abilities! The opponent for Group A's match is the Holy Maiden and Magical Girl! The girl who has been living a double life for years protecting us! Shin! Eun! Ha!]

The same voice that had been heard in the waiting room was heard again.
Looking around for the owner of the voice that was resonating throughout the arena, Yu-rim spotted a woman wearing glasses holding a microphone at the judges' table set up in a corner of the stands.

*They said special judges would evaluate us... I really didn't expect them to be this special.*

Yu-rim's eyes twitched slightly.
Next to the woman who had started broadcasting were three individuals who were rarely seen together.

Explosion Maniac Baek Seung-yun, Wind God Jin Jae-han, and Silver Flash Yoo Ji-yeon.
All the S-rank heroes were here.

*This works out perfectly.*

Upon discovering the S-rank heroes, Yu-rim pulled up the corners of her mouth into a grin.
It wouldn't be bad to severely punish Eun-Ha for her arrogant attitude while also showing off her own skills to them.

[Group A match! 100 active heroes plus 3 Stellarlis temporary student members! A total of 103 people will fight against 1 person!]
"What?!"

At the words of the woman holding the microphone and narrating the situation, Yu-rim turned to count the people behind her.
Her eyes were incredibly fast. She quickly counted all those behind her.

*Exactly 102 people... so those three weren't just fillers?*

This was unexpected.

[Now then! Group A match! Starts in 1 minute! Please move to your designated positions!]

But that didn't change the outcome.

*Shin Eun-Ha is going to get a harsh lesson here. No, I'll make her feel what humiliation is. In front of the entire nation!*

Yu-rim quickly regained her composure and moved to her designated position, about 50 meters away from the others.

After a minute passed.

[Now then! Group A evaluation! Begin!]

Bang!
With a loud gunshot, Yu-rim's body accelerated.

*What should I eat for dinner? ...Huh?*

Eun-Ha, who had been thinking casually, noticed Yu-rim's acceleration a beat too late.
By the time she realized it, she had already allowed Yu-rim, who had approached with instantaneous speed, to land a hit.
It was a speed befitting her hero name, Sonic Edge.

With a ripping sound, Eun-Ha's clothes were cut.
Yu-rim's thin sword had precisely cut only the clothing.

"...!!"

The area between her armpit and ribs was cut, revealing Eun-Ha's pink bra and fair skin.

"Were you caught off guard? Surely you didn't actually think you could win against 100-to-1 odds?"
"......"

Yu-rim taunted, but Eun-Ha showed no reaction.
She just stood still, head bowed, staring at her cut training jacket as if in a daze.

"...it was matching couple wear."
"Wearing couple clothes to a place like this. Are you stupid?"

Eun-Ha, who had been trembling while looking at the cut part, raised her head at Yu-rim's taunt.

"I was going to go easy on you."

The face revealed again was devoid of life.
Eyes without a hint of light stared at Yu-rim as if piercing through her.
A shiver ran down her spine involuntarily.
She felt a chill like facing an endless darkness, an abyss.

And then.

"...Overdrive."

Kwaaang!!
Magical power exploded from Eun-Ha's body.

Ch.540 - Five-minute Cut
"...Overdrive."

Boom! A thunderous sound echoed.
The magical power compressed in the core was released and began to rampage.

"W-what is this...?!"

Si Yu-rim couldn't hide her shock, her eyes wide open.
This was different.
Completely different from before.
Was that really a girl standing before her?
Was she truly just a girl?
A holy maiden?
A magical girl?
Such hopeful names weren't appropriate.
That thing was a monster.
A genuine monster hiding its fangs and claws, pretending to be harmless.

*If this level of power is real, I could believe she single-handedly destroyed the Villain Association...!*

Trembling, she forced her weakening lower body to stay upright.
The torrent of magical power was suffocating, constricting her throat and heart.
Unable to withstand the pressure, Si Yu-rim retreated significantly. The distance between them suddenly expanded to about 30 meters.

Black waves poured down over Eun-Ha's head.
When the waves that had engulfed her entire body disappeared, there stood a dark-haired girl in revealing attire.

Optima – Vicious Form.
With Overdrive on top of that.

Thick, tendril-like wings extending from Optima's back were now undulating.

*This feeling... it's like when I was still a D-rank hero and saw an A-rank monster for the first time! Truly chilling...*

Si Yu-rim had no time to check on the heroes behind her.
This wasn't an opponent who would allow such luxury.

She gripped her sword with her left hand.
Right foot forward, left foot stretched back.
Heels raised, waist lowered. Eyes wide open, she distributed her core's magical power throughout her body, focusing all her attention on that monster.
Her thoughts, her senses, all concentrated on the monster before her.

Ready to react the moment the monster showed even the slightest movement.

*Just once. If I can dodge just one attack, I might be able to handle this somehow.*

Learning while fighting, figuring things out one by one against an unknown opponent—she'd done this so many times it was sickening.

*Somehow, just once—*

Yes, just once.
If she could respond just once.

*!!!!*

Just as she had this thought, Optima appeared right in front of Si Yu-rim.
Whoosh! The sound that followed indicated she had exceeded the speed of sound.

*She used that ridiculous magical power as propulsion!*

Optima's fist flew toward Si Yu-rim.
She couldn't move.
No, even if she moved, it would be too late.

*Damn it!*

Despite being prepared to react at any moment, Optima's fist would reach her before Si Yu-rim could move.

< Duck!! >

Suddenly, Si Yu-rim's body dropped downward. It was a reaction that surpassed the speed she could normally achieve.

Swoosh! Optima's fist missed by a hair's breadth.

"Ugh, argh!!"

Si Yu-rim's scalp was partially torn away by the air pressure, but that was all.

"Huh..."

Optima froze in her punching stance.
Then she shifted her gaze toward the source of the voice that had made Si Yu-rim duck.

Like the parting of the Red Sea, the heroes moved aside as Optima's gaze swept through.
Finally, her eyes fell on a girl standing about 70 meters away at the very back.

"No... way..."

Optima stared at the girl with a trembling voice.

Pale blue hair, almost mint-colored, mystical in appearance.
This was a trace of her demonic heritage from another world that she had once transformed into.

Though her appearance had changed several times since then, the magical affinity that had penetrated her body at that time had enhanced her talents significantly.

A voice-activated ability that could create phenomena. And a girl with an extremely unusual background—there was only one such person in the world.

Ko Su-ah.
Ko Soon-jo's younger sister and Optima's classmate.

Her sharp gaze gradually transformed into one of surprise.
The indescribable anger slowly faded away.

"Su-ah...?"

Optima pointed at Ko Su-ah, frozen with her mouth open.

When Su-ah, standing far away, nodded, Optima fully regained her senses, stood up straight, and took a deep breath.

"I got too excited. Haha."

She laughed awkwardly, as if embarrassed.
Soon, starting from the top of Optima's head down to her toes, everything that had constituted her crumbled into dust, revealing a platinum-blonde girl.

Eun-Ha ran her fingers along the torn part of her tracksuit. Black threads emerged from her fingertips, intertwining with the cut edges, making them stick together.

Though roughly woven and not perfect, it was enough to cover her exposed skin and bra.
After confirming the emergency repair, Eun-Ha smiled brightly at Si Yu-rim and said:

"Now, let's fight properly!"

It was a death sentence.

"What—"

There was no time to finish asking what she meant.
Eun-Ha charged at the dumbfounded Si Yu-rim.
A completely different aura, significantly slower speed.
Yet she couldn't let her guard down at all.

Her eyes had been able to see special things since her awakening.
When she first saw Eun-Ha, she was barely A-rank.
Optima – Vicious Form with Overdrive was monstrous.
Now she was somewhere in the ambiguous boundary between A-rank and S-rank.

*She was hiding her power to appear barely A-rank?! And that fist—I can't block it with my sword!*

Her instincts told her that her thin sword wouldn't cut the girl's fist in half—it would shatter instead.

*No time to draw another weapon...!*

With no choice, she raised her crossed arms to defend.
Bang! The moment she raised her arms, Si Yu-rim's arms met Eun-Ha's fist with a thunderous sound.

After blocking Eun-Ha's attack, Si Yu-rim felt excruciating pain as if her arms would shatter. The protective gear on her hero suit was completely destroyed, turned to dust.

And not just her arms—the impact spread throughout her body, making all her bones creak.

"So this is why you were confident about taking on 100 to 1. No, 103 to 1..."

Si Yu-rim said through gritted teeth, glancing down briefly.
Just one collision had pushed her back several meters from her original position.

Si Yu-rim kicked off the ground and dodged sideways. She focused magical power on her severely damaged arms to heal them.
This was the only way to prepare for Eun-Ha's next attack.

"What?!"

But Eun-Ha's actions defied Si Yu-rim's expectations. After confirming that Si Yu-rim had momentarily retreated, Eun-Ha immediately charged toward the hundred or so heroes rushing at her.

Eun-Ha surveyed her surroundings to check the heroes' positions. While mentally planning her breakthrough strategy, she reached the nearest hero.

"Hup!"

With a short grunt, she threw a punch. The hero was sent flying before even noticing Eun-Ha's approach.

< Turn the ground into a swamp! >

Just then, a voice rang out from afar. Eun-Ha wrapped magical power around her feet and stomped the ground with a boom! Her body shifted slightly to the side.

*It's really turning into a swamp.*

Eun-Ha's gaze briefly fell to the ground beneath her feet. The grassy area had transformed into a swamp-like, sticky liquid.

*Dealing with the heroes is easy, but Su-ah's support is really annoying. If I'm not careful...*

Eun-Ha was conscious of Si Yu-rim still behind her.
Her hero name was Sonic Edge.
A speed-focused hero who could conditionally match Yu Ji-yeon's sword-swinging speed.

*I might get stabbed in the back by her.*

Depending on how effectively Ko Su-ah used her voice commands, this was indeed the most troublesome aspect.

Whack! She raised her knee to send an approaching hero flying, while simultaneously extending countless black threads from her hand.
The threads intertwined with each other, forming a thick pipe-like structure that burrowed into the ground.

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha's fists sent two more heroes flying.

*The one with enough attack power to take me down in one hit is that person. The most annoying supporting ability belongs to Su-ah... the rest are just meat shields, so I'll force my way through.*

"Hmm-"

Suddenly, Eun-Ha closed her eyes and inhaled.
Whoosh- A wave of magical power began to spread out from her.

This was a magic technique she had learned from Seo Hye-ji, which she had temporarily named 'Sonar'.

*Found her.*

Based on the spreading waves, she overlaid visual information on her retina. Eun-Ha could see Ko Su-ah positioned at the outermost edge.

At that moment, Ko Su-ah raised one arm and brought her wrist to her mouth. It was her right arm, not her left where the communication terminal was.

*Come to think of it, Su-ah's voice was quite loud. Is that thing on her wrist acting as a speaker?*

Though she couldn't see its exact form, she could tell something was wrapped around her wrist.

*The activation condition is to make a sound. Then what about the range? Can she target specific individuals?*

If she could affect specific targets, that would be quite troublesome. In that case, it would be best to get out of her line of sight.

Eun-Ha kicked away approaching heroes and hid herself among the crowd. She had deliberately allowed herself to be surrounded.

< Heavy gravity— >

Seeing this, Ko Su-ah urgently opened her mouth.

*Now!*

The pipe that had extended from Eun-Ha's hand and gone underground appeared right in front of Ko Su-ah.
Crash! The pipe that shot up through the ground pierced Ko Su-ah's chest.

< —Ugh?! >

There was no physical damage. This wasn't a technique meant to cause physical harm.

*Magical power inspection.*

Rather, it specialized in stealing the opponent's magical power.
Eun-Ha had inserted the pipe directly into the core, not just a part of the body, to steal a large amount of magical power.

< Ugh... Break! >

Feeling her magical power being drained in real-time, Ko Su-ah commanded with her voice.
Crack! The pipe developed cracks.

But it didn't break completely.

*Her concentration is disrupted, reducing the power. Good.*

Eun-Ha sensed Si Yu-rim beginning to move behind her.

*Her speed is indeed impressive.*

Speed worthy of the hero name Sonic Edge. Still, it was slow compared to Han Chae-eun.

Whack! Eun-Ha sent another attacking hero flying into the sky with her leg.

*About 60 heroes left. Su-ah has lost more than half her magical power, and among the opponents to be wary of, only Sonic Edge is in decent condition. Plus, the evaluation is being recorded, and everyone has shown their abilities to some extent. In that case...*

Eun-Ha's eyes gleamed.
Crunch, she clenched her fist tightly, squeezing magical power from her core.

Crash!
Her clenched fist struck the ground.
A large crater formed as the grass field shot up into the sky. Heroes were also sent flying.

Whoosh! Eun-Ha soared into the sky, knocking out heroes one by one.
Sometimes she used heroes' bodies as stepping stones, other times she created platforms in the air with magical power.

Whack, whack, she knocked down heroes in a zigzag pattern, gradually increasing her altitude until she reached the highest point above the flying heroes.

With her back to the sky, she stretched her hand downward. A large magic circle formed with her hand as the focal point.

Magical power from her core flowed through her blood vessels and was released through her hand.
The released magical power gathered and condensed at the center of the magic circle.

After confirming that enough magical power had accumulated, Eun-Ha pulled her arm back.

"Die Punch!"

As she thrust her fist forward, her ultimate technique—whose name she had almost forgotten from disuse—was unleashed.

Boom!
A torrent of high-density magical power crashed down to the ground.

Si Yu-rim, who had just finished regrouping, saw the torrent of magical power approaching her and muttered:

"Monster."

Indeed.


* * *


"Waaaaaaaaah!!!!"

Having finished the Group A evaluation in just 5 minutes, Eun-Ha ran to Kim Se-Won who was waiting in the standby room and threw herself into his arms.

"I just bought it yesterday! Our first couple outfit!"
"It's okay. Let's go buy a new one tomorrow. I asked earlier if they had the same item, just in case. They do."
"Sniff, really...?"
"Yeah. The clerk even sent me this photo."

Kim Se-Won comforted the sobbing Eun-Ha and showed her a picture on his communication terminal.
The photo showed a female employee holding the tracksuit Eun-Ha had been wearing, smiling.

"...I'll go. I don't like it."
"Huh? What?"
"The woman."

Eun-Ha glared at the female employee in the photo.

*Plus, somehow, somehow I have a bad feeling. I have a premonition that those people I saw last week might do something stupid.*

Eun-Ha's intuitions like this often proved correct.

*If they try anything foolish, I'll kill them.*

The faces of the three people she had seen at the Hero Association last week flashed in her mind.

Just then, the monitor in the waiting room suddenly turned on.
On the screen was a woman who had been enthusiastically commentating from the broadcast booth, now wearing a troubled expression.

[ We'll start the next evaluation in 30 minutes~ It's Captain Kim Se-Won's turn~ But, since the Holy Maiden turned the arena upside down, it might take a bit longer~ ]

After finishing her announcement, the commentator ended the transmission with the same troubled expression.
Hearing her words, Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha with a perplexed expression.

"That was a bit excessive."
"I was too lazy to take them down one by one."

Eun-Ha paid no attention to Kim Se-Won's comment.
Instead, she proudly puffed out her chest.

"Besides, this is just right."
"To show your power?"
"Yes. Honestly, at first I really lost it, but ending like that seemed to lack impact. So I fired off one big shot."
"Should I show something too?"

Kim Se-Won placed his chin on top of Eun-Ha's head and pressed down.
Each time he did this, Eun-Ha would squirm and complain it hurt, but his ears, lost in thought, didn't register it.

*It hurts but feels good...!*

Rather, finding her squirming annoying, he hugged her tightly, which made her calm down.

Ch.541 - Team B Match (1)
Kim Se-Won held Eun-Ha in his arms, pressing his chin gently against the top of her head.

The S-rank heroes who had observed Eun-Ha's evaluation were quietly replaying the overwhelming power they had just witnessed in their minds.
A heavy silence persisted for quite some time. There was much to think about.
The one who broke this silence was Yoo Ji-Yeon, the woman who had the most contact with Eun-Ha and harbored feelings beyond mere goodwill.

"What do you think?"
"About what?"
"..."

Baek Seung-Yoon shrugged his shoulders. Jin Jae-Han, who was silently staring at the evaluation form with his arms crossed, showed no sign of speaking.

Yoo Ji-Yeon sighed deeply and shook her head. Like herself, these men were all twisted individuals in their own way.

"What do I think about? Well—"
"One thing's for certain—that girl is a monster."
"I agree."

Jin Jae-Han cut off Yoo Ji-Yeon's incredulous response.
The arena was being restored. The magical power that had filled that place was an amount that would require dozens of ordinary heroes, squeezing out all their power.

"Even just in terms of magical power alone, calling her a monster is not an exaggeration."

Jin Jae-Han wondered if it was really right to assign a rank to that girl.

Meanwhile, Baek Seung-Yoon was focusing on something other than magical power.

"But that moment when she fell for the provocation and showed her true colors—that was truly chilling. Honestly, that woman who faced that intensity head-on must have been terrified, right?"
"What vulgar language are you using!"
"No, I'm serious! She could have lost her head in an instant. What was she called—a language master? If it weren't for her, everything above the waist would have been gone!"

Despite Baek Seung-Yoon's casual tone, Yoo Ji-Yeon closed her mouth in agreement.
That's how vicious and quick it had been. Yoo Ji-Yeon tapped her pen on the paper, recalling Optima's speed that she had witnessed with her own eyes.

"That's not a hero but a weapon. If we fought her one-on-one, we would probably win. However..."
"She's more optimized for slaughter than we are. I heard she was holed up somewhere for special training for the past month, and in just that short time, she's completely transformed into a monster."
"Even so, calling a young girl a monster is..."

Yoo Ji-Yeon's voice trailed off at the two men's cold assessment.
She couldn't strongly object because she agreed to some extent.

*When I first saw her, she wasn't this vicious.*

She had known the girl would eventually stand among the S-ranks like herself, but she never imagined such rapid and vicious growth.

"That doesn't mean we can neglect our duty. I'm writing S-rank."
"Same here."
"Me too."

The S-rank heroes wrote the letter "S" in the overall evaluation section of the assessment form.
The scratching of pens followed as they began to write their individual impressions.

"But what do you think comes next?"
"Next?"

In the middle of writing his evaluation, Baek Seung-Yoon spoke up in a playful tone.
Since Jin Jae-Han continued writing silently as if uninterested, only Yoo Ji-Yeon responded.

"Honestly, I'm not expecting much."

The playful expression disappeared from Baek Seung-Yoon's face, replaced by an emotionless one showing not a trace of interest.
From an S-rank perspective, it was all the same. Realistically, it would be difficult to see another impact as great as what Eun-Ha had shown.

"...I'm looking forward to it."
"Why?"

In contrast, Yoo Ji-Yeon cautiously spoke up. Unlike the others, she had opportunities to interact with not only Eun-Ha but also Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram for about two years.

"They may not be geniuses, but I have expectations. Though they're still immature, they keep moving forward. Watching that dazzling girl who seems beyond reach... I want to see if their determination will falter along the way or not."
"Hmm~ I see."

His expression showed complete incomprehension. Baek Seung-Yoon soon turned his attention back to the evaluation form in front of him and began moving his hand.

*Due to my position, I can't stay by Eun-Ha's side forever. But those kids might...*

For a moment, Kim Se-Won's face flashed through Yoo Ji-Yeon's mind.
A man who, unlike herself, had won Eun-Ha's heart. A man bold enough to casually provoke her, an S-rank hero.

Crack!
The pen she was holding snapped.

"I really hope...!! he gets humiliated here."

If no one else, she was at least looking forward to seeing Kim Se-Won get embarrassed.



* * *



Kim Se-Won, with his chin resting on Eun-Ha's head, sensed that his turn was approaching.
He confirmed on the monitor in the waiting room that the restoration of the arena was almost complete.

"It's almost my turn."
"It's really amazing that someone with such abilities exists! How can they fix everything in such a short time?"
"It would have been less troublesome if you hadn't blown up the entire arena."
"Ugh."

Eun-Ha's body flinched. Though it was according to plan, it did seem a bit excessive.

"B-but, Yubin said... that I shouldn't be underestimated, so I should show off a bit. I followed instructions and gave them enough time to gauge the heroes' capabilities..."

She tapped her index fingers together as she made excuses. Eun-Ha's gaze moved aimlessly from left to right.

"And the sheer numbers and Sua's language commands were annoying... if I didn't end it quickly, I might have been helplessly overwhelmed."
"Yes. You did well."

The large hand that had been resting on her head moved to stroke it gently.
Eun-Ha beamed with a "hehe" from below.

*But Eun-Ha was so overwhelming that people's expectations seem to have risen a lot.*

Anxiety appeared on his face as he stroked Eun-Ha's hair.

*I don't need to win, but winning would be better... But can I defeat 100 people including A-rank heroes?*

Eun-Ha easily defeated them because she was inherently strong. He was different.
Kim Se-Won recalled his own growth with a bitter smile.
Even though he had become stronger, there was a limit to what could be achieved in just two years.

*Should I use that then? ...No, it's not something to use now. The risk is too high.*

There was a reason for Bianca's harsh trials, and because of that, he could handle the reward from those trials.
But it wasn't something to be used frivolously.

Kim Se-Won shook his head, dismissing the thought.

"I believe in you."
"Huh?"

Just then, a gentle voice came from below.
Somehow she had lifted her head, and emerald eyes were looking up at him.
Eun-Ha smiled brightly as her eyes met Kim Se-Won's.

"The fruits of your efforts will be shown to everyone here. People will recognize you."
"You think so?"
"Absolutely."

With a hop, Eun-Ha stepped down from him with a smile.
She twirled halfway around to face him.

"The Kim Se-Won I've known has always been like that. Despite having not even a speck of talent, you worked harder than anyone else."
"That doesn't sound like a compliment."
"It is. The best compliment I can give."

Her giggling was full of mischief. It was hard to tell if she was sincere or not.
Nevertheless, an inexplicable confidence began to well up in his chest. Kim Se-Won nodded with a slight smile.



* * *



As time passed, 100 heroes and 4 academy students appeared in the arena.

Once again, the strongest person took the lead, walking toward Kim Se-Won who was already there.

Murmurs spread as people recognized the hero who stepped forward.

With curly red facial hair growing from his sideburns to his beard like a lion's mane, and a large physique covered in muscle that exuded intimidation by itself.

Currently known as Hwach'a (Fire Chariot) and previously called the Fire Boar, the man named Jang Geun-Oh.
His fighting style once gained a cult following, with some people even trying to imitate it.

"Hmph, still young."
"It's an honor, Mr. Hwach'a."
"You know me? Wait, did someone leak the match-ups in advance?"
"Of course not. There's someone in my year named Cha Bo-Ram who imitates your techniques, so I learned about you. I beat him, naturally."

Jang Geun-Oh's body shook with a chuckle at Kim Se-Won's words.
He never expected that someone would still be using his techniques that had only briefly been popular.

"I thought it was funny that some ordinary youngster was acting like a leader, but this is getting interesting. Heh heh."

This would be fun.
Even if it turned out to be a one-sided thrashing, it would be an interesting fight.

"I'll go all out, even though the opponent is different. Partly to avenge Yurim too."

Yurim? An unfamiliar name echoed in Kim Se-Won's mind. Soon, he recalled who it was.
Si Yu-Rim. A female hero with the alias Sonic Edge, who had provoked Eun-Ha.

"Is she your younger sister?"
"We're the same age."
"...What?"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened in surprise.
Si Yu-Rim looked to be in her late twenties at most. Jang Geun-Oh appeared to be in his mid-thirties at a glance.

"You must look younger than you are."
"I just look old for my age."
"..."

Kim Se-Won's mouth clamped shut. He knew that saying the wrong thing here would definitely put him on bad terms with the man.

[Now! Group B's evaluation will begin shortly! Heroes, please take your designated positions!]
"It's fine. I've been looking old for my age for years now, and I've seen that reaction often."
"I-is that so."
"That doesn't mean I'll go easy on you. Come at me with everything you've got."

It clearly wasn't fine. He was glaring at Kim Se-Won with eyes full of personal grudge.

*Well, who would be happy being told they look old?*

Kim Se-Won understood his reaction and turned around. As the speaker had instructed, it was time to move to his designated position.

*Fortunately, unlike Mr. Jang Geun-Oh, the other heroes are underestimating me... except for those kids.*

A familiar face he had spotted while scanning his opponents flashed in his mind.

"Oppa!!! Fighting!!! Kyaaaah! Oppaaaa!!"
"..."

Go Sun-Jo, Go Su-A's brother, and three other academy students. Faces he had seen briefly before.

Kim Se-Won reached into his pocket and pulled out gloves as he walked.
Very thin black gloves that reached his wrists, so thin he could barely feel them.
Five gold lines ran from the wrist to the fingers, and red jewels encased in gold borders were embedded on the knuckles.

*I'll give it everything I've got. This is essentially my debut. Rumors about Eun-Ha and me dating are starting to spread, so I need to show abilities worthy of that.*

He swallowed hard and turned around.
Over a hundred hostile gazes were directed at him.

*Then I'll use whatever I can. I'm not in a position to be picky anyway.*

His lips curled into a smirk and his eyes narrowed slightly.
It was a condescending, dismissive expression.
Then his right hand rose, pointing at those in front of him.

"You weaklings. Come at me."

He taunted them with a slight wave of his raised hand. Though it was a cheap provocation, those who had been underestimating Kim Se-Won based on his ordinary appearance became agitated.

*Good.*

Just as planned.
When anger clouds the mind, judgment becomes impaired.

[Now, Group B evaluation! Begin!]

With the announcement from the speakers, the heroes charged toward Kim Se-Won.

Ch.542 - Team B Match (2)
As the starting signal sounded, heroes rushed toward Kim Se-Won.
Kim Se-Won, seeing this, placed his right hand—which he had used for provocation—against his chest.

*This is a prototype. I can't say it's perfect yet. But since this is a good opportunity for a field test, give it a try. The more data we have, the better.*
*A prototype, huh.*

Even though it wasn't complete, his heart raced. What man wouldn't be excited by something custom-made just for him?

As if resonating with the core in his chest, he transferred magical energy from his chest to his glove. The glove emitted a short beep: beeeeep.

"Device, deploy."

Two seconds after the match began, a small needle emerged from inside the glove and pricked his hand to collect blood.

[User authentication complete. Granting master access. Master—]
"Kim Se-Won. That's my name."
[Master Kim Se-Won. Confirmation complete.]
"Switch to combat mode."
[Understood. Registered suit also confirmed. Deploying suit.]

As the device's voice finished, the clothing covering his body transformed. From a Stellarlis uniform to tech-wear similar to what he wore when he assisted Optima while wearing a mask.

*To show everyone that I'm the man worthy of Eun-Ha...*

Looking at his transforming body, Kim Se-Won formulated an incredibly reckless strategy in his mind.
He was deliberately taking a roundabout path to challenge himself in a nearly impossible battle.

"HAAAAAAA!!"

At that moment, Jang Geun-Oh, sensing Kim Se-Won's transformation, let out a loud cry as flames erupted from his entire body.

*Here he comes.*

Having completed his transformation, Kim Se-Won flicked his hand.
Clatter! From the pockets on both thighs of his tech-wear, his specialized weapon, Blue Diamond, and countless metal fragments poured out.

"I'll leave Blue Diamond's control to you. When that man charges, create a wall that prevents other heroes from coming through."
[Understood.]

Blue Diamond shot forward as if possessing a will of its own. Seeing this, Kim Se-Won manipulated the metal fragments with telekinesis, sending them forward.

Jang Geun-Oh lowered his body into a crouching start position. The flames surrounding his body shifted to his back.

"GRAAAAH!!"

Soon, with a fierce WHOOSH, flames erupted from his back.
The flames acted as boosters, propelling his body forward.

Jang Geun-Oh charged forward, crushing the oncoming metal fragments. The pressure was like a flaming train rushing forward.

*So this is the difference in caliber!*

Kim Se-Won realized the stark difference between this and when the Academy student, Cha Bo-Ram, had charged at him.
The suffocating pressure lasted only a moment as Kim Se-Won caught his breath and watched the charge.
It wouldn't take long for Jang Geun-Oh to reach him.

[Combat mode change complete. Assisting master's physical abilities.]

Just as the device's voice was heard:

"Nnnggh!"
[Arm muscle damage. Initiating emergency healing.]

CRASH! Jang Geun-Oh's massive body collided directly with Kim Se-Won. Kim Se-Won's body was pushed back, leaving two long marks on the ground.

Thud! Jang Geun-Oh came to a stop. In contrast, Kim Se-Won's feet left the ground as he flew backward at high speed.

"You're quite something."

Jang Geun-Oh watched the flying Kim Se-Won with a surprised expression. For a telekinetic to withstand his power head-on was an unimaginable sight.

*As expected, I can handle this. It's too close for comfort, but I can do it...!*

As he flew backward, Kim Se-Won finished his thought and spun in mid-air.
The moment his feet touched the arena wall, he kicked off. His body flew toward Jang Geun-Oh.

"Good! That's how it should be!"

The sight of someone flying toward him undeterred, the spirit—it all pleased him.
Jang Geun-Oh wrapped his arm in flames, targeting the approaching Kim Se-Won.

"Haa!"
"Hyaah!"

CRASH! The two fists collided.
Kim Se-Won bent his extended arm, pulling his body forward, then used Jang Geun-Oh's fist as support to push himself backward.

There was no lull in the action. As soon as Kim Se-Won retreated, Jang Geun-Oh pursued.

*Wider.*

Kim Se-Won's eyes settled coldly.
His gaze wasn't focused on Jang Geun-Oh.
More precisely, he wasn't just looking at his face or the upper body moving his arms—he was seeing the whole picture.

Landing on the ground, Kim Se-Won raised both arms to prepare for Jang Geun-Oh's attack.
The battle had barely begun.

"Minimize magical energy emission."
[Magical energy adjustment complete.]

A faint telekinetic force flowed from his body, surrounding Jang Geun-Oh like mist.
An attack that posed no hindrance to an A-class hero.
But the purpose of this telekinesis was neither attack nor interference.

*Minimum force. Let what needs to flow, flow, but don't confuse it with what needs to be blocked.*

Kim Se-Won's body moved smoothly, as if anticipating the attacks.

He deflected and blocked the massive flame-wrapped fists while not forgetting the unexpected legs and flames.
Kim Se-Won faced his opponent with a calmer expression than ever before.

"You're good at blocking! But you must know that it means nothing if you don't attack!"

Whoosh! A high-temperature fist surged from below. Kim Se-Won kicked off the ground just in time, pulling his body back.
The fist brushed past his face.
It was a paper-thin margin.

"You don't need to worry about your back."
"Hmph! Not worry about my back against a telekinetic? What nonsense!"

Throughout his barrage of attacks, Jang Geun-Oh remained conscious of his rear. He didn't know when the metal fragments he'd sent flying earlier might come at him.
Thud! He kicked the ground and retreated sideways.

Poised to charge again.
Seeing this, Kim Se-Won pointed to the side with a relaxed face. It was the direction from which Jang Geun-Oh had first charged.

[Blue Diamond #1 and #9 damaged. Replacing.]
"Haven't you wondered why you're the only one attacking me, or why I'm not properly using my telekinesis?"
"What?!"

Whip! His head turned to the side.
There, countless metal fragments were constantly changing shape, attacking the heroes.
And he had even created an invisible barrier preventing the heroes from crossing a certain line.

1 versus 104. Kim Se-Won was precisely facing this number simultaneously.

"Ha! So that's it."

Jang Geun-Oh shook his head with an incredulous expression.

"Now I understand why you're only defending."

Surely, he planned to deal with the other heroes first and then target him. All he had to do was endure until then.

"Such an arrogant bastard."
"It's not arrogance, it's certainty."

Kim Se-Won's face twisted into a mocking smile. Provoked, Jang Geun-Oh ignited his rage and drew up his magical energy.

Flames spread from his center.
Flames of a different dimension than what he'd shown so far blazed fiercely, scorching the ground.

*Good. Provocation successful. But if I block again, I'm dead.*

Goosebumps rose all over his body. His instincts were warning him of danger.

*I can't use more magical energy for physical enhancement. Then I won't have enough for the other heroes.*

BOOM! Jang Geun-Oh's large frame closed the distance in an instant.
Kim Se-Won gulped, took something from his pocket, and threw it toward Jang Geun-Oh's feet.
Then he twisted his body to the right.

SCREECH!! The object Kim Se-Won threw, Blue Diamond, made a loud noise as it distorted space.
An attack using the minimum of his spare magical energy.

The trajectory of the charging Jang Geun-Oh twisted slightly, moving to the right.
Jang Geun-Oh came to a stop just beside Kim Se-Won.

"Inhale— Exhale..."

Having taken a brief deep breath, Kim Se-Won observed Jang Geun-Oh's movements with a wide field of vision.

He deflected the incoming fist by targeting its side. Even that made his body scream in pain, but he gritted his teeth and endured.

Jang Geun-Oh's attacks showed no signs of stopping.
He continued his relentless assault, emitting heat that would cause burns even with a glancing blow.

About five minutes passed like this.

"Tch!"

Jang Geun-Oh clicked his tongue and extended his arm.

*This is a feint.*

Kim Se-Won's eyes gleamed.
As he predicted, just before the fist flew in, Jang Geun-Oh's body twisted and he aimed his elbow at Kim Se-Won.

He calmly responded to the attack.
Kim Se-Won's body quickly lowered. Bending his legs and waist, he narrowly avoided the elbow attack.

In that moment, Jang Geun-Oh's exposed upper body came into view.

*Now!*

THUD! His extended fist struck Jang Geun-Oh's solar plexus.

"Ugh!"

Jang Geun-Oh's body shook violently and was pushed back. Clutching his struck solar plexus, he sweated profusely in apparent agony.

*As expected, this method suits me well.*

While facing Jang Geun-Oh, Kim Se-Won reaffirmed his conviction.
The opponents he would face in the future would all be strong. A head-on confrontation with such individuals would be suicidal.

*Even with magical protection, my fist feels hot. Eun-Ha faces such opponents... No, I need to focus now.*

Kim Se-Won moved forward.
This was his chance.

*Anyway, the attack landed properly. This is probably the only time to switch to offense.*

Call him cowardly if you want.
Call him underhanded if you want.
As long as he could secure a definite victory, anything was acceptable.

He raised his leg.
Targeting a man's most vulnerable spot. A place that, consciously or unconsciously, one would have to defend.

"Ugh!"

Jang Geun-Oh, anticipating the coming pain, gritted his teeth and hurriedly lowered his arms.

"It's open again."

At that moment.
Kim Se-Won's leg, which had been aiming for the groin, moved unnaturally backward. Something invisible forcibly corrected his posture.

"What?!"

Jang Geun-Oh, witnessing this with his own eyes, was shocked.
THUD! Soon after, Kim Se-Won's fist dug into his solar plexus.

"Kuhak...!!"

His mouth opened involuntarily.
His breath was cut short.
Feeling dizzy, Jang Geun-Oh fell to his knees, arms wrapped around his solar plexus.

"Kugh, kahak...!!"

Twice. Not once, but twice he'd taken hits to the solar plexus.

There was no room to use his superpower.
Having been hit twice in a vital point of the human body that doesn't gain defense no matter how much one trains, it was understandable.

"Not... yet!"

He lifted one leg, trying to plant it on the ground. He forcibly tried to rise, using his trembling body.
But it was short-lived. With a thud, Jang Geun-Oh collapsed completely.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

Only after confirming that Jang Geun-Oh was completely silent did Kim Se-Won exhale rough breaths.
Sweat poured from his entire body without pause. Arms, legs, stomach, shoulders—every part of him was screaming.

"Kuh...!"

He then frowned.
His head felt like it was splitting.

With a grimace, he looked ahead through narrowed vision.
He could see his weapons, which had been facing over a hundred heroes, taking down the last man, Go Soon-Jo.

The wide field of vision wasn't for tracking Jang Geun-Oh's movements, but for dealing with the other heroes.
The faint telekinesis he had initially emitted was what tracked Jang Geun-Oh's movements.

Kim Se-Won squeezed out his last bit of strength to barely open his mouth.

"I... won...!"

With those short words, strength drained from his body, and he trembled all over.
He was in such an unstable and pitiful state that a child's poke would have knocked him over.

But as the tension completely left him with the realization of victory, his body collapsed.
Without even enough magical energy left to forcibly maintain his body with telekinesis, Kim Se-Won sprawled on the ground.

Ch.543 - Nothing But A Perverted Freak Before Eunha
A tingling sensation ran through my head, as if something had reconnected inside. As consciousness returned, my eyes opened automatically, and my vision gradually came into focus.

"Ugh..."

I instinctively checked my physical condition. My body was completely fine, as if I'd never overexerted myself. It didn't take long to realize that Eun-Ha had intervened with her extraordinary healing abilities.

"You're awake?"

Just then, a voice came from above me.
As my blurry vision cleared, I could see Eun-Ha's slightly protruding chest and face. My sense of smell returned next, and I detected the sweet yet sensual scent coming from her body. Finally, the warmth and softness beneath my head told me exactly where I was.

"Yeah. I'm awake."

I smiled as soon as I saw Eun-Ha's face.
When I tried to sit up, her hand gently pushed against my chest, making me lie back down on her thigh.

"What time is it? How's the evaluation going?"
"About three hours have passed. Five people have completed their evaluations so far."
"Five people..."

What was the evaluation order again? Right.
After me were the four captains, followed by Kim Woo-jin and Seo Na-bi as guest participants.

"Really, pushing yourself this far! You scared me. Severe burns all over your body, magic completely depleted, and your head a complete mess. I was about to rush out thinking you were actually going to die!"
"Sorry."
"It's okay since I was there. But if you ever push yourself like this when I'm not around, I won't forgive you."
"Okay."

Pop! Eun-Ha's finger tapped my forehead as she puffed her cheeks in anger.
Unlike my expectation of piercing pain, her flick was incredibly gentle.

Three hours unconscious.
If it took three hours with Eun-Ha's treatment, that meant without her, I would have been unconscious for at least a day—that's how serious my condition had been.
Considering the full-body burns, if I'd gone to a hospital, I would have been hospitalized for at least a week.

"So... what happened with the heroes?"
"Well, since they participated in the evaluation, I carefully treated each one. Se-Won, all the weapons you used have been collected too."
"I see. So what about those five? Can you explain what happened?"
"Hmm~"

Eun-Ha pushed her chin up slightly with her index finger, deep in thought.
Soon, she seemed to recall everything and smiled brightly as she looked down at me.

"Ha-ram and Chae-eun were amazing. They each used their specialties to take down 83 and 85 out of 100 heroes, including A-rank ones. Oh, the academy students only participated in our evaluations, so they weren't there."
"That's impressive. They must have worked hard during the month we were gone... though it was four months for you."
"Yeah, seems like it. The other two captains also took down about 70 heroes each, including A-ranks... Oh, right. That... Kim Woo-jin, he was honestly incredible."
"Incredible?"

I couldn't help but be surprised at Eun-Ha's willing praise. She hesitated for a moment, then stammered at my question.
It seemed like she was worried it might sound like she was comparing him to me.

"It's okay. Tell me."

Eun-Ha cautiously began speaking.

"Yeah. Well... I guess training with Deltar every day made him stronger? It was a bit close, but he took down all 100 heroes more comfortably than you did. And Na-bi, who's being evaluated now, has become unrecognizably strong too."

"See?" Eun-Ha said, extending her hand. Following her gaze, I saw Seo Na-bi on the muted monitor, floating in the air and toying with the heroes.
Wearing a black dress with a cold expression, she had a completely different aura from when I first met her years ago.

[She's taking absolutely NO damage! Don Hil, the magical girl of Gresorion! Claiming to be Optima's rival, she's showing tremendous power!]

Eun-Ha turned on the volume as soon as I looked at the monitor.
She must have kept it muted so I could rest properly.

[Now I understand. Your skills. They're truly pathetic.]

Just then, as Na-bi's unimpressed expression was caught on camera, a booming sound followed by the heroes' screams echoed through the speakers.

The camera switched to show the entire arena.

There were heroes collapsed under the pressure of a powerful gravity spell.

"Taking down such a wide area in one go..."

The hundred heroes were sprawled across the arena. This meant Na-bi's gravity spell covered the entire expansive arena.

"Remember when the Muk-Si-Ja's eggs were discovered in China and other places? After she was covered in that corruption, she changed to that black dress? That seems to have been the turning point for her becoming so strong."
"Ah. That time... Yes, that's right."

I nodded in agreement.
Since that incident, I could no longer defeat Eun-Ha.
I naturally couldn't win during the day, but I used to be able to win at night.
This won't do. I need to find a way to subdue both of them comfortably and gain the upper hand.
I want to be a man who can conquer this female completely, winning both day and night.

"Anyway, we've achieved our goal now. Although not everyone could defeat 100 heroes alone, it's been proven that the captains are strong, so people will trust us."
"Right. The trust people place in us will become our strength."
"And... Se-Won has become known to the public too."

Eun-Ha blushed as she showed me her communication device.
It displayed a video of me fighting, with rows of favorable comments expressing admiration and surprise.

Eun-Ha smiled bashfully, unsure if this was a good thing. She looked so cute I wanted to devour her right then.

"Oh, and."

Eun-Ha suddenly smiled as if something had occurred to her. Even her smile made my heart sting with apprehension.
This was dangerous.

While I sensed the danger, Eun-Ha's face drew closer to mine.
Just when it seemed like she was going to kiss me, her lips changed direction and moved to my ear.

"10 penalty points."
"What?!"
"Even though I was there to help, you pushed yourself too far."
"Ugh..."

Her words sent chills down my spine.
My penalty points had suddenly increased by 10. It meant Eun-Ha was that angry, and the problem was that I already had penalty points.

The existing 20 points plus these additional 10... this is insane.
I've tracked her menstrual cycle. I'll choose one of Eun-Ha's safe days and push her down.
Surely Eun-Ha and Re-yu's cycles wouldn't be different when they share the same body?

Finding a potential escape route made me feel somewhat relieved. My pounding heart gradually began to stabilize.

"So this is the end."

Suddenly, a familiar voice came from beside us.

"Waaah?!"
"Kyaa?!"

We both jumped at the voice that appeared without any warning or presence.
Yet we turned our heads toward the source of the voice.

There stood a delicate girl.
A transient girl with black hair in a white dress.

I don't know how long she had been there.
Bianca, crouched in front of Eun-Ha with her chin resting on both hands, was smiling pleasantly as she watched us.

"It was a bit disappointing. The magical girl wasn't even a trial to begin with, and only two of the remaining trial subjects overcame the challenge."

She sighed deeply, yet still appeared delicate. That's why Eun-Ha was pinching my waist hard where Bianca couldn't see.

It hurt like hell.

Bianca watched us, chuckling as if she knew about my bravado.

"Still, I'm happy. I never thought I'd meet someone who would pass my trials multiple times in my short life. I suppose it's a convergence of luck, timing, purpose, and effort."

Her eyes were shining.
The look of someone gazing at a beloved pet. Quite different from how she looked at Kim Woo-jin.
If anything, it resembled a parent's proud gaze watching their child grow.

"Well, a trial deserves a reward."

Bianca, who had been smiling contentedly for a while, stood up.
Her skirt, slightly shorter than what she usually wore, fluttered, almost revealing what was between her thighs.

"Ack?!"
"Hmph."

My waist hurt.
This was unavoidable.
Men instinctively look at provocative areas like the chest or thighs.

"I know."

Eun-Ha muttered, as if reading my mind.

"Hehe, what a lovely sight."

Bianca, watching our interaction, opened her hand and held it in front of her chin.

"Hoo."

She gently blew a breath.
I could see her breath gathering above her palm.
Some kind of current, which should be invisible, was visible above her hand.

"This is a catalyst to break the vessel. Woo-jin is still far from this point, yet you've already reached here. I'm surprised myself."

Bianca clenched her hand, then showed me what she held between her thumb and index finger.

It was a blue orb.
An orb with an unknown current swirling inside.

"Eat it."
"Yes."

Ping! The orb flicked forward as she pinched her fingers together.
Eun-Ha caught the orb, stared at it for a moment, then shoved it into my mouth.

"Mmph?! Ugh! Urgh!!"

It happened in an instant.
In the brief moment I was blankly watching the two of them, not even a second long, the orb slid down my throat.

"Hehe."
"Hehe."

The two little devils giggled, apparently finding my suffering amusing.
I wiped away the tears that had formed and writhed again in burning shame.

If anyone had seen this scene—two delicate-looking girls treating a sturdy man like a toy—I'd probably be the butt of jokes for quite some time.

"Well, it's time for me to go. ...Oh, one more thing. I have something to tell you."
"What is it?"

Eun-Ha responded to Bianca's words.
I had buried my face between Eun-Ha's thighs out of shame, tears in my eyes.
The humid, sensual scent made the blood rush from my head downward.
I wondered what would happen if I stuck out my tongue.

"Please take care of Woo-jin. The catalyst for his awakening—his desire for life—is too broad, so it needs regular stimulation."
"Ah, yes."

I couldn't hear what the two were talking about at all.
I was too busy debating whether to stick out my tongue or not.
My tongue was already restless inside my mouth, ready to lick if I let it out.

Hold back.
Don't hold back.
You must hold back.
Why do you need to hold back?

Angels and demons whispered endlessly in my tormented mind.

"...How long are you going to stay like that?"
"Huh? Did she leave?"
"Yes. About five minutes ago."
"R-really?"

At that moment, Eun-Ha pushed my head away.
Her face was flushed red as she pouted her lips.

"Let's go back then."

I got up from Eun-Ha's thigh, pretending nothing had happened.
Eun-Ha looked like she had something to say, but she didn't speak and silently stood up.

And with that, today's evaluation came to an end.

Ch.544 - Vacation
The day after the evaluation ended.
Eun-Ha was humming a tune while snuggled under the covers in bed.

It was already around 10 o'clock, well past morning, and her lounging in bed like this was quite unusual.

Of course, she wasn't just resting without reason.

"Vacation is the best!"

All the captains who participated in yesterday's evaluation had been given time off.

Enjoying this rare vacation, Eun-Ha buried her face in the pillow.
Her string tank top and dolphin pants generously revealed her pink underwear.

"Inhale- Exhale- Inhale- Exhale- Se-Won's scent..."

The scent of her boyfriend, Kim Se-Won, permeating the bed was making her excited.
Why hide it? This wasn't Eun-Ha's room at White Base.
It was Kim Se-Won's room in the academy dormitory!
And unlike her three friends who couldn't escape their student status despite the vacation, Eun-Ha had dropped out!

In other words, she had sneaked into his room while Kim Se-Won was attending classes!

"Hmm."

After rolling around in bed for a while, infusing it with her scent, Eun-Ha suddenly sat up and quietly surveyed her surroundings.
Se-Won's room hadn't changed much. Aside from occasional additions or changes to training equipment, and decreasing numbers of supplements, there weren't many significant changes.

"No."

Actually, there was.
There was definitely a change.
Eun-Ha's sharp eyes caught a very subtle difference in the room.

Though nothing appeared different on the surface, something that should be there wasn't visible. She had a feeling about it.
Eun-Ha moved quickly.
She checked under the bed, beneath the desk, outside the window, and even lifted the mattress.
Wondering if he might have created a secret space, she used her slender arms to easily move furniture around.

"Then..."

The closet was the last place to check.
Carefully opening the closet door, she sensed something unusual at the very top.
Eun-Ha immediately brought over a chair, climbed up, and reached toward it.

"Here it is?"

The corners of Eun-Ha's mouth curved upward.
As her fingers reached toward the closet ceiling, she felt something subtly misaligned.

Part of the ceiling wasn't original. Or it had been modified. Enhancing her vision to see in the dark ceiling, she noticed hinges attached to one section.
Two hinges were attached to a rectangular cut in the ceiling, along with a tiny handle, designed to open downward.

Indeed, Kim Se-Won had cut out part of the closet to create a secret space.

"Huh?"

Clunk!
But it wouldn't move.
Eun-Ha grabbed the handle and pulled down, but it refused to budge.

"A fake, I see."

Eun-Ha wasn't surprised. Someone as handy as Kim Se-Won might have used a different trick.
She examined the ceiling again carefully.
Looking closer, this wasn't a regular door. The hinges themselves were a kind of decoy.

Staring at the door created in the ceiling, Eun-Ha grabbed the handle and pushed the door toward the hinges.
Slide- It opened very smoothly.

As the door opened, a thick object appeared. It was larger than the rectangular door.
Eun-Ha grabbed the object and pulled it out. She pushed the object inward once and then pulled it out diagonally, and it came out surprisingly smoothly.

"So this is where you hid it."

Eun-Ha's eyes gleamed softly.
In her hands was a large box.
Opening the box, she found it filled with packaging materials.

Eun-Ha placed the box on the floor and removed the packaging.
Soon, figurines resembling Eun-Ha and Re-Yu emerged from the packaging.

"Hmm."

She examined the figurines with narrowed eyes. Even at a glance, she could see it perfectly replicated her body.

"The skin looks real, and the hair flows naturally. Despite being a figurine, it even feels warm... and you can change the clothes depending on the situation."

It was so meticulously crafted that it could be called perfect if it didn't speak or move.
After putting the figurine back in the box, Eun-Ha pondered.

*Should I destroy this? Or not?*

Honestly, she wanted to reduce it to ashes. But seeing how Kim Se-Won had been lacking confidence in bed lately, pretending not to know about this to boost his confidence wasn't a bad idea either.

"This must also have sensory synchronization... Huh?"

Just then, a naughty thought crossed Eun-Ha's mind.
Staring intently at the figurine that looked exactly like her, Eun-Ha silently infused it with magical power.

Slowly, the figurine grew in size until a girl identical to Eun-Ha appeared before her.

"Gulp."

It was just swallowing, but it sounded unusually loud.
Eun-Ha examined the figurine from top to bottom, then from bottom to top.

"Well made... It's like looking in a mirror."

A mixture of curiosity and desire moved Eun-Ha's body.
When she placed her hand on the figurine's cheek, she felt as if someone was caressing her own cheek.

"Gulp! The sensory synchronization works perfectly."

This item had never been used by Kim Se-Won. It was still virgin.
Eun-Ha carefully moved her hand from the cheek downward. Her hand reached for the exposed chest of the figurine—

"Ah?!"

She touched it and shuddered as if electrocuted. Her face had turned as red as a radish, though she wasn't sure when it had happened.

"Dangerous. This isn't right."

Eun-Ha shook her head vigorously and withdrew her magical power from the figurine.

The licking pleasure. The strange sensation of doing something to herself that didn't feel like she was doing it—she could easily get lost in it.

She covered the figurine with cushioning material and slammed the box shut.
Eun-Ha quickly returned the box to its original place and went back to the bed, pulling the blanket over herself.

"Dangerous, dangerous, dangerous...! That, I could get addicted to that...!!"

She had almost opened a dangerous door that should never be opened.
She even wondered if this counted as masturbation or not.

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

As all her nerves kept focusing on the sensation she had just felt, Eun-Ha curled up and repeatedly knocked on her head.

After knocking on her head for who knows how long.
Finally calming down, Eun-Ha emerged from the blanket covered in sweat.
Her expression was blank, as if her mind had been completely bleached.

"Ah. Right. The results!"

As if coming to her senses, Eun-Ha turned on her communication terminal and searched through her mailbox.
At the top of her mailbox was the final hero ranking determined through yesterday's evaluation.

"S rank."

She quickly skimmed over her own rank and looked at Kim Se-Won's.

"Overall evaluation A. Upper-tier hero. ...Hehe."

Eun-Ha seemed happier about Kim Se-Won achieving A rank than her own S rank, laughing freely as she read the evaluations from the S-rank heroes.

Their assessment was spot on.

"His skill in defeating over 100 heroes single-handedly can be rated as upper-middle tier within the same rank... The slight lack of experience can be resolved with time. In particular, his performance against Jang Geun-Oh with almost bare hands is something telekinetics, who tend to neglect training by relying on tools, should learn from..."

She nodded in agreement as she recited the S-rank heroes' evaluations aloud.

"The others are all A rank... Kim Woo-Jin and Nabi weren't even heroes to begin with, so they were excluded."

Eun-Ha just skimmed through the ranks of her other friends.
There was nothing surprising about the expected results.

"This proves the captains' strength to some extent. Self-proclaimed experts will talk nonsense from their rooms, but that can be ignored."

Eun-Ha turned off the communication terminal and buried her face in the pillow again.

"Plus, Nabi and Kim Woo-Jin, the executives of the alliance, have also proven their strength, so people's trust will increase even more. Trust in Stellarlis as an institution."

Stellarlis belongs to the Hero Association.
Once this war ends successfully and Muk-Si-Ja disappears, the organization will be disbanded, having fulfilled its mission.

From its establishment, they had given this assurance to the Hero Association.

"All that's left is to do what we can while waiting for the right time. We can't achieve remarkable growth in just a few weeks..."

Eun-Ha's words trailed off.
Her mention of "remarkable growth" suddenly reminded her of the hint about awakening that Bianca had dropped yesterday.

"Se-Won might... perhaps..."

A true strong one who reached the ranks of the powerful through effort alone. Unlike herself, who showed insane growth thanks to talent that bloomed after becoming a magical girl, he was a genuine powerhouse who had awakened through persistent training.

Kim Se-Won was about to change once more.

Unlike herself, who hadn't even found a clue to awakening.

"My awakening. How am I supposed to do it?"

It was a question she had asked herself countless times.
Eun-Ha let out a deep sigh with a gloomy expression.

What good was having talent that even Transcendents would marvel at?
Since her vessel couldn't contain it, she had no choice but to split into two.
She couldn't even find a clue to awakening, the condition for reuniting.

She was so different from Kim Se-Won, who had reached his first awakening and was approaching his second through constant effort.

"I'll find it. Someday. For sure."

For Eun-Ha's sake. And for Morris, who was dedicating himself to research for her enjoyment.
Above all, for the future she would share with Kim Se-Won.

"...So for now, let's see how people are reacting?"

Clenching her fist in determination, Eun-Ha glanced down at her communication terminal.
Honestly, she was very curious about how people would react.

And so, Eun-Ha opened the internet.

Ch.545 - Ego Search
Eun-Ha turned on the internet app on her communication device but remained motionless.
After staring at the ceiling for a moment, she seemed to make a decision and accessed the world's most widely used search platform.

"What should I do?"

But here she hesitated again.
Staring blankly at the holographic keyboard, Eun-Ha typed her full name "Shin Eun-Ha," then deleted it and replaced it with "Stellarlis examination."

"Hmm... no, not this."

Just as she was about to search, Eun-Ha's finger stopped.
She closed the internet and opened YouToob, a video streaming app installed on her communication device.

"If I look at videos with high view counts, I can see people's reactions all at once."

Eun-Ha searched for the keywords she had originally intended: "Stellarlis examination."
The top results showed a complete live stream video and numerous YouToober review videos lined up in a row.

Eun-Ha chose the review video with the highest view count.

"Shadow Seeker, huh. Makes sense—he gives the impression of doing hero work for recognition, so he probably didn't need to join Stellarlis."

Nodding, she selected the review video by Lee Hae-chan, a current A-rank hero. He was known not only for his hero activities but also for his streaming and YouToob presence.

"The view count... it's already over 4 million?!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened at the view count that appeared as soon as she clicked. Even considering the heightened interest, 4 million views in less than 24 hours was astounding.

Gulp. Eun-Ha took a deep breath and watched the video.
It was an edited version of yesterday's live broadcast—a combat analysis from the perspective of an A-rank hero.

[Wow... you ask if I could do this? No way. Look here. Look at this part.]

Hae-chan rewound the video with an incredulous expression. It was the scene where Eun-Ha transformed into Optima after being provoked by Si Yu-rim.

[See those large, flowing stem-like things in the back?]

Hae-chan pointed to the wings undulating behind Optima with a pointer. It was the moment she had just used Overdrive.

[I've seen this somewhere before—that's all magical power, pure magical power. That's the minimum amount of highly concentrated magical power visible to the naked eye. No, she's just a monster! Don't be fooled by her pretty, delicate appearance! Seriously, in a long battle, you'd definitely get destroyed. Even short battles would be tough. If she's grown this much in just a few years, not only is she talented, but she probably hasn't been sleeping properly!]

"...I haven't been sleeping well because I've been running around to different places. And studying for exams too."

Eun-Ha paused the video of the exaggerated explanation and muttered to herself.
She shyly averted her gaze from the screen.

Of course, he might have been exaggerating as a broadcaster, but Hae-chan's reaction wasn't particularly different from other heroes.

It wasn't completely wrong—there had been times when she couldn't sleep properly or didn't sleep at all.

The one difference was that while she had trained consistently, Eun-Ha hadn't desperately trained until dawn.

[You're asking if she's weak when not transformed? Ha, please. I don't think transforming makes her that much stronger! I've heard things, you know. Oh, right. Do you know what rumor was going around among heroes earlier this year? They say the Holy Maiden fought thousands of monsters alone at night at The Front Line. Basically, she took all the heroes' work and did it herself. And apparently, she did it while restricting her power. Can you believe that? I couldn't. Who would do something that crazy? But now I'm starting to believe it.]

Hae-chan's face showed genuine reverence. The young girl not yet an adult had the power to back up such extraordinary feats.

"..."

Hae-chan's praise showed no signs of stopping.
With about 70% of the 10-minute video dedicated to praising her, Eun-Ha's face turned bright red.

She turned off YouToob completely and hung her head low.

"Uuuuuugh!!"

Bang bang bang bang!! Overwhelmed with embarrassment, she lowered her head and pounded the mattress with her arms and legs.

After beating the mattress for a few minutes, Eun-Ha finally raised her head, patting her flushed cheeks to regain her composure.

"Is, is there anything else?"

She never imagined that being showered with praise could torment someone so much.
It wasn't that she felt bad—it was just unbearably awkward and embarrassing to have people constantly praising her.

Still, her curiosity hadn't disappeared, so she turned on the internet again and entered GOGLE, the integrated search platform.

"Hmm..."

Eun-Ha placed her fingers on the holographic keyboard that appeared in the air, fidgeting as if typing.

Countless keywords flashed through her mind. While wondering which one to choose, she moved her fidgeting fingers and searched for one word.

[Stellarlis]

Among the keywords that came to mind, this one seemed closest to yesterday's events.
As soon as she searched, a community bulletin board appeared.

"What's this?"

It was a bulletin board format she had never seen before. It seemed quite famous, but Eun-Ha had never used it.

After some consideration, she clicked on the "recommended posts" section, which collected posts with high upvotes, and a stream of posts about yesterday's Stellarlis examination appeared.

After a moment's hesitation, Eun-Ha decided to click on whichever post caught her eye.



As soon as she clicked on the provocative post, Optima's face appeared, extending her fist with an ominous gaze.

<30 meters in 0.1 seconds lolololol Aren't magical girls a completely different species? I paused the hell out of this scene to capture it, and when our eyes met, I nearly pissed myself lololololol>

Below the photo was the poster's comment, inadvertently revealing the truth about magical girls.

"Ugh."

Based on the context, it was the expression she had made when provoked by Si Yu-rim. Eun-Ha flinched when she saw her own expression.
She hadn't realized it at the time, but seeing it in a photo, the intimidation factor was considerable.

"Urrrgh!"

So that's the expression she had made. After carefully maintaining her image all this time, it was about to crumble due to a moment's mistake.
Embarrassed, Eun-Ha stomped her feet while reading the comments.

Comments (215)

Anon: Mess with her and you're fucked fr
Anon: If she can instantly kill an A-rank hero, isn't she S-rank?? At that age?? Damn, it hurts to see someone with so much talent lol
Anon: Optima is truly legendary.

The comments were filled with jealousy, envy, reverence, and exaggeration.
Of course, there were also many comments with profanity, mockery, distortion of facts, and delusions, so there seemed no need to read them all.

"Hmm. Should I look for another site?"

Disappointed with the first post, Eun-Ha returned to the recommended posts screen with a disappointed expression.

"Huh?"

But there was a post at the top of the recommended list that she hadn't seen before.
Based on the timing, it seemed to have received upvotes and risen to the top in the short time she was away.



Curiosity piqued again, Eun-Ha instinctively clicked on the post.
She couldn't help it.
She could tolerate people mocking and slandering her, but not Kim Se-Won.

"That's Se-Won's photo, isn't it?"

As soon as she clicked on the post, numerous screenshots of Kim Se-Won fighting in the B group examination were displayed.
Eun-Ha saved all of them before reading the main text.



A post accusing Kim Se-Won of being a fraud.
But surprisingly, Eun-Ha didn't get angry and just chuckled.

"Right? Right?"

Instead, she nodded in agreement with a broad smile!
She was so pleased that she even took a screenshot of the entire screen.

Comments (33)
CrimeIsCrime: Isn't he still in the academy? Don't you know that academy grades are publicly available?
└ Anon: It's a different person?
└ CrimeIsCrime: It's the same person. The photos are different by grade. But Kim Se-Won, that crazy bastard, was just a good student. Look at his entrance scores—his practical skills were barely passing.
└ Anon: So he got like that in just two years? Able to fight and win against 100 people? Is he insane?
└ Anon(1.11): It hasn't even been two years yet
└ Ppudadaks: As a working hero, he must have done nothing but train to grow that much in two years. He must have awakened too. Rumor has it the Holy Maiden takes care of him in various ways.
└ Anon(1.11): So jealous. Does she make him lunch boxes and stuff?
└ Ppudadaks: No, things like protein and supplements. And I heard she turned him into a human zombie so he wouldn't get tired during training? Academy students say it's like dying—your mind gets tired, but your body stays energetic so you have to keep moving
└ Anon: Not a Holy Maiden but a psycho woman.

TolGayC'ex: I'm an academy student and his dick is huge. Even black guys would be impressed. I heard he has a girlfriend, and even knowing that, the daughter of the Osung Group came onto him, but he rejected her
└ Anon(224.21): How big must his dick be for the Osung Group's daughter to chase after him?? Must have been with hundreds of women already, right?
└ TolGayC'ex: No, his friends kept other women away from the beginning. In first year, he was just average so there was no reason to approach him. Anyway, both the Holy Maiden and him crush other women with their looks alone. The girls who appeared in Groups C and D are his friends. Especially the girl in Group C has amazing breasts.
└ SweetPotato: That's crazy. He's in another class by himself.
└ TolGayC'ex: For real, his dick is in another class by itself, which is kind of attractive.
└ Anon: Get lost, you gay piece of shit.

Pleased.
Eun-Ha read through Kim Se-Won's evaluations with a very satisfied expression.

This post also contained jealousy, envy, slander, and distortion, but that wasn't particularly important.
She was happy just seeing Kim Se-Won's recognition and his abilities being evaluated.

"?!"

But that was as far as it went.
Eun-Ha sensed someone approaching the room, quickly turned off her communication device, and moved rapidly.

After clearing away all traces of her activity, she slipped into bed without clothes.
Using sleep magic, even the bulging blanket subsided imperceptibly.

And then.

"Phew. Morning's over."

The room's owner had arrived.

Ch.546 - My Girlfriend Whispers Shameless Words In My Ear
Kim Se-Won returned to the academy with heavy, dragging steps, as if all his energy had been drained.

When he finally made it back to the classroom just as lunch period was ending, his friend Kang Ba-Da noticed his condition and greeted him with a smirk.

"What's up with you? You said you had to go get something, but why do you look so completely drained?"

"Ah, well... it's complicated."

Kim Se-Won plopped down in his seat with a heavy sigh in response to Kang Ba-Da's question.

It felt refreshing to release the built-up tension, but at the same time, it was as if his life force had been sucked out. Kang Ba-Da carefully examined Kim Se-Won's changed state, then raised the corner of his mouth into an even bigger smirk.

He glanced around quickly, then leaned in close to Kim Se-Won's ear and whispered:

"What, did you go to the dorm to jerk off or something?"

His friend's whispered words hit the mark.
Though slightly different from the truth, it was pretty much correct in the sense that something had left his body and what had left was essentially the same substance.

"Why would I need to do that alone? I was attacked by a monster."

"Monster? What monster? You horny little monster~"

As if there were monsters in this world.
To be precise, what were the chances a monster would appear in the dormitory during this short time?
Thinking Kim Se-Won was lying, Kang Ba-Da playfully elbowed his arm.

Kang Ba-Da understood.
It happens sometimes.
Sudden waves of lust come over you unexpectedly. As a friend and fellow male, it was something he could understand.

*A lust monster that can't control itself is still a monster, I guess.*

Kim Se-Won glanced sideways at Kang Ba-Da who had misunderstood so perfectly, then sighed deeply.
No one would believe him if he said his girlfriend had hidden naked in his room and pounced on him, so he didn't feel like explaining anyway.

"By the way, seriously, you seem different with each passing day?"

Despite needing to change clothes for afternoon training, Kim Se-Won was deliberately taking his time, resting his chin on his hand with a blank expression.
Kang Ba-Da noticed that even this behavior was attracting glances from the female students and subtly informed Kim Se-Won.

"You think so?"
"Yeah."

Kim Se-Won found it incredibly annoying.
It could be seen as the spoiled complaints of an alpha male, but he genuinely felt this way.

"Why does Kim Se-Won get more handsome every day?"
"They say your appearance changes a bit when you awaken, maybe that's why?"
"Did you see him in that 100-to-1 fight yesterday?"
"There's nothing he can't do...!"

If it weren't for In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun keeping others at bay, and Kim Se-Won himself acting completely uninterested in dating, he would already be surrounded by girls.

"Shall we go change?"
"Yeah, we should."

Tired of the female students' whispers, Kim Se-Won addressed Kang Ba-Da with a disinterested expression.
Kang Ba-Da, who had been waiting for him to return, immediately nodded and stood up.

"Seriously. Now that Shin Eun-Ha is gone, isn't it unfair that Teacher Hong Yu-Jin can use her sanctuary?"

Kang Ba-Da complained as he got up.
Another day of grueling training.
Extreme training that never allowed for rest.

Thanks to it, they had grown remarkably, but it was truly difficult enough to say that each day was painful.

"That's true."

Kim Se-Won gave a bitter smile at Kang Ba-Da's words.
It was true that they could steadily grow stronger thanks to the training time provided by the school.
But it would be a lie to say it wasn't hard.

The two young men continued chatting about trivial matters as they headed toward the changing room.

* * *

Later, after school.
Kim Se-Won was still receiving glances from female students as he left school.

"Oh right. What are you going to do now?"
"Huh? What do you mean? Well..."
"Don't tell me you're planning to go straight to Stellarlis? Did you forget today's a day off?"
"...You're right."

At Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's teasing words, Kim Se-Won realized that today was indeed a day off.
He blinked, erasing the schedule he had been thinking about in his head.

*Even though Eun-Ha ambushed me in my room at lunch.*

That's right. Today was a day off.
It had seemed so natural for Eun-Ha to be in his room that he had completely forgotten.

"What about you two? What are you going to do?"
"Us? We're~"
"We're thinking of going shopping since it's a rare day off."
"Really? Is Eun-Ha going too?"
"No~? Eun-Ha said she had something to do today."
"Well, whatever she has to do... right?"
"Right~?"

In Ha-Ram's eyes suddenly turned sly. Han Chae-Eun joined in, looking at Kim Se-Won who was caught between them.

"You two are meeting later tonight anyway, so what's the big deal."
"Of course!"
"Since we're all busy, we should meet on days like this, don't you think?"

The two responded proudly, chests puffed out, to Kim Se-Won's exasperated expression.

Han Chae-Eun's boyfriend, Kwak Yang-Ho.
In Ha-Ram's father, In Cheon-Yong.

"Take it easy."
"My, saying things like that..."
"Eun-Ha must be quite something, huh?"

Kim Se-Won shook his head thinking about the two older men, so different from himself.

*Youth can sometimes be a poison.*

Kim Se-Won recalled a research finding that heroes—especially those who had faced death multiple times—often had strong sexual desires.
This applied regardless of gender, and could cause conflicts or breakups when ordinary people dated high-ranking heroes.

With their already strong libidos plus the age gap, those two middle-aged men must be suffering.
Kim Se-Won silently paid his respects to the two men whose backs were probably breaking.

"Anyway, I'll go ahead first."

After finishing his words, Kim Se-Won suddenly began walking away at a quick pace.

"Huh? All of a sudden?"
"Running away?"
"Someone's waiting. Over there."

He pointed toward the direction where students passing through the school gate were glancing, and smiled slightly at the teasing tone of the two girls.

"Ah~"
"So that's it."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram finally realized who was attracting attention at the gate.
Though they couldn't see the person outside the gate, they could easily guess.

Kim Se-Won was the only man who could sense a magical girl's power.
So whoever was at the gate must be either Eun-Ha or Jae-Yu.

"It can't be Eun-Ha, right?"
"It's probably Jae-Yu. If it were Eun-Ha, there would be more commotion."
"Right~? What should we do?"

Han Chae-Eun asked in a suggestive voice.

In Ha-Ram thought for a moment, then shook her head.
It would be fine to walk together with Kim Se-Won.
But guessing what Jae-Yu might be thinking, it seemed right to step back.

"Let's go a little later. It won't make much difference if we're a bit late, right?"
"Well, that's true."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram checked the time on their communication devices.
Even if they lost a few minutes, they would still have enough time for training.

"Still, it's frustrating."
"I agree."
"Next time I get the chance, I'll win a 100-to-1 fight spectacularly!"

Han Chae-Eun clenched her fist tightly, feeling frustrated about what had happened yesterday.
In Ha-Ram looked at the tightly clenched fist with a gentle smile.

"But will you be satisfied with just that? I'm aiming to easily win a 200-to-1 fight."
"O-Of course I'll become strong enough to handle that easily too. No! I should be able to win a 400-to-1 fight!"

Han Chae-Eun loudly proclaimed her determination as she looked at Kim Se-Won walking ahead.

As he approached the gate, a small figure rushed into his arms.
The two girls could see a girl with flowing black hair.

The area near the gate became noisy.
Emotions like jealousy, envy, and admiration erupted at the fact that Kim Se-Won had a girlfriend and that she was an extraordinarily beautiful girl.

Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won embraced each other for a moment, ignoring the students' reactions. Then they naturally held hands and walked off somewhere.

"Well then, shall we go? To Stellarlis."
"Yes, let's go."

Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram smiled warmly at the couple's display of affection, then set off toward their destination.

* * *

Jae-Yu and Kim Se-Won walked down the street holding hands.
Countless gazes were directed at the two of them all the way from the school gate to the busy district.

"We're getting more attention than usual."
"That's because you're here."
"Hehe, but I don't think that's the only reason."

Jae-Yu looked up at Kim Se-Won with a satisfied expression.

Having been a woman for quite some time now, Jae-Yu was somewhat aware of how attractive she was.
So it was natural that a man with such a girlfriend would attract envious glances.

But it wasn't just her outstanding appearance that was drawing attention.

"You were amazing yesterday. Remember?"
"...Honestly, I wanted to stay standing until the end."
"Still, you were incredible. Yes. Really incredible!"
"Why do I feel embarrassed when you say it?"

Kim Se-Won scratched his cheek with a bitter smile.
When others had praised him, he had taken it in stride, but hearing sincere compliments from Jae-Yu made him both happy and embarrassed.

*I still have a long way to go. But I can feel that I've come far from where I started.*

He had grown enough to earn Jae-Yu's praise.
Though he hadn't come far enough to completely stop running, he had indeed become strong enough to be recognized by others.
Kim Se-Won realized this fact anew.

"So I think it's about time we could go out together in my true form. What do you think?"
"True form... I think your current form is also your true self."

Kim Se-Won subtly closed the distance between himself and Jae-Yu. The space between their arms was now precariously close, just a paper's width apart.

"Huh? Is that so?"
"You might not like hearing this... but Han Jae-Yu is also your name. In fact, Han Jung-Hyun cares about you too. And the person who's been dating me like this is also Han Jae-Yu."
"Mmm."

Jae-Yu lowered her head at Kim Se-Won's voice, which sounded even sweeter due to their closer proximity.

*I really do love him.*

Her heart was pounding.
Despite having been with Kim Se-Won so many times—enough that she should be tired or used to it by now—her heart still raced like it would burst when they got this close.

*It's different from when we have sex. The closeness is the same, but...*

It was something she found absurd even to herself.

"Th-Then let me correct myself. I meant we could go out together when I'm 'Eun-Ha' too. Better?"
"Yes. That's fine."

As Jae-Yu fanned herself with one hand while answering, a warm smile returned to her face.
Her gaze became fixed on that smile, as if being drawn in.

*Se-Won's awakening catalyst is probably me, right?*

Suddenly, this thought made her heart race even more.
The one person who loved her despite her not being a woman from the beginning, who was almost like a fake; the person who made her his goal; the only person in the world she could confide everything to; the person she never wanted to lose.
She felt an indescribably intense desire (possessiveness) for this one and only man in her eternal future.

*It's probably right. But...*

Jae-Yu had a thought that was close to certainty.
At the same time, a troubling issue came to mind.

*"Please take care of Woo-Jin. The awakening catalyst of life's yearning is too broad, so it needs regular stimulation."*

She had learned for certain that the catalyst for awakening was intense desire, thanks to what Bianca had said yesterday.
The more intense it is, the harder it is to tell others about. That's why not many people know the conditions for awakening.

"Se-Won."
"Yes?"

As they walked toward the busy district, Jae-Yu stopped and gestured to Kim Se-Won.
Kim Se-Won bent down to bring his ear closer.

"If there was someone who needed to have sex... to become stronger, would you believe it?"
"What?!"

And Jae-Yu shared her question with Kim Se-Won.
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"What?!"

Kim Se-Won jumped in surprise at Jae-Yu's sudden whisper in his ear.
Her blushing, hesitant appearance was quite different from how she usually looked in bed.

*The first time was different too.*

No. He needed to calm down.
Kim Se-Won noticed all eyes suddenly on him and cleared his throat a couple of times to regain his composure.

"What are you talking about?"
"W-well, I'm not saying we should do it... I don't dislike it though! But..."

Jae-Yu glanced around nervously, then grabbed Kim Se-Won's sleeve and quickly walked toward a nearby park.

The park was relatively quiet after school hours, especially compared to holidays when people came for exercise or walks.

Finding an empty bench, Jae-Yu sat down, her face still red, took a deep breath, and snapped her fingers.
Snap! Her magical energy enveloped their surroundings.
It was subtle enough that others wouldn't notice the unusual sensation. This thin magical barrier prevented their voices from leaking outside.

"It's about Kim Woo-Jin."
"Yeah. Kim Woo-Jin. What about him?"

As Jae-Yu spoke cautiously despite the magical barrier, Kim Se-Won recalled Kim Woo-Jin's evaluation that he had witnessed during break time with his friend, Kang Ba-Da.

*That guy was more composed than me. He didn't collapse after the evaluation either.*

Compared to when they first met at Magica Essential, he had become unimaginably stronger, surrounding himself with blue flames and defeating heroes one after another just as Kim Se-Won had done.

What did Kim Woo-Jin have to do with sex? While he couldn't say there was no connection, it was hard to believe it directly led to strength.

"..."

Jae-Yu watched the deeply contemplative Kim Se-Won and fidgeted with her fingers hesitantly.

"I think the reason Kim Woo-Jin got stronger is because of sex... or more precisely, life-threatening situations."

Life-threatening? Kim Se-Won tilted his head slightly, puzzled again.

He had heard countless stories about people growing stronger by overcoming crises throughout their lives.
But the idea that this applied to overcoming the risk of death during sex was completely new to him.

Kim Se-Won looked at Jae-Yu with genuinely disbelieving eyes.

"Yeah. You won't believe it. I didn't either. But what if Kim Woo-Jin is a bit special?"
"Special? Special... apart from him being a clone, I don't really..."
"No. The trigger for his awakening."
"...! No way!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.
Come to think of it, intense desire plays a major role in a person's growth.
Desire is the driving force and the source of patience and ambition.

The reason Kim Se-Won himself had been able to grow steadily after his awakening was because of the girl sitting next to him.

"I understand, but it's still absurd."
"Y-yeah, right...?"
"Still, it makes sense. So the trigger for his awakening was sexual desire...? No, if it's a life-threatening situation, does that mean his desire is to die during sex?"
"No, it's the will to live. The yearning. But you don't usually feel that, right? Not unless you're in real danger. The desire to live has to come from deep within."
"...So that's why they suck him dry. He's holding up surprisingly well."

Kim Se-Won reassessed Kim Woo-Jin.

*Kim Woo-Jin is being passed around between Seo Na-Bi, Seo Hye-Ji, Bianca, and Dolly... four women in total, with Bianca sucking him extra for some bizarre reason, plus he has near-real combat training with Deltar every day.*

It was a daily routine that involuntarily evoked sympathy.
Even pleasurable things become painful when taken to extremes.
Thinking about doing that for months, and continuing to do so in the future, made him shudder involuntarily.

*The sensation of having your vital energy mercilessly drained. I know it too. You'd hate feeling so powerless. And they're doing it to the point where it affects his life, which is why Bianca directly asked Eun-Ha for help. Eun-Ha's healing magic is powerful enough to affect life force.*

Of course, it wasn't just about wanting to make Kim Woo-Jin stronger.

After organizing his thoughts, Kim Se-Won turned to look at Jae-Yu, who was still fidgeting with her hands.

"So, you want to do that too?"
"Huh?! N-no, not really?! I'm not some constantly horny girl who's in heat 365 days a year!"
"No, that's not what I meant."

Kim Se-Won chuckled at Jae-Yu's misunderstanding.
He thought her nervousness might be because she thought he wanted something like that.

"I meant, do you want me to love and desire you more?"
"Oh, um, yes... I want you to only look at me forever... but that's not something that can be controlled easily."

Realizing her big misunderstanding, Jae-Yu fanned her head with her hand and slowly nodded.

"I understand. Absolutely."

Kim Se-Won nodded immediately.
What surprised him, even by his own assessment, was that since falling for Eun-Ha, he had never had feelings for any other woman.

It made sense, since he hadn't been attracted to her just for her looks, but had come to like this foolish girl as he got to know her.

Jae-Yu's face brightened at Kim Se-Won's agreement.
Her purple eyes sparkled before her expression changed to one of deep thought.

"So..."

As Bianca had mentioned, Kim Se-Won was currently approaching his second awakening.
But the question followed: could that awakening happen with the same mindset as before?

*That's it!*

Suddenly, it felt like lightning had struck. Jae-Yu involuntarily jumped up from her seat at the thought that flashed through her mind.

*Playing hard to get! NTR!*

The wicked thought of being attracted to another man and having a relationship with him.
Wouldn't that make Kim Se-Won's emotions fluctuate greatly and increase his desire to possess her?

Jae-Yu steeled her resolve.
It was practically an Asura's mindset.
The thought of another man touching her was horrifying even to imagine. Plus, it would be enough to cause emotional wounds to Kim Se-Won.

Even though it was something she would never want to do, if it could be the driving force for Kim Se-Won's growth, maybe she could at least "pretend" if she closed her eyes tight.

*I'll eliminate him the moment he touches my body and I'll fake moaning. I'll immediately cut off and dispose of any part he touches. If the result is Se-Won becoming obsessed with me...!*

It might be a pretty good idea. Jae-Yu nodded with a determined expression.

"I can see exactly what you're thinking, you know."
"Ow!"

Snap! Kim Se-Won's flick hit Jae-Yu's forehead.
Standing in front of her now, Kim Se-Won looked at Jae-Yu with a pathetic expression.
His expression soon changed to a faint smile. He lifted her delicate hand and placed it on his chest.

"Ah..."

Jae-Yu's eyes widened.
Thump-thump. His strong heartbeat was transmitted to Jae-Yu through her hand.
She stared blankly at his face, feeling his heartbeat.
She felt their heartbeats synchronizing, becoming one.

Just feeling this sensation made her heart flutter. An inexplicable certainty settled in her mind that the man she loved would always be by her side and would always look only at her.

*It's natural for Jae-Yu to feel insecure. Many men would be repulsed if they knew her background in detail. Plus, there's Jung Soo-Hyun... that guy is part of it too.*

Knowing this, Kim Se-Won didn't stop there.

"My feelings only grow stronger with each passing day, never weaker. I swear."
"You swear...?"
"I swear to always keep only you in my heart. Even if other women court me, I will only ever look at you."

Jae-Yu's eyes widened.
Thump! Her heart beat loudly.

Jae-Yu couldn't tell if it was her heart beating or Kim Se-Won's.
She just smiled broadly with the corners of her eyes curving, melting in the happiness that had suddenly come upon her.

But this alone wasn't enough.
She needed to respond properly too.
It was only right to return as much or more to the person you love when they make such a pledge.

*Then there's only this.*

Jae-Yu opened her mouth to act on the thought that had come to her mind.

"Me too."

The first words were brief.

"No matter what happens. No matter what misfortune befalls us. Even if, if by chance... you leave this world before me."

Jae-Yu slowly closed her eyes as she uttered these increasingly lengthy words.

"?!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened at what was happening to Jae-Yu with her eyes closed.
Although no sound leaked out, he and Jae-Yu were a very noticeable couple.
In fact, they were already attracting the attention of several people in the park.
At that moment, Jae-Yu's body changed.

From a girl with black hair to one with platinum blonde hair that shone dazzlingly in the sunlight.

People watching were visibly startled by this transformation. Some even took out their devices to record the scene.

"I will always love only you."

Eun-Ha finally opened her eyes and made this pledge.

"Isn't that the Holy Maiden?"
"It really is the Holy Maiden. And that person is...!!"

Murmuring voices could be heard from somewhere. Eun-Ha had already withdrawn the magic that prevented sound from leaking, as if she no longer wanted to hide from others.

"So I'll be confident now. I won't try to hide anymore. Until now, I changed without catching people's attention, but I won't hide anymore."
"Eun-Ha..."

Eun-Ha smiled shyly and stood up.
Then she naturally took Kim Se-Won's arm and walked toward the exit of the park.

"Is this your first time? Dating like this."
"Yeah. It's my first time being this open about it."

Eun-Ha's completely confident appearance made Kim Se-Won feel elated.
It wasn't that he disliked being with Jae-Yu. He had just been counting the days until he could be with Eun-Ha like this.

*Maybe her obsession will fade a bit now.*

Now that the element that made Eun-Ha anxious was gone, things should be fine. Kim Se-Won felt relieved as he walked with Eun-Ha.

"By the way."

Eun-Ha spoke softly.

"You're quite popular at school, aren't you?"
"Huh?"
"No, I was just thinking... I should probably mark you as mine. So that any other woman who touches you will die."

Eun-Ha said this shyly and then giggled.

"......"

Shiver! Kim Se-Won felt goosebumps all over his body.
It seemed like it would take a long time for her obsession to disappear.
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The door clicked open, breaking the silence.
The room's owner entered with a short sigh, turned on the lights, and used telekinesis to hang his school uniform on the chair in front of his desk.

"Phew."

Another sigh escaped his lips.
Yet his face wore a warm smile.
The sigh he let out wasn't from anxiety or irritation, but from happiness.

His date with Eun-Ha had drawn everyone's attention.
Despite not doing anything particularly special, going on a proud and sweet date with Eun-Ha instead of her other form had given him tremendous satisfaction.

"If I said it wasn't uncomfortable, that would be a lie. But it was the date I've been dreaming of."

So it didn't matter anyway.
What mattered was the fact that he had dated Eun-Ha.

Kim Se-Won restored his communication device to normal settings after having muted everything except emergency messages to avoid interruptions. Then he checked it with an expression that was half surprised, half pleased.

"What are all these messages?"

In just a few hours, dozens of messages had arrived.
All were from people he knew, with the majority coming from his friend Kang Ba-Da.

[Everyone knows you're dating Shin Eun-Ha.]

He scrolled through Kang Ba-Da's messages. The last one contained several photos of Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won, along with a link to the website where he had seen these pictures.

"So the news really has spread everywhere. Well, not just the neighborhood—this is national news, isn't it? I expected rumors, though."

With a smirk, he casually clicked the link, which brought up a post marked "Real-time updates" in the title.

"Is this person insane? This is straight-up stalking."

Kim Se-Won couldn't help but frown at the post. The writer seemed to fancy themselves some kind of righteous journalist. There were dozens of photos capturing him with Eun-Ha, from the moment they left the park until they parted ways, documenting everything in detail.

"Was I too excited? I didn't notice anyone following us. Well, there were a lot of people around. But Eun-Ha..."

Kim Se-Won suddenly wondered if Eun-Ha would have noticed someone following them. He considered contacting her immediately to check but shook his head.

Eun-Ha probably pretended not to notice on purpose.
Until now, he had been dating her other form, not Eun-Ha herself.
But today—no, from today onward—Eun-Ha would proudly be with him.

"A public relationship. What I've been wishing for has finally come true."

The phrase "public relationship" made his heart flutter.
He never imagined something so ordinary to others could bring him such joy.

"Someday we'll give those followers a big surprise. By confidently walking into a hotel."

Just before entering the hotel, they'd turn around and flash a grin—that would really get to them. Kim Se-Won chuckled at the thought.

"But."

He quickly closed his grinning mouth and focused on his device's screen.

"I need to solve this problem somehow."

The screen showed so many photos that even paparazzi wouldn't go this far.

The poster had even shared their cloud storage address, indicating there were more photos there.

"I'll definitely solve this."

With firm determination, Kim Se-Won accessed the writer's GOGLE Drive and found an enormous collection of photos. The dozens in the post were apparently just a selection of the best ones—there were well over hundreds.

Without hesitation, he downloaded them all.
Then, out of curiosity, he checked the comments.

Most expressed shock.
Some insulted Kim Se-Won, and others even called Eun-Ha vulgar names like "whore."

"Tsk."

While not pleasant, it wasn't surprising either—he had expected this.

"What's this...?"

More concerning was a link in one of the comments.

[Isn't this guy two-timing?]

Clicking the link as if hypnotized, he saw a photo of himself looking startled while his girlfriend's other form stood on tiptoes as if whispering in his ear.

It was taken by someone completely different from the original poster.

"This too? When did they...?"

Kim Se-Won couldn't believe his eyes.
He knew they attracted attention even when he was with her other form, but he never thought someone would take photos.

[Looking at how surprised he is, do you think she's pregnant? If true, that would be legendary lololol. He's probably already slept with the Saint too, so he'll have two pregnant women soon lololol]

To make matters worse, false information was beginning to spread as truth.

"I'm really screwed."

Kim Se-Won grabbed his throbbing head and tried to imagine what would happen next.
But he quickly shook his head, forcibly erasing the thoughts that came to mind.

"There's no need to think about it."

That's right. No need to overthink.
He had expected some attention and a few photos or videos. That was natural given Eun-Ha's fame.

However, he hadn't anticipated that the advantage of people not knowing who her other form was would come back to stab him.

"What will happen when I go to school tomorrow?"

Kim Se-Won thought he might become infamous in many ways.

"Huh? This is..."

While scrolling through comments with a heavy heart, Kim Se-Won suddenly opened his eyes wide at one particular comment.

[This person isn't two-timing. The Saint and the black-haired girl are the same person.]

Someone had appeared to defend Kim Se-Won, who had been receiving insults. Whoever it was had posted a YouTube link right below their comment.

[Holy shit lololol Now that I look at it, that hair and eye color is Optima]
[Magical girl lololol Of course, she's a magical girl lololol]
[So their secret relationship became public]

After briefly checking people's reactions, Kim Se-Won took a deep breath and raised his finger.
Clicking the link, he saw a video with noisy background sounds and more than half the screen mosaic-blurred, as if it had been filmed while hanging out with friends.

"Was it captured by chance? That's a relief."

Kim Se-Won watched the video with great relief.
Since more than half the screen was blurred, his attention naturally went to the unblurred part showing a familiar girl and boy.

"Who is this handsome guy? Come on."

Kim Se-Won couldn't help but smile.

The boy in the video, holding a girl's hand to his chest and mumbling something, was quite handsome even by Kim Se-Won's standards.
The angle was perfect, making him look even better than usual.

With his anxiety and anger subsiding, Kim Se-Won went to the bathroom and stood at the same angle as in the video.
The squid-like man he had seen years ago was nowhere to be found.

"Great!"

Realizing his mood had improved with the relief, Kim Se-Won rushed out of the bathroom and turned off the video.
The stalker-level photos weren't something he could deal with right away. It was better to focus on the fact that the two-timing suspicion had been completely resolved.

Kim Se-Won took a drink from the refrigerator in his room. It was a carbonated beverage he rarely drank.

"Ahh!"

Though Eun-Ha had never specifically forbidden it, Kim Se-Won had avoided carbonated drinks due to their high sugar content. As he gulped it down after a long time, he involuntarily shuddered.
The refreshing sensation stimulating his throat gave him an almost addictive pleasure.

Kim Se-Won didn't stop there.
Now that he was in a good mood, he decided to finally use something he hadn't had the chance to use before.

"Whew!"

After finishing the cola in one go and telekinetically tossing it into the trash, he opened his closet and pulled out his secret item!

"...Huh?"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.
Tilting his head, he gently shook the box in front of him.
It rattled as if something was inside, but it felt lighter than he remembered.
As if the item inside had disappeared.

"Did my strength increase that much recently?"

With Bianca having dropped a major hint about a second awakening, it wouldn't be strange.
But unable to shake his uneasiness, Kim Se-Won carefully opened the box.

"!!!!!!"

He was shocked.
His wide eyes saw only cushioning material meant to prevent damage.
Even after digging through it, the item he was looking for was nowhere to be found.

Instead...

"T-this...!!"

[Hello.]

A note written in familiar handwriting appeared.
Cold sweat drenched his entire body.

"N-no. No...! I haven't even taken her virginity yet...!"

Kim Se-Won quickly turned on his communication device.

*Ding*

A message arrived with ghostly timing as soon as he turned it on. It was from Eun-Ha.

"Gasp...!"

His eyes widened again.
Eun-Ha had sent a short message with a photo.

[The virgin is mine]

The image showed two figurines mercilessly penetrated by an adult toy the same size as Kim Se-Won's.
Eun-Ha was looking at the figurine of her other form, and her other form was looking at Eun-Ha's figurine, both with cold yet subtly sensual gazes.

To make matters worse, there was even a video of them toying with the defenseless figurines!
Eun-Ha and her other form were surely planning to spend a hot night feeling the sensations through the figurines linked to their bodies.

"Ah, aah..."

With a thud, Kim Se-Won fell to his knees.
How could he describe this miserable feeling and helplessness?

"I should have used it earlier...!"

That night, Kim Se-Won couldn't sleep.
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The hot air swirled around the room.
Two people with flushed breathing and satisfied expressions joined hands, and a flash of light erupted.

"Phew."

Eun-Ha, now returned to her singular form, gathered the thin sheet she had laid on the bed and destroyed it with transformation magic. She had prepared it in advance to avoid having to wash the bedding.

Next, she placed her hand on the two girls lying on the bed. No, they were life-sized figures. She recovered her magical energy from them. The figures gradually shrank until they became small silicon figures that could be held in one hand.

"I'll just... put these here."

Eun-Ha scanned the room and casually placed the figures on the desk as decoration. No one unfamiliar with them would ever think these were objects used for lewd activities.

"Still, nothing compares to the real thing."

After smiling contentedly at the decorated figures, Eun-Ha soon frowned and stroked her lower abdomen. The lingering heat continued to stimulate her, as if unsatisfied. Shifting her gaze slightly, she spotted two long objects that had fallen beneath the bed. They were devices modeled after her boyfriend Kim Se-Won's member.

"Unless it's something that fills me up completely inside..."

Even condoms were a hindrance. Eun-Ha glared resentfully at her own body, which had been thoroughly trained by Kim Se-Won.

Deciding this wouldn't do, Eun-Ha transformed into Optima. The transformation lasted only briefly. It was natural since she had only transformed to refresh her body.

With her body now immaculately clean, Eun-Ha put on the clothes she had removed earlier. A thin tank top and dolphin pants. She wore comfortable clothes when in her room since she rarely had visitors.

"But that's a bit..."

After getting dressed, Eun-Ha shifted her gaze back to the desk.

Virginia and Optima.
The meticulously crafted figures, so perfect they seemed alive, took the form of her two transformable appearances.

Staring at the figures, Eun-Ha recalled the sensation she had felt just moments ago. The texture had been indistinguishable from human skin. To be precise, it was identical to "her own" skin.

"The texture of the skin, body temperature, hair texture, scent, sensitivity... even the sound of breathing and heartbeat. And that's not all. The internal organs are perfectly replicated too. Even the magical girl characteristics."

Those objects, which precisely—no, perfectly—replicated the girls Shin Eun-Ha and Han Jae-Yu, could hardly be called mere figures.

The only difference between these perfect replicas and the originals was their lack of will and core.

"It's like they cloned my existence."

Is cloning bad?
No, for this purpose, it's an excellent creation.
As long as it doesn't fall into anyone's hands besides herself or Kim Se-Won, it's a perfect object.

"Huh?"

As she stared at the figures, Eun-Ha suddenly remembered the request she had made to Morris.

"Could it be?"

A perfectly identical object.
Missing only two crucial elements.
Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
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The next day.
Stellarlis's base, White Base, was buzzing with unprecedented excitement.
Heroes, researchers, and other staff affiliated with Stellarlis all discussed yesterday's evaluation with animated faces.

"We're celebrities now. Celebrities! No, a celebrity organization! I just typed 'S' and 'Stellarlis' came up in auto-complete!"
"It means we've earned trust. Man, I can't help but feel proud."
"That's not all! 100 to 1. They say 100 to 1, but it was practically set up for us to lose, yet two of us won! And the other captains fought admirably too. They were just a hair's breadth away from winning!"
"Seriously, even the B-rank heroes were all on the verge of A-rank. And did you see those weirdos who kept their ranks without evaluation? They were knocked out in one hit by the Holy Maiden!"

Eun-Ha heard two male heroes talking as she walked down the corridor.
Despite all the favorable news worth boasting about, she maintained her composure.

"That's not all, right? I heard your hero ranks were officially confirmed too?"

The girl walking beside Eun-Ha smiled gently.
With her mysterious hair color that appeared either light blue or light mint, and her beautiful appearance, she immediately drew the attention of other heroes passing by.

She was also the only student who passed the evaluation, which added to the attention she received.

"Yes, that's right."
"To think my friend would become S-rank! And the others got A-rank too. When will I get there?"
"If you start working hard now? I think you'd rise quickly, Sua."
"Right? I actually know that. But I'm not going to."
"Huh? Why?"

When Go Sua answered with a mischievous smile, Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion.

"Because I'd be too far away from oppa. He couldn't even fight Kim Se-Won's main body and got eliminated. He's trying hard, but I guess there are limits."
"But isn't Soon-Jo in the upper ranks of his year? I vaguely heard his combat ability is good."
"What good is being at the top among kids? You need to join the adults. Being satisfied as a frog in a well makes it hard to develop. Oppa knows that, so he keeps working hard. So I..."

Go Sua smiled shyly and trailed off.
Her expression was that of a girl in love—definitely not the look of a sister loving her biological brother.

*Seriously. Why are there only people like this around me?*

What peculiar connections. Eun-Ha recalled her relationships with an exasperated expression.
Every single one was unusual.

"Anyway, I won't neglect myself. I'll work hard secretly so oppa doesn't notice. So give me advice sometimes, okay? Youngest S-rank hero."

Go Sua said this while gesturing around them.
Though she herself attracted attention, Eun-Ha was the one who drew the most eyes.
It wasn't just her delicate, captivating appearance. The eyes looking at Eun-Ha contained stronger admiration and awe than before.
Eun-Ha had already noticed this.

*Sigh.*

Eun-Ha inwardly sighed.
The reason for those gazes was obvious.

It was because yesterday she had demonstrated overwhelming S-rank power that seemed impossible from her delicate appearance.

Moreover, the fact that the power she showed wasn't even her full strength had evoked feelings beyond jealousy, envy, and fear—it had inspired awe.

As a result, Stellarlis's status had risen, and some people had even begun to set her as their goal.

*This is different from just looking at a pretty girl. S-rank heroes must be used to receiving such gazes with composure.*

This wasn't unpleasant. Rather, it felt good. It made her mouth twitch with satisfaction.
However, the sparkly-eyed stares were so intense that it was almost suffocating.

"Haa. I wonder where that girl who glared at me like she wanted to kill me when we first met went."
"She's right here. Proudly."

Go Sua proudly thumped her chest. Her somewhat ample bosom—something Eun-Ha lacked—bounced.

*Why are there only people like this around me...!! No, I'm quite big when I'm Jae-Yu, so it's fine!*

She quickly averted her gaze from the chest. It was a fleeting moment, not even 0.1 seconds.

"By the way. Are you okay? You caused quite a stir yesterday. Many people are treating it like a scandal."

Go Sua noticed this glance but pretended not to, changing the subject.

"I'm fine. No problem at all."

Eun-Ha immediately nodded at her concerned expression. Her smile conveyed complete confidence.

"But yesterday the internet was buzzing... articles popping up everywhere. Even in newspapers."

Despite Eun-Ha's assurance, Go Sua remained worried.
Some men who idolized the Holy Maiden, Virginia, had lived with the delusion that they would be the ones by her side.

Naturally, when her relationship with Kim Se-Won was revealed, they felt betrayed and poured all kinds of criticism on the internet, joined by others who were influenced, sympathized, or simply swept up in the atmosphere.

Nevertheless, Eun-Ha spoke with an unbothered expression.

"I had some intention... but those people shouldn't have been like that in the first place."
"Huh? Why?"
"I never once flirted with men, you know? I just extended a helping hand to people in need."
"Ah..."

Go Sua's expression showed understanding.
With wide eyes, she reviewed Eun-Ha's past actions that she had witnessed.

"I just helped people in need. It's strange for them to feel 'betrayed' when they made their own assumptions and fell into delusions about me."
"But if you said that... in front of people, it would cause an uproar, right?"
"Of course I wouldn't."

Eun-Ha answered with a chuckle.

"Anyway! There's no problem. Those people who arbitrarily viewed me as an idol or icon? They're already being lynched."
"Ah~ That's true."

Go Sua nodded.
Eun-Ha was undeniably a public figure. This was a fact.
But her position was closer to a hero than an idol (entertainer).
And no one criticized a hero's romantic affairs.
Heroes had an unspoken duty to bear capable offspring, and it was common knowledge that stronger heroes had stronger reproductive urges.

In other words, no one had the right to comment on Eun-Ha's romantic life.

"Ah. I should get going now."
"Huh? Where to?"

Go Sua, who had just realized this fact, was nodding when Eun-Ha turned around.
Eun-Ha smiled brightly at her question.

"To pick up my boyfriend."

And she answered with a grin.
Unlike Go Sua, who was officially joining Stellarlis today and had taken a day off from school for the induction, Kim Se-Won was already a captain at Stellarlis.

*I wonder how Se-Won will react?*

After waving goodbye to Go Sua, Eun-Ha headed toward the White Base entrance where Kim Se-Won would be, her expression full of anticipation.



* * *



The emotion Kim Se-Won felt yesterday still lingered in his heart a day later.
That's why he vowed to sharpen his blade of revenge.

*My woman's first time should have been mine. That applies to figures... life-sized onaholes too.*

It infuriated him to have lost it so meaninglessly.
Moreover, the rumors about him dating Eun-Ha, which had already spread throughout the academy, were confirmed today, resulting in him being teased relentlessly by everyone.

Normally, he would have just laughed it off, but due to yesterday's tragedy, Kim Se-Won harbored anger in his heart.

"Right. If Eun-Ha took what's mine, I should do the same."

He clenched his fist, determined. His eyes gleamed ominously.

"If Eun-Ha took Eun-Ha from me, then I should take myself from her."

Who around Eun-Ha could take himself?
The answer came immediately.
His trembling hand, shaking with anger, showed his resolve.

"The ultimate dish among dishes. The finest delicacy among delicacies is sisters and mother-daughter pairs, who said that?"

In other words, he needed to sell himself to a woman other than Eun-Ha.

"Now my mother is even."

Kim Se-Won raised the corner of his mouth into a smirk.

Ch.550 - Plan Start
Two days after the Stellarlis selection screening.
Under Han Yu-bin's leadership, Stellarlis's system was rapidly evolving and approaching completion.

With Hong Yu-jin personally training the heroes, even those whose growth had been stagnating began to make progress.

Another notable change was the shifting dynamic between Kim Se-Won and Hong Yu-jin.

Perhaps because she appeared to be in her early to mid-twenties despite her actual age, or because she was Eun-Ha's mother, Kim Se-Won had grown particularly close to Hong Yu-jin.

"Good work today."
"Ah. Thanks."

When Kim Se-Won handed her a drink with a smile, Hong Yu-jin accepted it naturally, returning his smile.
She sipped the drink while watching the heroes panting and drenched in sweat.

*Even if they still have weaknesses, Eun-Ha should be fine. Thanks to the Sacred Territory's support, she's become capable of fighting hybrids.*

Her experienced eye quickly assessed each hero's abilities.
Although only a few days had passed, the Sacred Territory, which allowed them to transcend physical limitations, made their training several times more efficient.

They still had a long way to go.
But at the very least, she could train them to avoid being completely helpless. That was what she could do.
Hong Yu-jin gulped down her drink while mentally planning future training regimens.

Just then, Kim Se-Won, who had been drinking his own beverage, gave Hong Yu-jin a meaningful look.

"Ma'am. Are you free today?"
"Today? Yes. Anytime."

Hong Yu-jin nodded with a somewhat pleased expression.
Their conversation didn't reach the heroes who were training.
Everyone was too busy catching their breath, and the two had spoken in hushed voices.

After finishing their brief exchange, Kim Se-Won bowed to Hong Yu-jin and left the training room.

*Good. Everything's going according to plan.*

Though he was suffering just as much as the other heroes, he completely forgot his discomfort due to how smoothly his plan was progressing.

But he couldn't ignore the sweat he'd shed. Kim Se-Won quickly headed to the shower room and began washing up.

*I've successfully gained sympathy and gotten closer to Ms. Hong Yu-jin. Since both Eun-Ha and Ms. Hong Yu-jin are such busy people, I don't think Eun-Ha has noticed my actions.*

Things were going smoothly. So smoothly it was almost laughable.

*I'm guessing Eun-Ha sees Hong Yu-jin as a parent before seeing her as a woman. I'm no different, so it's a kind of blind spot.*

Because she's a parent, Eun-Ha's intuition doesn't activate! This was excellent news.

And that wasn't the only good news.
Unlike her actual age, Hong Yu-jin appeared to be in her early to mid-twenties—quite a young beauty.
Kim Se-Won knew well that while many heroes felt attracted to her strength and appearance, "Shin Eun-Ha," her child, served as a massive barrier blocking Hong Yu-jin's romantic prospects.

In other words, no ordinary man would approach Hong Yu-jin. Thanks to this, Kim Se-Won's plan was proceeding without a hitch.

After quickly finishing his shower, he moved hastily to prepare for the next phase of his plan.
Afternoon duties and training remained. Since he couldn't neglect his training, he needed to handle his assigned tasks quickly and accurately.
Only then could he execute what he truly wanted.

Several days passed.

"Excuse me. Commander, could you spare a moment?"
"Is something the matter?"
"Forgive me if I'm speaking out of turn, but doesn't the secretary seem to be in a good mood lately?"

The captain of the 6th Division, Lee Min-ki, who had visited the Commander's office on business, couldn't help but notice Hong Yu-jin's warm smile just before entering.
Having a family himself, he recognized that kind of smile. It was the natural expression of someone excited about interactions with their child and working for their sake.

*But the Holy Maiden has been so busy lately that she shouldn't have time to meet anyone personally.*

Unless today happened to be her day off, which it wasn't, it naturally raised questions.

"Hmm."

At Lee Min-ki's words, Han Yu-bin stopped what she was doing and fell into contemplation.

Come to think of it, Hong Yu-jin, who had always been reliably handling her work, did seem to have softened a bit recently.

"Maybe it's that? My sister has been whining on the phone lately about not having time to see Se-Won."
"That's unlikely. Unless she got married without our knowledge. Besides, there's no sign of her living with anyone. Given how much attention she attracts, such information would naturally come to light."
"Then..."

As Han Yu-bin tapped her pen on the desk in thought, she suddenly looked up.
Perfect timing. As Lee Min-ki and Han Yu-bin's gazes met, they both grinned.

"Maybe she's got a boyfriend."
"Exactly. I had the same thought."
"After all, she hasn't had a man in her life for so long, so it's plausible. Most men would look like sons or younger brothers to her... Anyway, let's end this conversation here. Soundproof walls aren't invincible."

At Han Yu-bin's quiet remark, Lee Min-ki's body visibly flinched.
He hurriedly covered his mouth and cautiously glanced behind him.
With a woman close to being a Transcendent waiting beyond the firmly closed door, watching one's words was essential.

"Does the Holy Maiden know?"
"I think she probably doesn't... Let's not tell her for now. My sister probably wants this, and if we tell her now, she might make a fuss."
"She might even start investigating the man's family registry."

Seeing how obsessed she was with Kim Se-Won, this was entirely predictable.
Without prompting, both placed their index fingers to their lips and nodded.

Thus, Hong Yu-jin's subtle change became an open secret within Stellarlis, known to everyone except Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-jin herself.

*Perfect.*

Kim Se-Won, who had noticed this subtle current, smiled broadly in the empty corridor.

*"You might know this, but my father is in that state. And my mother spent most of my childhood in hospitals or bedridden. I suppose that's why I don't have many memories with my parents..."*
*"Oh my!"*

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist as he recalled how he had drawn Hong Yu-jin in.
Everything was going according to plan.
Even if something went wrong, the flow was perfect enough that no negative consequences—specifically, no retaliation—would come his way from Hong Yu-jin.

*As expected, for attracting an older woman, especially one old enough to be my mother, a tragic family background works perfectly.*

Kim Se-Won sensed it was about time for Eun-Ha to notice. Though the mother and daughter rarely met due to their busy schedules, there was no way Eun-Ha wouldn't notice Hong Yu-jin's changes.

*Plus, Hong Yu-jin has a daughter named Eun-Ha. Since Eun-Ha was originally male, there's a sense of longing for the son who's gone. I didn't expect this to work so well, but...*
"Oh, it's already time for our appointment."

Kim Se-Won stopped his train of thought and checked the time on his communication terminal.
It was almost time for his appointment with Hong Yu-jin, so he needed to leave.
With Eun-Ha still working, there was no risk of being caught—a safe time.

"I should go looking appropriate for a date."

Kim Se-Won set off with an excited heart.

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha...

"...?"

Suddenly, she raised her head sharply due to a strange premonition.

"Holy Maiden, is something wrong?"
"Huh? No. It's nothing. Haha..."
"Are you worried about your boyfriend? It's a shame the world is in such a state when you're at the prime of your relationship."
"I can trust Se-Won. He's been there for me, focusing only on me."
"My, my, my, my! Goodness! In this day and age, to find such a man...! You must be so happy."

Eun-Ha, who was volunteering to heal elderly people with physical ailments, dismissed the feeling as nothing.

*These middle-aged women are all such chatterboxes.*

Eun-Ha engaged in the gossip, responding appropriately.

After about five minutes of chatting, the woman Eun-Ha had been treating and talking with handed her a bag.

"Oh right. Look at me. This is some boiled pork. Share it with the others who came with you."
"Meat...!"
"Word has spread that the Holy Maiden loves meat~ Hoho."

Eun-Ha's eyes lit up at the sight of the meat.
To the middle-aged and elderly suffering from various ailments like arthritis, back pain, and poor eyesight, Eun-Ha was a blessing who could instantly relieve their discomfort.

"Thank you. Thank you so much...!"

Moreover, for some, she even restored lost hair roots or relieved prostate issues, restoring men's dignity. She was like an angel descended from heaven!
Naturally, even though she never asked for anything, gifts constantly piled up around Eun-Ha.

*It must have been my imagination. If another woman had approached him, I would have noticed immediately.*

Eun-Ha bid farewell to her last visitor, deliberately dismissing the strange sensation she had felt earlier.

Ch.551 - Huh...? What's This...?
After finishing her volunteer healing work for the day, Eun-Ha returned to her room and stared blankly at the ceiling.

"What on earth was that...?"

That strange sensation she'd felt earlier.
It wasn't killing intent or an ominous sign from someone.
She had a vague feeling it might be related to Kim Se-Won, but unlike usual, she wasn't certain.

"Se-Won said he was doing his regular training today. Yes... that's what it felt like."

Then what could it be?
Why did it keep bothering her, making her heart flutter?
Eun-Ha couldn't understand why, so she placed a hand on her chest.
The fluttering in her heart was gradually turning into a tightness.

"Oh, I don't know!"

She flopped down on the bed.
Eun-Ha rolled back and forth across the bed.
Then her movements stopped.

"...Maybe I'll go see Mom."

Just like that, for no particular reason.
Hong Yoo-Jin's face appeared in her mind.

Eun-Ha and Hong Yoo-Jin lived close enough that they could meet whenever they wanted.
Until a few days ago, both had been too busy for that to be possible.

But now she could.
Now that she had stepped down from her position as commander, she had relatively more free time.
In other words, it was the perfect timing.

Having made up her mind, Eun-Ha jumped up and grabbed a light cardigan from her closet. It was quite thin for winter wear.

"She stayed at White Base for a while, but lately she's gone back home. She probably doesn't have anyone to meet, so she should be home now."

It was a somewhat sad certainty.
Dressed lightly, Eun-Ha left White Base and immediately plunged into the shadows, moving quickly.

Her destination was the apartment where Hong Yoo-Jin lived.

The advantage of shadow magic was that it could largely ignore physical obstacles.
Thanks to this, Eun-Ha arrived at the apartment much faster than if she'd traveled normally. Still hidden in the shadows, she carefully crossed the threshold and entered.

"Yes. I think—"

As she passed halfway through the front door, she faintly heard Hong Yoo-Jin's voice.
From the sound of it, Hong Yoo-Jin seemed to be on the sofa in the living room.

"Huh?"

Eun-Ha, still in the shadows, found the voice strange and remained half-hidden in the entrance, quietly observing the situation.

"She looks happy. Who is she talking to on the phone with such a gentle voice...?"
"I'm sorry, but... to... will..."

She tilted her head and listened more carefully.
Despite the gentle voice, the speech was rather formal. It meant they weren't close.

"Hmm...?"

Eun-Ha tilted her head again.
Did Hong Yoo-Jin have someone like that?
Was there really someone who could make Hong Yoo-Jin speak with such a warm, gentle voice while maintaining formality?
As far as Eun-Ha knew, there wasn't.
Even if she was talking with other teachers, it would be more business-like than this.
No, she had rarely seen Hong Yoo-Jin having such a private conversation with anyone.

"..."

Eun-Ha, who had been listening to the call while advancing in the shadows, backed away.
After completely exiting the entrance, she even stepped out of the shadows.

"Ugh...!"

As soon as she left the shadows, the cold air hit her slender body. Eun-Ha hugged herself and shivered.

It was a natural reaction, wearing only dolphin pants and a tank top with just a cardigan over them on this cold winter day.

With her mind racing from the cold, Eun-Ha quickly pressed the doorbell.
Ding-dong— Hearing the doorbell ring, she looked at the front door with slightly expectant eyes.

"Will Mom end the call and come out? Or will she come out while still on it?"

In the brief moment waiting for Hong Yoo-Jin to appear, Eun-Ha pondered this question.
It could go either way depending on the person.

And the door opened not long after.

"Eun-Ha?"
"Huh?!"

Eun-Ha widened her eyes at the sight of Hong Yoo-Jin emerging from the door.
She couldn't help but be surprised.
Her body froze as if struck by lightning.

Hong Yoo-Jin's attire was something Eun-Ha had never expected.

Was it a Stellarlis uniform?
No.
Then was it the suit she wore to the academy?
That wasn't it either.
Since she was at home, was it comfortable clothing that didn't care about others' eyes?
Surprisingly, no!

The woman before her was dressed as if she had just returned from a private meeting with someone, in a fully dressed-up outfit!
Moreover, the subtle makeup and the faint scent of perfume were completely different from Hong Yoo-Jin's usual scent that she knew!

"N-No way...?!"

Then a thought flashed through Eun-Ha's mind.

"Does Mom h-have a boyfriend?! That means...!"

That thought made her feel dizzy again, as if lightning had struck her head.

"Was the person she was talking to just now a man...? A man who dated Mom????"

Boom! Boom-boom-boom-boom!
Fireworks exploded in Eun-Ha's mind.
This was truly a cause for celebration.

[Congratulations on Mrs. Hong Yoo-Jin's Marriage!]

A grand festival was already taking place in her mind, complete with a large banner.

"In this situation, what I need right now is...!"

Eun-Ha closed her bulging eyes and then opened them again, immediately taking out her wallet.
Then, with skillful hands, she pulled out a condom hidden in the corner of her wallet and held it out!

"This one has holes in it! With this, in one go! It's a done deal! Pregnancy confirmed!"
"Are you crazy?!"

Smack!
A forehead flick came at the speed of light.

"Ow?!"

Eun-Ha's body swayed greatly.
She couldn't even react to the attack that came from outside her awareness.

"That hurts..."

Eun-Ha rubbed her forehead with tears in her eyes.
As expected of an EX-class hero's forehead flick. It felt like her brain was shaking inside her skull, turning into liquid like a shake.

"That's an exaggeration, though."

She glanced at Hong Yoo-Jin and then lowered her eyes.
After thinking "she went easy on me," she looked up again and gave Hong Yoo-Jin a puzzled expression.

"What are you doing? Really. Come in quickly. It's cold outside, and you're dressed so thinly."
"It's okay. I used magic to stay warm."

Should I ask later if she has a boyfriend? Eun-Ha answered while putting the condom back in her wallet.

"I guess so. If you had walked around the streets in that outfit, it would have caused an uproar. It might have even made breaking news. Oh, and that thing."

Hong Yoo-Jin's finger pointed at Eun-Ha's wallet.

"Make sure to replace it with a new one, okay?"
"Oh, you mean the expiration date? Don't worry. I replace them regularly."

Eun-Ha nodded with a bright smile.

"Because I use them."

Her bright smile soon turned into a smug expression.

"I see."

Hong Yoo-Jin recognized the meaning behind that smile and barely managed to swallow the sigh that had risen to her throat.

"By the way, she ended the call and came out? It's a bit disappointing that I couldn't find out who it was. Should I ask...?"

Eun-Ha entered the house with inner disappointment. Hong Yoo-Jin had gestured for her to come in quickly.

In fact, she could have asked directly about the caller, but she couldn't easily open her mouth.
If she asked, it would inevitably lead to the question, "Why did you go back out to the entrance instead of coming in right away?"

After entering the house, Eun-Ha naturally scanned the place.
Surprisingly, Hong Yoo-Jin's house was in good order.

"That's strange..."
"What is?"
"Nothing. It's just so clean."

Eun-Ha was so surprised that her eyes were wide open.
Hong Yoo-Jin's house was always a mess whenever she visited, and cleaning it up had been Eun-Ha's job since she was young.

"Anyway, since I don't come every day, let's sleep together as mother and daughter tonight! That's it."
"You know that's a random thing to say, right?"

Hong Yoo-Jin made an incredulous expression at the abrupt statement.
To think that was the only reason for her sudden visit. Hong Yoo-Jin smiled warmly, finding it amusing.

"So you don't like it?"
"Come on. When did I say I didn't like it?"

But she didn't reject it.
Even such a trivial reason was good enough.
If she had taken one wrong step, she wouldn't have been able to do even these small things.
She would have disappeared from this world long ago.

"..."

Eun-Ha mumbled as she looked at Hong Yoo-Jin's warm smile. Then her small mouth opened slightly and closed again.

"Is it right to ask now?"

She put aside the question of who Hong Yoo-Jin was talking to on the phone.
But it seemed reasonable to ask if she had a boyfriend.

"After all, I've rarely seen Mom talk like that. And she's even wearing such subtle makeup."

There's a difference between professional warmth and genuine warmth.
The faint voice of Hong Yoo-Jin that Eun-Ha had heard was the latter.

"Let's take a bath."
"Huh? Together?"
"I think I need to wash my careless daughter. Seriously, even if you can use magic, how could you come out in such thin clothes in this weather?"
"Oh, okay."

But Eun-Ha couldn't bring herself to ask.

What if she was getting in the way?

That same anxiety filled her heart completely.



* * *



The afternoon after staying at Hong Yoo-Jin's house.

"Who was Mom talking to on the phone yesterday?"

Eun-Ha was very bothered by the question that kept popping up in her mind.
Who could it be that made her use a voice Eun-Ha had rarely heard before?

During her break time, Eun-Ha picked up her communication device and pulled up Hong Yoo-Jin's phone number.
Now she just needed to press the call button.

"Ugh."

Frowning and hesitating, Eun-Ha eventually swallowed hard and pressed the call button.

Ring ring— The dialing tone sounded.

[Ah. Sorry. Could you call me back later?]

But before Eun-Ha could say anything, Hong Yoo-Jin's voice came through and the call was unilaterally ended.

"Maybe I should consult with Se-Won...?"

With her questions and frustrations unresolved, Eun-Ha next called Kim Se-Won.

[Sorry, I'm busy right now.]
"Huh...?"

Click.

It happened again.
Eun-Ha looked at her communication device with an unbelieving expression.
Call duration: 2 seconds. One second longer than with Hong Yoo-Jin.

"Right. That can happen."

It hurt that they hung up before she could even speak.
While it was hurtful, considering their positions, it was understandable.
Eun-Ha looked up to check the time. The end of her break was approaching.

"With the new year coming, they must be busy with various things."

Eun-Ha muttered weakly as she walked away.
Yes. It didn't work out today, but she could try again another day.

And so one day passed.
Two days.
By the third day.

"...This."

Eun-Ha looked at the call history that had ended briefly once again and wore a dejected expression.

Due to their busy schedules, they only passed by each other at White Base without having any meaningful conversation.
This had been going on for three days now.

The strange sensation she felt a few days ago and had been feeling continuously.
The unexpected side of Hong Yoo-Jin she had seen.
The unusually difficult communication with both of them.

Eun-Ha's face showed that she had realized something.

"No way, have I... from Mom... from Se-Won..."

Her voice trembled finely.

"Lost them to each other...?"

Finally, she slumped down in her seat.

Ch.552 - They Meet On Christmas
They had taken each other away.
They had stolen each other's mother and boyfriend.

"No, that's impossible."

Eun-Ha shook her head in denial, unable to believe the situation.
This must be a delusion.
After all, there was no concrete evidence yet, just suspicion.
In reality, her intuition had only given her a few strange feelings, not actual warnings.

"Even if it's Se-Won, even if he seems to be getting closer to Kim Woo-Jin lately. He wouldn't go so far as to sleep with my mother too."

Eun-Ha knew very well that Kim Se-Won's words weren't lies.
Nevertheless, she couldn't shake off this anxiety.
Wanting to dispel her uneasiness, her mind raced.

"...Right. I'll see it with my own eyes."

Eventually, Eun-Ha's mind reached a conclusion.
See it with her own eyes.
She erased the empty expression on her face and nodded.
It was surely a lie, but she needed to see it herself to be reassured.
Yes.
That's what she had to do.

"If I see it myself, I'll know everything. I can be at ease. ...That's definitely it."

Eun-Ha turned her head to look at the object on her desk.

Christmas was approaching soon. Then the new year would dawn.
Next year would be a year of war.
There would be much less time for sweet moments like now. For his sake, she had prepared something that was right there.

"I'll try calling again tomorrow."

Eun-Ha clutched her anxious heart with one hand and stood up.
Intuitively, she thought neither of them would answer their phones tomorrow either. But that was fine.
She could keep trying for a few more days.
If both of them continued not answering their phones, she could go find them then.

Slowly, she turned her head and approached the desk.
Opening the top drawer, there were countless photos of Kim Se-Won inside.

"But if what I'm thinking is right..."

Eun-Ha picked up one of them and quietly smiled.

*Then, let's kill Se-Won.*

More precisely, push him to the brink of death, release fake news that he's dead, and lock him up where no one can find him.
So only she could see him.
So no one but her could ever see him.
Forever.

"Let's live in a world of just the two of us, without anyone's interference. Yes. That's right. That's what I should do."

She murmured softly.
In her mind, the memory of being betrayed by the friend she trusted most played over and over again.

That scene that still occasionally appeared in her dreams.
The scene where her most trusted friend turned out to be The Mute One, who had pierced Hong Yu-Jin's stomach.

"I can't be betrayed."
"I don't want that."
"I'm scared."

Eun-Ha's voice trembled finely.

"But if it's not true."

If it was just her imagination that Kim Se-Won and Hong Yu-Jin had betrayed her.

"Then I'll punish myself for having these thoughts."

Eun-Ha put the photo she had been staring at back in its place and closed the drawer.

Soon, everything would be revealed.



* * *



Several days passed.

"Finally, it's complete."

Kim Se-Won smiled with satisfaction that his plan had progressed very smoothly.
In his hand was a small box.
The navy blue box made of soft material contained the money he had saved since entering Stellarlis and his efforts.

"She'll probably call today too, right?"

Erasing his satisfied smile, Kim Se-Won glanced at his communication terminal.
For the past few days, Eun-Ha had been unusually quiet.
Like the calm before a storm, she only called once a day.

He knew well that it wasn't just because she was busy.
Kim Se-Won could easily guess what was causing this chilling sensation throughout his body.

*She'll come looking soon.*

If it was Eun-Ha, she would have already been following him. Not to catch decisive evidence, but simply because of loneliness.

Kim Se-Won and Hong Yu-Jin had used this to their advantage, getting help from many people in Stellarlis to restrict Eun-Ha's movements.
They tied Eun-Ha's feet when she needed to go to places she really had to go, and didn't restrict her when it was places she didn't need to go.

In this way, Kim Se-Won and Hong Yu-Jin had been careful not to let their plan be discovered by Eun-Ha over the past few days.

"I'm sorry, but... it couldn't be helped."

Kim Se-Won traced the box he was holding with his thumb. If Eun-Ha noticed what was inside this firm yet soft touch, her surprise would be diminished.
Besides, this was also a small revenge for how she had teased him.

He put the box in his pocket and turned on his communication terminal.
He glanced at the room owner's status. She was busy processing documents. At that level, a phone call shouldn't be a problem.
Nevertheless, just in case, Kim Se-Won surrounded himself with a thin magical barrier and made the call.

[Ah....]
"Have you been well?"

Without realizing it, his voice deepened.
It was a low, gentle voice.

Perhaps surprised that he had called, the other person made a short sound and then said nothing.

"Let's meet. Today at 8. At the park where we first met. I have something I want to tell you."
[...Okay.]

The conversation was brief.
Sensing that the other person had nothing more to say, Kim Se-Won said he would hang up and ended the call.

"Phew..."

It was already afternoon.
He had finished his work quickly for today, so all he had to do was compose himself until the designated time.
Kim Se-Won was killing time in a deep place in White Base, specifically in the commander-in-chief's office.

*It's fortunate that the plan is going so smoothly. Really.*

He used his family situation to gain Hong Yu-Jin's favor. This made it easier to get her help.

The best would have been to flaunt his relationship with Hong Yu-Jin to make Eun-Ha feel like she had lost her place as a "child," but Hong Yu-Jin refused, so this couldn't be helped.

Still, it was fine.
Thanks to the help of Eun-Ha's mother, Hong Yu-Jin, and his own mother, Kim Ha-Yoon, he was able to achieve his ultimate goal.
So it was good enough.

Kim Se-Won checked today's weather on his communication terminal again, just in case.

*It's a bit disappointing that it's not snowing today.*

The temperature was low, but it wasn't snowing.
Last year was a white Christmas, so he had hoped for one this year too, but there was nothing he could do if it didn't snow.

"I should get going now."
"Oh."

After checking the app and the time again, it was time to move.
Kim Se-Won got up, saying a brief word to Han Yu-Bin, a girl who was focused on working despite it being Christmas.
As he was about to leave the room, he nodded slightly to Ash, who was standing guard beside Han Yu-Bin.
Ash, who had been standing silently with his arms crossed, nodded slightly in return.



* * *



It was a chilly weather.
Because it was winter, the surroundings were already getting dark.
Kim Se-Won scanned the area.
The poorly maintained park had traces of weeds that had grown and withered all around.
Only a few streetlights were working. These were far from enough to illuminate the entire park.

Kim Se-Won actually preferred this inadequate lighting.
If it was too bright, it wouldn't set the right mood.

*Would it have been better to give it for the new year? No. It would be a waste to miss Christmas like this. And I feel too sorry for Eun-Ha.*

Quietly, with his eyes closed, he listened to the empty park.

*Happy New Year... no, Merry Christmas. Should I say that first?*

As he did so, he planned ahead how he would act.
He needed to repay her for all his mischievous behavior.
This was a gift he had prepared with the help of both mothers for this purpose.

How much time had passed like that?
Kim Se-Won circulated his magic to raise his lowered body temperature.
By his estimation, there were still about 20 minutes left until the appointed time.
He had come out quite early anticipating an early arrival, so it was probably about that much time.

Tap.

"...!"

At that moment, a light footstep sound was heard from not too far away.
It was a familiar sound. At the same time, his core alerted him that familiar magic was approaching.

*You came early.*

Kim Se-Won forcibly held back the corners of his mouth that were trying to rise on their own.
He wanted to maintain his composure at a time like this. He should smile after giving the gift and apologizing.

Pretending not to notice, he remained still.
Deliberately exhaling a breath to show he had been waiting for a long time in the cold, he rubbed his palms together.

"Kim Se-Won."

A voice came from behind him.
Ah.
It couldn't be helped.
As soon as he heard the familiar voice, the corners of his mouth that he had been holding back rose.
It was so natural. It was such a welcome voice.

Kim Se-Won fixed his expression again.
Opening his closed eyes, he turned around.
And.

"...Huh."

Seeing the girl before him, Kim Se-Won's eyes shook greatly.

Cloudy platinum hair and emerald eyes.
Bat wings just above the tailbone and a long tail below.
Curved horns that wrapped around her head like a tiara.
Following that, a dark red dress shimmered in the dim light.
Eun-Ha?
No, it wasn't Eun-Ha.

"Aleph...!"

A hybrid reborn based on Eun-Ha's clone and a servant of The Mute One.
The girl who should have been looking at him with fear was giving him a calm gaze.

"Yes."

Aleph nodded. Then she smiled softly.
There was no fear in any of her actions.
Her expression only showed joy that Kim Se-Won had recognized her.

"How did you...!"
"How I got here isn't important."

One step, Aleph approached.
The sight of her approaching gracefully with her hands behind her back was utterly bizarre.

"What's important is that I've become strong enough to meet you."

Aleph spoke in a whisper, smiling with her eyes.

The hybrid called Aleph, unlike other servants, wasn't strong from the moment of rebirth.
She was so weak that it would be foolish to compare her to other servants.
That's why she only momentarily overwhelmed Eun-Ha.

But now it was different.
Even without showing her power.
Even though she had perfectly contained it, he could sense the power sleeping inside her body.
An overwhelming power that Kim Se-Won could perceive because he had grown.

"After staying in the hybrids' den for half a year. I could finally come out."

Aleph took another step forward.
She had become a monster that actively utilized the physical characteristics of a magical girl.
Power and skill gained from slaughtering thousands, tens of thousands of hybrids. And magic.
Even though Aleph didn't deliberately show it, Kim Se-Won could feel her overwhelming power.

*Despite being a hybrid, her body hasn't changed much. That's probably because she's also a magical girl.*

Gulp, Kim Se-Won swallowed unconsciously.
Because she was a magical girl, the changes were minimal.
At the same time, because she was a hybrid, she had grown astonishingly in just a few months.

"I. Was afraid of you. I was afraid, terrified, and even hated you enough to want to tear you apart. But those feelings changed after a few months. That is—"

She takes another step forward.
Aleph's smile emitted a seductive light.

"—love."
"What?!"

Kim Se-Won was shocked again.
He knew that expression.
The expression Aleph was making was the same one Eun-Ha had shown countless times.
It was that face that made him want to hug her tightly because she was so lovable.

"At first, I thought it was a misunderstanding. I thought I had finally gone crazy. But that's not it."

Aleph shook her head and affirmed.

"No one has ever given me more pain than you. No one has ever made me feel greater fear."

Even if her limbs were torn off.
Even if her head was split in half.
Even if her stomach was pierced.
Even if she was dragged around like a toy by her legs.
Even if her lower body was completely devoured.
No pain could shake Aleph's heart.

"Only you. You're the only male who has planted this intense emotion in me."

Aleph's eyes showed heat.
Yes. Kim Se-Won.
Only this man could shake her.

That's why she could become stronger, and that's why she is who she is now. She could be recognized by fellow servants and The Mute One.
She could reestablish her reason for existence.

Aleph was expressing infinite gratitude to Kim Se-Won for giving her the opportunity to change.

"I am the hybrid Aleph, but I'm also someone who has been greatly influenced by the owner of this body."

By now, Aleph was right in front of Kim Se-Won.

"I think you know very well what that means."

She looks up at Kim Se-Won with eyes full of certainty.
In her greatly expanded pupils, lightless eyes, there was a certain emotion.
It was the twisted love that Eun-Ha occasionally showed.

"Just as I do, she will too. Just as I think only of you to the point of madness, she would have too!"

I know.
Because it's me, I know.

"This emotion. She must have had an even greater emotion than this swirling emotion!"

Aleph grabbed Kim Se-Won's hand and placed it on her chest.
Thump-thump! The madly beating heart could be felt through his hand.

"In your eyes, I might just look crazy. No. That's not it. The real thing is even more intense. I'm just a replica anyway. Since I'm a hybrid, not the original owner of this body, I'm less affected!"

It's scary.
Right?

Aleph's whisper reached Kim Se-Won's ear.
Each of her words dug into his mind as if directly engraved there.

"I'll take you in."
"I'll take you in, lock you up, and love you forever!"
"Let's have many children."
"We don't need males. Let's keep only the females alive and make a big family."
"Let's imprint that emotion on our daughters by violating them and crushing their bones as you did to me. And to their daughters too! And to their daughters!"
"Let's give that fear, that pain, that love to everyone!"

Whoosh! Aleph's small frame clung to Kim Se-Won.
She was so delicate, yet Kim Se-Won couldn't resist at all.
Aleph's overwhelming magic was binding him.

Aleph was the one embracing, but she forcibly moved Kim Se-Won's hands to make it look like he was embracing her.

"I'll make you happy. You just need to breed children like a beast."

Belatedly, a sweet scent seeped into Kim Se-Won's nostrils.
It was thicker and stickier than Eun-Ha's.
It was a scent that seemed made solely to plunge people into lust.

"Haa..."

Slurp, Aleph's eyes curved again. As her flushed face smiled, Kim Se-Won's body once again moved independently of his will.

Kim Se-Won's body creaked as he bent his waist.
In response, Aleph stood on her tiptoes.
Face to face. The distance between their lips grew closer and closer.

Finally, as the distance between their lips approached zero.

"...Huh?"

From far away.
A small sound was heard.

Ch.553 - 1. Grab The Chest2. Tear It Off
Kim Se-Won was the first to react to the very faint sound from afar.
Breaking free from Aleph's magical restraints with all his might, he quickly stepped back and turned his head.
There stood Eun-Ha.
Eun-Ha, looking at this scene while breathing heavily.

"Eun-Ha...!"

Kim Se-Won moved toward Eun-Ha.
But his body, which had tried to move, was already bound by Aleph's magic that had rushed in, leaving him unable to budge.

"No way..."

Empty eyes stared at Kim Se-Won in that state.
The scarf that had been disheveled, perhaps from rushing here in such a hurry, fell to the floor with a thud.
It was the scarf she had received from Kim Se-Won on the day they first met.

"Don't go."

Aleph approached Kim Se-Won again and nestled into his arms as if they were lovers.
Kim Se-Won's arms moved to embrace Aleph's slender body. Of course, it was a forced action created by her magic.
However, from the outside, it looked like nothing more than Kim Se-Won voluntarily embracing Aleph.

"Since when?"

Eun-Ha's eyes trembled greatly. Her voice was choked as if tears would fall at any moment.

"Since when have you and Aleph..."

Following that, tears began to form in her eyes, drop by drop. Despite trying her best to hold back the tears, her already burst tear ducts endlessly let tears fall.

As if wanting to deny the scene unfolding before her eyes, Eun-Ha slowly shook her head.
Even after wiping away her flowing tears with her sleeve and looking again, the scene remained exactly as before.

Her legs trembled so much she could collapse at any moment. This strong girl, unable to withstand the psychological shock, revealed a vulnerable side.
Eventually, Eun-Ha's head drooped downward.

*She's so shaken that she hasn't noticed this yet...!*

Kim Se-Won struggled with a troubled expression.
This was his fault.
Guilt pounded in his chest.

He needed to rush to Eun-Ha right now.
Otherwise, everything he had lived for would be meaningless.

With a crumpled face, he turned his head. Kim Se-Won shouted at Aleph who was embracing him.

"Let go of me!"
"Don't go. You can't leave. You're mine now. There's no need for you to rely on a woman weaker than me."

He desperately tried to twist his body, but this time Aleph's arms also firmly restrained Kim Se-Won.
Kim Se-Won summoned more magic against a strength that seemed impossible to come from such slender arms.

"I told you earlier. This is just me. What about that girl over there, the 'original'? How do you think you could handle her? No, I don't think so. It's better for you to come to me than to a woman who will restrain your actions, your thoughts, and eventually your very existence."

There was certainty in Aleph's eyes.
The certainty that she was better than Eun-Ha, no matter what, flowed from her lips.

"I'm the one who decides that!"
"Yes. That's right. But that's only because you haven't seen that woman's true form yet."
"I don't care about true forms or whatever."

Kim Se-Won had absolutely no intention of agreeing.
Gritting his teeth, he glanced sideways to check on Eun-Ha's condition.

Eun-Ha was approaching him one step at a time with her head bowed.
With each step she took, her head slowly lifted. Having stopped crying, she was now sending a fierce gaze.

Kim Se-Won turned his head again to look at Aleph.

"My woman is only Shin Eun-Ha. Just her alone!"

Yes. Only one person.
He shouted that the only person he loved was the girl who had spent time with him.

"That's right."

At the moment Kim Se-Won shouted, it happened.
Eun-Ha's voice, which had been far away, was suddenly heard from nearby.

"There's no woman who can come between me and Se-Won."

What emotion was contained in that low, deep voice? Kim Se-Won couldn't tell.
It was a voice mixed with too many emotions to discern.

"So get away from him right now."

Flash! A light enveloped the surroundings.
A transformation that occurred in an instant.
From Shin Eun-Ha to Virginia.
From Virginia to Vicious Form.
And then to Overdrive on top of that.

Virginia's fist aimed for Aleph's side.

Crack! With a sound like her side was being torn off, Aleph's body disappeared sideways.
In her place were only Virginia's slender arm and Aleph's arms still clinging to Kim Se-Won.

Virginia glared at Kim Se-Won with a sidelong glance.

"Disgusting."

Her arm flew toward Kim Se-Won.
The arm precisely snatched Aleph's arms that were still clinging to Kim Se-Won.

The arms, now without their owner, were dripping blood and rapidly cooling.
Virginia stared at the arms for a moment before using transformation magic to turn them into powder.

"Disgusting. Absolutely disgusting."

The fact that another woman had touched Kim Se-Won.
The fact that she had tried to kiss him.
No, the very fact that they had exchanged words was an action that disturbed her.
And if that woman was a hybrid created based on her own clone, it was something that should never have happened.

"You deserve to die a hundred times over."

No matter how shocking the scene she first witnessed was, she could still assess the situation.

The suspicious behavior Kim Se-Won and Hong Yu-Jin had shown over the past few days had nothing to do with Aleph.
And Kim Se-Won's actions just now contained not a single ounce of his own will.

It was her excessive obsession that had actually given her a clear view and ability to assess the situation.

"So die."

Virginia charged at Aleph with murderous eyes, shooting her a fierce glare.
Aleph, who had lost both arms, quickly regenerated them and responded.

Pure white magic and duller magic collided countless times.
A high-speed battle that Kim Se-Won's eyes couldn't follow.

"Ugh?!"

Suddenly, something flew toward Kim Se-Won.
He barely reacted in time to catch it.

"A finger...?!"

He wasn't sure whose finger it was.
But a finger that seemed to have just been torn off, still warm, was in his hand, showing a bone joint.

Kim Se-Won enhanced his vision to watch the battle between the two girls.
The battle, which he couldn't even grasp before, began to appear faintly.
Countless flashes of magical light. And blood and flesh scattering around.

Shudder! Kim Se-Won unconsciously hugged himself.
This wasn't a human fight. It was a battle between beasts.
It was a fight focused more on destroying the opponent than winning.

"Eun-Ha..."

Kim Se-Won watched the evenly matched fierce battle, trying his best to take in the fight between the two girls.

But.

"Is this all you've got?"

The reality was somewhat different.
Virginia attacking with a fierce momentum and Aleph calmly countering her.

The difference in strength between the two girls was clear.
Even in a fight where they were tearing and piercing each other, Aleph was much stronger than Virginia.
She was like a veteran warrior who had fought for decades or centuries.

For every one of Virginia's attacks that landed, Aleph's consecutive attacks had already pierced through Virginia.

*She's become this strong in just half a year.*

Virginia, fierce yet terrifyingly calm, knew she was clearly at a disadvantage.
She now understood why Kim Se-Won couldn't resist at all.

Yet she didn't stop. If she stopped, she would lose Kim Se-Won. That was something that absolutely could not happen.

"So you were this weak. My original."

Snickering, Aleph swung her hand. Her horizontally slicing hand was shattered by a fist flying from the side.
At the same time, Aleph's remaining hand pierced through Virginia's arm and stabbed her shoulder.

"Kuk...!"

Magic seeped in from the deeply embedded hand.
Another's magic is poison.
This was also true for Aleph's magic, which was mixed with The Mute One's corruption, not being an exact clone.

Virginia broke her own arm and Aleph's wrist with her fist and kicked her stomach away.

Even in that very brief moment, Aleph's magic that had seeped into her body accelerated Virginia's magic consumption.

The battle that disregarded defense continued endlessly.
The two girls regenerated each time their bodies were damaged, continuing to destroy each other's bodies.

"Could it be that Eun-Ha is being pushed back?"

About 5 minutes after the battle began, Kim Se-Won was shocked by the clearly changed battle situation.
Virginia's movements were gradually becoming visible to him.
But Aleph's movements were still invisible.

What had seemed like a fierce battle was actually one-sided.

"She looks in pain. And..."

As he gradually became able to follow Virginia with his eyes, he noticed a change in her body.
Her shoulder was turning dark blue. That discoloration was slowly moving downward.
It looked like nothing but poison intoxication.

He clenched his fist as he assessed the situation. The core that had been indicating the positions of the two magical girls was increasingly confusing Aleph and Virginia.

*Aleph's magic is consuming Virginia. At this rate, she'll be completely finished.*

How long would it take for her to be completely consumed by Aleph's magic? A few minutes? Or a few seconds?
There was no time to hesitate.
His hesitation would result in Virginia's death.
Considering Aleph's personality, she would certainly humiliate Virginia terribly right before his eyes.

*I won't let that happen...!*

Kim Se-Won placed his hand on his chest, focusing on something inside his body.
Flash! Something appeared from his chest.

"...!!"

Aleph, who had been leisurely dealing with Virginia, opened her eyes wide at the appearance of something enveloped in light.

"Mirror of Secrets. I'll borrow your power."

Kim Se-Won grasped the artifact, the Mirror of Secrets, that had emerged from his chest.
Crack! With a sound of something breaking, an intense current enveloped his body.

"?!"

Aleph and Virginia focused on Kim Se-Won's transformation.
The current flowing from his body was transparent.
Though transparent, Kim Se-Won's figure wasn't visible. The place where he stood was just rippling countless times.

When the current finally disappeared, both girls' eyes widened.

"Kim Se-Won...?"
"That's not Se-Won."

Aleph and Virginia spoke simultaneously.
When the current disappeared, a man clearly different from before stood there.
He had Kim Se-Won's appearance, but his hair was completely white. His eyes, with dark circles under them, looked at the two girls with a transcendent gaze.

Whoosh! His figure immediately flew toward them.
Virginia and Aleph just stared at the sight, and then—

"Ugh?!"

They only reacted after seeing Kim Se-Won grab Aleph's chest.

Both girls once again wore expressions of shock.

Kim Se-Won ignored their reactions.
He pulled back his grasping hand. Rip! Aleph's chest was torn out along with the dress covering her.

"Ah..."

In contrast, her body was pushed backward.

At this sight, both Aleph and Virginia.
They just watched with blank expressions.
They couldn't keep up with Kim Se-Won's sudden change.

"Tsk. Trash."

Kim Se-Won threw Aleph's chest, which was in his hand, down as if it were garbage.
Splat, the chest made a small sound as it hit the ground.

Virginia doubted her ears.
It wasn't Kim Se-Won's voice.
A low voice that crackled like it had noise. It was clearly Kim Se-Won making the voice, but it didn't feel like his voice.
His appearance was still Kim Se-Won's, just with a few differences, but there was a serious sense of dissonance.

So she...

"Who... are you?"

Could only ask with a trembling voice.

"Me? Well, I am."

To that, Kim Se-Won raised the corner of his mouth in a smirk.

Ch.554 - I Just Want To Push Everything Aside And Go For It
Kim Se-Won didn't answer Virginia's question.
He glanced briefly at Virginia, then began to move.

"Ah...!"

By the time Virginia blinked and reached out toward Kim Se-Won, he was already gone from his spot. He was already advancing toward Aleph.

"Ah...."

Was she shocked that she had torn out her own chest without hesitation? Aleph wore a dazed expression.

"Aah...!"

No, that wasn't it.
Aleph's face wasn't filled with shock or anger. Her flushed cheeks instead revealed her love for Kim Se-Won.

She welcomed him with an expression full of anticipation, stretching both arms forward.

As if matching her gesture, Kim Se-Won reached out toward Aleph.
His outstretched hand became a fist that moved forward rapidly.

Pretending to throw a punch, he activated his telekinesis.
An invisible force began to constrict around Aleph.

"Is that all? Is that all you've got?"

The excited Aleph released magical energy from her entire body, easily breaking free from the telekinetic restraint.
She even dodged the approaching fist by lightly leaning her body back.
It was a fluid, natural movement.

Thwack!

"Ugh?!"

But soon, Aleph's expression turned to shock.
Kim Se-Won's knee had come up close and struck her groin.

A moment of rigidity.
Aleph's body bent slightly forward.
Targeting this opening, Kim Se-Won extended his arm without hesitation and slashed downward with his hand.

Riiip- Aleph's clothing tore vertically, revealing her fair skin.

"Ah...."

Aleph felt her heart racing at Kim Se-Won's actions as her eyes widened.
She could resist if she wanted to.
But his underhanded fighting style made her heart pound.
This was unavoidable. She could only take it passively.

Kim Se-Won glanced at Aleph's chest, which had already regenerated.

*Does she have no sense of shame?*

His goal had been to make her cower with shame, but she seemed to be enjoying it instead. Kim Se-Won realized he needed to change his approach.

Having decided on a new strategy, his movements showed no hesitation.
He grabbed her regenerated chest again and swung his arm widely.
Unlike before when he had fixed Aleph's body with telekinesis, this was different.

Crash!
Aleph, whose chest was grabbed, fell downward.
Kim Se-Won followed her down.

*This is strange.*

Virginia, who was watching this, appeared considerably bewildered.

That person is Kim Se-Won, but not Kim Se-Won.
Magical power and physical abilities stronger than Kim Se-Won's. Probably similar to or slightly weaker than S-rank.
Plus, bold actions that she couldn't imagine Kim Se-Won taking.

Virginia couldn't figure out what to do as she felt something off about him in every aspect.

*The body itself is definitely Se-Won. But it's as if something important has changed...*

A conviction without evidence filled Virginia's head.
That was Kim Se-Won but not Kim Se-Won.
Something was taking Kim Se-Won's place.

*Yes. It was like that when Se-Won and I met again after four months. For a very brief moment, Se-Won looked like a different person.*

The reason was clear.
The face of the Transcendent Bianca, smiling mischievously and chuckling, immediately came to Virginia's mind.
The harsh trial she had imposed. And the reward for it had clearly turned Kim Se-Won into that state.

*Wait. But why...*

Then a question arose in Virginia's mind.

*Why couldn't he look me straight in the eyes?*

By now, Kim Se-Won had gone down and was pressing down on Aleph's lower abdomen with the force of gravity and telekinesis.
Crack! A terrible sound of something being shattered. Following that, the spot where Aleph had been sank in, creating a small crater.

"Kyaaaah-!"

Aleph's piercing scream echoed around them.
A continuous cycle of regeneration and destruction. Kim Se-Won kept trampling Aleph.

Virginia couldn't understand why he could perform such cruel actions without hesitation yet couldn't meet her eyes.

"Why on earth."

From his behavior of pretending to look at her but actually looking at the space between her eyebrows, Virginia felt an emotion of guilt.

Why was that? She racked her brain, but no answer came.

Meanwhile, a horrible sound—crunch!—reached her ears.
Looking down again, she saw that Aleph's limbs had been torn off by Kim Se-Won.

Kim Se-Won lifted Aleph's only remaining left arm.
Blood splattered around and her lower abdomen was regenerating.
Despite the horrific scene, Aleph was smiling with a flushed expression as she looked at Kim Se-Won.

For her, the fear and pain Kim Se-Won inflicted had already become love.

"This is the end."

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist with his free hand.
His target was the heart. No, the core that should be inside it.
No matter what magical girl characteristics she had, without the core responsible for regenerative magic, she could do nothing.

With an indifferent expression, he released the hand holding Aleph.
As her legless body fell to the ground, Kim Se-Won's fist aimed for her heart.
Watching the power and speed, Virginia became convinced again.
That this was the reward for the trial Bianca had given.

Boom! A loud noise and thick dust obscured their vision.

Virginia hurriedly went down.
The deserted park was a mess.
Aleph's limbs and flesh, blood in unimaginable quantities. If left alone, it would be a disaster.

Having already experienced issues in China because of leaving her DNA behind, Virginia immediately cast a transmutation spell to erase all traces.

As she finished erasing the traces and set foot on the ground, the dust cleared, revealing Kim Se-Won.

"Tsk."

He clicked his tongue and looked up at the sky.
Aleph, who should have been on the ground, was nowhere to be seen. His core was telling him that Aleph was up in the sky.

"You...."

As Virginia cautiously opened her mouth, Kim Se-Won's body, which had been bending his knees as if about to chase after Aleph, stopped abruptly.

He straightened his bent knees and slowly turned around.
Pretending to make eye contact, he looked at the space between Virginia's eyebrows.

Gloomy eyes with snow-white hair. Yet his appearance was identical to Kim Se-Won's.

"Who are you?"

Virginia said this and released her transformation.
Gulp, she swallowed and slowly moved her steps until she was right in front of Kim Se-Won.

"......"

But Kim Se-Won didn't open his mouth.
Instead, he slowly closed his eyes.

"Huh?"

His action seemed like he was running away from Eun-Ha too.

Once again, a transparent current enveloped Kim Se-Won's body, and soon the appearance of him that Eun-Ha knew emerged.

"It's Se-Won."

Eun-Ha recognized him at a glance.
She was certain that the man before her eyes was the Kim Se-Won she knew.

"Ugh...!"

Back to his original form, Kim Se-Won immediately frowned.
He trembled, tensing his entire body. It was as if he was resisting something.
Then he grabbed his head and shook it repeatedly.

"Uuuugh!"
"Se-Won, are you okay?!"

It was only after groaning for a while, when his whole body was drenched in sweat, that he regained his senses.

"...Eun-Ha."
"Yes! It's me!"

Kim Se-Won painfully opened his eyes and roughly wiped his sweaty hands on his clothes.

"Let's go over there."
"Are you okay? Do you need treatment? Or should we go to the hospital?"
"No. I'm really fine. I'm all better now."

He only gave a bitter smile at Eun-Ha's concern.
Then he took Eun-Ha's hand and walked toward a nearby bench.
It was the bench where she had been sitting when he first met her two years ago.

Eun-Ha felt several words swirling in her mouth.

Whether his body was okay, if he really wasn't in pain.
What that appearance from earlier was.
What connection it had with the pain he just felt.
What exactly he had received from Bianca.

She wanted to ask many things, but Kim Se-Won didn't seem likely to bring it up first.

Reaching the bench, Kim Se-Won brushed off the dust with his hand.

"Here, sit down."
"Okay."

Eun-Ha obediently followed Kim Se-Won's gentle words.
She carefully sat on the cold bench.
The uneasiness created by Kim Se-Won and Hong Yu-Jin no longer existed in her mind, not even a tiny bit.

Because he had already shown his sincerity earlier.

Eun-Ha sat demurely on the bench and quietly waited for Kim Se-Won to speak.

"Haaah-."

Unable to hide his nervousness, Kim Se-Won took a deep breath.
Then, after exhaling slowly, he smiled slightly and met Eun-Ha's eyes.

"There are many things I need to say, but before that, there's something I really want to tell you."

Gulp, swallowing again from continued nervousness, he slowly knelt on one knee to match Eun-Ha's eye level.
Seeing this, Eun-Ha also fidgeted with her mouth and became very tense.

*Despite all this bloodshed, there's something he wants to say above all else.*

Her heart raced with anticipation. She nodded at Kim Se-Won's eyes seeking her consent.
He then smiled with relief.

"These past few days, I've been thinking a lot. I know it's a hasty thing. I'm not ready yet. Even though I know I'm too inexperienced, my heart told me to do it."

Kim Se-Won's hand stretched forward.
He took Eun-Ha's hands, which had been resting demurely on her knees, and carefully turned them so her palms faced up.

Eun-Ha's small hands rested on top of his large hand.

Having completed all preparations, Kim Se-Won put on a solemn expression, closed his eyes, and then opened them.

"You are my light. My lamp and my guidepost."

And in a tone that couldn't be more serious, he spoke the words he had wanted to say.

"I've come a long way looking only at you.
The road ahead is still long, and I still can't see your figure that has gone ahead.
Even though I'm still struggling to follow the path you've walked.
When everything is over, I want to spend the same time with you."

After finishing his words, Kim Se-Won took out a small box from his pocket and placed it on Eun-Ha's palm.
A navy blue box made of soft material.

*Could it be a ring...?*

Eun-Ha's heart beat loudly.
The box Kim Se-Won had taken out was the kind typically used for rings or necklaces.

"Even with my inexperience, I want to be with you."

Thump, thump, his serious expression looked more handsome than ever.
Eun-Ha watched the slowly opening box with a reddened face.
Inside were a pair of rings.

The rings floated into the air by Kim Se-Won's telekinesis.
Click, the box closed and went back into his pocket.

"Will you look at them?"
"Oh, um...."

Eun-Ha examined the rings that had descended onto her palm.

The slightly larger ring had "Eternal Happiness" inscribed on it, and the slightly smaller ring had "Happy Future" written on it.

"My mother wrote on mine. Your mother wrote on yours."

Eternal happiness and future.
Words from their mothers wishing for the happy life of the two.

"We're not getting married right away. This is both a wedding ring and... an engagement ring."

I'm sorry. I spent all my money on this.
Kim Se-Won continued with a bitter smile.

"So, build a future with me. That's what I really wanted to say."

Eun-Ha took the small ring from the box and hugged it to her chest.
Her face, as she tightly embraced it with both hands, wore the happiest expression in the world.

"Yes. Thank you. Let's build a happy future together. Just the two of us."

No interference from other women.
Only happiness and future for herself and Kim Se-Won.

At her natural acceptance, Kim Se-Won smiled slightly and picked up the small ring.

"Do you want to try it on now?"
"No."

Eun-Ha shook her head.

"When the war is over. Then you can put it on my finger yourself."

She wanted to get married right away.
She wanted to throw everything away and live with him, just the two of them.

But Eun-Ha held back with superhuman patience.
Everything should happen when everything was over.
That's when it should be done. To commemorate a new beginning.

Putting the ring in her inner pocket, Eun-Ha stood up from the bench.
Kim Se-Won also stood up.
Without anyone saying anything, the distance between the two gradually closed.

"I want to be happy."
"I'll definitely make you happy."

At the place where they first met, the two kissed.

Ch.555 - More Than Anything, I Want To Make A Baby
In the empty sky above the deserted park, Aleph was watching Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha from a distance just far enough to avoid Se-Won's detection.

"That was too good."

Recalling the vivid pain, Aleph began to contemplate. How could she see that side of Kim Se-Won again?

The answer came quickly. Her lips curved into a smile, breathtakingly beautiful.

It was simple. Put them in danger.
Either Eun-Ha or Kim Se-Won—if one of them faced a life-threatening situation, he would reveal that violent nature again. He would inflict pain on her with those merciless hands.

If she provoked him more...
If she tempted him...
She could feel that breaking pain once more.

"Haaah♥"

Aleph let out a long, excited sigh, twisting her body.

The memory of his relentless attack still felt so vivid, making her heart flutter. What had once been trauma—when he ravaged her like a beast, destroying her womb and pelvis—had now become a sweet memory she could never forget.

"I also..."

Meanwhile, another desire stirred in her heart.

The way Kim Se-Won had acted toward Eun-Ha after returning to normal kept tickling her mind.

Yes.
This too was love.
Her heart raced at his gentle behavior toward Eun-Ha—so different from how he treated her. Simultaneously, she felt a sticky emotion. Aleph immediately recognized this unfamiliar sensation. It was jealousy. She was jealous of Eun-Ha for receiving treatment from Kim Se-Won that he would never show her.

"Ha, haha..."

She found herself wishing Kim Se-Won would treat her the way he treated Eun-Ha, despite wanting his violence.

"How can I get it? How can I take it? How can I..."

The answer to her self-imposed question emerged quickly again.

Yes.
Take it.
Just take it.

What should she take?
The answer was Shin Eun-Ha's very existence.

She could capture Eun-Ha alive and transform by consuming her.
Her memories.
Her behavior.
Her magical power.
Take everything and become her.
A thought only possible for a hybrid—that mongrel race with no proper lineage.

Blushing, Aleph twisted her body again.

"Aah... yes. That would be good."

A good idea occurred to her.
She would devour Eun-Ha alive in front of Kim Se-Won.

Then Kim Se-Won would have no choice but to decide.
Would he resent her, or would he treat her as Shin Eun-Ha?

"Fufu. Fufufufu...!"

To do that, she needed to cultivate enough power to thoroughly crush that woman.
To destroy her self and devour her soul, she needed to grow stronger.

Just as Kim Se-Won pursued Eun-Ha, Aleph set her goal to pursue Kim Se-Won.

Flap! Aleph spread her wings. Having made her plan, she returned to the hybrid stronghold.

* * *

After their long yet brief kiss ended, the two gazed at each other with heated eyes.
Without needing words, both knew what should come next.

Their hearts were beating fiercely.
All they needed to do was hold hands and move forward.
But then, Eun-Ha opened her mouth as if remembering something, then closed it again.

Kim Se-Won watched her hesitation with a pleased smile.
Whatever the reason, he was willing to wait as long as needed.

After hesitating for a while, Eun-Ha finally nodded slightly as if she'd made up her mind and spoke.

"This... you're only giving this to me, right?"

What came from her mouth was a rather strange question.

It sounded as if she thought Kim Se-Won might readily offer a ring and proposal to other women too.
Moreover, Eun-Ha's expression looked somewhat anxious. If a passerby had seen this, they might have thought Kim Se-Won was trash.

Kim Se-Won flinched slightly but forced a smile.

*I wonder if she's really thinking about both of them getting pregnant later? Good thing I prepared in advance. Insurance is always essential, especially when dealing with Eun-Ha.*

Kim Se-Won praised himself for thinking ahead.
There was a reason what should have taken only a few days had taken so long.

"No," Kim Se-Won said softly, shaking his head.

"Can I see the ring?"

He extended his hand toward Eun-Ha.
Seeing this, Eun-Ha hastily shook her head. Thinking about it, her words could have sounded like a complaint.

It could easily have been interpreted as criticizing that the ring he prepared was all there was.

To clear up the misunderstanding, Eun-Ha quickly spoke.

"No, it's not that I don't like it. I'm really happy. Just, just..."

Just?
Eun-Ha suddenly shut her mouth and lowered her head.
Or perhaps it wasn't a misunderstanding.

Being able to fuse and split, one ring might not be enough for her.
Perhaps even the future wedding ceremony...
Rather than just Kim Se-Won and Eun-Ha, maybe she wanted the three of them to do it.

"...No. It's not a misunderstanding."

So Eun-Ha raised her head.
With determination, she opened her mouth and began making demands, pretending not to know about Kim Se-Won's efforts.

"O-one isn't enough! Got it? I, I... if you want to take me, you need to prepare two! So both I and Jae-Yu can wear one!"
"I know. I expected that."
"...Huh?"

Eun-Ha stared blankly at Kim Se-Won, who answered with a wry smile.
Her thoughts momentarily froze.

"...Huh?"

When her mind started working again, she blinked like a broken doll, making the same sound as before.

"Here, look."

Having already taken the ring from Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won held it between his thumb and index finger and applied slight pressure.
Click. A small sound echoed in their ears. It was the sound of something interlocked coming apart.

Kim Se-Won immediately placed the ring on his palm.
Then a small light flowed from the ring, and it became two.

"...Huh?"

Unable to understand what had happened, Eun-Ha quickly picked up both rings.
She examined them from all angles, but couldn't find any differences.
Two completely identical objects now existed.

"I made it with Choi Ju-Min's help. It's designed using some principles from the Device. So when you split while wearing the ring, it becomes two, and when you two merge, it becomes one."
"I... I see..."

Eun-Ha nodded as if she understood, staring at the perfectly identical rings.
Seeing her reaction, Kim Se-Won spoke with a smug expression.

"Did you think I wouldn't anticipate this? I may not know everything about you, but I know a lot. I can proudly say I know more than anyone else."

Seeing his smug expression, she found it both cool and somewhat irritating.
Eun-Ha half-opened her eyes and said:

"Then what color are my panties today?"

*Since I haven't shown anyone, he obviously won't know.*

It was childish, but she'd scored a point. Eun-Ha waited excitedly for Kim Se-Won to become flustered.
However, things didn't go as she expected.
Kim Se-Won lifted her skirt with lightning speed and then lowered it.

"?!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened in shock.
Belatedly pressing down her skirt with both hands, her face turned red.

"Black. The kind that's semi-transparent except for the patterned parts."

Finding her shocked reaction amusing, Kim Se-Won slightly raised the corner of his mouth into a smirk.
His keen observation didn't end there.

"You changed into them because I called, right?"
"H-how did you...!"
"Well, they looked like you hadn't been wearing them long."

He had a pretty good grasp of her thought process.
Overflowing with confidence, Kim Se-Won began considering whether to take her to a motel right away.

*No. This won't do.*

At this rate, she'd be swept up in Kim Se-Won's pace.
Eun-Ha desperately racked her brain for a topic change.

*That's it!*

It didn't take long to find a new subject.
Eun-Ha changed her expression and slightly lowered her voice.

"By the way."
"Hmm?"
"That form earlier. What was that about?"

The direction of the conversation completely changed.
Although he knew this was a somewhat forced topic change, Kim Se-Won couldn't say anything.

"...Well, shall we head back? People will start gathering soon."
"Wait! You need to answer me! A-answer...!"

Force met with force.
Kim Se-Won carefully lifted Eun-Ha.
Placing his hands under her knees and back, he lifted her, bringing them much closer.

This forcibly changed Eun-Ha's thoughts.
*He's really become so much more manly compared to when we first met...*

With their faces suddenly so close, her mind filled with thoughts of Kim Se-Won.

"W-where are we going back to...?"

She slightly averted her gaze.

"Well, it's Christmas today. We've had a modest engagement. Naturally, we'll practice making babies."
"B-baby making practice...! No, isn't that a bit early? We're not even married yet. I want to wear a wedding dress while my waist is still slim..."
"It's fine, I'll wear a condom."

Her face flushed bright red at Kim Se-Won's declaration.
This was the opposite of her usual behavior, always trying to poke holes in condoms whenever she got the chance.

"But why are you suddenly being shy? You're usually the one trying to get pregnant."
"T-that's...! Well, how should I put it... I-I just hadn't thought about the wedding ceremony... I only thought about dating and after marriage..."

Eun-Ha conveyed her foolish thoughts directly, looking around nervously.

Until now, she had only thought about living together in their own home after marriage and having children, but had never once considered the wedding ceremony itself.

"So if I'm only having one wedding ceremony, I want to wear something pretty."
"No."
"Huh?!"
"I want to counterattack sometimes, so no. Don't worry. I'll definitely wear a condom."

Eun-Ha's body trembled.
This was absurd.

Kim Se-Won's statement was like saying, "We'll just hold hands when we sleep. Trust me, okay?"
That's because Kim Se-Won had often contradicted himself—removing the condom himself during baby-making or not wearing one at all.

They were a contradictory couple whose words and actions frequently changed.

"So, do you trust me?"

He pressured Eun-Ha with a grin.
Eun-Ha smiled back and opened her mouth.

"Yes! I don't trust you!"

Then she escaped from Kim Se-Won's arms.

"I don't trust you! Pervert! Beast! Sex fiend who's not satisfied with just one person and only does threesomes!"

Tadadadadat! Eun-Ha ran away from him at high speed.

Ch.556 - Did You Think I Wouldn't Hear That?
Eun-Ha returned to her room with a warm smile. Her face, which had been immersed in happiness, soon changed to an expressionless one.

Her mind was filled with thoughts of today's uninvited guest, Aleph.

That girl with the exact same face as hers was clearly stronger than her.
Her development speed—no, her evolution speed—was dozens or hundreds of times faster than an ordinary human's.
That woman, who mastered things faster than others after just one battle, had to be called a rival of sorts.

Then there was no time left.
It was fair to say there was none at all.

Even if she was a hybrid specimen that grew exceptionally fast.
Just the existence of that possibility was a problem.

As much as possible.
Hybrids could become as strong as they wanted with time as their only resource.
They were an invader race optimized to violate other species more easily than anyone else.

"I'm not fully prepared yet... but I need to speak up."

Eun-Ha clenched her fist tightly and made a resolution.
To strike against the hybrids.
That now was the time to wage the final war.

There were already plenty of reasons to exterminate the hybrids without needing to add more. But now, another reason had emerged.

Eun-Ha looked up at the sky visible through the window with cold eyes.
There was no one there.
Her actions seemed like she was belatedly doing something she should have done several dozen minutes ago.

"Aleph twisting her body and being completely infatuated with Se-Won... is it because our base is the same? No. That doesn't matter."

Just because she looked exactly like her. Just because she was a being mixed with herself. That wasn't a reason for forgiveness.
If left alive, she would be a persistent obstacle.
An invader who would trample on her happy future with Kim Se-Won.

"Besides, I'm worried about Se-Won's condition after facing Aleph. That's..."

Suddenly, Eun-Ha recalled Kim Se-Won with snow-white hair whom she had seen earlier.
Eyes soaked in guilt. His appearance, close to that of a broken person, couldn't look her straight in the eye.

He looked like someone who had committed a great sin against her.

But as far as she knew, Kim Se-Won hadn't committed any sin against her.
There was no sin that would make him feel so guilty that he couldn't even meet her eyes.

"I'll meet them again in the coming war. Whether it's Aleph or that Se-Won from back then. I need to get stronger before that."

She closed her eyes gently and turned away from the window.
Eun-Ha was certain that with no time left, her only way to get stronger was through growth in the midst of war.

"Yes. That's what I need to do."

Obtain the magic power of all hybrids. Use this as a foundation to gain the power to overwhelm Aleph.

"I won't become like Mom. I don't want to almost lose Mom again."

She clenched her fist tightly, so tightly that her hand trembled.

Too much magic power becomes a shackle for a magical girl. That's why Hong Yu-Jin tried to cut off her relationship with Eun-Ha and disappear.

But she wouldn't end up like that.
She couldn't gauge the exact limit of how much magic power her core could accommodate, but for now, there was room.

"Even if the limit comes sooner than expected, it doesn't matter."

Eun-Ha turned her body and looked at the desk.
There was a pendant with a jewel embedded in it.

Approaching the desk, Eun-Ha picked up the pendant.
She carefully examined the triangular jewel cut in a trillion cut, tilting it this way and that.
The jewel was changing colors from time to time.

Sometimes it seemed to hold the dazzling sunlight, then it would be enveloped in pitch-black darkness without a single shine or point of light.
An incredibly fascinating jewel. Probably one that didn't exist in this world.

"This is my second core."

The pendant was a device made specifically for Eun-Ha.

"Morris. Thank you."

Eun-Ha whispered softly to the Transcendent who might be secretly watching her as she put the jewel around her neck.
As if in response to her words, a note suddenly appeared in midair and fluttered down onto the desk.

[May the blessing of desire be with you.]

Seeing the short message written in an elegant handwriting, Eun-Ha laughed softly and put the note in the drawer.

"Well then. For the time being, I'll keep my sleep time to a minimum."

Eun-Ha sat on the floor.
She leaned her back against the bed and relaxed her entire body.

'Consciousness inward. Then outward.'

Eun-Ha's consciousness began to flow along something.
The pendant around her neck quietly glowed, and the light flowing from it enveloped her entire body.

"If you try to devour me alive, I will..."

With those softly muttered words, Eun-Ha's consciousness moved toward a distant place.


* * *


Han Yu-Bin and the other unit leaders gathered in the conference room once again.
When everyone had assembled, Han Yu-Bin operated the remote control, showing a park with signs of battle.

The leaders looked at Han Yu-Bin with somewhat questioning expressions at being suddenly called and shown a destroyed park.
Ignoring their gazes, Han Yu-Bin looked at Eun-Ha and spoke.

"There was a battle here last night."
"Yes. That's right."

Eun-Ha answered calmly. After all, Han Yu-Bin had called the leaders because of Eun-Ha's report.

"So. Your thoughts? Since you survived, I assume you won?"
"No. I lost. Completely and utterly. I didn't stand a chance."
"What did you say?!"

When Eun-Ha freely admitted her defeat, Park Seung-Ah, the 5th Unit Leader, shouted in astonishment.
The other leaders were no different, though they didn't voice it.

If Eun-Ha, the youngest S-class, had lost, it was nothing short of a disaster.
It was a miracle that it had ended with just that park being destroyed.

"I wasn't at full power. I didn't even use my sanctuary. If we had both gone all out, it wouldn't have ended like that. But a loss is a loss. Her basic specs were simply different."
"Basic specs... So. Who did you face yesterday?"

Han Yu-Bin asked Eun-Ha, curious about the mysterious opponent.

That morning, Eun-Ha had suddenly reported that she had fought and asked for a meeting to be held, so Han Yu-Bin didn't know anything yet.

"Me."

Eun-Ha pointed at herself as she spoke.
Her words wrapped the conference room in silence.

"To be precise, Aleph, a hybrid created using my clone as a medium."

Magic power extended from Eun-Ha's hand and naturally took the remote control from Han Yu-Bin.
With a click of the button, the screen moved to the next image, showing Aleph's figure captured in the night sky.

"Aleph is Muk-Si-Ja's Servant. Right below Muk-Si-Ja in rank."
"Wait, a Muk-Si-Ja's Servant... an executive-level who matched Eun-Ha?? No. No!"

Han Chae-Eun, unable to contain herself, loudly expressed her disbelief.
It was absurd. Truly absurd.
Even for a hybrid, wasn't this too strong?

Everyone in the conference room could understand why Eun-Ha was pushing for war.

They also understood why they needed to strike the hybrids before the hybrids attacked humanity first.
Hybrids, a race that seemed like the embodiment of unfairness, had an unparalleled growth rate.
If such beings began to attack humanity, extinction would be instantaneous.

"And there are at least three of these... Last time, three successfully hatched in countries including China. This is quite daunting. Commander-in-Chief. Will this affect the plan?"
"...No. Not really. It's a bit close, but still within the margin of error."

After pondering deeply on In Ha-Ram's question, Han Yu-Bin gave her answer.

There was no significant impact on her plan.
Since they didn't fully know the hybrid forces to begin with, they had prepared everything they could, which was natural.

With two global corporations, Cheonil Group and Osung, backing them, and with the full support of the Transcendent, it was possible.
There was no shortage of material resources.

'A short-term decisive battle. We need to end the war within a year. There's no time to be picky about means and methods in this war.'

The replenishment of human resources was also completed with this recent evaluation.
Although the number was only about 30, it was enough for rear support and to supplement lacking forces.
After all, their fight was premised on having sanctuaries.
And considering the joker card, the language user who was the only student applicant to pass, it was quite a significant gain.

Meanwhile, Eun-Ha closed her eyes gently.
Eventually, as if she had seen something, she smiled slightly and opened her eyes.
With a look of certainty, Eun-Ha spoke.

"Besides... the purpose of this war is to defeat the hybrids. It's different from Muk-Si-Ja. Even Muk-Si-Ja can't create hybrids that are too powerful."
"If we're talking about the strongest hybrids he can create, they would be the Servants... I see. So they're at a level that A-class heroes can handle."

Kim Se-Won recalled the day Engia Keplux appeared. The Servants he saw then were all strong. But they weren't fully developed specimens.
If they could subdue all the other hybrids first, they could handle them adequately.

"This is just a hopeful observation, of course. But it's important that there's hope, right? I can boost morale. The same goes for overall combat power. What we need is determination, execution, and tactics."

Eun-Ha looked at Han Yu-Bin with eyes filled with subtle expectation.
The girl with the most unexpected talent among the people she had met, Han Yu-Bin.

Because of her, they could implement a short-term decisive battle. There was hope.
Additionally, with Yang Se-Hee, who had evolved the doppelganger ability, eliminating the hybrids and defeating Muk-Si-Ja was no longer just a distant dream.

At that moment, a man who had been quietly observing the meeting, Lee Min-Ki, spoke up.

"But why are we leaving Muk-Si-Ja alone?"

There must be a reason.
But the biggest threat was Muk-Si-Ja. It didn't make sense to ignore such a major threat.

All the leaders nodded at his words.
Their gazes converged on Eun-Ha.

"Well. Muk-Si-Ja is currently trying to transcend. His goal seems to be beyond even the Transcendent. And he's quietly waiting for the right time for that. Thanks to this, humanity has been able to survive until now."
"Hmm. So what the Saint is saying is that we can't eliminate Muk-Si-Ja with our current forces? And since there's a grace period until he can fully move, we're trying to clear away the obstacle called hybrids before then?"
"Yes. That's correct."

Eun-Ha nodded and barely swallowed the words that had risen to the tip of her tongue.

There was one method. For a Transcendent to be born before Muk-Si-Ja reached his complete state.
The closest to this was Eun-Ha herself.
But there was still no sign of her awakening.

That's how much Eun-Ha had grown, and how powerful her inherent strength was.
The reason she didn't inform others of this was because she worried that people's expectations might interfere with her awakening.

"So we need to move in the near future. Since Gresorion is pinpointing the hybrid base, not us, we need to maximize our strength until then."

Everyone nodded at Eun-Ha's words.

The hybrids appeared using gates. Humanity, having just adopted gate technology, had no way to pinpoint their location.

That's why this part was handed over to Gresorion.
A race that had been using the gate system earlier than the hybrids.
Having used it longer than humans, they knew this technology well.

Eun-Ha quietly drew in a breath.
Then, conscious of her voice, she began to speak.

"The peace of humanity, the happiness of families, memories with friends, and your future. It's all in your hands."

Eun-Ha began a short speech with a voice that reached not the ears, but directly to the minds and souls of the people.

"So let's squeeze out everything we have and exterminate the hybrids. That's the reason our Stellarlis was created."
"Yes!"

Everyone nodded in response to Eun-Ha's words.

Ch.557 - Magical~ Magical~ Magical Girl Physical Virginia~ (This Has No Particular Meaning)
After finishing the day's work and evening training, it was already past 9 o'clock.

"Haaah..."

As soon as I returned to my room, I let out a long sigh and ran my hand through my hair.
Though the shower had washed away my physical fatigue, my mental exhaustion refused to fade.

How long had I been like this?
When I came to my senses, I was sitting weakly on the bed with the lights still off.
After slumping forward, I eventually leaned back and surrendered my body to the bed.

"Mirror of Secret Wishes."

Whoosh—the moment I focused on the object inside my core, a small mirror shot out from my chest.
I held it in my hand, staring at it blankly.
This was the object that had brought me mental exhaustion.

"An item to be used only when absolutely necessary... I understand what Bianca meant now."

As I closed my eyes, the voice that had been echoing in my head yesterday resurfaced.

[Leave everything to me.]
[I alone should be enough to endure such things.]
[Don't be swayed by unnecessary emotions. You know what's most important.]
[Establish clear priorities. Is what you're doing truly necessary?]
[Don't be ruled by emotions. Your compassion and sympathy will get those around you killed.]
[Don't be picky about your methods. You know you don't have the luxury to choose, right?]
[Hybrids shouldn't exist.]
[Hybrids must be exterminated.]

That low, gloomy voice. Each word dripped with despair.
That terrifying voice had burrowed deep into my brain, making my skin crawl.

"This is so fucked up."

I frowned deeply.
I'm relatively fine now, but when I was hearing that voice, it was extremely dangerous.

The more I listened, the more I found myself agreeing without realizing it.
I couldn't help but agree.
Experiences I'd never had flowed vividly into my mind, manipulating my emotions and forcing me to empathize.

"I hate this."

Bang! I pounded the innocent mattress.

"I hate this so much I want to beat something."

My heart wavered uncontrollably.
I could feel myself growing weaker.
Without Bianca's trial, I surely wouldn't have been able to endure. That's how intense and dark his resentment was.

I put the Mirror of Secret Wishes back inside me.
Closing my eyes tightly, I tried to organize my thoughts, forcibly redirecting my train of thought to avoid hearing his voice.

But it wasn't that easy.
My thoughts had only shifted slightly.

"So."

Bianca had said the Mirror of Secret Wishes was merely an object that lent power.

"Who is it? The one lending the power."

I knew without having to think too deeply.
That's why it felt so awful.
It felt like all my efforts were being judged as meaningless. By none other than this world itself.
I was forced to confront what I had only vaguely sensed before.

Crunch—I bit my lip without realizing it. The metallic taste of blood on my tongue brought me back to reality.

Ring ring ring—

When I came to my senses, I was already making a call on my communication device.

[Hello?]

Of course, I had called Eun-Ha.

Eun-Ha's voice was the same as always.
Even without trying, her voice carried a natural gentleness. I knew it was an unintentional mechanism that came with being a saint, designed to captivate people.

Still, I couldn't help but smile at her voice. The hazy fog in my mind cleared away, replaced by overflowing joy.

This woman is my girlfriend.
A woman who looks only at me, whom others could never hope to claim.

Naturally, I love Eun-Ha more than anyone else. This was something I couldn't concede even to my mother, Teacher Hong Yu-Jin.
I would do anything for Eun-Ha. I had been prepared to do so for the past two years.
The proof was these two years of bone-breaking, painful training.

Since I'd already called, I wanted to talk until I fell asleep.
Happy talk.
Meaningless chatter to melt away my mental fatigue.

But.

"......"

Contrary to my intentions, no words came out of my mouth.
The moment I opened my mouth, I was afraid weak words would spill out uncontrollably.

[Se-Won? What's wrong? Did something happen? Hmm?]

Eun-Ha's voice became tinged with worry.

Ah.
This isn't good.
I shouldn't speak. I hurriedly covered my mouth with my hand.

The memories that man had shown me, the words he had muttered, mixed with Eun-Ha's voice and brought an overwhelming loneliness.
My throat tightened, my jaw trembled, and tears flowed unbidden.

I have to hold it in. I have to endure. I repeated this countless times in my head.

"...Eun-Ha."

Yet I couldn't stop my mouth from moving.

[Yes? Is something really wrong? Your voice—]
"Can I come over right now? No. I'm coming."
[Huh?]

I cut off Eun-Ha's words.
Without waiting for an answer, I abruptly ended the call.
I rushed out of my room without even thinking about getting dressed.

My mind was already filled only with Eun-Ha.
It wasn't particularly that I wanted physical intimacy with her.
I just.
I just wanted to see Eun-Ha with my own eyes.


* * *


The next day.
Eun-Ha emerged from her room with a worried expression.

*What happened yesterday?*

The sudden call from Kim Se-Won.
Coming all the way to White Base in the cold weather, wearing only a t-shirt and shorts.

*Something must have happened, must have been going on.*

It would be more like Eun-Ha to act so erratically, not Kim Se-Won, so what could have prompted such behavior last night?
Thoughts of Se-Won, who had left in the morning, wouldn't leave her mind.

"I think..."
"You think what?"
"Huh?"

Just as Eun-Ha was about to speak with a look of certainty, someone interrupted her.
She turned her head with wide eyes to find Go Su-Ah, a girl with mystical hair.

"Su-Ah... what are you doing here? Shouldn't you be at school?"
"School? Ah~ It's the closing ceremony today, so I just skipped."
"Skipped... SKIPPED?!"

Eun-Ha exclaimed in shock.
Skipped—meaning she didn't go to school.
The honor student had spoken so confidently that Eun-Ha looked at her with disbelief.

*Isn't she afraid of her mother...?*

Su-Ah's homeroom teacher was none other than Hong Yu-Jin. While another teacher might let it slide, Yu-Jin might come running to grab Su-Ah by the ear and drag her away.

"Are you okay?"
"Huh? With what? Skipping the closing ceremony? Come on, why would that matter?"
"No, I mean—"

Eun-Ha shook her head and pointed to the side.
Su-Ah's gaze followed Eun-Ha's finger to a long corridor.
An empty corridor.
A corridor with no sign of anyone appearing.
The dimly lit corridor, still with few people arriving for work, was quite eerie.

And then.

"GO SU-AHHHHHHH!!"
"Eek?!"

Wham! Su-Ah's body flew up to the ceiling and stuck there. She was embedded so deeply it looked like she might go right through it.
Hong Yu-Jin, who had appeared from the empty corridor at the speed of light, had thrown Su-Ah.

"—I was asking if you'd be okay getting beaten to death by your mom... oh."

Eun-Ha's words trailed off as she saw the girl embedded in the ceiling.
Stuck completely in the ceiling, blood dripping down. By any measure, the impact must have crushed her face.

"Hey! Why are you killing the child?!"
"You can just heal her anyway, so what's the problem? I didn't throw her hard enough to kill her."
"That's not the point—do you know how much the budget for repairs will be?!"

Hong Yu-Jin, who had been about to pry Su-Ah from the ceiling, froze at Eun-Ha's scolding.

"I-I'll talk to Yu-Bin about it."
"Fine. Come on. Let's have lunch together since it's vacation."
"That's unexpected. I thought you'd be eating with your boyfriend."
"Se-Won said he's eating with a friend today."
"Hmm~ Alright."

After looking genuinely surprised, Yu-Jin smiled brightly. She casually peeled Su-Ah from the ceiling and began dragging her away.

Eun-Ha reached out her hand to heal Su-Ah as she was being dragged.
Crack, crunch! Disturbing sounds echoed as her damaged body was restored in real time.

"...Magical memory erasure!"

Her aftercare was perfect, just in case.
Eun-Ha tapped Su-Ah's head once and wore a satisfied expression.

After using transformation magic to repair the bloodstains and ceiling, Eun-Ha turned around with a short sigh.
Hong Yu-Jin, dragging Su-Ah, had already disappeared.

"She must be on edge with the war approaching."

Normally, Yu-Jin wouldn't have been so rough.
War—especially one related to The Mute One—was approaching, making her nervous.
That's how deep the bad blood between Yu-Jin and The Mute One ran.

"Is that why Se-Won suddenly came over too?"

No way. Eun-Ha shook her head with a small smile.
The approaching war might make him anxious.
He might have been so anxious that he wanted her to comfort him.
But he seemed too desperate for that to be the only reason.

There must be another reason.
Though she had her suspicions—almost certainties—Eun-Ha kept them to herself.

Just as Se-Won was anxious, Eun-Ha was anxious too.
As if one wrong step might cause Se-Won to drift far away.
She desperately wanted to ask him directly.

"Right. When the time comes, Se-Won will tell me himself."

But Eun-Ha shook her head.
She needed to trust Kim Se-Won.
She needed to trust him as much as she hadn't been able to before.

"I need to trust him. I will trust him."

Just then, Eun-Ha's communication device rang.
It was an email with Stellarlis's schedule for the week.
Eun-Ha checked the schedule to change her mood.

And.

"...This is something I don't want to believe."

Eun-Ha's expression completely changed.

Ch.558 - Fair Trade
Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin had lunch at a meat restaurant a short walk from White Base.

In broad daylight, as Eun-Ha—currently the most famous person—and EX-class hero Hong Yu-Jin began eating meat together, passersby gradually filled the restaurant to catch a glimpse of them.

Regardless, Eun-Ha grilled the meat with a somewhat sullen expression.

"Why so glum? Did something bad happen?"

When Hong Yu-Jin finally spoke up, Eun-Ha sighed softly before answering.

"It's not nothing... there are people approaching Se-Won."
"Approaching him? Are they women? Well, Se-Won has become quite manly compared to when I first met him."

Hong Yu-Jin nodded with a satisfied expression.
What Eun-Ha said was completely understandable.

"Plus, he's the most promising talent of his generation, isn't he? Unlike Sua with her exceptional power as a spirit medium, he's just an ordinary telekinetic who awakened and became an A-class hero. Excluding irregular cases like our magical girl, he's the most capable man around, so it's natural."
"Well, I guess..."

Eun-Ha reluctantly agreed.
It wasn't wrong.

Originally, only those who meet various conditions and possess talent as magical girls can be chosen by Transcendents and be reborn.
As representatives of their factions, their potential and growth rate are unparalleled.
In other words, they're beings who shouldn't be compared to others in the first place.

"Anyway!"

Despite this, Eun-Ha's face was full of discontent. She tapped the table with her tongs to express her displeasure.

"I hate people approaching Se-Won. It bothers me. No, to be precise, I really hate people trying to use him."
"Se-Won is gradually maturing. You don't need to be so protective, do you?"
"But..."
"No buts. Se-Won will handle things well. So, who's approaching him?"

Eun-Ha quickly moved the meat from the grill to a plate, ate it with green onion salad, and gulped down water.
It was as if she was forcibly pushing down a lump in her chest.

Still not feeling better, Eun-Ha opened her mouth with a sullen expression.

"Three A-class heroes."
"Oh my, A-class heroes? Well~ Most high-ranking heroes have strong libidos, so it makes sense they'd be interested."
"No. I'm talking about those three old geezers from the Hero Association who evaluated us."
"Oh my! This girl...! How can you say such things with people around!"
"Hmph!"

Eun-Ha crossed her arms and turned her head away.
In her mind, she pictured the faces of the three people suspected of approaching Kim Se-Won.

The bald muscleman Jang Seong-Taek.
The man with shaggy hair down to his chest, Nam Young-Ju.
The beautiful, mature, and cool-headed woman who looked like an office lady, Byun Jae-In.

They weren't approaching directly but were using their achievements, power, and connections to make other female heroes cling to Kim Se-Won.

"I'll eliminate anyone who interferes with my grand dream of forming a soccer team with my children."
"Eliminate? How?"
"Physically."

Eun-Ha turned her head back and smiled brightly.
The clicking sound she made with her tongs was somewhat threatening.

"You should stop that."

Hong Yu-Jin shook her head while letting out a sigh she couldn't hold back.
As a mother, she knew very well that Eun-Ha wasn't acting this way out of arrogance or intoxication with power.
This was something Eun-Ha would have done regardless of her strength.

Looking at her daughter with pitying eyes, Eun-Ha waved her head and tongs, saying it was just a joke.

"Anyway, since Stellarlis is a subordinate organization of the Hero Association, I'm upset that they're using that as an excuse to make other women approach him. I'm worried."

Gobbling up the cooked meat while complaining, Eun-Ha's actions, despite her speed, appeared elegant rather than messy thanks to her usual attention to manners and image management.

Hong Yu-Jin, pondering the phrase "making other women approach," spoke up.

"Come to think of it, Se-Won was invited to a hero-related event today... There does seem to be a bias compared to other captains. It's not strange since he's getting so much attention."

Her chopsticks snatched the meat Eun-Ha was about to grab and put it in her mouth.

"Considering his age and experience, it is questionable."
"Right? That's the problem. There are already many women eyeing Stellarlis, but of all things... ugh..."

Her shoulders drooped, but her meat-eating pace remained unchanged.

"So, are you anxious? Afraid Se-Won might cheat?"
"No."

Eun-Ha cut her off firmly.

"Se-Won won't cheat. Now... I can trust him."

Eun-Ha, smiling as she recalled the engagement ring she recently received, suddenly changed her expression.
A rather serious gaze was directed at Hong Yu-Jin.

"But you know. Regardless of that, a man's physiological response is unavoidable. I know because it's me. Big breasts! Being attracted to them is a man's instinct."

With a look like she was facing an enemy, she pointed her tongs at Hong Yu-Jin's chest.

"Plus, what if they secretly drug him?"
"Drugs... Well, it's not impossible."

Hong Yu-Jin made an exasperated expression. It wasn't without precedent.
High-ranking heroes, regardless of gender, had strong libidos. That meant there had been incidents.

"Right? If they drug him and someone makes a move, his body will respond regardless of his will. I hate that. That's why divine punishment is necessary."
"Divine punishment? You mean physically eliminating them? Isn't that extreme?"
"Sometimes justice requires fists... ahem, sometimes extreme actions are necessary."

Eun-Ha quickly ate a piece of meat that was just barely cooked before anyone could take it.

"So, Mom."
"Yes?"

After chewing and swallowing the meat with a delighted expression, Eun-Ha smiled brightly and began acting cute with Hong Yu-Jin.

"Clear all my schedules for today♡"
"What?"
"I'm going to raid the Hero Association."

And she said something completely shocking.


* * *


Eun-Ha's movements were swift and stealthy.
Hidden in the shadows, she moved without hesitation to reach her destination—the conference room in the Hero Association building where she once took her evaluation.

The conference room looked quite different from her previous visit.
It seemed to have transformed into an office, with a corner containing a pot, various teas, coffee, and snacks. Outside the room, the woman she had seen before, Go Yun-Jung, was waiting as a secretary.
This scene demonstrated how significant these people's positions were within the Hero Association.

Going inside, she saw Jang Seong-Taek, Nam Young-Ju, and Byun Jae-In seriously operating terminals and having a meeting.
They were sitting at a D-shaped desk, discussing how to attract more female heroes.

Additionally, the schedule on the wall was packed with plans they had already made.

"Within a month, we need to sow as many seeds as possible, but is this enough?"
"A month? Are you ignoring the increased libido due to survival instinct during wartime? We should also consider ways to periodically bring him out and facilitate contact with women."
"Assigning him to that side might also be an option."

Crack! Eun-Ha felt blood rushing to her head at their comments.
Looking closer, there was even a plan on the wall to use the association's land to build a dedicated mansion for Kim Se-Won.

"This is unavoidable."

After witnessing this, Eun-Ha took one action.
Subduing the three A-class heroes.
For Eun-Ha, who had already reached S-class, subduing these distracted A-class veterans was an easy task.


* * *


The three people woke up simultaneously with a start.

"What is this...!"
"When did this happen?!"
"W-who did this...!"

They found themselves tied up with black ropes.
At that moment, their vision flipped.
They had been on the floor, but suddenly shot up to the ceiling, hanging upside down.

"Are you awake now?"

At the familiar girl's voice, the three looked straight ahead.
There sat Eun-Ha, elegantly drinking tea at the table.

"What are you doing so suddenly?!"
"I found you doing something very interesting. So I came to say hello."

Despite the three's angry words, Eun-Ha's voice remained steady.
It was pure calmness itself.
But only her voice was calm.

"Huk!"
"W-what...!"
"She's not even an adult yet!"

Soon, a terrifying pressure enveloped the three.
The battle-hardened veterans gasped in shock at the pressure emanating from the minor girl, which seemed impossible to believe.

*We need to escape immediately!*

In this situation, the same thought crossed all three minds.
They urgently began drawing magic from their cores.

"Huh?"
"What, why isn't my magic...!"
"There's nothing restraining my magic anywhere on my body?!"

But their magic wouldn't move.
More precisely, there was no magic to move.

"It's useless no matter how much you struggle."

Eun-Ha mocked them while looking at the ropes binding the three.
Magic Drain Technique.
From the moment she knocked them unconscious, Eun-Ha had been stealing their magic.
Moreover, she had poured so much magic into the ropes that they were harder than metal.

"I hate it most when other women eye my man. In fact, any woman would feel the same. And you did this despite knowing about me and Se-Won. Isn't that right?"
"......"

The three couldn't say anything.
They have a lover. They're engaged. Of course they knew.
But isn't a small sacrifice worth it for the future?

"So you have two options."

Eun-Ha could tell from their expressions that their thoughts hadn't changed.
It was exactly as she expected.
Instead, Eun-Ha simply raised her index and middle fingers with a smile.

"Either you stop what you're plotting. Or..."

As Eun-Ha paused, gulp, their gazes focused on her fingers.

"You die."

Squeeeeeze—! The ropes wrapped around their bodies began to tighten simultaneously.
Their entire bodies started to be crushed, with blood slowly seeping out.

"This won't work!!"

In a situation where normal people would be screaming in pain, Nam Young-Ju instead raised his voice with bloodshot eyes.

"Talented genes must be spread widely! Hero's promiscuity! Kim Se-Won, who has muscles that develop more easily than ordinary people and possesses actual excellent strength, likely has tremendous sexual desire! As first-generation heroes nearing retirement, it's our duty to spread the genes of such a talented individual!"
"Duty? Where did that duty come from? Is it a duty made up by slaves to lust who are desperate to touch many women?"

Eun-Ha wasn't backing down either.

Jang Seong-Taek and Byun Jae-In watched the situation, sweating nervously.
This woman could really drive them to death.

*It's fine. We've already designated successors.*
*Even if we die, our second and third generations will continue the plan!*

They had no fear of death. They had already overcome countless deaths!
These were stubborn individuals who had dedicated their remaining lives to human advancement.

"Well, you don't need to answer. I'll just cancel all the schedules and leave you hanging here. Without your magic, you're just ordinary people with a bit more strength."

Click, the sound of the teacup being set down echoed softly.

"In other words, just leaving you hanging like this will naturally end your lives. Don't worry, I'll clean up afterward."

Seeming to have finished speaking, Eun-Ha stood up and turned around.

"Wait. Wait...!"

At that moment, Jang Seong-Taek's urgent voice stopped Eun-Ha.
He was looking at her with intense eyes.

"We have no intention of giving up!"
"...And?"

Eun-Ha knew this well enough.
Stubborn old people don't easily change their minds.
Moreover, those who have worked for the Hero Association for a long time and have strong thoughts about humanity would face death without fear.
They must have experienced countless deaths already.

In other words, threatening their lives wasn't much of a threat.

"Ah. Don't worry. I won't take the lives of your successors. I'll just give them a slight warning."
"Kuh...!"

So she targets others.
This narrows their options considerably.

Yet they won't give up on Kim Se-Won.
The spotlight on Kim Se-Won is inevitable.

Then the most sensible choice is to reduce the frequency without completely blocking it, and find other ways to benefit.

*And I can assign myself or Jae-Yu as Se-Won's manager.*

Isn't this a win-win?
Eun-Ha inwardly rejoiced that her strategy was working well.

"Or have you thought of another way? Like making a deal with me."

Eun-Ha sat down again with a bright smile.

*Another peaceful resolution today.*

She read their approximate thoughts from their expressions.
They were probably falling for her words and choosing the second-best option.

Eun-Ha smiled softly and began talking with the three.

Ch.559 - Aleph Is Still A Virgin
Truly. I never thought that what Park Sang-Heon created would affect Se-Won too.

Eun-Ha was complaining through the screen. Seo Na-Bi nodded with a warm smile, finding even this side of her lovable.

Eun-Ha explained the situation:
Recently, three elders from the Hero Association had been making advances toward Kim Se-Won.
Their reason was to spread the seeds of exceptional heroes to raise stronger ones.

It wasn't exactly wrong. Stories about children of outstanding heroes being born with high potential were common.

And the origin of this trend was Park Sang-Heon, known as Mt. Tae-San.
Superior genes—specifically, Mt. Tae-San's genes—were being actively spread by Park Sang-Heon.

Eun-Ha absolutely refused to accept this, saying she would only pretend to comply with the trio's demands but wouldn't actually play along.

"Well, I think a child born between you and Kim Se-Won would be dozens of times stronger anyway."
"Right? Hehe."

When he spoke the truth to lift Eun-Ha's spirits, she smiled broadly and wiggled her body.
Seemingly lewd yet purely romantic.
Eun-Ha's seemingly complex mindset was actually straightforward. She would probably act like a pure girl seeking love if it didn't involve Kim Se-Won.

"But. I think you might need to stimulate Se-Won too."
"Huh? Stimulate?"
"Awakened ones need constant stimulation of what caused their awakening. That's why Woo-Jin keeps suffering."
"Ah...!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened like a rabbit's as she realized.
Kim Woo-Jin was facing life-threatening situations even at this moment.
His awakening trigger was one of humanity's fundamental desires—the continuation of life. He needed to be stimulated by the desire to survive.

"So I need to strengthen Se-Won's feelings... is that it?"
"You'll need to manage it carefully."
"Hmm..."

Eun-Ha crossed her arms and tilted her head.
She knew very well that Kim Se-Won loved her. So what was his awakening factor?
Though he was too embarrassed to say it out loud, considering his constant training and growth rate, it was fairly predictable.

That's why Seo Na-Bi had brought it up so easily.

"Maybe I should revive that canceled NTR operation..."
"Do you have some plan?"
"Huh? No. It's nothing. Hahaha..."

When he asked what she was muttering about, Eun-Ha waved her hands dismissively and avoided his gaze.

*Since it's Eun-Ha's idea, it's probably quite extreme... but I'm sure she'll handle it well.*

Seo Na-Bi knew how obsessively Shin Eun-Ha was fixated on Kim Se-Won.
Sometimes during their conversations, Eun-Ha would notice something, disappear somewhere, and then return.
Each time she came back with a satisfied expression saying, "I took care of the interference!" He suspected she had gained something close to precognitive abilities.

*Yes. In this world, mental imagery determines everything. The more intense and longer-lasting it is, the more it affects a person.*

Mindset. Motivation.
These are the most important things for superhumans. When they lose these, superhumans gradually regress.
Power gained through intense desire disappears the moment that desire fades.

This is why even successful heroes experience deterioration.

Seo Na-Bi resolved to find and strengthen his own mindset as well.

"By the way! What's she up to these days?"
"She?"

At that moment, Eun-Ha changed the subject as if trying to hide her embarrassment.
When Seo Na-Bi tilted his head in confusion, Eun-Ha firmly mentioned Dolly's name.

"Ah~."

When the name of his rival and family member came up, Seo Na-Bi smiled faintly and moved his feet.
As Seo Na-Bi changed location and turned the screen that was broadcasting their conversation, numerous monsters appeared on the display.

Eun-Ha's voice exclaiming "Wow..." reached Seo Na-Bi's ears.

In the middle of countless monsters, Dolly stood proudly.
Language was unnecessary, sound was unnecessary.
The monsters showed perfectly controlled movements according to Dolly's thoughts.
Truly the queen of monsters.
In less than a year, Dolly had risen from being an idol to the queen of monsters. Except for a few A-class monsters with particularly strong egos, none refused Dolly.

"She's really growing up strong, isn't she?"
"Isn't that dangerous? She might even take your position at this rate."
"No, that won't happen."
"Why?"

Because.
Seo Na-Bi smiled brightly. Though Eun-Ha couldn't see this smile, his voice conveyed his feelings.

"Now Woo-Jin is the actual master of Gresorion. And I'm his primary partner. I'm just as greedy as you are. But I also ensure Woo-Jin has his freedom."

As long as she held the firm position of primary partner, she wouldn't be threatened by secondary partners.
Besides, despite his appearance, Kim Woo-Jin was surprisingly monogamous. Both of them treasured each other above all else.

This was something both Kim Woo-Jin and Seo Na-Bi considered absolute and unchangeable.

"I see."

Greed. Like me.
Eun-Ha quickly accepted these two phrases.

"So I'm quite jealous. We're magical girls, so we can't get pregnant."
"Ah. Aah..."

Eun-Ha quickly realized that "we" referred to Seo Na-Bi and Seo Hye-Ji.
She also knew that the first person to become pregnant with Kim Woo-Jin's child was Bianca, a Transcendent.

"Isn't that unfair?"
"It's okay. The child born from Bianca is our child too. I consider everyone family, including Dolly."
"What?"

An incredulous response followed. That was understandable.
It's hard to believe someone could genuinely love a child not related by blood, one not even born yet.

But Eun-Ha had to believe this too.
Seo Na-Bi's voice coming through the communication device was completely sincere.

"We're no longer human. I never was to begin with... but that's how monsters are."
"If everyone thinks that way... okay."

Though she couldn't understand, Seo Na-Bi chuckled at Eun-Ha's attempt to respect their perspective.

Humans and monsters are different.
Monsters don't think of their offspring as special. They just see them as members of the same species.
And they cherish them because they're the same species.
It's about seeing them within the large fence of being the same species, not the small enclosure of family.

Having completely transformed her thinking from human to monster, Seo Na-Bi turned the screen back to face Eun-Ha.

"So. You said the end of January?"
"Yes. Things are going to get busy now."
"Then it'll be hard to talk like this... Oh, it's the new year in a few days, should we meet up, just us?"
"No."

The firm rejection made Seo Na-Bi's shoulders droop. Well, Eun-Ha was a busy woman after all.
But then unexpected words flowed from Eun-Ha's mouth.

"If we're going to do it, I'd like to invite Se-Won and Kim Woo-Jin too. Hmm... Bianca will probably come along without being asked, but if we add Hye-Ji and Dolly too..."
"Huh?"
"Let's just go with us and our boyfriends. Honestly, the guys probably have things they want to talk about too. Face to face, not through screens."

Seo Na-Bi blinked several times before finally seeming to understand.

"Yes. That's right."

Eun-Ha intended to give Kim Se-Won and Kim Woo-Jin some mental space. Though it wasn't clear what she would do afterward, if she did act, it would likely be something to greatly agitate Kim Se-Won.

Imagining Kim Se-Won being manipulated by Eun-Ha, Seo Na-Bi began planning the meeting for the four of them.



* * *



The girl who had just met with her man, Kim Se-Won, no longer had any hesitation.

"Shin Eun-Ha is weak. But she has plenty of growth potential. I'm reaping those benefits."

Being a hybrid allowed for faster growth, but Shin Eun-Ha's latent abilities also played a part.

She arrived at Pandemonium, the dwelling place of hybrids.
This chaotic place was a zone of great confusion that would bring chaos to the world.

Here, countless lives were born and died, with the weak becoming food through death, and the strong fighting endlessly until crushed by the stronger.

In this way, the hybrids were continuously growing stronger.
And the first place Aleph went upon arriving at Pandemonium was her nest.
In her nest, which she had received as Muk-Si-Ja's Servant, very special hybrids were being born.

They had abnormally strong desires and were powerful from birth.
Their lifespans were extremely short compared to other hybrids.
From the perspective of the hybrid species, they were defective. The more they fought, the more the hybrid population decreased, and their evolution was slow.
They were simply strong from birth, beings that didn't evolve.

That made them perfect for Aleph.
She could rampage alone.
They were optimized for gaining combat experience while she drained their magical power completely.

"Well then..."

Aleph licked her lips as she looked at the hybrids filling the huge pit.
In the few days she'd been away, there were already hundreds. Judging by the blood, flesh, and bones scattered around, they had already survived numerous battles.

"Shall I have a taste?"

Slurp. As her tongue moistened her lips, all the hybrids in the pit looked at Aleph.
The female scent from her body stimulated their sexual desire.
In their short lives, sexual desire was the most stimulating urge. If they could subdue Aleph, they could satisfy this desire.

"Yes. That's how you should come out. But I've never been violated even once."

Crack, crack! She stretched her hands, preparing to rush at them.

To devour Eun-Ha, she needed to become stronger.
There was no room for carelessness.
She would simply toy with them, subdue them with overwhelming power, and devour them.
This was preparation for him.

As the hybrids began to move and Aleph was about to jump into the pit.

"Lady Aleph."
"Hm?"

Someone stopped Aleph.
Aleph returned from her ready-to-pounce posture to her original state and extended her hand toward the pit.
The enormous magical power emanating from her body formed a lid covering the huge pit, causing the hybrids rushing toward her to bounce off.

"What is it?"
"The master is calling for you."

With a glance, Aleph looked at her prey in the pit with a somewhat regretful expression.
The hybrids, screaming bizarre howls and repeatedly hitting the lid, soon began fighting each other.
If they couldn't succeed through individual or group strength, they would use evolution to violate Aleph—that was their thinking.

*Should I let them mature for a few more days? That might be good too.*

Though they weren't specimens that evolved well, they might grow stronger out of desperate desire.
She felt expectant that they might become worthy opponents for her.

"...Let's go."

Putting aside her regret, Aleph moved along with the hybrid who had called for her.

Ch.560 - The Eye Of Aleph Has Become Useless
"What on earth did they call me for?"

Aleph was making her way toward the place where The Mute One was.
Her head was filled with strong doubts.

Recently, The Mute One had not allowed anyone to approach, wanting to avoid any disturbances.

She and the other servants had thought The Mute One would remain quiet for anywhere from six months to two years, so being suddenly summoned was extremely confusing.

"Well. I'll find out when I get there."

Aleph nodded to herself.
There was one thing she could guess.
Occasionally, The Mute One would take strong female specimens to bear new hybrids.

Perhaps he had become interested in her body, which had grown unrecognizably stronger compared to a few months ago.

"Uh...?"

Aleph couldn't hide her bewilderment at the conflicting emotions she felt in her chest.

One was the infinite honor of becoming a vessel for her master, The Mute One.
The other was the revulsion and fear of giving her body to a man other than Kim Se-Won.

Both feelings were genuine.

She wanted to maintain her honorary virgin status, refusing to give herself to any man except Kim Se-Won, yet she was also willing to follow her master's orders if that was what he desired.

Thump. Her heart pounded unnecessarily.
She was confused.
Both feelings were sincere, making it impossible to choose one over the other.
Her reason screamed at her to fulfill her duty as The Mute One's servant, while her heart told her to choose Kim Se-Won.

It was a situation where neither choice came easily.

With her hand on her pounding chest, she continued walking until she reached the center of Pandemonium.

In the very middle of the hybrid stronghold was a massive egg-like structure that could be described as a cocoon.
A huge, semi-transparent white egg where the outline of what was inside could be faintly seen. A massive coiled dragon waited quietly inside, biding its time.

Aleph glanced away from the egg.

"This is Pandemonium's power source and the main substance that creates us."

Massive pipe-like stems extended from the egg, spreading throughout Pandemonium.
The stems constantly writhed, supplying something to every corner of Pandemonium.

The source of this was The Mute One.
In other words, the massive nest called Pandemonium operated because of The Mute One's presence, and all hybrids originated from The Mute One's residue.

"!!"

Momentarily lost in thought, Aleph hastily dropped to one knee and bowed her head when she suddenly felt an overwhelming presence.

"Aleph. Raise your head."
"Yes!"

At his command, Aleph immediately lifted her head after bowing.

Her gaze fell upon something writhing inside the massive egg.
A gigantic dragon.
This being, constantly expelling unnecessary waste from its body, was her master.
Even though she had merely been summoned, Aleph trembled with infinite reverence.

The massive body writhed inside the egg.
Eventually, the coiled form stood upright.
Only a black silhouette was visible, making it impossible to discern its exact shape.
Nevertheless, she could feel the overwhelming presence looking down at her.

Red eyes gleamed from The Mute One's head. In that moment, an overwhelming presence enveloped Aleph.

"Hnngh...?!"

Aleph involuntarily gasped.
Her body twitched uncontrollably as she trembled before The Mute One's presence.

She had grown at a rate that astonished even her fellow servants.
Yet to The Mute One, she was less than an ant. The difference in power and status was laughably vast.

Then, the massive dragon spoke.

"You've grown much. Well done."
"...!! Yes! I will continue to strive to meet your expectations, Master!"

Aleph bowed her head again, feeling goosebumps all over her body.
She was confused.
Had he called her just for this? That couldn't be right.

Disappointment and relief. Followed by joy.
Regardless, the fact that The Mute One had praised her remained unchanged.

"But..."

There was something else bothering her.
Just now, The Mute One's gaze had pierced through her. Yet strangely, it felt as if he wasn't actually looking at her—a peculiar sensation.

"Does he not want me, my body...?"

After the overwhelming presence had swept over her, Aleph kept her head bowed for several minutes, watching for The Mute One's reaction.
With her head down, her gaze was fixed on her lower abdomen.

Though small in stature, she had no problems bearing children.
Her pelvis was sturdy enough that it wouldn't be an obstacle during childbirth.

"..."

Even after some time passed, the answer Aleph wanted didn't come from The Mute One's mouth.
Instead, she heard the sound of the massive body moving.
The Mute One coiled up again and fell silent.

Aleph inwardly sighed with relief as she carefully rose to her feet.
Though he hadn't given her permission to leave, she turned her back.

His behavior meant he had lost interest in her.
Even if she waited for hours, The Mute One wouldn't speak again.

This was an unspoken agreement.

"I'll become stronger."

Aleph moved toward her den.
She would show growth that met The Mute One's expectations.
She etched two goals in her heart: to completely devour Shin Eun-Ha's existence and to make Kim Se-Won hers.



* * *



"Haaah...!"

Eun-Ha opened her eyes wide. She trembled violently while exhaling a labored breath.

A presence so eerie it defied description.

"He saw me..."

Eun-Ha recalled the memory while breathing heavily.
Despite being wrapped in a cocoon. Despite not being there physically.
He hadn't been looking at Aleph, but directly at her.

A presence that transcended physical distance had struck Eun-Ha. Her entire body trembled with fear.

How long had The Mute One known she was spying on Pandemonium through Aleph?

"Probably from the moment Aleph arrived there."

There could be no other reason for suddenly summoning Aleph.
Moreover, his transformed monstrous appearance was deeply shocking.

"He's become an entirely different being while I wasn't looking..."

The Mute One had become a massive dragon.
Though she couldn't make out its exact form, it was completely different from what she had known before.
He had become an entirely different entity.

"So that's why he created a new shell called Jung Soo-Hyun to appear... as I suspected, his main body can't move right now."

His claim about becoming an existence beyond Transcendent wasn't a lie.
Eun-Ha imprinted the sense of crisis in her mind as she recalled The Mute One's form she had seen through Aleph's eyes.

Eun-Ha remained still until her wildly beating heart and lungs calmed down.
After about a minute of deep breathing, her breathing completely stabilized.

"Whew, I guess spying is forbidden for now. Or it might be completely blocked."

She composed herself with one final long sigh.
Eun-Ha stared at the pendant in her hand before tossing it onto the desk.
Her body was already drenched in cold sweat. It was an excessive reaction for merely sensing The Mute One's presence.

"After all the trouble I went through to infiltrate... Well, it's fine. It wasn't without gain."

With a swish, Eun-Ha extended her hand to the side, revealing a black thread tied to her index finger.
A thread so long it was impossible to tell where it extended to.
This was a thread connecting her core to another core.

"Part of my core has already fused with Aleph. I just need to absorb it slowly, slowly."

Just as Aleph was trying to devour her, she was devouring Aleph in return.
If Aleph wanted to absorb her very existence, then she would steal Aleph's core entirely.
This trick was possible because Eun-Ha was the base entity from which Aleph was created, and because she had learned the magic stealing technique from Hong Yu-Jin.

Even if The Mute One interfered with her spying, he couldn't interfere with this.
Eun-Ha smiled brightly and got up from the floor.

Though the spying was brief, she had gathered enough information.
How vast Pandemonium was.
Where this massive nest was located.

And how strong the hybrids were now.

"If I average out the hybrids' strength, the current heroes can handle them. Victory is possible with sanctuaries and prolonged warfare, even if it's necessary."

Eun-Ha finished her rough calculations as she recalled the hybrids she had glimpsed through Aleph's eyes.
It would be a brutal war for the heroes.
They would be forced to survive desperately on a battlefield where they couldn't die even if they wanted to.

And she was the one actively pushing for this.
Guilt was belatedly washing over her, but Eun-Ha deliberately ignored it.

It was something that had to be done to survive.
Rather, it was because of her that this desperate power difference could be established as a war.

But.

"It's not enough."

Eun-Ha was concerned that they were just barely capable of fighting.
She needed a way to become stronger.

The power of her device on the desk wasn't enough.
She needed one decisive move.
Yes, for example.

"The key to awakening... there's not enough time to find it on my own."

She still hadn't achieved the awakening that all her friends had accomplished.
Then there was only one way.

Eun-Ha raised her arm and turned on her communication device.
She quickly searched through her contacts to find the person she wanted.

"Hello? Yes. It's me. I wanted to talk about something... Yes. Yes. That's right. Can we meet now?"

She glanced out the window.
It was late, long after sunset. The date was about to change.

Eun-Ha changed her clothes while on the call.
She planned to force her way in even if the other person refused.

"Oh, really? Yes. Then I'll come over. You're at home, right?"

Fortunately, the other person readily agreed to meet her.

Eun-Ha smiled brightly as she wrapped a scarf around her neck and left the room.
The scarf, which faintly smelled of Kim Se-Won, automatically brought a smile to her face.

Ch.561 - Wish
Eun-Ha hurriedly went to the home of the person she had called.
Someone she had met countless times before. No, the person with whom she had spent the longest time throughout her life.

That person's name was Hong Yu-Jin.
Eun-Ha's mother and her senior magical girl.

Hong Yu-Jin had turned on the heater and was waiting for her as soon as she received Eun-Ha's call.

"Did something happen?"

The call had been brief, but Hong Yu-Jin noticed the anxiety and worry in Eun-Ha's voice.
She couldn't mistake her own daughter's voice.

Since her daughter had reached out, she needed to provide answers.
Hong Yu-Jin, seemingly pleased that Eun-Ha had asked for her help, smiled softly as she took something out of the cupboard.
It was a cake she had received recently. Though not to her taste, she had set it aside to eat later if she remembered. She hadn't expected to be serving it so soon.

"Mom!"
"You're here?"

Just as she finished placing the cake on a plate and checking the time, the door lock disengaged quickly and Eun-Ha burst in.
She must have rushed over right after hanging up, as sweat was running down her cheeks despite the winter cold.

"Take off your coat. Sit down."
"Okay."

As Eun-Ha was removing her coat, she suddenly noticed how warm the house was.
Her ice-cold skin gradually regained its warmth as it met the heated air.

"Thank you."
"For what?"
"You know what."

When alone, Hong Yu-Jin was more likely to drink beer than turn on the heater. The fact that the heater was on meant she knew Eun-Ha was coming.

Eun-Ha smiled broadly, appreciating this thoughtfulness.

"So. What was so urgent that you came running here?"
"Ah, about that."

Eun-Ha, having stripped off her coat, tossed it carelessly onto the sofa and sat down near the table.
Then she stopped mid-sentence and widened her eyes in surprise.

While Hong Yu-Jin did have a sweet tooth, she wasn't the type to buy desserts and keep them around. That space was usually filled with alcohol and snacks.

"What's this about?"
"Just a gift I received."

Eun-Ha accepted this explanation with a simple "I see."

"Anyway, I came because I have something important to talk about."
"What, like when you're having the wedding?"

Eun-Ha's cheeks flushed red as she fanned herself.
Marriage.
Just thinking about it made her smile.

"That's important too, of course! But that's not it."
"Not about marriage? Then what? Don't tell me you want me to get you a house? Or live here with me? Wouldn't it be better to live cozily with just the two of you rather than with your in-laws? Even if we did live together, I won't help with housework."
"It's not that either!"

A rosy future with Kim Se-Won. Having Hong Yu-Jin be part of it wouldn't be bad.
But that wasn't the important matter at hand.

Hong Yu-Jin crossed her arms and smiled warmly at Eun-Ha's animated reaction.
Her deliberate change of topic had been worth it.

"Is what you really want to talk about related to your power?"
"...You knew all along and deliberately changed the subject, didn't you?"
"Maybe?"

As Hong Yu-Jin shrugged her shoulders and feigned ignorance, Eun-Ha pouted and turned her head away.
But only for a moment. She then looked at Hong Yu-Jin with a serious expression.

"I want to know how a magical girl awakens."
"Why?"
"Until now, I thought I'd find the answer by simply getting stronger. But that wasn't it. Getting stronger and awakening are completely different things. I couldn't figure it out in the process of getting stronger."

She hung her head low with a completely defeated expression.
Her voice grew quieter as she berated herself for her own obtuseness.

Hong Yu-Jin watched Eun-Ha's behavior with a slight smile before speaking.

"What do you think a magical girl is?"
"A magical girl?"

Eun-Ha lifted her head with a puzzled expression.
It sounded like a completely random question.
Was this some kind of Zen riddle?
No.

Hong Yu-Jin wasn't one for that sort of thing.
She wouldn't even try, knowing full well that Eun-Ha wouldn't understand.

*What is she getting at?*

Eun-Ha felt her head filling with question marks.

*She's not asking without expecting an answer. Maybe she just wants to know what I think.*

She had to answer. Eun-Ha opened her mouth and began to recite what "magical girl" meant to her.

"Someone who represents and protects their species, defeating enemies, right?"
"Is that what you think?"
"Then what is it?"

Hong Yu-Jin rose from her seat with a bitter smile.
She realized she needed to prepare tea to go with the cake.
It was also a good opportunity to let Eun-Ha's curiosity build.

*What's going on?*

As Hong Yu-Jin intended, Eun-Ha tilted her head, unsure whether her answer was right or wrong.
Even though Hong Yu-Jin hadn't answered, her bitter smile seemed to say "wrong."
So what was the answer?
Was there something else to being a magical girl?

"Here. Drink this."

While Eun-Ha was pondering, Hong Yu-Jin returned with coffee. It was pitch black.

"Are you trying to keep me awake all night?"

Eun-Ha made a face of disgust. Since she rarely consumed caffeine, it would have a powerful effect on her body.

"You can sleep whenever you want anyway."
"Well, that's true, but still."

Eun-Ha reluctantly nodded.
At The Front Line, there were often times when she had to force herself to sleep in situations where sleep was difficult.
She had to recover her condition by sleeping even a little to survive in such a place.
And this habit still remained with Eun-Ha.

"So, are you saying I'm wrong? Then what's the right answer?"

Eun-Ha took a sip of the coffee, focusing all her attention on Hong Yu-Jin's lips.

"Ugh!"

But the coffee was unbearably bitter. It was so bitter that she couldn't help but grimace.
Not just grimace—her body trembled.

Eun-Ha hurriedly shoveled cake into her mouth to sweeten her palate.

"It is the right answer. It's the right answer, but it's looking too far ahead, which makes it wrong."
"What?"

What did that mean?
Eun-Ha tilted her head with an incredulous expression.
Hong Yu-Jin stroked Eun-Ha's head once.
Her smile was ambiguous—it was hard to tell if she found the sight pleasing or if she felt sorry for her.

"You're looking too far ahead. What you want is not as distant as you think."
"That's..."
"Do you remember how you've been doing your magical girl work all this time?"

Looking too far ahead?
The work she's been doing?
Her thoughts followed Hong Yu-Jin's words.

From male to female.
From female to magical girl.
Before she knew it, the girl who had been protecting people from villains and monsters was now facing a massive enemy with an organization called Stellarlis.
In the meantime, she had also become a girl who understood the emotion called love.

"Then it's time to go back to your original intentions."
"Original intentions? If you mean the very beginning..."

It couldn't be referring to when she had a stronger male consciousness.

"Do you mean simply saving people in danger and punishing evil?"
"Yes. That's it. Not the mission that magical girls should hold in their hearts, not the war between humans and monsters, not eliminating hybrids like now. Not being a proxy for Transcendents. It's about what truly comes from your heart, what you sincerely want to do."
"..."

Eun-Ha nodded silently.
That was certainly true.
Her early magical girl life, no different from that of a hero, was something she could be enthusiastic about because she genuinely wanted to do it.

"Are you saying that's related to awakening?"
"Something like that. I can't say it's definitely the answer, but that's how I lived and awakened."

Hong Yu-Jin cut a piece of cake with her fork and put it in Eun-Ha's mouth.
Surprised by the sudden action, Eun-Ha blinked but chewed and tasted the cake.

"We're not heroes. We're not superhumans. We're magical girls. Unlike those who reach their first awakening by indulging in primitive and self-centered desires, we need to nurture a different mindset in our hearts."

She watched as Eun-Ha took a sip of coffee and grimaced.
Her tongue, more sensitive since becoming a woman, made sweet and bitter tastes more intense.

"You shouldn't carry the burden of all humanity. That can't be sincere. People are like that. We're too small to shoulder countless existences alone."
"We're too small..."
"So we have to make choices. If we pursue a flawed goodness, a pretense of goodness, putting all our effort into protecting only those within our reach..."
"That ultimately becomes the action that fulfills our mission?"
"Yes."

Hong Yu-Jin smiled contentedly at Eun-Ha for interrupting and answering.
But Eun-Ha's expression was strange.
With a puzzled look that showed she didn't fully understand, she spoke.

"Protecting only the people within reach. Knowing your limits and acting accordingly...?"
"No. It's about acting with all your might. Just don't shoulder something so enormous that you absolutely cannot bear it."
"Then have I... spread myself too thin?"

Eun-Ha reflected on her actions with a blank expression.
The reason she created Stellarlis was to eliminate Muk-Si-Ja.
But was this act itself done without knowing her limits, without knowing her boundaries?

Her heart sank with a thud. Her body trembled at the realization that she had made an irreversible mistake.

"That's not it."

Hong Yu-Jin embraced Eun-Ha and denied her conclusion.

"You had no choice but to expand your scope. The environment made you that way."

Right. It couldn't be helped.
No matter how strong an individual is, they're still just one person.
Unless they've reached transcendence, they're bound to be greatly influenced by their environment.

"Even so, there's a way."
"Is there? No. I've come too far."
"There are still things you can do. You gathered people's expectations and played the role of a saint to achieve your goal. What's wrong with that?"
"..."
"Just change your thinking a little. There's still time. Do what you can do. Think about what you truly want while contemplating how to defeat Muk-Si-Ja and facing the hardships and trials ahead. It's not something far away—just look back at what you've overlooked."
"Ah."

Eun-Ha's mind lit up at Hong Yu-Jin's words.
The answer had been there all along.
She had thought about what she truly wanted for the future many times.
Not a grand mission, but a modest wish.

A bright future.

"I want to protect the future of humanity... no, my future, our future, which has become clouded and uncertain."

A future with Kim Se-Won.

"Yes. Keep thinking about that. Overcome the desperate situations ahead by persevering with your wish."

Eun-Ha looked at Hong Yu-Jin with a dazed expression.
Perhaps finding her daughter cute, Hong Yu-Jin chuckled and took a sip of her drink.

Hardships and trials. Something to steadfastly protect even when body and mind are pushed to their limits.

Not something too big, but protecting something small within reach.
That becomes an action that affects all of humanity.
After all, she needs to eliminate Muk-Si-Ja, the greatest enemy of humans and monsters, to achieve her goal.

And when she achieves her goal, a bright future with Kim Se-Won will come as her reward.

She finally saw the small wish right in front of her that she had overlooked while chasing something too grand.

"For now, it's just a thought. It won't resonate immediately. But if you keep it in your heart, if you wish for it desperately, the day will come when you understand it with your head and heart."
"Yes. Just knowing isn't enough for understanding."

Eun-Ha nodded.

Something this simple should normally be realized without someone having to explain it.

But she wasn't an ordinary person.
From male to female.
The only person who went from being a hopeless muscle-headed hero to a thick-skulled magical girl.

She thought she just needed to get stronger to awaken.
She had been so fixated on the idea that she needed to shoulder everything to defeat a great enemy that she overlooked the small things.

She was a magical girl.
Someone who protects the weak within reach.
And someone who dreams of a bright future.

Eun-Ha felt like she had finally found a clue and happily gulped down her coffee.

"Blech, it's bitter!"

She had drunk too much at once.

Ch.562 - Hurry Up And Have A Child, Show Me My Grandchild, And Let Me See My Grandchild Get Married Too
Eun-Ha was about to leave right after getting advice from Hong Yu-Jin when she was immediately stopped.

"Since you sought my advice, shouldn't you pay the price?"

That's what caused her to stay.
She tried to open her mouth to protest, but due to the intense pressure Hong Yu-Jin exuded, Eun-Ha couldn't even mutter a word and had to follow her instructions.

Hong Yu-Jin's demands were simple.
Shower. Sleep.
But doing all of this together with Hong Yu-Jin.

Many words rose to the tip of her tongue, but Eun-Ha had no choice but to comply.
Hong Yu-Jin was extremely stubborn in these matters.

After showering and having Hong Yu-Jin personally dry her hair, all that remained was for mother and daughter to lie in the same bed.

"I'm not a child anymore," Eun-Ha said.

Though she didn't actually mind, she blurted out those words out of embarrassment.

"You know what? To parents, their children are always children, no matter how many years pass. Besides..."
"Eek?!"

With a sly expression, Hong Yu-Jin gently poked Eun-Ha's chest.
Hong Yu-Jin laughed like a young girl, forgetting her age, at how adorably Eun-Ha flinched in surprise.

"You're not planning to claim you're an adult with such a young girl's body, are you?"
"B-body and age can be different things!"
"Still, to me, you're just a child. The little one who held my hand while crying your eyes out on that snowy day."
"You were crying too."
"Anyway."

They had both lost so much. That day, the two became family.
After briefly bringing up old memories, Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin naturally fell into reminiscing, exchanging stories back and forth.

After some time, the seemingly endless conversation stopped, and silence filled the darkened room.

"..."

Eun-Ha was staring at the dark ceiling.

*Indeed.*

With just a bit of focus, she could sense the core connected to Aleph.
Though she wasn't synchronizing with Aleph's senses, what she had originally planned was still progressing at this very moment.

*I don't know how The Mute One knew I was watching or how he could pressure me from so far away. Still, it's fortunate that he doesn't seem to detect my presence as long as I don't synchronize my senses.*

He doesn't even realize that the cores are connected. In other words, his power to abnormally read things is strong enough that he only discovered I was watching him through Aleph.

*Besides, being discovered by The Mute One was actually good news. He'll think the connection is broken. In reality, the connection with Aleph has only dimmed.*

While she couldn't be absolutely certain that The Mute One hadn't detected her presence, he wasn't the type to sit idly by while his servant was slowly being devoured, so her assumption was likely correct.

*I can restore the connection anytime. It doesn't really affect what I'm trying to do right now. So it might be best to leave it as is for now. Now then...*
"What are you thinking about so deeply?"

Just as Eun-Ha was organizing her plans for tomorrow, a warm scent suddenly approached.
It was the fragrance of shampoo and body wash that was probably emanating from her own body and hair right now.

"Hm? Oh, nothing."
"Don't be hasty. Even if time is short, haste creates big holes. All kinds of dangers might flow in through a hole once it's formed."
"Yes. I understand. I'll keep that in mind."

Eun-Ha nodded.
Every word from Hong Yu-Jin was incredibly warm.

"I won't move hastily. I'll take care of those around me first. I'll do what I can."
"That's right. That's my daughter."

An arm slipped out from under the blanket and stroked Eun-Ha's head.
Eun-Ha smiled broadly, enjoying the sensation.

It was thanks to Hong Yu-Jin's immense love that young Eun-Ha had been able to endure despite losing her birth parents in an unexpected accident.

The reason she wasn't shaken at all by the recent discovery that her blood relatives were actually wealthy was also because of this woman, Hong Yu-Jin.

"Really. You've become so small and lovable."

The words "I'm not a child anymore" almost slipped out, but she swallowed them. Eun-Ha simply accepted her affectionate expression at face value.

*Should I cling to her as often as possible? I definitely should.*

This was a thought she would never have had normally.
After all, a man named Kim Se-Won had already firmly established himself in Eun-Ha's heart.

But suddenly, an inexplicable anxiety swept over her heart.
That's why she was having thoughts she normally wouldn't.

"What is it?"
"Nothing."
"You're doing cute things you don't usually do."

When Eun-Ha stared into her eyes, Hong Yu-Jin couldn't help but smile.
Despite the darkness from the lights being off, they could see each other clearly.

After staring at each other for a while, the two giggled for some reason.

"Anyone who saw this would laugh. How old are you to be sleeping with your mom?"
"Let them try. I'll make them regret being born."

It was the absolute truth.

"Do you believe me?"
"I do."

At Hong Yu-Jin's firm nod, Eun-Ha deliberately snuggled into her embrace.
Naturally, Hong Yu-Jin's arms wrapped around Eun-Ha.

She knew very well it was childish behavior unbecoming of her age.
She had long outgrown such actions, but today she particularly wanted to do it.

It was because of the anxiety she'd been feeling for a while.
Anxiety about whether Hong Yu-Jin would survive until the end of the war.
There was already a precedent. A precedent where she tried to die alone, acting as if her relationship with Eun-Ha never existed.
This made Eun-Ha think that Hong Yu-Jin might sacrifice her life while making a great contribution to defeating The Mute One.

And for good reason. Only Hong Yu-Jin and Seo Hye-Ji could somewhat stand against The Mute One.
Eun-Ha knew well that her sacrifice was one of the methods for eliminating The Mute One.

She shouldn't be hasty, but impatience was creeping in.

"Don't worry."
"Hm? About what?"

Had she read her mind?
Eun-Ha blinked, pretending not to know.
She moved away from Hong Yu-Jin and acted as if nothing was wrong.

In response, Hong Yu-Jin immediately closed the distance between them and pressed her forehead against Eun-Ha's.

"I won't disappear until I see your wedding."
"Really? You won't go somewhere again?"
"Until I see you have children. I won't disappear. No, I'll even see my grandchildren... 'plural'... get married."

The emphasis on "plural" suggested she knew Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won wouldn't be satisfied with just one child.

Eun-Ha and Hong Yu-Jin locked eyes at close range.
Hong Yu-Jin's gaze and voice conveyed sincere honesty.

"At least believe that I won't sacrifice myself. Come on. You once cried and clung to my pants, begging me not to go."
"I'm ready to cling to you again anytime, you know? I'm a woman prepared to cry tiny tears in front of the whole nation, wailing 'Mom~ Don't go~'"
"You're really something."

Eun-Ha openly showed her relief.
One worry was lifted.
At the same time, she made a promise in her heart.
She would ensure that no situation would arise where Hong Yu-Jin would choose to sacrifice herself.

Hadn't Hong Yu-Jin herself said it? To save those within reach. Of course, to Eun-Ha, Hong Yu-Jin was "within reach."
Eun-Ha planned to use logic and persistence to save her if necessary, using Hong Yu-Jin's own words against her.

After smiling at each other for a long time, mother and daughter nodded simultaneously.
They knew each other's hearts well and had confirmed it once again.
That was enough.

"Going to sleep now."
"Yes. Let's sleep."

All that remained was rest for the next day.
The two closed their eyes simultaneously.



* * *



Eun-Ha woke up early in the morning. It was almost dawn.
It was a fresh morning with no trace of the caffeine she had consumed the night before.
The first thing Eun-Ha did was look for Hong Yu-Jin.

*Is she still sleeping?*

Hong Yu-Jin hadn't disappeared and was right beside her.
Judging by the faint, steady breathing, she was still asleep.
Eun-Ha quickly closed her eyes before she woke up.

*Who are the people within my reach, the people I need to protect?*

The answer came quickly.
And there were more than she expected.

Hong Yu-Jin.
Her friends, including Kim Se-Won.
People affiliated with Stellarlis.
And while she was at it, the clone girls like Chris at Somang Orphanage... Adding up all the people she interacted with, not strangers, the number easily exceeded several hundred.

Additionally, considering the people she would help if they happened to be in danger nearby, the number grew even more.

Still, compared to all of humanity, it was very few.

As her thoughts organized, she strangely felt lighter.
Apparently, she hadn't even realized she had been carrying such a heavy burden on her shoulders.

*Or maybe I was unconsciously refusing to acknowledge it.*

Either way, her mind was clearer now.
What she needed to do became more certain.

Eun-Ha opened her eyes again and turned on her communication terminal.

*I should cut back on volunteer work. Not completely, but significantly reduce the frequency. I won't have the luxury of time anyway.*

She needed to reorganize her packed schedule herself and use that time elsewhere.

"Ah."

At that moment, a sound escaped Eun-Ha's lips involuntarily.
There was something more eye-catching than the schedule she had turned on her communication terminal to check.

[Package Arrival Notice]

Eun-Ha smiled brightly.

Ch.563 - Mom Needs To Get Married Too, You Know
Eun-Ha arrived at White Base with a different demeanor than usual.

Normally, she would immediately rush to prepare for her daily schedule, but today she strolled through the corridors of White Base with a leisurely gait, as if she had no appointments at all.

*There aren't many people who've arrived at work yet... but it probably wouldn't look good if I'm the only one slacking off.*

Rather than moving freely, it would be best to stay somewhere inconspicuous. Since she stood out wherever she went, this seemed like the right approach.

Eun-Ha turned and slowly walked toward a destination.

"According to what I've said, people's morale is quite high. Even though this war offers only a sliver of hope... this is all we have."

She muttered quietly to herself, organizing her thoughts as she headed toward her destination.

The approaching new year. And the short decisive battle at the end of January.

The all-out offensive starting with a climax would require enormous resources.

Of course, these resources hadn't been perfectly gathered yet. Nor had they perfectly prepared their forces for war.

There's no such thing as perfection in war, but without the physical time to ensure complete readiness, they were just scraping together whatever they had.

This war was all or nothing.
An extremely high-risk, high-return situation.
To minimize this risk, they hadn't publicly announced when the short decisive battle would take place.
For now, they had only announced that they were preparing for war. This meant very few people knew the exact date.

That's why even at this moment, the doors of Stellarlis remained wide open.
They were still recruiting anyone willing to join their cause.

"The hybrids aren't interfering. They haven't shown any notable movements, nor have they shown signs of imitating humans. Since I asked a few doppelgangers to check, this should be accurate."

The hybrids hadn't budged even after hearing about war preparations.
Though they hadn't exactly broadcast it through global speakers, those creatures weren't fools and would have gathered information through various channels.

Yet the reason they weren't bothering to counter was obvious.

They knew the difference in power.

The average combat ability of the hybrids she had seen so far was comparable to active B-class and A-class heroes.
Even then, most of those battles had been fought under her domain, so their actual strength was incomparably greater.

Moreover, they were overconfident in their species' superiority.
It took at least 15 years for a newborn human to grow and become a fighting force.
In contrast, hybrids took at most one year.
They could recklessly throw newborns onto the battlefield without any issues.

Thus, time was on the hybrids' side, making it more disadvantageous for humanity the longer they prepared.
The difference between species was this terrifying.

*We only have the option of a short decisive battle. If we prepare for a year, those creatures will have grown even stronger.*

That's why Stellarlis was desperately hiding the crucial information—when they would start an all-out war against the hybrids.

*Besides, I got some useful information yesterday... I should share it first.*

Eun-Ha sent a message to Seo-Na-Bi.

*Humanity's gate technology is still at an infant stage. We only know how to use it, but we lack detailed theories or applications.*

She intended to share the information she had seen with Melissa, a high-ranking monster who was likely reverse-calculating the coordinates of gates that hybrids had opened so far.

If she took the bait, she would contact her immediately.
After sending the message, Eun-Ha found herself at the most secluded break room in White Base.

Upon entering, she got a warm drink from the vending machine and plopped down in a chair.

"I wonder if Se-Won is at the studio around now."

Sip—
As she swirled the drink in her mouth, thoughts of her boyfriend, whom she would only have time to meet in the evening, entered her mind.

Kim Se-Won was now being exposed to various media—terrestrial TV, public broadcasting, YouTube, and more—thanks to arrangements made by Jang Seong-Taek, Nam Young-Ju, and Byun Jae-In.

They hadn't given up their ambitions. They were just forced to be more passive because a monster named Eun-Ha was watching them with glaring eyes. In other words, compared to their original plan, his media exposure had significantly decreased.

*Jang Seong-Taek, Nam Young-Ju, Byun Jae-In... there's a high possibility that the three of them will try to approach Se-Won with women using the few opportunities they have, but Se-Won won't waver. So I should use them as much as I can.*

"Hehehe...!"

Eun-Ha laughed without realizing it. In her hand was the engagement ring Se-Won had given her.

"I'm looking forward to the day I can wear it properly."

For now, it was too close, so she kept it on a necklace.

"Don't fall for another woman until then, Se-Won."

Eun-Ha whispered softly as she fiddled with the ring.

She truly disliked the intentions of those three.
However, Kim Se-Won inevitably needed exposure in the media and on social media. This was necessary to let people know about the man who had won Eun-Ha's heart and to gain recognition for his efforts.

*In exchange for tolerating the actions of those three, we gained military strength. ...Ah, right.*

As she fiddled with the ring, her thoughts wandered. Eun-Ha recalled a book titled "How to Captivate a Man." The book described various methods, but she thought the best way was to capture his stomach through food.

*Should I start learning how to cook...? Chae-Eun got good at it while taking care of her siblings, and Ha-Ram also secretly practiced what she called "bride training" and became quite capable.*

When she had time, it seemed like a good idea to learn cooking with her friends' help.
It wasn't that she couldn't cook at all. Of course she knew how.
She had to learn for survival because of Hong Yu-Jin's catastrophic domestic skills.

A happy future. She imagined herself feeding Se-Won foods that enhanced his virility. The thought brought an involuntary smile to her face.

*No. This is important too, but I should be thinking about how to handle the newcomers right now.*

Snapping back to reality, Eun-Ha turned on her communication terminal to check on the heroes who had newly joined Stellarlis today.
Every one of them was A-class. They were famous enough to boast about their status anywhere.

*Today I need to crush these people and make them docile. And then...*

Even though she had regained her focus, thoughts of Kim Se-Won kept pushing their way into her mind.
The image of Kim Se-Won with completely white hair that she had seen recently.
That appearance bothered her immensely.

*He probably won't tell me willingly.*

Kim Se-Won showed no signs of explaining why he looked that way.
Why was that? Eun-Ha couldn't stop wondering about it.

*Right. I have my own thoughts.*

Eun-Ha recalled the delivery notification she had seen in the morning and got up from the break room chair.

"Yap!"

Coolly. Naturally.
As she left the break room, she tossed her drink toward the trash can with two holes.

Clang!
However, the drink that should have smoothly gone into the hole hit the rim and rolled on the floor.

"Aw, shoot..."

Eun-Ha quickly looked around to see if anyone had heard the sound, then hurriedly picked up the can and threw it into the hole from a closer distance.

Clang!

"......"

She quietly picked up the can again and directly placed it into the hole.

When she arrived at the room where her package should be, sure enough, two large boxes were stacked there.
Eun-Ha quickly carried the large boxes into her room and opened them.

"Whew!"

Inside the box were six packaged items. Eun-Ha took out half of them, which were wrapped in gray plastic, quickly opened them, and placed them on the bed.

"If words don't work, I'll ask with my body! People should use their bodies, after all."

Originally, if your body is weak, your mind suffers. Conversely, if you can solve problems with your body, your mind can rest easy!

Accepting this simple logic as truth, Eun-Ha picked up one of the items she had placed on the bed with a triumphant expression.

What Eun-Ha had bought were costumes.
A leotard that firmly held the figure like a corset.
The back had a round ball of fur that resembled a rabbit's tail.

Additionally, there was a separate collar and cuffs.
Add to that bunny ear headbands, fishnet stockings, white stockings, black pantyhose, and various other stockings.

In short, this was a bunny girl outfit—Eun-Ha's secret weapon.

"T-the chest area is a bit loose as ordered..."

Holding the bunny girl outfit, Eun-Ha briefly imagined herself wearing it and blushed.

If the angle was slightly wrong, it would be immediately visible. Because it was made to "show off," it had something like wire in the chest area to keep its shape fixed.
To show the chest!

"S-such an indecent outfit... Right! I'll seduce him with this...!!"

Eun-Ha glanced at the bed and nodded.
She had prepared two leotards for the bunny girl outfit—one white and one black.
And one more.

"Sometimes I could use that reverse bunny or whatever ancient outfit..."

Besides the white and black bunny girl outfits, there was something that barely qualified as a bunny girl outfit—covering only the essential parts with small sticker-like items.
This was a monstrosity she was reluctant to show even to Kim Se-Won.

In any case, with three variations, she was confident they wouldn't get bored anytime soon.

"Fighting! Let's go, Shin Eun-Ha!"

With a bright red face, Eun-Ha was certain that whichever outfit she chose would make Kim Se-Won dizzy with desire, allowing her to extract his secrets.

"But when should I give this to him...? Should I strike while the iron is hot and take it to him right now?"

Eun-Ha's gaze turned to the delivery box where some items remained unpacked.

The bunny girl outfits weren't just for Eun-Ha.
There were three more identical bunny girl outfits in the box, sized perfectly for a specific adult woman.

Items identical to Eun-Ha's, just different in size!

"With this, even the worst man would be completely conquered! Mom could tame even a bad man, so if she physically seduces him, establishes facts with a child, and then binds him with money, he won't be able to have wandering thoughts. But..."

Eun-Ha briefly pondered with her hand on her chin, then took out the clothes for Hong Yu-Jin in their package and left the room.

"Phew...!"

About 10 minutes later, Eun-Ha arrived with gift wrapping plastic and a slightly large paper bag on her wrist.

With a rough sound, the contents inside the plastic spilled out. Eun-Ha gathered them all in one place and carefully placed them in the box from the paper bag.

"Alright, let's do this...!"

She secured the box with tape and carefully wrapped the exterior with the wrapping plastic.

"Hmm!"

Though she had done it herself, she seemed quite satisfied with the packaging, nodding with a pleased smile as she looked at the wrapped gift box.

Now all that remained was to deliver it.
Eun-Ha walked quickly toward the secretary's office that would be in front of the Commander-in-Chief's office.

"Oh my, haven't you started work yet?"
"No. I came to see Mom."

In the secretary's office, Hong Yu-Jin, who had arrived with Eun-Ha, was organizing documents.
Although she had changed her position from Commander-in-Chief to secretary, she was still responsible for processing many documents.

"What brings you here... Don't tell me, that?"

Hong Yu-Jin felt uneasy at the sudden appearance of her daughter.
Then she noticed the object Eun-Ha was hiding behind her back.

When she pointed at the box with her finger, Eun-Ha made an "ah" sound, then smiled broadly and held out the box.

"Here, a gift!"
"What's this gift for...? Is it a special day?"
"Just because. Out of gratitude. Open it after you get off work! I brought it because I thought Mom would definitely need it!"
"Sure. Be good while you can."
"Yes!"

Hong Yu-Jin's expression was somewhat cold.
In contrast, Eun-Ha, beaming with satisfaction for some reason, quickly slipped out of the secretary's office.

"What on earth...? What could it be...?"

After Eun-Ha left, Hong Yu-Jin's expression changed.
The cold expression disappeared without a trace, replaced by that of a mother touched by her daughter's gift.

An unexpected gift.
What could it be, when her daughter wasn't the type to suddenly give gifts on non-special days?
Hong Yu-Jin, who knew Shin Eun-Ha very well, tilted her head and stared at the gift box.

"She even decorated it with a ribbon, which is unlike her."

As she tapped the ribbon with her finger, Hong Yu-Jin felt curiosity growing in her chest.
This wouldn't do.
Just a peek. Just a tiny peek.

Unable to resist her curiosity, Hong Yu-Jin perked up her ears and checked for any presence around.
Good. No one was around. Eun-Ha had run away so quickly that she had almost reached her room by now.

Gulp, she swallowed and infused her fingertips with magical power to cut through the wrapping paper.
After cutting through the wrapping paper and tearing open the plastic inside...

"...Huh?"

Hong Yu-Jin felt dizzy at the sight of the object revealed before her.
The emotion she had felt just moments ago had already turned to dust and disappeared.

"W-what is this...?"

Her face was blank.
She clearly recognized what the object was, but her mind refused to accept it.

[One-hit kill! I got the same one for you, so Mom, let's send men to heaven in one go!]

And there was even a small note with these words.

"That crazy girl."

Hong Yu-Jin cursed in a dumbfounded voice.



* * *



Eun-Ha, who had fled from Hong Yu-Jin, checked that a message had arrived on her communication terminal.

"I should head out now."

Since she had no particular schedule today, it didn't matter when she left.
But since she had already committed the deed, it was better to move quickly.

Eun-Ha immediately left White Base and transformed.
Instantly changing into her Vicious Form, she created wings of light with Overdrive and flew through the sky.

Her destination was a place visible from the artificial island—Gresorion's new home.

Ch.564 - What? A Virgin? That's Annoying. Being A Virgin Is Only Forgivable Until High School!
"Thank you."
"It's nothing."

As soon as they arrived at Gresorion's new nest, Eun-Ha treated Kim Woo-Jin.

*I haven't seen him for just a few days, but he looks so gaunt... At this rate, he's not a Transcendent but a succubus... Wait. Not just Bianca, but he's draining Nabi, Ms. Hye-Ji, and Dolly too... Wow... This doesn't look like a man building a harem, but more like they've set up a farm for themselves.*

Eun-Ha glanced at Seo Na-Bi, who had been talking with her until just now, and shook her head.

*How did my friend become such a lewd, lascivious girl... I need to make sure I don't end up like that.*

Her friend looked like a sex demon to her. A sex demon keeping Kim Woo-Jin as a breeding stud and exploiting him.

*Truly, poor Kim Woo-Jin. How did he end up seducing these girls?*

If they had a lovey-dovey relationship like hers, he wouldn't have to suffer like this. Though his growth rate would have been slower.

"Whew! I think I'll live!"

After receiving Eun-Ha's treatment, Kim Woo-Jin quickly left. He still had training to complete.

And as if trading places with Kim Woo-Jin, two women entered Nabi's room. Seo Hye-Ji, the leader of Gresorion, and her loyal subordinate Melissa.

Eun-Ha had seen Seo Hye-Ji occasionally, but not Melissa. Eun-Ha made a curious expression looking at Melissa, who had her long hair tied back and looked like a strict supervisor.

*Wow. A tail.*

She appeared to be an intellectual woman, but she had a thick tail on her backside. If not for the tail, she would have been indistinguishable from a human.

Eun-Ha's gaze, which had been fixed on Melissa, shifted sideways.

*And every time I see these two, they look completely identical.*

Seo Hye-Ji and Seo Na-Bi resembled each other greatly. Rather than just looking alike as mother and daughter, Na-Bi could be considered Hye-Ji's clone, they were so identical.

*And these two resemble Bianca.*

Was it a characteristic of Bianca? Or an impossible series of coincidences?

Eun-Ha erased the unanswerable question from her mind. Fortunately, the two were easy to distinguish by their voice pitch, behavior, atmosphere, and the clothes they wore. Additionally, Bianca was a younger girl with pitch-black hair. Thanks to these differences, telling them apart despite having the same face was surprisingly easy.

*If Seo Hye-Ji is pure white, would Seo Na-Bi be described as corrupted white?*

Eun-Ha glanced at the black dress worn by the snow-white girl and tilted her head.

*I'm getting distracted again. Well, I'll stop now.*

In any case, it wasn't particularly important.

Eun-Ha turned to Melissa, who was silently waiting for her to speak, and opened her mouth. But Melissa spoke first.

"Is it really true? That you've discovered the hybrid's stronghold?"

Melissa's face was full of doubt and suspicion. She had recorded all traces left by the hybrids from gates. Based on this, she had tried to calculate the starting point through reverse engineering, but had only captured countless possibilities without finding an exact answer.

"Well, it was a coincidence, but yes."

Eun-Ha, who had been preempted, answered with an awkward smile.

She understood the skepticism. The reason she could obtain this information was through a shortcut that was only possible for her, impossible for others.

If one tried to find it through conventional methods, no one would know how long it would take. It was truly a product of chance, possible only because Aleph existed.

"If it's true, that's fortunate... We can proceed according to the original plan."
"Yes. It was a problem that we abandoned our original Gresorion nest at some point and moved our headquarters without anyone knowing."

Mother and daughter Seo Hye-Ji and Seo Na-Bi showed pleased expressions, welcoming the news. Eun-Ha might be a silly fool, but she wasn't someone who often spoke nonsense when it mattered, so they could trust her.

"Hmm."

But Melissa, who had barely seen Eun-Ha before, tapped the floor with her tail and didn't erase her suspicious gaze.

Expecting this reaction, Eun-Ha smiled brightly.

"Actually, there's no documentation anywhere. Except for this one thing."

Eun-Ha looked at Melissa and tapped her own head. Melissa's eyebrow twitched briefly, then she nodded.

"Come in."

She turned around and spoke to someone, and as the door opened, something crawling entered the room.

Its form was very bizarre. Being in Gresorion, it clearly fell into the category of monsters, but it was a specimen Eun-Ha had never seen before.

*Even the rare Geminister seemed quite common here... Gresorion has been hiding their strength beyond just A-class monsters.*

A conflicting feeling of unease and reassurance rose in Eun-Ha's chest.

The creature, seemingly made of flesh without bones, was a baby-sized pouch. If not for the dozens of tentacles protruding from the hole at the top, it would have been just a lump of flesh.

"This is my creation for brainwashing and interrogation. I named it Alibra. Please extend your hand to it."
"Ah, okay."
"Don't worry. I've adjusted it so it won't cause any harm."

At Melissa's words, Eun-Ha extended her hand with a bewildered expression. Brainwashing and interrogation? Inevitably, lewd thoughts came to mind first, and Eun-Ha unconsciously harbored some indecent ideas.

Slither—

A tentacle climbed onto her outstretched hand.
Zap! A small electric current traveled from her hand to her head.

Simultaneously, Alibra extended another tentacle toward the air. Like a Geminister, a huge window appeared in the air. It was functioning as a beam projector showing a screen.

[Aahn♡]
"......"

Everyone kept their mouths shut at the sound that played with the screen.

A familiar naked figure appeared on the screen. The girl, glowing bluish in the moonlight, had a face familiar to everyone present.

Whoosh! Recognizing the protagonist of the video first, Seo Na-Bi's face turned red.

Seo Hye-Ji and Melissa's gazes turned to Seo Na-Bi. That scene was from when they were in the red-light district on the outskirts of Academy Earth.

"Ah."

Eun-Ha, who had been staring blankly at the screen, belatedly reacted and glanced at Alibra, consciously recalling a different scene. The screen immediately changed.

"So that's how it works."

Seo Na-Bi inhaling blood sausage at a snack bar. Seo Na-Bi when she was still enrolled at the Academy. Seo Na-Bi and Yoo Ji-Yeon in swimsuits when they visited the artificial island two years ago. As Eun-Ha consciously recalled memories, they appeared on the screen.

"So that's how it works?"

Having roughly figured it out, Eun-Ha closed her eyes tightly. Meanwhile, Seo Na-Bi was glaring at Eun-Ha with tearful, resentful eyes. Unlike Seo Hye-Ji, who was watching Seo Na-Bi with a pleased smile.

Whoosh— The screen changed. The night sky appeared on the changed screen. The sound of someone cutting through the wind, flying toward the sky, could be heard. After about 3 seconds, the movement on the screen stopped abruptly, then changed direction and started moving somewhere else.

"This is a scene viewed through the eyes of Aleph, a servant of The Mute One. I recently had a big fight with it and implanted part of my core."
"You implanted a core, but how did you share sensations?"

As Eun-Ha explained calmly, a questioning voice flew in. It was Melissa's voice, who had been watching the screen with a serious expression. She, who was involved in various technologies of Gresorion, had a very interested expression.

Eun-Ha responded with a bitter smile and shook her head.

"I don't know either. I vaguely think it might be because Aleph was reborn in the body of my clone."

Eun-Ha's words were true. The original purpose of implanting part of the core was to slowly devour Aleph from the inside. Sensory sharing was merely a coincidental byproduct.

"I see... I can roughly tell where it is."

Realizing it was a technology she couldn't utilize, Melissa's face became expressionless as she lost interest and started focusing on the screen.

On the screen, Aleph flew for a long time, then dove into the middle of a vast ocean. Soon, as it dove to where light couldn't reach, the view turned black and then suddenly cleared. It had enhanced its vision with magic power.

Aleph entered a huge crack created on the seabed, passed through a massive tunnel, and eventually reached a location.

"That's the hybrid's stronghold..."
"The mistake was thinking it would be on land or underground when we tried to reverse-calculate the traces of the gate."

Seo Na-Bi and Seo Hye-Ji couldn't hide their shock at the enormous cavity that seemed impossible to have been built in such a short time. The underwater city on the screen was so vast that its end couldn't be seen.

It was amazing enough to create such a vast place, but there were also signs of civilization that seemed to have been made by humans. It was hard to believe it was created by hybrids who had only shown primitive desires.

"...I see. They created multiple relay stations from the seabed to scatter the starting point. It's as if they anticipated we would try to pinpoint their location."

Melissa carefully observed various elements on the screen and let out a sigh. The massive city, mixing the civilizations of humans and monsters, was home to countless hybrids. It was hard to believe this was a species created just a few years ago, given its development speed. It gave her goosebumps.

"This is heaven-sent luck. If you hadn't fought with Aleph, we would have slowly moved toward extinction, only receiving one-sided attacks from the hybrids."

Just creating a situation where the exact location couldn't be determined gave them an advantage, and the species itself was superior too. Melissa thought that heaven-sent luck had fallen thanks to Eun-Ha's actions.

If not for Eun-Ha's dark actions, they wouldn't have even dreamed of this.

"And if we hadn't joined hands with humans... it would have been even more difficult, that's for certain."

Melissa stared endlessly at the screen, not even thinking to wipe away the cold sweat that had already trickled down.

"Well, anyway."
"Ah...!"

At that moment, the screen turned black. Eun-Ha had intentionally cut off the memory she was playing.

Melissa let out a disappointed groan, but Eun-Ha had no intention of showing that memory anymore.

"Can you pinpoint the location with this?"
"...Of course. I'll document it and share it with Stellarlis."

Melissa, who quickly regained her composure, cleared her throat and nodded.

"Please do it as soon as possible. And Nabi."
"Yes, let's go. We have a duty to protect the monsters."

As soon as Eun-Ha's information disclosure ended, mother and daughter Seo Hye-Ji and Seo Na-Bi quickly left. Before leaving, Seo Na-Bi handed something to Eun-Ha, apologizing for having to leave.

"What's this...?"
"It's something we've been researching recently. Separate from the device created through collaboration between monsters and humanity."

Eun-Ha fiddled with a pouch containing several round, deep purple beads.

Melissa's explanation was quite interesting. As Eun-Ha looked at her with expectant eyes, she opened her mouth again for a detailed explanation.

"If the device directly strikes The Mute One and the hybrids..."

After hearing Melissa's explanation, Eun-Ha nodded with a hardened face. It was something that absolutely had to be used when needed.

Having finished her explanation, Melissa gave a light bow and left the room. Left alone, Eun-Ha recalled what Seo Na-Bi had said earlier.

*We have a duty to protect the monsters.*

Things to protect. Things one wants to protect. Just as she had them, Seo Na-Bi naturally had them too. Then, were people like Seo Na-Bi and Seo Hye-Ji among those she wanted to protect?

Eun-Ha pondered.

"Right. There was no need to worry."

Not long after, she shook her head and affirmed. There was no need to worry from the beginning. If her heart went out to them, she would save them. That was all.

Gresorion, including Seo Na-Bi, would surely become enemies as time passed. But not right now. That was enough.

Having organized her thoughts, Eun-Ha transformed again and flew toward Academy Earth.


* * *


And then.

"Hey, you lewd woman!"

Thwack!

As soon as she returned to her room, Eun-Ha saw Hong Yu-Jin reacting like a virgin. Her face was bright red. At the same time, she received a love-filled flick on her forehead and sank. Eun-Ha's head was buried in the floor.

Ch.565 - Meeting
After Eun-Ha received a loving flick on the forehead from Hong Yu-Jin, time flew by.
After the end of the year, into the new year, one week, two weeks... As if refusing to allow any time for slacking off, work poured in, keeping Eun-Ha incredibly busy.

She reduced her volunteer work to a minimum and instead devoted much of her time to training the newly arrived heroes and Academy students.

During this time, she often volunteered to play the role of a final boss, helping them coordinate with the Stellarlis heroes.
When Eun-Ha used her overwhelming power to pressure them—never actually killing them but making them feel they might die—the heroes naturally learned to work together.

Time flew by, and when there were only two weeks left before the full-scale war began, the strategy meeting commenced.

It was a meeting to ensure perfect preparation for the upcoming battle.
More precisely, it was a meeting to coordinate and combine the opinions of each captain into the already formulated operation.

"These are the weapons that will accompany us this time."
"Hmm..."

The captain of Stellarlis's 6th Division, Lee Min-Ki, stared blankly at the weapon displayed on the screen.
The other captains also looked dumbfounded or completely clueless.

A smooth, dark single barrel. This oversized version of something like a howitzer or mortar was once a controversial weapon.
The issue was that since most heroes fought enemies at close range, there was too high a possibility of friendly fire.

Additionally, various weapons that had been banned from deployment for reasons of safety, humanitarian concerns, or other issues—such as enhanced versions of wide-range white phosphorus shells—were displayed one after another on the screen.

The captains gulped as they watched the weapons appear on screen.
Things that had never been used before were now being deployed. Some items that would inevitably draw criticism were visible.
The reality that humanity was cornered sank deep into the hearts of everyone in the meeting room.

"First, as you all know, this war will be extremely short. At most, a week. Our goal is to end the war within two days."
"That means there's no turning back."
"The operation reflects that."

Han Yu-Bin nodded stiffly in response to Lee Min-Ki's comment.
Her expression soon twisted.
Even though she intellectually understood that war was like this, she couldn't erase the guilt growing in a corner of her heart.

"First, let's look at our battlefield."

Han Yu-Bin composed her expression and operated the remote. The list of weapons disappeared, and a massive 3D map appeared.
It was a map of Pandemonium, the stronghold of the hybrids sent by Gresorion.

Everyone except Eun-Ha and Han Yu-Bin opened their eyes wide.

"I'd heard rumors, but I never imagined it would be this extensive! To finish this in two days..."

Park Seung-A, the 5th Division captain, muttered with her mouth agape.
It was vast. Endlessly vast.
The countless small dots on the map presumably represented the number of hybrids. Even though the accuracy might be questionable, the observed numbers alone were astonishing.

Glancing at the corner, she found a scale. Roughly estimating, it was about the size of a small city.

The other captains confirmed this as well.
They hadn't imagined that such a large area could be excavated and developed in just a few years, and anxiety settled in their hearts.

It was natural to feel this way, as they had to face the enemy with only their initial forces, without additional support.

"We couldn't investigate in detail, but their lifestyle is similar to humans. That means significantly more individuals live above ground than below."

As Han Yu-Bin operated the remote again, the map zoomed in. The map, which had consisted only of lines, took on color, and a hazy photograph appeared.
In the hazy photo, swarms of hybrids could be seen.

"That makes sense. It's the deep sea, so digging tunnels underground would be insane. One mistake and seawater would flood in."
"I guess we can rule out unicorn hybrids like the ones we saw before."
"It's unfortunate that flooding isn't an option."

Following Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram's comments, Kim Se-Won continued with a genuinely regretful expression.
At that moment, a low voice joined the conversation. It was Ash, who had been silently observing the meeting from behind Han Yu-Bin.

"For now. After we completely eliminate The Mute One, we could potentially flood any hybrids that might be plotting a resurgence underground."
"I agree."

Kim Se-Won nodded and gave Han Yu-Bin a look, signaling to continue the meeting.

Han Yu-Bin nodded and pressed the remote.
The zoomed-in map returned to the 3D view, and red and blue dots appeared at opposite ends of the map.

"We are the red dots. Gresorion is the blue dots. To prevent any confusion between friend and foe, we've completely separated the two. We will advance from the red dot cluster toward the center."
"Because we can't be certain we can eliminate The Mute One immediately, I suppose?"

Everyone nodded at Lee Min-Ki's words.

"Yes. Our primary objective is to annihilate the living hybrids and destroy their production bases. Even at this moment, hybrids are being born, and each one possesses formidable power. It's truly... an unreasonable reproduction rate."

Han Yu-Bin barely swallowed a sigh that was about to escape and shifted her gaze.
Her eyes slowly moved from Eun-Ha to Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram.

"The most important elements in this operation are all of you. We've created special items for other captains and powerful individuals like S-class heroes, but your devices are even more special."
"I know."

Kim Se-Won responded seriously to Han Yu-Bin's words.
Eun-Ha glanced briefly at Kim Se-Won.

"...Anyway, our operation is as follows."

Han Yu-Bin swallowed another sigh and began explaining the operation.

All the various weapons they had forcibly brought this time were for long-range bombardment.
There was a prerequisite that Virginia's sanctuary had to be established first.
A sanctuary large enough to cover that entire vast area.

"Is it really possible? To cover such a vast area..."

Han Yu-Bin trailed off as she questioned Eun-Ha.
Even to her, it seemed absurd, but she had to ask.

"It's possible. With Se-Hee's help."

Eun-Ha nodded without the slightest hesitation.

"Really?"
"Well, she is the Holy Maiden..."

Eun-Ha's answer once again stirred up the meeting room.
In their minds, they recalled the period when Eun-Ha had been absent.
One month that felt like four. How much more monstrous had that special training made this girl?

"During the evaluation, she demolished those heroes so easily..."
"Yes. It felt like she was holding back a lot."

Park Seung-A and Lee Min-Ki were astonished anew by Eun-Ha's overwhelming power.
Where was the limit to this girl's growth? Could it be that, despite being the youngest S-class hero, she actually possessed power that surpassed the S-class?

Then another thought crept in.

If that's the case.
How strong must The Mute One's avatar be? And Aleph, who had gained the upper hand against such a girl?

The people in the meeting room felt dazed, as if they were discussing a completely different world.
They felt the unfairness of being born as a magical girl, destined to reign as a powerhouse.

When others put in 100 units of effort, she achieved the same with just 1 unit.
Genius? It was beyond mere talent.
It was like seeing the difference between humans and hybrids.
In a way, weren't magical girls like naturally born hybrids?

"It's fortunate."
"Yes, it's fortunate indeed."

Lee Min-Ki and Park Seung-A were grateful that Eun-Ha was on humanity's side.
From the moment she appeared until now, and surely into the future, Eun-Ha would remain a holy maiden who sacrificed herself for humanity.

As they finished these thoughts, the gazes of those in the meeting room changed.
Their fear of Eun-Ha and other magical girls transformed into reverence.

That's when it happened.
Clap, clap!
Sharp handclaps echoed through the meeting room.
It was Hong Yu-Jin, who like Ash had been observing the situation from behind Han Yu-Bin.

"Ah."
"Right. That's how it should be."
"Phew..."
"Ahaha."

People showed various reactions as they came to their senses.
They needed to use this time effectively. There was no room for distractions.

Humanity had no luxury to look back.
The operation. Humanity's future. If they failed, everything would end.
This was humanity's first and last war for survival.

"We don't have the luxury of convenient shortcuts. We must walk the path laid out before us."
"The General is right. The only path allowed to us is one made of burning flames. We must run barefoot along that path."

Hong Yu-Jin stepped forward, agreeing with Han Yu-Bin's words.

"If we don't want our feet to melt in the hot flames, we can't stop for even a second."

The people in the meeting room gulped and nodded.
She was right.
Humanity couldn't afford to waste even a second.

"Yes. That's the look I want to see."

With a click, Hong Yu-Jin took the remote from in front of Han Yu-Bin with a satisfied expression and changed the screen.

Ch.566 - They Were Told To Have A Meeting, But They're Just Sitting There Flirting With Each Other Instead
The meeting continued.

"First, the weapons we just showcased will primarily annihilate the hybrid production bases, then strike at the gathered hybrid groups. Bloody White, the head of Gresorion, has agreed to handle the tracking of these hybrid groups."

"If it's that person..."

"Yes, it's certainly possible. Who would have thought that the same technique once used to freeze heroes in an instant would now be used to save humanity."

Both Hong Yu-Jin and Eun-Ha nodded simultaneously.
The mother and daughter recalled one of Seo Hye-Ji's techniques—a skill that continuously spread magical wavelengths to instantly grasp the surrounding situation. This technique was excellent for battlefield assessment.
It was also a technique Eun-Ha had learned from Seo Hye-Ji.

"Meanwhile, heroes will aim to completely eliminate the hybrids based on Bloody White's real-time feedback. Since the weapons will destroy most of the clustered hybrids, it should be relatively straightforward, but..."

Han Yu-Bin's face turned pale as she recalled Alcatrazar, the hybrid that had targeted her.
She hoped such weapons would easily kill it, but somehow doubted they would.

"Excuse me. I have a suggestion."

At that moment, Kim Se-Won raised his hand.
When Han Yu-Bin gestured to him, Kim Se-Won looked at Eun-Ha and spoke.

"Remember that time? I mean... two years ago?"
"Huh? What time?"

As Eun-Ha tilted her head in confusion, Kim Se-Won's gaze shifted to his other friends, In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun.

"When Eun-Ha got drunk on beer."
"Ah."
"Oh~ Right. That did happen."

In Ha-Ram giggled as she recalled the memory, and Han Chae-Eun followed with chuckles of her own.

"Ah...!!"
"She was such a mess that time~"
"Crying like a baby, you know."

Eun-Ha, who was the last to remember, turned bright red. Her cheeks had only been slightly flushed at first, but when Han Chae-Eun and In Ha-Ram chimed in again, her entire face turned as red as a radish.

How dare they bring up such an embarrassing memory here! Eun-Ha began hitting Kim Se-Won with teary eyes and a resentful expression.

"Could you please stop flirting here..."
"Please refrain, Holy Maiden."

Park Seung-A and Lee Min-Ki spoke with disgusted expressions, but this only made Eun-Ha hit harder.
Seeing her puff her cheeks, it was clear she had no intention of stopping.

But Kim Se-Won, seemingly used to this, spoke with an unfazed expression.

"Eun-Ha's power doesn't just apply to living beings. It can also work on inanimate objects like beer."
"Which means..."

Han Yu-Bin's eyes lit up at Kim Se-Won's words.

"Right. The same goes for the weapons' power."

Kim Se-Won's finger pointed to a dot on the screen.
With Eun-Ha's enhancement, more effective destruction would be possible.

Everyone's eyes widened upon hearing Kim Se-Won's words, and they nodded slightly.
Some had never seen Eun-Ha enhance non-living objects. But they knew from experience that her enhancement could provide greater strength without side effects.

"If that's the case... Alright. I'll discuss this separately. Sis, make sure to answer your phone promptly when I call. I don't know when I might need to contact you."
"Want to test how much the power increases?"
"We don't necessarily need to test it. But you can share information based on what you've used so far, right?"
"Got it."

Eun-Ha, who had somehow returned to normal, nodded.

"Ugh!!"

Kim Se-Won trembled from a sudden sharp pain. Looking down, he saw a delicate hand pinching his thigh hard.
Judging by the faint light emanating from her fingers, it was a pinch combined with healing magic.

Eun-Ha hadn't calmed her emotions. She had merely managed her expression.

"Ahem! Anyway, we aim to completely eliminate the hybrids based on Bloody White's real-time feedback. We'll be in Virginia. Gresorion will dispatch Yang Se-Hee, the doppelganger, to establish sanctuaries at both endpoints."
"Huh? No, that's not really necessary..."

Hadn't they just asked if she could establish sanctuaries everywhere? If this was the plan, why even ask?
Eun-Ha wondered.

Han Yu-Bin shook her head firmly and spoke.

"It's necessary. You won't just be sitting still, will you? I know you're not someone who'd be easily defeated, but we should at least find ways to conserve your magical power."
"...Okay."

Eun-Ha readily agreed. She realized that was true.

"But Se-Hee's sanctuary will be much smaller than mine, right?"
"Of course it can't compare to yours. But it can cover the battlefield. At least the area where the fighting takes place. So Yang Se-Hee will move alongside Bloody White, advancing the sanctuary."

Eun-Ha nodded.
Unlike herself, who only needed to establish the sanctuary, Yang Se-Hee was merely borrowing power.
Naturally, with lower proficiency and no means of self-protection, she needed protection.

At that moment, Lee Min-Ki voiced a question he had been holding.

"Then, what are Black Swan's plans?"

At his words, Hong Yu-Jin smiled faintly.

"I'm the joker. I plan to hide my full strength until the end. According to calculations, with that idiot around, the heroes shouldn't be pushed back. So I need to take advantage of the current situation where they're not certain if I've fully recovered after nearly dying."

Hong Yu-Jin paused, choosing her words carefully as she gently touched her stomach—the area where The Mute One had pierced her.

*His claws pierced through me, poison spread throughout my body... and eventually my magical power went berserk. The memory is still vivid.*

Such memories of terrible pain were not easily erased.

*That's...!!*

And Eun-Ha didn't miss her action. Eun-Ha's eyes widened in shock.

*I thought she disliked bunny girls and it was too early since she didn't have a partner yet, but already...?*

It was a grand misunderstanding.

"They probably know of my existence. But The Mute One's poison was strong enough to have practically killed me once. If it weren't for Eun-Ha, I wouldn't be here now. Plus, I've only briefly used my power in two critical situations, so they can't be certain I'm completely fine."
"I see. Indeed, Black Swan, you haven't shown yourself so far, and the number of times you've used your power is minimal. A joker. A joker..."

Lee Min-Ki nodded, accepting Hong Yu-Jin's words.
His expression, which had been showing anxiety all along, improved considerably.

*Well, my power has weakened compared to before.*

Hong Yu-Jin smiled bitterly as she looked at him.
Though somewhat weakened, she was still strong.
There was plenty of room to use her as a trump card, a finishing move.

Han Yu-Bin, who had been quietly observing the situation, promptly spoke as the conversation ended.

"Thus, our joker will disguise herself as an ordinary hero and act independently. This is to individually eliminate The Mute One's servants that have newly emerged in various countries over the past few months, or to deal with strong entities we haven't encountered yet."
"Servants... strong entities..."

Eun-Ha recalled The Mute One's servants.
Aleph, Beth, Gimel.
Aleph alone was a formidable opponent, and there were two more servants.

*Would they be as strong as Aleph?*

A momentary doubt.
It was possible, but Eun-Ha couldn't be certain.
Aleph had achieved explosive growth based on her emotions toward Eun-Ha and Kim Se-Won.
But the other two were different. Moreover, they didn't have magical girl bodies like Aleph.

*Will Aleph be the final opponent we face...*

She was about half certain.
Eun-Ha glanced at Kim Se-Won sitting beside her.

*Yes. I should ask him.*

The person who had gained the upper hand against Aleph was right next to her.

"In this way, we will..."

And the meeting continued.

* * *

"What's going on?"

After the meeting, Eun-Ha quietly called Kim Se-Won out.
A place where no one came anymore since In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun had no use for it.
Their secret base.

There, Eun-Ha greeted Kim Se-Won with her back to the moonlight.

*Mom ruined the bunny girl plan. The only option left is to ask directly.*

"Um..."

Eun-Ha, having steeled herself, pretended to hesitate and spoke with difficulty.
With eyes trembling with anxiety, she approached Kim Se-Won who had come to the secret base and looked up at him.

"Se-Won. I have something I want to ask."
"..."

Kim Se-Won was certain from Eun-Ha's voice.
It was an issue he had roughly anticipated even while coming here.

*Can I ignore my girlfriend and wife's anxiety like this?*

He wanted to keep it hidden as much as possible, but his resolve wavered before Eun-Ha's anxious gaze.
It felt like she might vanish if he looked away.

"Promise me one thing."
"Promise...?"

Eun-Ha echoed in a small voice.
She hadn't even brought up her question yet, but Kim Se-Won already wore an expression of determination.

*You've figured it out.*

Understanding each other's hearts without words. Realizing this, Eun-Ha desperately managed her expression.
She felt like the corners of her mouth might rise involuntarily if she didn't concentrate all her nerves.

"Please don't oppose me using this power."

He would tell her.
But regardless of what she said, he was determined to use this power.
Sensing his firm resolve, Eun-Ha blankly looked up at Kim Se-Won.

The question 'Why?' came to mind first.
Followed by the same question, 'For what reason?'
Nevertheless, she had to trust him.
She needed to trust Kim Se-Won as much as she hadn't before.

"Okay. I understand."

Eun-Ha nodded.

Ch.567 - Our Time Alone
Eun-Ha's stiff nod caught Kim Se-Won's eye.
Though her expression was rigid, he could read the emotions in her eyes.

She was probably thinking, "What kind of power could it be that makes him talk like this?"

*How strange.*

Seeing that look in her eyes made his heart soften. Perhaps he wanted to indulge her, to show her kindness.

*Still. This is non-negotiable.*

Kim Se-Won reached out to Eun-Ha, gently grasping her shoulder.
Softly, he guided her movement by pulling her shoulder outward.
Eun-Ha didn't resist his touch. She simply looked at him while moving as he directed.
With a soft thud, the pair sat down on the bed.

*How dangerous could this power be? Just how dangerous is it that he's asking me not to use it? That only makes me want to ask more questions.*

Eun-Ha stared intently at Kim Se-Won, who still hadn't opened his mouth.
Whether he wasn't mentally prepared or was organizing his thoughts wasn't clear.
His lips moved slightly then closed, repeating the pattern.

*Danger... if it's about responding to Bianca's trial...*

As silence filled the secret base, Eun-Ha's eyes began to see the past.
Bianca's trial that Kim Se-Won had mentioned. It wasn't focused on his power.

*Se-Won's determination and mental fortitude? Something that can only be used after developing those?*

Eun-Ha blinked.
The anxiety in her chest grew stronger.

*The power Se-Won gained comes with that much risk. If he's not careful, Se-Won himself could be consumed by something.*

Thump! Her heart beat heavily. It felt like her heart had sunk.
Perhaps the white-haired Kim Se-Won who had fought Aleph so brutally wasn't Kim Se-Won at all.
It might have been "someone" lending him power.

*Did she notice something? She has remarkably good intuition.*

Kim Se-Won saw the change in Eun-Ha's eyes and gently put his arm around her shoulders.
Eun-Ha's eyes were filled with anxiety, as if she might burst into tears at any moment.

*But there's no other way.*

With his current power, he could barely handle other hybrids, let alone Aleph.
In a one-on-one fight, he could win easily. But war wasn't kind enough to provide such favorable conditions.

The situation wasn't good enough for him to indulge in petty thoughts like not wanting to worry Eun-Ha.

*The Enhanced Activator I've been hiding all this time. Plus the Mirror of Secrets. I have to use these.*

Momentary strength gained at the cost of destroying his body and mind was Kim Se-Won's trump card.

"Eun-Ha. Just know this one thing."

Kim Se-Won opened his mouth and whispered into Eun-Ha's ear. Her shoulders trembled as soon as she heard his voice.

"What I'm trying to do is a simple and cliché story. ...My heart only wants to be with you, to move toward the same future together."

It was an ironic statement from someone planning to use a power that would pulverize his body and mind.
Nevertheless, he had to say it.
Without such determination, he couldn't secure their future.

"...Yes. I know. How could I not?"

Eun-Ha nodded slightly.
Kim Se-Won released his embrace and met her eyes.
Though still anxious, her eyes showed she was ready to listen.

"This is my power. The Mirror of Secrets."

Kim Se-Won took out the Mirror of Secrets. The small hand mirror didn't suit him as a man.

"The Mirror of Secrets..."
"This mirror reflects myself. But instead of showing me, it shows one of my many possibilities. And not the present, but a future possibility."
"...!!!"

Eun-Ha's eyes widened.
One of Kim Se-Won's many possibilities?
In other words, with just a few triggers, Kim Se-Won could become infinitely cruel.
Perhaps the white-haired Kim Se-Won could be his appearance a month from now.

Kim Se-Won continued his explanation, pretending not to notice Eun-Ha's expression.

"I summoned the strongest version of myself from among them. Since I only pursued strength, I didn't know how it happened, but..."
"Now you know?"
"Yes."

Kim Se-Won gave a bitter smile at Eun-Ha's sharp question.
Eun-Ha was sad.
It was such a deep sadness that it infected Kim Se-Won as he looked at her.

"He lost the most precious person to him."
"..."

Eun-Ha's eyes half-closed and her gaze dropped.
She knew who it was without being told.

"Desperately, despite doing everything he could, he had to watch that person die before his eyes. Powerlessly. With a piercing emptiness."

He had to watch his lover's death helplessly.
He became a loser.
What had been burning in his heart turned to ashes.
He became destitute, having lost everything.

"What happened after is predictable enough. Only after losing did he figure out what he should have done. And having nothing left to lose, he became strong... and stopped caring about methods."
"Methods... so that's why..."
"Yes. That's how he became strong and his fighting style changed. And I gained the ability to use that power."

Eun-Ha recalled the image of him tearing at Aleph's chest.
Kim Se-Won, who had only managed a surprise attack with a small stone even when his life was in danger, had become infinitely cruel.
And that guilt-ridden look he had shown her made her heart ache just thinking about it.

Kim Se-Won quietly watched Eun-Ha clutching her chest.

*Is this the end?*

Eun-Ha didn't seem like she would speak for a while. She must have been shocked by the possibility that Kim Se-Won could transform, even if it was just a possibility.
But Kim Se-Won's prediction was wrong.
Eun-Ha suddenly raised her head and met Kim Se-Won's eyes.

"And?"
"Huh?"

Eun-Ha's eyes were shining sharply.
There was more. Kim Se-Won hadn't told her everything.

"What's the risk?"
"Risk? What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

Kim Se-Won pretended not to know, maintaining his composure as best he could.
Eun-Ha's intuition was sharp. Her transformation from a clueless person to someone so perceptive at times like this was almost frustrating.

"Aaagh!"
"Tell me quickly."
"Okay! I'll tell you! I'll tell you!"

When Eun-Ha started pinching his thigh like she had done in the conference room, Kim Se-Won involuntarily screamed.
It felt like his flesh was being torn off.
She didn't hesitate to do this since he could heal himself.

After he screamed and surrendered, healing magic restored his thigh to normal.
Then she gently stroked the area she had pinched.

Kim Se-Won barely swallowed a sigh that was about to escape and opened his mouth.

"As you thought, there is a risk. His way of thinking and memories slowly erode me. Ah, but don't worry. I'm fine. It's not arrogance, I really am fine. Thanks to Bianca's trial."

When Eun-Ha flinched midway, Kim Se-Won waved his hands, insisting he was fine.
In reality, there had been no effect yet. He had overcome "his" influence, which was trying to slowly erode him, with strong willpower.
For now, at least.

"I... see..."
"Rather, it feels like I've stolen his memories now. Haha. It's only partial, but I've taken quite a lot of his memories."

Kim Se-Won awkwardly laughed and began reciting the memories he had discovered.
Eun-Ha leaned against his shoulder.
She gently raised her arm to her chest, feeling Kim Se-Won's heartbeat.

*You fool.*

This one phrase circled in Eun-Ha's mouth.
She wanted to blame him but couldn't.
Because the reason Kim Se-Won wanted to become stronger was for her.
Besides, there are limits to how fast a person can grow. Rapid growth like hers isn't possible for humans.

That's why her heart ached.
It hurt as if someone was squeezing her heart.

The fact that her existence had become a huge burden to the future Kim Se-Won, and could become a burden to the current Kim Se-Won, was painful.

*Has Se-Won always felt this way?*

A girlfriend much stronger than himself. Despite that fact potentially causing feelings of inferiority, this man named Kim Se-Won was instead passionately trying to catch up to her.
With firm resolve, straightforwardly.

How painful must that have been?
How desperately did humanity live after losing the magical girl in the upcoming short-term battle?
And how difficult was it for the future Kim Se-Won who grabbed their collars and led them?

The future Kim Se-Won that Kim Se-Won described was like ashes after a fire.

*Is that why his hair turned white?*

Countless stresses piled onto him, who had nothing left but ashes. The despair he must have felt when he lost her crushed him.
As Eun-Ha listened to Kim Se-Won's story, she could better understand why he had adopted such a ferocious and cruel fighting style.

"So."
"Hmm?"

Eun-Ha lifted her head from where she was leaning and looked up at Kim Se-Won.
Kim Se-Won met her gaze, tense about what she might say next.

"That's why you proposed this to Morris? Because you learned about future possibilities."
"...Yes."

Eun-Ha took out her device as she spoke, and he reluctantly nodded.

Eun-Ha and her friends' devices were more special than those of other captains.

The Linked Square System.
This was the special feature that Han Yu-Bin had mentioned in the meeting.
A system that combined and shared the magical power of Eun-Ha, Kim Se-Won, Han Chae-Eun, and In Ha-Ram.

A system centered on Eun-Ha's device that essentially exploited her magical power.
She hadn't known when she first learned about it, but after hearing Kim Se-Won's story, she was certain.
The one who proposed this system was Kim Se-Won.
Hadn't he just said that he did everything he could?
So he was acting on what he hadn't done then, recalling it now.
From the day he first used the Mirror of Secrets, when he returned from special training.

He had been struggling to change the future he had partially learned about.

Kim Se-Won felt pressured by Eun-Ha's gaze as she looked up at him.
What would she say next?
One thing was certain: taking the initiative would minimize the aftermath.

"I'm sorry. For acting alone without saying anything."
"No. There's no reason for you to be sorry."

Eun-Ha shook her head.

"I'm grateful, actually."

And she forced a bright smile.

Because she knew that all of Kim Se-Won's actions were for their happy future together.

That's why the feeling grew stronger in Eun-Ha's heart. The desire to protect this precious person with her own hands.

Ch.568 - Nightmare
The way back was unbearably chilly.
Though winter's cold was expected, walking beside Eun-Ha made it feel even colder.

"You don't have to walk me home."
"I want to. Honestly, I just want to spend a little more time with you."

When Kim Se-Won squeezed their joined hands, Eun-Ha didn't hide her delight, her eyes crinkling with joy.
His straightforward, embarrassing words hit directly. She felt elated knowing he shared her feelings.

Glancing sideways, Kim Se-Won kept eyeing Eun-Ha's outfit after their brief conversation.
Should I say something? Or not?
They say silence is half consent, but he couldn't ignore what was bothering him.
Finally, he opened his mouth.

"What? Something bothering you?"

But Eun-Ha spoke first.
For whatever reason, she seemed pleased by his concern, a smile never leaving her face.

Caught off guard, Kim Se-Won hesitated with his mouth open before continuing.

"Um, it's so cold... are you okay wearing something that thin?"

Winter. The temperature had dropped below freezing, cold enough that even someone with supernatural abilities couldn't endure it without drawing on magical power.

Yet Eun-Ha wore relatively thin clothes chosen for fashion, except for her scarf. The result of her desire to look lovely for the man named Kim Se-Won.

At his worried words, Eun-Ha released his hand.
Was that the wrong thing to ask? Kim Se-Won felt his heart sink when she suddenly let go.

"I'm fine. I'm a magical girl, after all. Even if I catch a cold, I'll recover quickly."

Eun-Ha walked ahead, then turned to face him, walking backward with her hands behind her back.
Despite her bright smile, her slight trembling made it clear she was indeed cold.

"Besides."

She spun around and approached Kim Se-Won again.

"If it's cold, we can just do this, right?"

Suddenly, she wrapped her arm around his, closing the distance between them.

"It's legal. Totally legal."
"Legal, huh..."
"What? Don't you like it? Are you going to let your girlfriend shiver in the cold?"
"Of course I like it."

Kim Se-Won smiled wryly and gently enveloped them both with his magical power.

Clever, you could say.
Eun-Ha had truly become a woman in every sense.
Not just her body, but her mind had changed too.
And the change was exquisite.
She was comfortable like when they were both men, yet sometimes she would act coy or throw tantrums to get what she wanted.

This was something only a woman named Shin Eun-Ha could do.

"You'll be busy tomorrow too. I wish we could have a relaxed date."
"Me too. But even these short moments aren't ba—"

Ugh! Eun-Ha's body trembled with a short groan.

"What's wrong?"

Kim Se-Won immediately noticed the tiny sound and trembling, turning his head.

"Ha... haha..."

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened in shock.
Blood was flowing from Eun-Ha's mouth, trickling down her chin and dripping. Drop. Drop.
Looking down, he could see a slender arm piercing through her stomach.

That wasn't all.
Eun-Ha, who had been wearing casual clothes just moments before, was now in tatters.

Her Vicious Form, which exposed most of her skin, was completely ruined. Blood stained her magical girl outfit and various parts of her body. Signs of an intense battle.

"Eun-Ha...?"

Kim Se-Won's eyes trembled in disbelief.
Somehow, Eun-Ha's body was now floating in the air, her arm no longer linked with his.
Whatever had pierced through her seemed to be lifting her up.

Kim Se-Won's face crumpled.
Turning his gaze, he saw the culprit.
The one who did this to Eun-Ha had the same face as her.
Muk-Si-Ja's Servant, Aleph.
Full of ecstasy, she was swishing her tail, enjoying the situation.

"Ugh...!"

He needed to stop this, but his body wouldn't move.
Suddenly his perspective dropped, and he found himself looking up from the ground.

Kim Se-Won realized his body had frozen, unable to move.
All he could do was helplessly watch what was happening to Eun-Ha.

He knew.
He knew what this scene was.
A scene he never wanted to see flashed through his mind.

The reason he couldn't move was simple.
He was in tatters himself.

His pathetic, defeated self.
Eun-Ha, who had rushed in to save him.

This was the result.

"AAAGH!!"

Eun-Ha screamed. Crack! Kim Se-Won watched as a powerful force tore off her arm.

"Aah..."

This was a nightmare.
A nightmare symbolizing his helplessness that would be etched in his mind forever.

"Stop it..."

He was merely an audience member beyond the stage.
An outsider who could only watch and mutter brief comments.

Aleph's tail moved.
The thin tail suddenly expanded, its sharp tip swelling like a huge mouth opening wide.

"STOP IT!!!"

He shouted with all his might, but Aleph just smiled mockingly and began moving her mouth.

[Too. Late.]

The wide-open maw swallowed Eun-Ha whole.
Crunch! Crack! Crackle! Eun-Ha's screams could be heard from inside as she was chewed up and digested.

It didn't take long for Eun-Ha to be completely consumed.
Aleph, who had been chewing on Eun-Ha, suddenly frowned as if something bothered her, then spat something out from her tail.

What Aleph spat out was a ring on a necklace.
The engagement ring Kim Se-Won had given her.

Aleph smiled brightly, picked up the necklace, removed the ring, and put it on her finger.
It fit perfectly, as if it had been made for her all along.

"Aah..."

Aleph caressed the ring with an ecstatic expression.

"STOP IIIIT!!!"

Kim Se-Won screamed with all his might.

His mind grew faint.
Disgust rose at the sight of his helpless self.
At the same time, his body boiled with rage toward Aleph, who approached with the same loving expression Eun-Ha had shown him.

Then his consciousness turned black.

"Huk! Hah, huk...!"

When he opened his eyes, he was in his room.
Drenched in cold sweat, he clutched his head while breathing heavily.

"Shit..."

It was a dream.
A very unpleasant dream.
A terrible nightmare mixing what had happened hours ago with things that had never occurred.

"Is this what you experienced...?"

This will be your future too.
Someone seemed to answer the question he'd asked himself.

It was a mixture of what had happened in reality before he fell asleep and what the future Kim Se-Won had experienced.

"Tsk!"

Kim Se-Won clicked his tongue and got out of bed.
This wasn't the first time he'd had such a nightmare.
He grabbed clothes he'd prepared in advance and went into the bathroom to shower.

While showering, he looked at himself in the mirror.
He was unrecognizable compared to two years ago. The defined muscles he never thought he'd have were proof that he'd been working toward one woman.

"No matter how many times I dream it, I can't get used to it."

His reflection frowned in the mirror.
He'd only used that power twice, yet fragments of that guy's memories tormented him in the form of dreams.

Suddenly, "that guy" in the mirror moved his lips.
You'll end up like this too.
Don't become like me.
He whispered these contradictory wishes to Kim Se-Won.

"I know. I know. I'm already doing it without you telling me."

Kim Se-Won answered irritably.
Though fragmentary, he knew what that guy had done.
As if warning him, that guy showed him various memories through dreams.
He had been doing many things to change even a little and increase future possibilities.

'Can you do it alone?'
'Shouldn't you tell Eun-Ha?'

The guy in the mirror spoke in a dry voice.
Or at least, that's how it seemed.

"I don't want to worry her. She ended up like that because I made her worry! Eun-Ha has more important things to deal with. My role is to change the flow without interfering with that. Besides... Eun-Ha has already noticed something. Creating more uncertainty by worrying her further would be dangerous."

The guy who had been moving his lips in the mirror smirked.
Was that mockery or a self-deprecating smile?

After hesitating briefly, the guy looked at me with hollow eyes and spoke again.

'What about asking the Transcendent for help? Directly asking for help.'
"Yeah. That would be easier."

Kim Se-Won nodded readily.

"But you know."

However, his eyes were shining sharply. They weren't the eyes of someone taking the guy's words at face value.

"Would an absolute being lend their power? No, they can't help. If they could, they would have directly eliminated the irregular Muk-Si-Ja when it appeared."

There was certainty in his eyes.
The Transcendent never intervened directly, neither then nor now.

"That's not all. What value is there in a future you didn't change yourself? I'm not shameless enough to proudly accept something obtained by whining to others to change the outcome, the flow that you showed me!"

By one's own power. Only a future changed through time and effort has value.
One that can be accepted with pride and dignity.

'Stupid guy.'

The guy narrowed his eyes and shook his head.
But he didn't say anything more.
The gray-haired man in the mirror knew that this attitude was his original mindset.

The mindset he had lost with Eun-Ha seemed foolish and pathetic.
Yet at the same time, it shone brighter than anything else.

Having lost it made him feel its preciousness more deeply.

"I'll change the entire flow. That's why I joined hands with you. You just provide the power. And I'll create the future you desperately wanted."

The water that had been pouring down stopped.
The white man visible through the misty steam had disappeared, and Kim Se-Won's own reflection appeared in the mirror.

"So stop interfering with my dreams so much. I won't give up."

After finishing his shower, Kim Se-Won left the bathroom while drying himself with a towel.

"Right. Everything is for my future with Eun-Ha. I don't care what others want from this war. I've lived looking only at the woman named Shin Eun-Ha and Han Jae-Yoo."

He reminded himself of his goal while changing clothes.
After removing moisture from his hair using magical control, Kim Se-Won lay back on the bed and closed his eyes.

'Everything... is to get those girls beyond there into my hands.'

That was his desire. The catalyst for his awakening.
Thinking about these two girls made his heart burn hot.
His mind was filled with thoughts of them.

With his eyes closed, Kim Se-Won saw the path he was walking.
The path wasn't on flat ground but on a hill.
In the far distance at the summit, he could see Eun-Ha's back.

He was constantly climbing the mountain toward where she was.
And this path represented his desire for her.

'Huh?'

Then, something bothered him.

'Is it right to just follow desire and walk forward?'

A simple question he hadn't realized until now entered his mind.
The path on the hill wasn't flat.
There were deep holes and high rocks.
Some parts were even thorny paths.

It seemed like a visualization of the numerous trials and hardships he would face by stubbornly following this path.

'Is it right to voluntarily suffer through things I don't have to?'

Though only one path was visible, Kim Se-Won's mind judged that he didn't need to take it.
He felt there must be a faster way, just not visible yet.

Strange.
He had never questioned following the visible path before, so why was he questioning it now?

'The decision is mine.'

Kim Se-Won tucked the thought into a corner of his mind and tried to sleep.
He had too much to do to worry about it right now.

Ch.569 - The Beginning Of War
"Of all people, you're asking me not to tell Eun-Ha specifically... Sigh, Se-Won, do you realize you're making me do something incredibly cruel?"

With ten days left until the war, Kim Se-Won secretly received something he had requested from his friend at the Academy's hidden base.

A man and woman sat across from each other at a table in the secret base.

"......"

After her words, silence fell between In-Ha-Ram and Kim Se-Won.
Se-Won glanced at his friend's expression. Despite willingly procuring and handing over the item, In-Ha-Ram looked quite uncomfortable, wearing a displeased expression.

"I'm sorry. But I have to do this."
"Care to explain why you needed this?"
"I'm sorry."
"Well, you don't have to tell me. Since you're asking for extra of something that will be distributed to everyone anyway... there's really only one use for it."

In-Ha-Ram shook her head.
No matter how refined it was or how much the side effects had been reduced, it was essentially a drug.
A very dangerous substance that grants temporary power at the cost of destroying normal bodily functions. That's why even heroes would only receive small amounts.

"Honestly. You look like a man about to march off to his death. How pathetic."
"No. I don't have the slightest intention of dying. I asked you to get this precisely so I can survive."
"Hehe, I'm joking. Just try to understand how I feel, having to do this behind Eun-Ha's back."
"...I'm sorry."
"Do I look so easy that you can just brush me off with an apology? Chae-Eun and I will make sure you pay us back properly. After the war ends."

At In-Ha-Ram's sharp tone, Kim Se-Won smiled awkwardly and averted his gaze.
The item he had procured from In-Ha-Ram was refined Enhanced Activator. And it was Han Chae-Eun who had informed him where this item came from.

"When the time comes, I'll accept whatever payment you demand. I'll be going now."

Saying she'd collect payment after the war was In-Ha-Ram's way of preserving her pride.
She was too embarrassed to directly tell him not to die. In-Ha-Ram could only express it indirectly.

Kim Se-Won placed his hand on the table and stood up.
He didn't have much time left. He needed to use this time as efficiently as possible if he wanted even a sliver of hope.

"Wait a moment."

Just then, a voice, much gentler than before, stopped Kim Se-Won as he was about to leave the secret base.
With her sharp tone completely gone, replaced by a coy voice, Kim Se-Won turned around with a slightly surprised expression.

"Yes?"
"Take this too."

In-Ha-Ram placed something she had prepared in advance on the table.
About ten items. Dark blue objects wrapped in square paper packaging. Kim Se-Won sat back down with a curious expression and picked one up.

"What is this?"

When he pinched it between his thumb and index finger, it felt firm yet slightly squishy. Almost like jelly.
He wondered if it was actually meant to be eaten, but immediately dismissed the thought. Cheonil's jewel, the great In-Ha-Ram, wouldn't have stopped him just to give him something as trivial as jelly.

"It's a prototype of condensed magic potion recently developed by Magica Essential. It's highly concentrated magic solidified into jelly form... The only problem is that its safety hasn't been verified yet. So? Will you take it?"
"Thank you. Of course I will."
"Finally, you're not saying sorry anymore?"

At the mention of highly concentrated magic, Kim Se-Won quickly scooped up all the condensed magic potions from the table.
In-Ha-Ram chuckled at his action and gazed intently at Se-Won's face as he stuffed the potions into his clothes.

She wasn't asking for money or anything substantial.
Though the items he requested were somewhat concerning, Kim Se-Won, Eun-Ha, and Han Chae-Eun had always seen her as In-Ha-Ram, not as Cheonil's golden child.

"Well..."
"It's fine. If you don't have anything else to say, you can go. I have something to do."

In-Ha-Ram, who knew all too well from her life experience how rare it was to find friends like these, dismissed the awkwardly smiling Kim Se-Won.

"Alright. Stay strong. I'll go ahead. And don't be too hard on Han Chae-Eun. I forced her to tell me when she didn't want to."

Kim Se-Won tapped his pocket and grinned.
This was an unexpected windfall. A joker that might change the future.

"I know."

In-Ha-Ram quietly muttered, and once Kim Se-Won's presence was no longer felt, she gently turned on her communication terminal.
Originally, she had planned to carefully manage her time to maintain optimal condition for the upcoming war, but she had changed her mind.

"Honestly. Is it because of you all that I've changed like this?"

There was a smile on her face as she complained to her three friends who weren't present.
Doing unnecessary things is foolish behavior. Someone who can't take care of themselves lacks the qualities of a good manager.
Despite knowing this, In-Ha-Ram deliberately chose to spend her time.

"Yes, it's me. I was wondering if I could ask you to test run that item I refused earlier?"

In-Ha-Ram began making a call on her communication terminal.



* * *



After meeting with In-Ha-Ram, Kim Se-Won headed not to the dormitory but to a quiet café outside the Academy.
The café was in such a secluded location that one might wonder if they actually intended to do business, with windows coated to prevent anyone from seeing inside.

There was only one person in the café.
A figure that could be seen as either a boy or a girl.
Yet they exuded a strange atmosphere that felt both adult-like and elderly.

Morris, who had been sitting at the center table waiting for Kim Se-Won, spoke as soon as he opened the door.

"Have you ever thought of yourself as shameless?"
"I'm well aware. And I know this is no time to worry about appearances."

As Kim Se-Won sat across from Morris, a coffee cup descended from midair onto the table.
Kim Se-Won carefully sipped the coffee to moisten his throat.
Confidence was important here. He had to be careful not to let his voice crack from nervousness.

"Hoho, is that so? Is that so? Then have you prepared an adequate payment? A transaction is, after all, an equivalent exchange. Like how we Transcendents awaken the great potential of magical girls and in return push them into war."
"This is my payment."

Kim Se-Won quickly placed something in front of Morris, as if he had been waiting for those words.

"This is... hoho, I see. I see."

Morris looked at the object in his hand and chuckled with amusement.
How vicious. Unlike his seemingly kind exterior. Contrary to his past actions and personality, he had brought a terribly steep price.

"This should be sufficient payment. Good. I accept the deal. I've always liked you, and now I like you even more."

Gleaming eyes scanned Kim Se-Won.
Kim Se-Won involuntarily shuddered.
Though it was just a gaze, he felt as if his very soul was being pierced.
He quickly took a deep breath to calm his trembling body and spoke.

"So, how many times?"

In response to Kim Se-Won's question, Morris silently held up his index and middle fingers. Seeing this, disappointment flashed in Kim Se-Won's eyes.

"The permitted time is two days."

Then, with a mischievous expression, Morris raised his fist.

Two days.
And his hand gesture.
Kim Se-Won's eyes widened. Despite paying such a valuable price, this was an unexpected return.

"Not worth it? As I said earlier, a transaction is an equivalent exchange. Well... among humans, there's nothing as foolish as an equivalent exchange."

Kim Se-Won nodded with a brightened face. Shortly after, he rose from his seat with a slight smile.

"Actually, I know. Morris, you didn't make an equivalent exchange. I know you were prepared to find another magical girl if Eun-Ha refused."
"Oh?"
"You're not like a Transcendent. Or rather, perhaps Transcendents are surprisingly human? While having a different perspective from us, you have a habit of favoring your own people."
"Oh my, I've been found out."

Morris shrugged and handed something to Kim Se-Won.

"...Anyway, thank you."
"May the blessing of reason be with you. I'd like to see a different side of you when we meet again."
"I don't think we'll meet directly again. You'll just be watching from afar, won't you?"

Transcendents are terribly selfish.
They don't particularly care about other sacrifices if it's for someone they cherish.
And usually, that sacrifice is borne by the Transcendent themselves.

"Thank you, Morris."

Kim Se-Won left the café with those parting words.

'Two days. Perfect timing. No one will look for me then.'

And a week later, he disappeared without a trace.



* * *



D-day

Kim Se-Won looked at the heroes lined up in front of the gate.

Those who had been with Stellarlis since its founding.
Those who joined later.
Those temporarily dispatched from the Hero Association.
Everyone was looking at him. More precisely, at the leaders including himself.
Understandably, anxiety was visible on the faces of those facing war.

Watching this, Eun-Ha suddenly stepped forward. With that small action, everyone's attention turned to her.

Eun-Ha, seemingly unbothered by the attention, placed her hand on her chest, closed her eyes, then opened them and began to speak.

"The time has come. Even at this moment, the hybrids are growing stronger, so now, when we have just gained the power to oppose them, is the optimal time."

Her small voice resonated.
Though it was so soft that it might not be heard from a few meters away, strangely, it filled the entire room and penetrated into the heroes' minds.

"Today is our first and last chance."

Eun-Ha's voice was resolute.
Her clear eyes, filled with firm determination, quickly scanned each hero one by one.

"This is our only opportunity. We will definitely win."

For a pre-war speech, it was rather calm. Her voice didn't rise.
Instead, from beginning to end, her voice remained consistently gentle yet filled with unwavering determination.

"So please entrust your lives to me."

She never mentioned failure. She didn't even acknowledge the possibility.
Everyone was approaching with that mindset, and there was no intention to disrupt this atmosphere.

"In this empty war with no honor, money, or power to follow, I will be behind you—"

At that moment.
Light emanated from Eun-Ha's body.
The brilliant light appeared for just an instant. After it faded, someone was standing behind Eun-Ha.

With a soft footstep, the girl who had been behind Eun-Ha moved to stand beside her.

"!!!!!!!!!"

The heroes were all shocked at the girl's appearance.
They gaped in disbelief, pointing at the girl with trembling hands.

"And I will be in front of you. I will fight alongside you as your comrade."

The black-haired girl, just like Eun-Ha had done, placed her hand on her chest and calmly continued Eun-Ha's words.

"Although we were born at different times and places, and grew up in different environments, now is the time to fight as one."

Eun-Ha added to those words.

"Let's go. To the battlefield where our future is at stake."
"With your lives entrusted to me."

As soon as the speech ended, Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu transformed into Virginia and Optima.
They didn't seem inclined to explain the strange phenomenon they had just displayed.

"For the humble glory of defeating the worst enemy, the hybrids, which will only exist in our minds for eternity."

Virginia and Optima spoke their prepared words simultaneously and observed the reaction.
The heroes nodded with expressions burning with a sense of duty.

There would be no honor recognized by others.
No strong power to follow.
Everyone knew that all they would gain from victory was humanity's future.

And.
Unlike what Virginia and Optima said, they all knew there was a high possibility they wouldn't return.

Ch.570 - Late New Year's Gift
"Has it finally entered a stable phase?"

In the heart of Pandemonium, The Mute One, coiled inside a massive egg, examined his body's condition with a faint smile.

Complete metamorphosis would require about three years. Three years was not a short time, but neither was it long enough to cause anxiety.

"I've been preparing methodically for this moment. To tear apart those detestable Transcendents who hide the truth and pursue false comfort with my own hands...!"

He etched his goal into his mind once more—the same goal he had repeated countless times. The efforts he had poured into ensuring a safe and perfect rebirth over these three years were finally bearing fruit.

Humanity's growth rate was painfully slow. Having used Park Sang-Heon to destroy the growth environment for promising young talents, he could safely assume the next decade would be secure.

The Villain Association and Engia Keplux, which he had positioned as obstacles, hadn't moved as he'd expected, but they had served their purpose well.

The Enhanced Activator was key. It hadn't completely disappeared. In places hidden from public view, fools consumed the Enhanced Activator, intoxicated by the sense of omnipotence it provided, increasing their numbers.

"However..."

There were other operations, but they were merely side branches. The task of removing humanity as an annoying obstacle had been accomplished, and that was sufficient.

But there was one existence that troubled The Mute One.

It was Eun-Ha.
Originally a talentless, stupid man, she now posed as humanity's savior.
With her mediocre power, she pretended to be strong and gathered followers.
The increase in her followers wasn't a problem.
Her combat ability was also unremarkable. When he had measured her with his avatar previously, he confirmed she fell far short of Aleph.

"Hehe, yes. Aleph. An existence I hadn't anticipated."

The Mute One was grateful to Eun-Ha for at least this.

For providing Aleph with the optimal body.
Aleph hadn't been strong from birth—a being below expectations. So weak that comparing her to other servants would seem foolish.

A bug, essentially.
Just as even well-written programs have bugs, sometimes abnormally weak specimens emerged when he created hybrids.

To The Mute One, Aleph was like an unexpected bug.
To be honest, when he was first defeated by Eun-Ha, he hadn't even considered reviving Aleph.

But now? She reigned as a powerful figure in Pandemonium.
She had grown so strong that he constantly thought he'd made the right decision to spare her.

"It's amusing that both her birth and growth were triggered by Shin Eun-Ha."

The Mute One smiled faintly again.
The catalyst for Aleph's growth was when she met Eun-Ha after being reborn.
Though he didn't know what experience she had then, he felt the intense emotional turmoil.
After that, Aleph secluded herself in her quarters in Pandemonium for half a year.
When she emerged, she had grown monstrously by actively utilizing her magical girl characteristics.

Power, technique, and magical energy gained from slaughtering thousands upon thousands of hybrids.
Being a hybrid, such experiences were sufficient for evolution, but due to her magical girl characteristics, she didn't show visible changes.
At the same time, being a hybrid, Aleph had evolved in just a few months to a degree that surprised even The Mute One himself.

Though she hadn't evolved externally, Aleph's inner being had definitely changed.
With proper accumulation of karma and further growth, she might even reach transcendence within a decade.

"A very pleasant miscalculation."

The Mute One chuckled and recalled another change.
Bet and Gimel, his servants who witnessed Aleph's unexpected growth.

They felt shame, inferiority, and competitiveness at being completely surpassed by Aleph, and shed their limitations.
They quickly grew to just one level below Aleph.

The sentinels protecting him had become stronger.

"Though useless herself, she influences others well... It would have been good to keep her alive as a puppet."

Yes, that was it.
Shin Eun-Ha's value wasn't in her own combat ability, but in her influence on others.
Add to that her healing magic that cured all manner of ailments.

"Truly befitting of a saint."

The Mute One mocked Eun-Ha, who would be at the Academy Earth.

"Struggle all you want. Kick uselessly until your legs break."

No matter what she did, he wouldn't die within these three years.
The hybrids and Pandemonium existed for this purpose.
Each one could easily handle B-rank heroes from the sanctuary, and some could even push back A-ranks.

Moreover, since his nest, Pandemonium, was created in the deep sea, humanity would waste years not knowing its location.

"By the time you come to your senses, I will have surpassed even the Transcendents."

The Mute One closed his eyes and sought sleep.
A sleep from which he would awaken when the time came.


* * *


When The Mute One fell into deep sleep, a shadow fell over Pandemonium's sky.
Dozens of gates spread across both ends of Pandemonium.

-Keuuk?

A hybrid who happened to witness this widened its eyes in shock.
The ceiling, which should have been illuminated by the luminous stones created by The Mute One, was now covered by gates, casting a massive shadow over the ground.
But soon, thick fog emerging from the gates covered the sky as if the gates had never existed.

The fog covering the sky eventually became transparent, revealing the luminous stones beyond the gates.

All this happened in just one second.
A mere instant.

-Dangerous...! This isn't normal!

Curiosity, anxiety, followed by urgency.
Amid these changing emotions, the hybrids turned around.
Though it was just one second, they had clearly seen the gates with their own eyes.

They needed to alert others.
They had to warn their brethren that something strange was happening.

That's when it happened.
Shwaaak-!
A thick stake pierced through the torso of a hybrid that was about to dash away.

-Kieeeeeeeeek!!

A sharp scream echoed around.
The stake pinned the fleeing hybrid to the ground.
The hybrid flapped its limbs, trying to escape from the stake, but it wouldn't budge.
Instead, thorns began to sprout from the stake, only intensifying the pain.

-Kiik, keureuk?! Keuik!

The flapping movements of the hybrid gradually slowed.
The stake was creating thorns like branches, destroying the hybrid from the inside.

When the hybrid's movements completely ceased, Kim Se-Won emerged from the gate.

"Witness elimination complete."

Being the first to appear, he confirmed the deaths of individuals who, like the hybrid before him, had witnessed the gates, and then sent a signal.

Woong-!

A massive vibration echoed.
Following this, huge structures began to emerge from the gates one by one.

They were weapons made of massive gun emplacements.
These weapons, specialized for precision bombardment with their cost shattered, were disposable weapons made solely for this war.

After all the weapons had appeared, it was the heroes' turn to emerge.
Woong! Woong! Vibrations echoed as heroes appeared one by one.
All of them scanned their surroundings with grave expressions, intent on finding any hybrid that might be watching the situation in silence.

"Good job, Se-Won."
"I feel a bit relieved knowing that the device's effects apply even to weapons thrown with telekinesis."

Virginia and Optima, who appeared last, naturally stood on either side of Kim Se-Won.

"It's nothing. ...But we need to move quickly. Seeing a few wandering around the outskirts, the number of hybrids might exceed our expectations."
"Yes."
"Indeed."

Virginia and Optima simultaneously gazed into the far distance.

Just then, beep- a short beep sound was heard.

"Seems like Gresorion has arrived safely too."

Hearing the sound from her wrist, Virginia smiled gently and closed her eyes.

The war had begun.

'The first thing we need to do is deliver a massive blow as a gift.'

Paat-! A brilliant light field began to spread from Virginia.
It spread at a speed too fast to follow with the naked eye. In an instant, more than half of Pandemonium was covered by the light field.

"Good...!"
"Yes! Let's go! Let's crush them all!"

The heroes raised their morale with the enhancement effect provided by the sanctuary.
Virginia's role wasn't just the sanctuary.
After spreading the sanctuary completely, Virginia turned around and extended her hand towards the weapons lined up in a row.

Light extended from her hand, beginning to envelop the weapons.
A power that could transcend physical limitations settled on each weapon.

In Ha-Ram pointed to the front of herself, watching the weapons being enhanced in real-time, and spoke.

"Eun-Ha, please help with these too."

In front of her were round, flat machines lined up.
Though there were subtle differences in their shapes, they all had propellers on top.

They were drones.

Virginia hesitated momentarily at the number, which easily exceeded a hundred, but soon began enhancing them one by one.
Bwoong! Each time Eun-Ha enhanced one, a drone took to the sky.

"What are those? I don't think they were in the plan."
"We prepared them in a hurry and didn't have time to mention them. They're drones created through collaboration between our Cheonil Group and Magica Essential."
"I already told Don-Hil the details~."

In Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun answered in turn to Kim Se-Won's surprised question.

"What? Don-Hil... When did she find out?"
"How? We just met on the street and became friends?"

Kim Se-Won was surprised again at Han Chae-Eun's words.
This woman with her overwhelmingly large chest had an unusually high level of sociability.

"...They're still prototypes, so any uncertainties can be covered by Eun-Ha's enhancement. We should gather sufficient data."

Regardless, In Ha-Ram smiled with satisfaction as she watched the drones taking to the sky and beginning to cover Pandemonium.

"Those drones are linked with Bloody White, who's in charge of reconnaissance for this war, and will visualize the battle situation in real-time. You can also view it on your communication terminals, so keep that in mind. Especially you, Jae-Yoo."
"Yes, thanks."

For Jae-Yoo, who was planning to rampage at the forefront, In Ha-Ram's statement was very welcome.

Being able to detect hidden hybrids in advance and accurately determine their location and appearance was an invaluable asset.

After all the drones had taken flight, Virginia turned her back to the lined-up weapons.

[We're ready on this side too. I'll leave the signal to you.]

A familiar friend's voice echoed in Virginia's ear.
Eun-Ha raised the corners of her mouth and spoke.

"Well then—"

She extended her slender arm forward. The extended arm slowly rose.

"As a late New Year's gift, a big one! Fire!"

Shwak! The raised hand quickly came down.
Pububung!!!

The weapons spewed fire all at once.

Ch.571 - Second Explosion
RUMBLE-!

The ground shook so violently it seemed like it might shatter completely. If this had been a place with weak foundations, it wouldn't have been surprising if the entire area had already collapsed.
On top of that, the smoke created by the explosion filled the sky of Pandemonium like dark clouds.

"About 40% of the production base has been completely destroyed. As expected of the hybrids. In that short time, some of them managed to assess the situation and physically block the attack."

Bloody White calmly reported the results of the first attack. Her voice was transmitted to all allies on the battlefield through the earpiece they wore.

In her sight was the thick smoke from what appeared to be obvious overkill. It felt as if heat was being transmitted all the way here from a place too distant to be seen with the naked eye.

*A perfect surprise attack with overwhelming firepower, and we only managed to destroy 40% of the production base. They must have some defense system we haven't seen.*

Though she said the hybrids had blocked it with their bodies, there must have been something else at work.

["If the Saint hadn't enhanced this, it would have been destroyed in one hit, right?"]

Following Bloody White's words came the shocked voice of one of the heroes operating the weapon. Realizing belatedly that error sounds were continuously beeping, he hastily turned off his microphone.

*It's because we hurriedly brought something that was abandoned during development. It has extremely low completion but focuses solely on firepower.*

Focused only on firepower. It meant the weapon's body couldn't withstand its own power. Thinking that such weapons might have been unleashed on monsters if hybrids hadn't appeared made her shudder involuntarily.

*Though we're no different.*

Bloody White turned around with a bitter smile.
Behind her stood three enormous mountains.
They were the massive monsters, moving fortresses, that Optima and Yoo Ji-Yeon had faced previously at The Front Line. They were the same as those monsters that had previously confronted humanity, except that the structures forming their backs had changed from mountain-like shapes to massive gun emplacements.

Moving fortresses were actually the better option. The smaller modified monsters forming artillery batteries had exploded upon firing.

"Just one shot caused that much damage to the battery and shell."

One more shot and they would crumble completely. Bloody White watched with pitying eyes as the moving fortress groaned in pain.

Glancing to the side, she noticed Yang Se-Hee, a girl anxiously standing beside Dolly. Thanks to the sacred domain she had deployed, the power had increased, and the surviving moving fortress was gradually recovering.

"I apologize. We didn't have much time either."

Melissa, who was guarding Bloody White's side, bowed her head. The production and modification of these new monsters had been her responsibility.

"No. This is enough."

They had still managed to deliver the biggest blow possible. The somewhat disappointing result was due to the hybrids' astonishing defensive and responsive abilities. It was strange that anything had survived such firepower.

"Only 40% with all this destruction? That's impossible."

Just then, someone whistled and stood beside Bloody White. He was shielding his eyes with his hand, looking at the smoke-filled area with gleaming eyes.
His name was Baek Seung-Yoon, an S-class hero.

"The ability to accurately identify the number and position of enemies... truly a ghostly power as always. I never thought the day would come when we'd benefit from the power that tormented us so much."

Baek Seung-Yoon shifted his gaze to Bloody White with a heated expression, as if pleased by the red-hot melting ground.

"So, where are they?"

However, his eyes revealed physiological disgust and uneasiness.
That's how unparalleled Bloody White's tracking ability was.
Besides, to Baek Seung-Yoon, she wasn't a married woman. Without a husband, she wasn't an object of sexual desire. She was merely the sworn enemy of humanity.

Unconscious defense mechanisms activated. Bloody White faced Baek Seung-Yoon's prickling killing intent head-on and brought up a holographic control screen with an unfazed expression.

"Here."

She pointed to the hybrid production base that was still active.

"The closer to the center, the less damage... whether hybrid or human, those lingering at the edges are just small fry."

With a smirk, Baek Seung-Yoon identified where he needed to exert his power. There was no need to waste energy elsewhere, so this was easy.

Snap! Baek Seung-Yoon snapped his fingers.
Explosive magical power erupted from his body, targeting exactly where Bloody White had pointed.

KABOOM-!!!

Once again, the earth shook violently.
A mushroom cloud resembling a nuclear explosion rose to disturb the sky once more.

Smirking, Baek Seung-Yoon's face was filled with ecstasy. He could almost hear the screams of hybrids exploding from his attack in the distance.

"...That brings it to 70% total. The rest have significant damage... this is practically annihilation. It seems they didn't expect a second explosion to come so quickly."

She reported calmly. The production base had suffered near-annihilating damage, and the hybrids had taken considerable casualties in the process.
Despite this, the fact that victory wasn't yet in sight showed just how terrifying the hybrid species was.

"Hah! I can see why Ji-Yeon likes the Saint so much!"

At Bloody White's words, Baek Seung-Yoon turned his head with a satisfied expression.
There was Yang Se-Hee, the girl who was trembling with her shoulders hunched from the explosion sound.

Thanks to her sacred domain, his power had been greatly enhanced. He felt almost omnipotent.

*So this is a similar recreation of the Saint's power? And they said I could receive one more personal enhancement. What if? What if I received it? How much bigger an explosion could I create?*

Just imagining it made him excited. Blood rushed to his lower body.

"I'm going to rest for a while. Need to recharge. Do whatever you want. Don't forget the plan."

Baek Seung-Yoon turned away, feeling heat like red-hot iron needles piercing his entire body. This was the side effect of manifesting power beyond limits.

*It's been a while since I didn't control my power, so my body's creaking.*

A very pleasant creaking. He calmly endured pain that would make an ordinary person writhe in agony.

As he turned his back and retreated, the monsters stiffened, watching him with fearful expressions.
They only rolled their eyeballs to follow his movement, all thinking the same thing.

*Just a human. And he caused such a massive explosion from a distance, all by himself?!*

An unbelievable phenomenon. At the same time, they realized why his power as an S-class hero hadn't been well-known.
He was too dangerous. That wasn't a hero but a weapon itself.

Breaking this atmosphere of petrified fear was a loud, familiar voice.

"Kuhehe! To think they'd send two S-class heroes to support us, they must be underestimating us quite a bit! It hurts my pride a little!"

It was the voice of Deltar, one of the few monsters not intimidated by Baek Seung-Yoon.
Melissa, who had somehow approached him, slapped him with her tail and spoke.

"Stop pretending you don't know. Remember this is about properly utilizing both human and monster powers?"

The reason for placing the human Baek Seung-Yoon here was simple.
To instill fear in the monsters.
Fear leads to survival instinct.
Unlike humans, monsters more faithful to their instincts were easily stimulated into survival mode, and one by one, they began to tremble with excitement.

Watching this, magical girl Don-Hil stepped forward with Kim Woo-Jin. They approached Bloody White, who kept her eyes fixed on the center of Pandemonium.

"Mother. I'll be moving out now."
"Yes. We've successfully opened the war. Now what remains is to assess the battlefield quickly and accurately, and survive. Understand?"
"Yes."

Bloody White's worried gaze shifted from the nodding Don-Hil to the side.
Though she wasn't conscious of it, just looking at Kim Woo-Jin caused her eyes to curve slightly, revealing the emotion of love.

"Woo-Jin needs to be careful too. The special unit is dangerous."
"It's okay. I've died and come back countless times for this day. I'm tense, but I have no intention of making mistakes, and I won't. ...So don't worry."
"Hehe."

Kim Woo-Jin's smile was reassuring.
Perhaps it would be right to call it manly. As he nodded with eyes full of gravity, Bloody White smiled faintly, seemingly relieved.

"Don't die, any of you. Plans always go awry, but we all know it's easiest when they don't. And you, remember that you're not the S-class hero Pungsin here, but just Jin Jae-Han. This isn't from me, but a message from Black Swan."
"I know."

Jin Jae-Han, another S-class hero in the Gresorion faction, answered briefly and then became conscious of the man beside him.

*Yong-Han... no, Ash. I can't lose him here. Even if I die, I'll make sure Ash lives. That's my duty.*

His resolve was firm.
Under the pretext of worrying about his brother, he had even hired a private detective to monitor Ash's every move. Though he pretended otherwise outwardly, he considered Ash his younger brother.

"By the way, the dust cloud is clearing again. I suppose even in the deep sea, there must be air circulation devices, so it's natural."

Jin Jae-Han quickly spoke while pretending to check his communication device, lest Ash notice his concern.
It had been 10 minutes since the full-scale war began. It was time for the troops to start moving in earnest.

"Hah."

Who would have thought the day would come when she'd fight alongside humans?
Bloody White looked at them with a complex expression before turning away.
Just then, a holographic screen appeared before her.
It was a video call connected through the communication device provided for this moment.

["Bloody White. Are you ready there too?"]

It was Virginia, a platinum-blonde girl with a calm expression.

"Yes. We're ready."
["Then... I'll send the last one to you. Don-Hil, please."]
"Okay."

At Virginia's request, Don-Hil smiled brightly and deployed spatial magic.
A portal connecting two coordinates appeared.

Step by step, a girl emerged through the portal.
Her tightly fitted suit, designed for maximum mobility, rippled with her slightest movement.

"I'm counting on you."

The girl greeted with a confident expression and then shifted her gaze to the distance.
There, Dolly had spotted her and was waving her arms.
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Ch.572 - Mind The Time And Place!!!!
The girl who emerged from the portal opened by Don-Hil, Han Chae-Eun, waved both arms at Dolly in the distance before turning around.
There stood the members of this elite team.

Gresorion's executive Melissa and Kim Woo-Jin. And one more.

"It's an honor to participate in this operation! My name, bestowed by the glorious Transcendent, is Lykerz! Haha! Quite a splendid name, don't you think?"

The monster Lykerz, pounding his massive fist against his chest, introduced himself with a booming voice.

Lykerz was a beast-man type monster with a human body and what appeared to be a lion's head. He was a subordinate of Deltar, Melissa's partner, and the monster most influenced by him—in other words, a muscle worshipper.

As proof, his constantly twitching muscles were clearly visible in outline despite being covered in fur.

The heroes grimaced at the appearance of such an eccentric monster.

"Ah! For your information, I can also speak quietly. Don't worry!"

Realizing his booming voice might interfere with the mission, Lykerz defended himself while lowering his voice.

"Wow~ I never thought there'd be a muscle idiot even among monsters."
"Despite appearances, he's quite rational. You can rest assured."
"I've sparred with him occasionally, and he's reliable. I'm not saying to trust him completely, but know that he's not weak enough to let instinct override reason."

Melissa and Kim Woo-Jin defended Lykerz in response to Han Chae-Eun's undisguised surprise.

Certainly, Deltar and his subordinates were peculiar. And because they understood the importance of training both instinctively and rationally, they were composed of strong individuals. Lykerz was the strongest among them—he wasn't included in this elite team for nothing.

"Then let's introduce ourselves too."

After Gresorion's side finished their introductions, it was humanity's turn.
Jin Jae-Han, the most experienced and highest-ranked hero, began introducing the heroes.

There were four heroes in total.
The heroes looked somewhat surprised at the detailed information coming from his mouth.
They never imagined that an S-rank hero of all people would know so much about them.

"I-It's an honor...!"

Among them, the A-rank hero known as Sonic Edge, Si Yu-Rim, was so moved that tears streamed down her face.

But the most surprising part was yet to come.

"Lastly, this is Ash. Ash Wilson. Age is classified, height 184cm, weight—"

He was explaining about Ash in unusually great detail.
Ash himself merely frowned briefly without showing any particular reaction.

After introducing all four—Jin Jae-Han, Ash, Han Chae-Eun, and Si Yu-Rim—Melissa, who was in charge as the leader, spoke up.

"As you know, our mission is to eliminate key hybrids. We'll infiltrate and assassinate executive-level targets while others draw attention."

No one was surprised by Melissa's words.
Despite being small in number, with Gresorion's executive Melissa and S-rank hero Jin Jae-Han present, they were already excessive firepower.
For an operation requiring such strength, this was entirely predictable.

"Then how do we sneak in?"

There were other questions. Jin Jae-Han asked on everyone's behalf, and Melissa extended her hand to point somewhere.

There was a large hole there.
A huge hole that had been created immediately after entering Pandemonium through the gate.

"You mentioned you'd drop out midway, right? Until then, I'd like you to serve as our light."
"Even so~ calling me a 'light' so bluntly is a bit... Fine, I got it."

Han Chae-Eun nodded despite her complaints.
Crackle! She released small electrical currents throughout her body as if testing her role.

"We'll be departing soon. Take time to catch your breath until then."

Melissa said this while watching Han Chae-Eun.


* * *


Despite the war having begun, the heroes showed no particular movement.
They gathered by units, waiting for instructions from their commanders.

Currently, their attention was focused on two girls.

"They used to say they were the same person, but now they're openly separate."
"They must be the same person, right? There's something similar about them... like their vibe."

Virginia and Optima.
The topic was about these two girls—the Saint and the Magical Girl.

"Wait. Does that mean our captain has two girlfriends?"
"Damn. Having two girlfriends is like legal cheating, isn't it?"

A hero from the 2nd Unit spoke while licking his lips. Legal cheating—what an interesting phrase.
It might be a fantasy for some men.

At that moment, another hero watching them looked at him with a contemptuous expression.

"What do you mean legal cheating? That's a harem, a harem! The privilege of an alpha male."
"Don't you mean the privilege of the wealthy? Or dictators."
"But calling just two people a harem seems... wrong, doesn't it? You need at least three."
"Speaking of which, do you remember that rumor about a clone of the Saint being created in China?"
"Ah, that one. They say she resolved it herself, so nobody actually saw it. I wonder how such rumors even start..."

The heroes engaged enthusiastically in small talk to relieve tension.
They knew very well that excessive tension in a war situation could lead to death.

Then, one hero came up with a new possibility.

"Hey, what if one of them is just a body double? Like, she never had any relationship with Captain Kim Se-Won from the start."
"Huh? Wait. Then who's the real girlfriend? The Saint, I guess?"
"Not necessarily. Remember when the captains of the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Units wore masks and acted as sidekicks to the Magical Girl? You know, during the initial selection for Stellarlis."

The new possibility led to a change in topic.
Now they were discussing who was really Kim Se-Won's girlfriend.
Their debate couldn't easily reach a conclusion.
There wasn't enough concrete evidence to determine who was truly Kim Se-Won's girlfriend.
Both were equally possible.

And what ended this topic was the involvement of the subjects themselves.

"There's no need to be confused."
"It's not a complicated issue worth getting worked up about."

Virginia and Optima spoke calmly. As soon as they opened their mouths, the heroes fell silent and all eyes turned to them.

"Well!"

But there's always someone overflowing with curiosity. After a brief silence following the two girls' words, one hero broke it.

"Who is the real girlfriend?"

The female hero who raised her hand seemed to represent everyone's feelings, as they all nodded.

"Well."
"Se-Won is..."

Virginia and Optima looked at each other, then with expressions suggesting it was obvious, they spoke.

"He's mine, of course." "He's obviously mine."

They spoke simultaneously.
Despite overlapping, both girls' voices clearly penetrated the heroes' ears.

"......"

After finishing their statements, Virginia and Optima opened their eyes slightly wider.
Zap! The two girls locked eyes.
No matter how much they originated from the same person, the longer they diverged, the more differences emerged.

With different hair colors, eye colors, subtle voice differences, and even differences in maternal instincts, they had quite a few distinctions. It was difficult to feel like they were the same person.
Even if they did, since their minds weren't connected, they gradually began to see each other as "different women."

And those small differences grew until they recognized each other as completely different individuals.

"Huhu."
"Hmph...!"

Looking at each other, both girls smiled sweetly at the same time.

*She thinks: After all, I'm the one who first met Se-Won. I'm the one who asked him out.*
*She thinks: I'm the one who spent the most time with Se-Won. We've been on so many dates together.*

Their eyes and mouths were smiling, but their cores were not.
Creeping out from their cores, magical power collided and pressed against each other with a terrifying aura.

The heroes' eyes lit up at the girls' battle of wills.
It was such a shame that this was a battlefield.

*They think: Damn!*
*They think: If only this wasn't a battlefield...! If only we weren't at war!!*
*They think: To witness this epic drama in such a situation!*
*They think: Catfight! Yes! Go! Go on! Hurry up and tear into each other! Two pretty girls hitting each other, ripping clothes! And since I'm a woman, I can watch it proudly!*

In this explosive situation, the heroes watched the two girls with their mouths tightly shut.
If they had snacks in hand, they would have been munching away while watching this scene.

"Se-Won!"

And then, a new variable emerged.
Virginia and Optima, who had been staring at each other while emitting a vicious aura, called out to Kim Se-Won simultaneously.

Kim Se-Won, who had been keeping his distance, quickly glanced around at the surrounding gazes.

*He thinks: Ah. Shit.*

The heroes showed no intention of stopping them.
Rather, they seemed to hope Kim Se-Won would encourage the girls.

*He thinks: We're in the middle of a war.*

While finding this ridiculous situation exasperating, he also resented that such a fight had broken out in this place.

*He thinks: If you're going to fight, do it in bed.*

"Hmm? What is it?"

Kim Se-Won suppressed his inner thoughts and responded. Only a second had passed.

"Who is your real girlfriend?"

Kim Se-Won kept his mouth shut at the question he had fully anticipated.
They both knew they were his girlfriends, so there was only one reason they were asking.

*He thinks: Who do you like more?*
If he answered incorrectly, he would face retaliation. It was certain he would face revenge in some form.

While they might compromise on other matters, when it came to him, these two girls were uncompromising. They were full of greed.
That's why intelligence that hadn't existed before even emerged.

But he had to answer.
Not answering would be problematic in its own way.

Yes. He would close his eyes and pick just one.
He could make it up to the other one in a different way to balance things out.

Kim Se-Won closed his eyes tight and opened his mouth.

"It's—"

That's when it happened.
Thwack!
A loud sound reverberated.
Kim Se-Won shut his mouth and looked toward the source of the sound.

There stood his mother. His mother and teacher, Hong Yu-Jin, was in a posture suggesting she had just struck both girls on the head with her fists, her eyes narrowed in anger.

"Maman...!"

Kim Se-Won was so moved by Hong Yu-Jin resolving the situation that she looked like an angel to him.
He gazed at her with a touched expression.

"Ughhhh?!"

Both girls immediately clutched their heads and trembled in pain.
Given the sound, it would have been strange if it didn't hurt.

"In this situation! At a time like this! You bring that up?!"

Hong Yu-Jin's voice, filled with anger, resounded loudly around them.

Ch.573 - Advance
Thanks to Hong Yu-Jin's scolding, the brief but intense catfight came to an end.
Virginia and Optima finally recovered from the shock that had resonated through their heads and resumed what they had originally intended to do.

Virginia cleared her throat and began speaking.

"Currently, the hybrid production bases are nearly annihilated. We've successfully captured some hybrids as a secondary objective, but their numbers are still countless. If we consider their original numbers as 100, we've reduced them to about 85."
"The hybrids that detected our attack are converging toward the center. This is proceeding as we expected. The possibility of reinforcements is practically zero."

As Virginia spoke, Optima pointed to the screen that Bloody White had sent through the communication terminal.
Red dots were appearing throughout Pandemonium and moving toward the center. These were specimens that had been hiding underground, undetected by Bloody White.

"With this, we've set the stage to eliminate all the hybrids at once."
"The devices we've given you will be the spears that lead them to destruction."

When Optima finished speaking, Virginia took out her own device and held it out toward Optima.

A delicate necklace with crafted jewels rested on her slender hand.
As the two girls' hands overlapped on the device, what had been one object was duplicated into two. This was a function exclusive to Virginia and Optima.

Optima put one of the two devices around her neck and looked around at the heroes again.
They didn't seem particularly concerned about an object multiplying into two, considering people had already been duplicated.

"Therefore, we—"
"Must give our all."

The two girls activated their devices simultaneously.
Their devices were quite unusual. While other people's devices added special equipment, these girls showed no change.

No, there was a change.
The staff Virginia often carried had additional decorations.
And Optima's fists were covered with thin half-gloves.
Compared to others, these were extremely minor changes.

*I wish mine was like that.*
*It's the same as Se-Won's.*

Virginia's gaze flicked toward Optima's gloves. They were similar to Kim Se-Won's device.
A so-called couple device.
She couldn't fight over this in this situation. Hong Yu-Jin was watching with fire in her eyes.

So she organized her thoughts.
She pushed aside personal feelings and filled the empty space with her cause.

*We must protect these people.*
*The people before our eyes. It's our duty to protect those within our reach.*
*That's what being a magical girl means.*

The two girls looked at each other with shining eyes.
They nodded simultaneously and turned to face forward again.

"We have no way back."
"Let's approach this as if it's the climax from the start."

As soon as the two girls finished speaking, the heroes responded in unison.

"Yes!"

Their powerful voices reflected their morale.
The chances were slim. Nevertheless, their sense of duty burned in their hearts.
That's what being a hero meant.

Sacrificing oneself to protect something greater.
Protecting the weak.

Although each hero's motivation might differ, the result was the same.

"Everyone. Prepare for battle."

At Virginia's words, the heroes deployed their devices.
Each received a weapon suited to them.
They had already built up sufficient proficiency in preparation for the final battle, and their maintenance was nearly optimal.

That's when it happened.
One of the heroes from Team 1 raised his hand.
When the two girls nodded, he spoke.

"Currently, the hybrids are gathering toward the center. They'll inevitably clash, but it will take a long time. Is that okay?"

It was a valid question.
But the response was an expression of no concern. The two girls exchanged glances, and Optima spoke.

"Look behind you."

As she spoke, a massive portal opened behind the heroes.
A girl in a black dress walked out from the portal.
Magical Girl Don-Hil. The girls' rival and temporary ally.
Despite her beautiful white hair and red eyes that could involuntarily captivate attention, none of the heroes were distracted by Don-Hil's beauty.

"Let's depart. We've completed our preparations as well."

At Don-Hil's calm words, Optima stepped forward and took position at the head of Team 1.

"Thank you."
"It's what needs to be done."

After the brief exchange between Optima and Don-Hil, they walked toward the portal.
The heroes followed them, moving toward the massive portal.



* * *



Emerging from the portal, they could see the distance between humanity and the hybrids had suddenly narrowed.
They could even see the backs of hybrids rushing toward the center.

"Everyone. Attack!"

Optima's words were the signal.

The heroes gripped their weapons and charged forward. Optima naturally led the way.

"Never be overconfident. Assess your capabilities and those of your opponent before engaging. With the advantage of your devices, you should be able to handle two-to-one or three-to-one odds."

Optima stabbed a fleeing hybrid in the back as she advanced.
With a thud! A hole appeared in its chest, and its heart burst out.

"If you find yourself overwhelmed, call my name!"

Optima's words spread around them.
The heroes nodded, feeling as if Optima was speaking right in front of them.

"Teams 1 and 2 will advance with their respective leaders. Team 3, please cover our rear and follow closely. Teams 4 and 5 will take the flanks and ambush any hybrids that attack us from the sides.
Team 6 will provide rear support. Don't spare resources. This is the time for your honed shooting skills to shine."

As Optima smoothly delivered her instructions, each team reaffirmed their roles in their minds and nodded again.

"Finally, temporary Team 7! You are the protagonists of this war. Please handle the supplies."

A group composed of those brought from the Academy and lower-ranked heroes selected from the screening process.

"Understood? Sonic Edge."
"You bet."

The leader of that group was the A-rank hero, Si Yu-Rim.
Although her tone was somewhat indifferent, her eyes were shining brightly.

After all, Optima's words sounded like full recognition of her abilities.
For her, being acknowledged by the strong was always a good feeling.

The heroes' movements were swift.
Teams 4 and 5 spread out like wings, while Teams 6 and 7 remained behind to form a base.

Most of Team 6 consisted of those capable of long-range sniping, and at this distance where the center was visible, everywhere was within range.

The advancing heroes weren't just overflowing with morale.
A slight anxiety existed in their hearts.

*Just how many hybrids are there exactly?*

Even imagining it, the number would far exceed their own.
Yet their morale remained unbroken.

*An S-rank is with us!*

Among those present, no one had missed that terrifying power displayed during the Stellarlis selection trials.

The presence of the genuine, youngest S-rank hero who openly demonstrated her power rather than leaving it unproven was more reassuring than anything else.

Perhaps this momentum reached Optima as well, as she smiled faintly and kicked off the ground.

Cutting through the wind as she advanced, Optima extended her fist.
Bam! She shattered the hybrids who hadn't even noticed those behind them with a single blow.

*Now's the time to deliver a decisive blow. That's the signal.*

Optima's appearance changed after clearing all the fleeing hybrids.
Her already revealing outfit became even more immodest as her magical power increased significantly.
Optima – Vicious Form.
The black magical girl with a veil flew into the sky and extended one hand forward.

Magical power flowed from her core to her arm and hand, transforming into magic as it met the spell formula, condensing into a massive sphere of magical power.
Her ultimate technique grew larger, consuming even the surrounding magical energy.

Kwaaang!
As she released the condensed magic, her ultimate technique, filled with transformed magic, shot toward the center with a thunderous roar.

"?!"

That's when it happened.
Optima sensed something ominous and quickly descended to the ground.

"Everyone stop!"

At her command, everyone urgently halted.
Before they could even wonder why she suddenly gave such an order, the answer appeared.

Boom! Booooom!

The earth shook violently.
The source of this vibration was the center of Pandemonium.
Pandemonium, which had lacked any notable defensive mechanisms like large fortress walls, began sprouting structures from its center.

It resembled a massive medieval castle.
A faintly visible giant egg was being covered by barriers made of bone and flesh.

Booooom!! The distant sound was likely from Optima's ultimate technique colliding with the barrier.
Optima flew into the sky again to observe the situation.
The thick dust quickly cleared, revealing what was inside.

The barrier struck by Optima's magic had already risen in multiple layers.
From where Optima had been floating to the center, a large hole had been punched through the barrier along the trajectory of her magic.

"Tch!"

However, it hadn't completely penetrated.
It hadn't fully reached the center. This meant the barrier's defense was substantial.

*What should I do? No. There's no time for this.*

Optima landed back on the ground and thought quickly.

*There's no time to hesitate.*

It didn't take long to reach a decision.

"Everyone! Don't spare your magical power! Charge toward the center!"

That fortress of bone and flesh would surely be so hard that ordinary heroes couldn't even scratch it.
The creatures hadn't been living optimistically; they had prepared their defenses.

As soon as Optima finished speaking, all the heroes enhanced their bodies.

"Everyone! Charge!"

The moment Optima's words ended, the heroes began advancing at full speed.

Ch.574 - The Barrier Is Too Strong! What Should We Do?? -> I Don't Care! Just Smash It!
Optima's finishing move served as the signal for the special squad to depart, just as they had planned.

"Let's go."

Melissa spoke briefly and guided the special squad members to a location—a tunnel that had been dug immediately after entering Pandemonium through the gate.

"Wow... This was made by monsters? In such a short time?"

"Some specimens specialize in this kind of work. We don't have time, so let's talk while moving."

Han Chae-eun followed Melissa's instructions and started walking. She looked around with wide eyes, amazed. The tunnel was incredibly spacious—wide enough for all the special squad members to walk side by side without any crowding.

"This substance painted on the walls, could it be...?"

"Yes. It's a solution that acts as a support to prevent the tunnel from collapsing. It hardens quickly when exposed to air."

Han Chae-eun moved forward, examining the shiny substance coating the walls. Despite being in a tunnel with no outside light, visibility was excellent. Bat-like monsters hung from the ceiling, emitting light from round orbs on their heads.

"I remember seeing this in the manual. Monsters that create false light sources to lower people's guard, right?"

"Yes."

Ash found it quite remarkable how the monsters performed their roles like machines. No matter how he looked at it, this wasn't something monsters could organize on their own. It was as if someone nearby was giving them detailed instructions.

"Whoever's directing this operation has put in quite the effort. The tunnel's excavation and even the spacing between those bats is mechanically precise."

"That would be Dolly's work."

"Dolly?!"

Han Chae-eun was startled again and quickly scanned her surroundings. She had no idea how far they'd gone, but the small girl was nowhere to be seen.

Ash, who had brought up the topic, was equally curious. Wasn't Dolly the girl sitting on top of that enormous monster earlier?

The person who answered their question wasn't Melissa, but Kim Woo-jin—the man closest to Dolly.

"Dolly is still in the same place. She's commanding the monsters remotely. There must be a relay monster near the digging specimens right now."

"Is Dolly that impressive of a monster?"

Jin Jae-han responded to Kim Woo-jin's explanation. As far as he knew, a monster with such abilities would likely grow to become a leader among monsters.

Though they were allies now, they would become enemies once this war ended. Kim Woo-jin, who was about to elaborate, read Jin Jae-han's expression and pressed his lips shut.

There was no point in revealing information that would only cause harm.

When no one spoke up, silence fell over the group. The sudden void created an awkward atmosphere.

"Hmm?"

Just then, Melissa caught a faint sound. A whimpering noise filled with distress.

"Let's go. There seems to be a problem."

The distance wasn't far—they could reach it in one or two minutes at a run.

*This is strange.*

She understood there was a problem, but it had occurred much sooner than expected. They were nowhere near the projected excavation distance.

When Melissa started running, the others followed. After about a minute of hurried footsteps, they saw a massive monster with a dejected expression, its back turned to them.

The monster resembled a mole overall. No, it was essentially a mole, just enormous with exceptionally sharp claws.

"What's the problem... Actually, no need to explain."

Melissa immediately understood the issue when she saw the dark red wall in front of them. It was a barrier—the massive barrier that had risen from the ground just before Optima gave the signal. They hadn't imagined it would extend underground as well.

"It seems this barrier is too much even for this little one. Sigh, I didn't think there'd be a wall it couldn't break through."

A small leech-like creature attached to the large mole monster's shoulder was speaking while wiggling its body.

"So that's Dolly. Hmm."

Jin Jae-han crossed his arms with a curious expression. He never imagined Dolly would be such a leech-like creature.

"We didn't ask Butterfly unnie because we were worried about detecting mana fluctuations. But now..."

The leech drooped downward, its voice filled with disappointment.

"Hmm. That's a problem for us too. If it takes significant power to break through something that doesn't even scratch from ordinary force..."

Ash spoke while looking at the mole monster's broken and missing claws. Any power beyond ordinary strength would involve substantial mana, which might reveal their underground presence to someone.

It was a difficult situation.

Boom! Suddenly, a massive vibration echoed. Everyone's attention turned to the barrier, where Raikerz was throwing punches.

Each blow was heavy—powerful enough to seriously injure an A-rank hero with a direct hit. Yet the barrier remained unmarked, showing just how solid it was.

"Ugh! Perhaps Lord Deltar could do it..."

Raikerz, who often spoke loudly with overflowing confidence, stopped punching and showed a dejected expression.

Just then—

Tap-tap-tap! The sound of someone running from the entrance echoed, drawing everyone's attention.

"Ah...!"

Han Chae-eun's face brightened as she recognized the first person approaching.

* * *

The heroes sprinted with all their might. They drew mana generously from their cores to strengthen their bodies as they ran. As they used mana, they sucked on the Magica Essential mana replenishment supplements they'd been supplied with.

The gel form made it easy to consume and highly effective, but it was extremely bitter, causing all the heroes to grimace.

"Is the barrier... regenerating?"

Optima, running at the front, widened her eyes. Despite being affected by the corruption magic, the barrier was gradually returning to its original state.

Looking beyond the dozens of layered barriers arranged at regular intervals, she could see that the parts where the corruption magic's effect was weaker had already been completely restored.

*Considering the barrier's recovery speed, small amounts of mana won't be enough.*

It had only been a few minutes. In just minutes, the towering barrier was returning to its original form. Even the closest barrier, which had a hole like a collapsed castle gate, had already recovered about 30%.

*I used quite a bit of mana with my finishing move earlier... Even if it's not much compared to my total mana, being forced to consume it like this is problematic.*

She might end up depleting all her mana if she wasn't careful. The fact that mana supplements had minimal effect on her was a significant disadvantage here. Nevertheless, she couldn't avoid using them entirely, so Optima pulled a mana supplement from her shadow and put it in her mouth.

*Plus, the mana coming in from the sanctuary effect is going to Virginia, not me. I need to find a way to minimize mana consumption...*

-Kieeeeek!!
-Kruk! Kraak!
-Kieek! Kik! Kiaaaaa!!

Suddenly, strange cries came from beyond the barrier. It was the hybrids. Dozens of them clung together, rushed toward the barrier, and began filling the hole in the barrier one by one with their bodies—like building a wall.

"What?!"

It was going from bad to worse. The creatures, stacked like a tower, began to merge with the barrier. Optima and the other heroes stopped in their tracks, staring blankly at this absurd scene that unfolded in mere seconds.

Thump! Thump!
The barrier, now integrated with the hybrids, pulsated as if alive, then gradually the pulsations slowed—as if the hybrids had completely become part of the barrier.

[Get back! Move back!]

A sudden communication came through. The heroes, who had been staring blankly at the barrier, quickly responded and retreated.

After confirming everyone had moved back, Optima deployed her corruption magic. Her magic formed a thick defensive shield covering the front.

Wheeee- BOOM!
A massive shell flew in and collided with the barrier. The shell, enhanced by Virginia's power, made the surrounding air vibrate heavily. The ground shook violently as if an earthquake had struck.

Dense dust obscured their vision.

"Hup!"

Optima extended her fist forward as she removed the shield, pushing the dust away to reveal what lay beyond. Crack! A large fracture had appeared in the barrier. Though not completely destroyed, it was clearly effective.

[Tsk! This wasn't enough...!]
"No, it's sufficient!"

Optima didn't miss this opportunity. She rushed toward the barrier that was already beginning to regenerate, and slapped her palm against it.

"Haa!"

Black mana spread from her palm into the crack. The mana, imbued with corruption magic, quickly penetrated deep inside, destroying the barrier from within.

"Let's cross over quickly!"
"Yes!"

The heroes moved swiftly at Optima's command. As she crossed the barrier, scanning both sides, Optima activated her communication device.

"Teams 4 and 5. How's your situation?"

She was concerned about the others, wondering if they had managed to cross as they had with artillery support.

[We're fine.]
[We're good here too.]

But Park Seung-ah and In Ha-ram's voices were surprisingly calm.

[We have some members who can manipulate ice and earth.]
[Same here, though we only have earth users.]
"...Huh?"

Optima wore a blank expression.

Teams 4 and 5 were using ice and earth to build walls and climb over the barrier. The only issue was that it took some time because the barrier was so high, but it wasn't insurmountable.

Optima ended the communication with the same blank expression.

"...This makes me look like I'm the only one who did something stupid."

Her dejected voice echoed. Utilizing heroes' abilities according to the situation—it was a basic action for a leader, but she had only thought about breaking through.

"Uuugh...!"

She felt belated embarrassment, worried that her team members might think she was foolish.

"It's okay. You did well."
"Hmph."

If not for Kim Se-won's consolation, she might have been unable to move for a while.

"...Let's go!"

Quickly composing herself, Optima ran toward the next barrier.

Ch.575 - Trash Falls From The Sky
Forward, ever forward.
Optima and the heroes once again sprinted at full speed toward the next barrier. They needed to approach as quickly as possible to overcome the nearly ten barriers lined up before them.

But the hybrids wouldn't let them approach quietly.

Beep-

A short beep sound was heard.

"Hybrids approaching from the front. Count is 58. Be careful."

It was Bloody White's radio transmission.
As soon as her voice was heard, the heroes slowed their pace and became highly alert. A group of hybrids that had appeared out of nowhere was rushing toward the heroes from the distance.

*When did they appear? No, there's something more important right now.*

Optima narrowed her eyes and roughly assessed the level of the approaching hybrids.

"Hybrids are so heartless."

Optima said with somewhat pitying eyes. The hybrids' level was somewhat inferior compared to those that had attacked the Academy District multiple times.

The stronger ones in the center.
The weaker ones on the periphery.
The formation was not much different from when they first saw Pandemonium.

The structure likely meant stronger enemies would appear closer to the center.

*At this level, the heroes can easily subdue them. I should probably conserve my magical power without using too much strength.*

After organizing her thoughts, Optima spoke.

"Everyone! Face the hybrids in pairs of two! We'll have to deal with many more hybrids going forward! Conserve your magical power as much as possible!"
"Yes!"

A resounding response came back immediately.
Optima's words were entirely reasonable. Even with magic replenishment potions, the quantity was limited. They couldn't waste them recklessly when they might need to consume large amounts of magical power at any moment.

The heroes formed impromptu teams with compatible partners and rushed forward to face the hybrids.

The battle began with Optima's fist.

"Hup!"

Bang! With a sound of air exploding, the upper body of a hybrid disappeared. As the remaining lower half collapsed lifelessly to the ground, three hybrids simultaneously pounced on Optima.

"Where do you—!"
"...!!"

Just as Optima was about to respond, sharp blades flew toward the hybrids. Moving elegantly as if each had its own will, the blades tore the hybrids to pieces.

The blood from the shredded hybrids was blocked by an invisible force before it could reach Optima.

"Ah...!!"

Optima's eyes widened.
She immediately knew who had done it. This was Kim Se-Won's power.
However, it wasn't the power she knew.
It had been fundamentally refined further.

"Um..."
"We don't have time for this."

Just as her lips parted to ask Kim Se-Won, his words made her close her mouth.

"Yes. You're right."

Optima nodded.
Kim Se-Won's calm tone made her recognize the situation again.

*There was a strange presence hiding among these weak ones.*

In the brief pause created after four hybrids were taken down at once, Optima scanned her surroundings. If there was a particularly strong individual hiding, she needed to identify and deal with it.

"There it is."

Her discovery was quick.
An individual trying to swing its claws, taking advantage of the gap while other heroes were steadily dealing with hybrids.
Its expression, filled with greed and ecstasy, was the kind of vile look typically worn by cowards.

Optima stomped on the ground after spotting her target.

"GRAAAAAAAH!"
"!! Huh...?"

But that creature was already in tatters.
By the time she reached her target, blades had already cruelly violated the hybrid's body.

Optima turned around and looked at him with an incredulous expression.
Kim Se-Won, who was extending his hand toward her, was looking for his next target with an expressionless face.

*Strange.*

It was strange. He had become strong to an unusual degree.

It wasn't that his power had grown rapidly.
Rather, his method of handling his power had grown incomparably.
In just a few days.

This shouldn't be possible.
It was only possible because of something.

*Could it be?*

Then, a possibility flashed through her mind.
It couldn't be because of the artifact.
Rather, a few days ago over the weekend, Kim Se-Won had disappeared alone.

He had said in advance that he had something to do, but for two days, there was no response despite sending over 200 calls and messages.
Something must have happened during those two days.

"Se-Won, you..."

Anxiety swirled in Optima's chest.
This wasn't power gained for free. He had paid some price.

What could it have been?
As she crushed approaching hybrids with her fist surrounded by corruption magic, Optima wore a worried expression.

The battle was brief.

"Is everyone alright?"

About 50 hybrids were now all corpses rolling on the ground.

"No problems at all!"
"It's all thanks to the devices. Those hybrids writhed in agony just from a slight touch."

Despite Optima's worried words, the heroes wore confident expressions.

The first mass battle was surprisingly easy.
Their trained strength, the power of the devices, and their practiced coordination meant that while there were minor injuries, no one had suffered major wounds.
Naturally, magical power consumption was also minimized.

"That's good then."

Optima felt relieved and turned around.
She closed her eyes tightly and spread her magical power.

*If hybrids are gathering already, there's likely to be more coming.*

Sonar.
Though it couldn't compare to Bloody White's range, she used her power to independently identify nearby hybrids over a sufficiently wide area.

"...We'll continue forward."

After finishing her assessment of the enemy and checking the heroes' condition once more, Optima moved.

"Teams 4 and 5 are following at quite a distance according to plan. Nothing's approaching them. But beyond that barrier, it's crawling with enemies."
"So that was just a warm-up."
"Yeah. Something like that."

Kim Se-Won, who had naturally approached Optima's side, recognized that the real challenge was about to begin and decided to take out the Mirror of Secrets whenever needed.

Optima noticed this but couldn't stop him.
Right now, they needed to borrow even such ominous power.

Besides, the situation wasn't in her favor.
Optima recited the situation she had assessed with her sonar.

"But I don't think those holed up will just sit still."

As Optima finished speaking, something rose into the sky from beyond the wall.

They were entities rising up using various forms of wings.
Just what was visible: hundreds of them.
Flying creatures covering the entire barrier were watching the heroes from the sky.
The same was true on the opposite side.
The hybrids were also targeting the monsters that would be rushing toward the center around this time.

"We'll ignore them and run."

Optima's decision was quick.
The reason was clear.
It was thanks to the presence of Team 6 that they had left behind initially.

As soon as Optima finished speaking, hundreds of magical energy shots flew in from far behind her.
The magical energy was very sharp.
Not bombardment, but sniping.

It was the sniping of heroes and monsters responsible for the rear.

"KIEEEEK!!"
"KIAAAAK!"
"KRAAAK!!"

With shrill screams, several hybrids fell to the ground under the barrage of shots fired at regular intervals.
This happened before they could even attempt an attack.

The precise sniping, which seemed indiscriminate, was incredibly reassuring.
Now it was their turn to infiltrate the barrier and stir things up.

"Now if we rush in and induce chaos... Huh?"

Whoosh! Something flew over the barrier.
Whatever it was, it fell from the high barrier to the ground below.
Thud! The horrific sound of flesh being embedded was heard dozens, hundreds of times.

Whatever had flown over the barrier fell far short of reaching the heroes. Rather, it fell almost clinging to the barrier itself.

Optima and the heroes looked with blank expressions at what had flown from inside the barrier.

"Stop. We need to observe the situation."

Optima extended her hand to restrict the heroes' movements.
Her instinct told her this wasn't something that needed to be dealt with immediately.

Optima's eyes watched what had fallen from the barrier.
It was a familiar object. The corpses of hybrids that had been flying in the sky until just moments ago.

Crunch! Crunch-crunch!

A bizarre sound was heard.
Something was attached to their bodies.
A black tumor-like mass was attached near the heart, pulsating and burrowing inward.

"What on earth is..."

As if throwing them away immediately after death wasn't enough, they had attached some unknown object.
The heroes swallowed hard with shocked expressions.

That's when it happened.

Splatter!!
Long tentacles extended from the hybrids' corpses. Dozens of tentacles that appeared amid blood and flesh shooting into the sky plunged into the ground and continued to fall endlessly downward.

Eventually, as if connected to something, they rapidly swelled in size.

Their form changed.
It was a flower.

"KIIIIIIIIIIII!!!"
"Ugh!"

The flower bloomed with a bizarre sound.
The heroes covered their ears. The sound was so grotesque that it was unbearable without covering them.

With furrowed brows and narrowed vision, they observed the situation. The flower that bloomed from the hybrid corpse took a form that made one think, "This is truly hybrid-like."

In the center of the petals, instead of the expected stamens and pistils, there was a mouth with teeth exposed.

They climbed up the barrier and settled.
As if the barrier were soil, they established themselves haphazardly.
The flowers took root in the barrier like veins sprouting on an arm.
The entire barrier looked as if blood vessels had sprouted on it, creating a hideous appearance.

"Th-that...!"

Optima felt a sense of unease that they shouldn't remain still.
And that unease became reality.

Splat! The flowers attached to the barrier began spitting out countless needles.
From the high barrier downward. They began to rain down toward the heroes.

Ch.576 - Trash Belongs In The Trash Bin
In an instant, my field of vision filled with viscous green slime.

Optima realized immediately that the incoming saliva looked extremely sticky and dangerous.
It was indiscriminate and countless. The sheer number was too overwhelming to deflect one by one.

*If I could get closer, it would be easier to deal with, but I can't even do that.*

Rather than attacking immediately, it would be better to defend against this shower of acidic liquid while looking for an opportunity.
Just as Optima was about to deploy her transmutation magic—
Sizzle! From behind came the sound of something dissolving. It sounded like meat cooking on a hot grill.

"Aaaaargh!"

Turning around quickly, she saw a female hero from the 2nd Division clutching her arm and trembling.

*That person is a telekinetic like Se-Won... Don't tell me?*

Optima realized what had happened.
It was feedback.
She must have tried to block those things with telekinesis and suffered the reverse effect.
Attempting to block with insufficient power had completely pierced her telekinetic barrier, causing a rare feedback phenomenon.

"Tch!"

Optima clicked her tongue and lowered her stance.
The acidic liquid had already reached right in front of her.

"4th Division! 5th Division! What's your situation?"

She activated her communication device while urgently placing her palm on the ground. Whoosh! The transmutation magic emanating from her hand created a black curtain that enveloped the heroes' front line.

[This is the 4th Division! We can't approach!]
[Same with the 5th Division! That plant's range is too long. It's keeping us at bay!]

Tap! Tap-tap-tap! The acidic liquid that collided with the transmutation magic turned into ordinary water, soaking the ground.
Optima watched as the surrounding area became covered in water, then raised her head.
There was no sign of the creatures' assault ending.

*How is this possible? Are they receiving an infinite supply of fuel?*

Optima's field of vision narrowed. Her narrowed gaze scanned the barrier.

*Is that really it?*

The roots extended by the plant made from hybrid corpses continued to undulate, appearing to receive something from the barrier.

*At this rate, we'll be dried up and dead.*

It was hopeless.
Even though Optima's magical power was incomparably vast, it was clear that in a prolonged war of attrition, they would be at a disadvantage.

The heroes' faces darkened. Everyone understood the current situation.
Unable to advance or retreat, they would die in isolation.
They would meet a futile end without anyone knowing how they died.

Despite their resolve, their bodies trembled as death approached.

*The heroes are becoming unsettled.*

Optima assessed the heroes' condition and gritted her teeth.
There had to be some solution.
Finding that solution was her role.

*Optima could... but there's no proper way to handle that much acidic liquid.*

"Inhale— Exhale—"

Kim Se-Won took a short deep breath after seeing Optima's urgent expression.
At times like this, it was crucial to maintain composure. Though difficult, he tried his best to stay calm.
After about 10 seconds, he reached a mental state similar to his usual one.

*I never thought his memories would help at a time like this.*

A bitter smile formed involuntarily.
The reason he could regain his composure so quickly was thanks to the memories from another timeline embedded in Kim Se-Won's mind.

*It's not just insufficient power—even with strong power, there's no way to block that volume of attacks. Still, abilities other than telekinesis don't suffer from feedback. Then...!*

There was something bothering him.
Optima's transmutation magic could turn that acidic liquid into harmless water.
Why was she only using it for a defensive barrier?

The answer came quickly.
She couldn't move.

If it were just Optima alone, she could ignore defense and charge forward, but she had numerous heroes depending on her.

She had proudly declared she wouldn't let anyone die, so that was even more the case.

*Right. If we move away from Optima, that defensive barrier will disappear. That distance is probably the same as the current distance between us and the barrier.*

It was a distance that made a grown man look like a small ball.

"In that case, I have to step up."

The answer in his mind was revised.
Other heroes were also trying to maintain composure, but it still took time.
Kim Se-Won, who had countless memories of even more desperate situations forcibly implanted in him, was the anomaly.

This war was one where every second counted. A war that needed to end quickly.
And the price to pay for ending it quickly was substantial.

Kim Se-Won shifted his gaze.
He saw Optima's small shoulders, still unable to find an answer.
Tap. He lightly tapped her shoulder and stepped forward.

"..."

However, she seemed too preoccupied to notice such a light touch.
No choice then.
Kim Se-Won leaned his upper body forward.

"I'm going."

Smooch.
Kim Se-Won's lips touched Optima's cheek.

"Huh?!"

Optima was startled, finally coming to her senses with wide-open eyes.
Her face turned bright red.
Unsure if this was a dream or reality, she touched her cheek where his lips had been.

It wasn't a dream. It was reality.
In this chaotic situation, Kim Se-Won had kissed her...!

But there was no time to say anything about it.
In front of her was Kim Se-Won's broad back.
His hair was rapidly changing color.
White. As if the pigment had been drained, lifeless white hair caught her eye.

Magic power surged from his outstretched hand.
One layer, two layers, three layers... Under the protection of transmutation magic, dozens of thin membranes were created and overlapped as if they were one.

The combined telekinetic force resembled a small lens. Like one side of eyeglasses.

"..."

Gulp. Kim Se-Won already winced at the intense pain to come.
Nevertheless, his decision remained unchanged.
The telekinetic force that escaped from inside the transmutation magic to the outside rapidly expanded in size.

Whoosh! Eventually, it grew large enough to cover the entire area.
The shape of the telekinetic force was, if anything, like a basin.
The telekinetic force advanced quickly, receiving acidic liquid with its entire body, peeling away the membrane layer by layer in real time.

"Urgh...!"

He gritted his teeth.
Each time a layer was peeled off by the acidic liquid, feedback hit his body.

Starting from his outstretched palm, his skin began to turn red and peel away.
The pain was so extreme that his eyes became bloodshot. It felt like throwing himself into boiling oil.

"Kuh, aaaaargh!!"

The advance of his telekinetic force didn't stop. It collected the acidic liquid spat out by the flowers on the wall and sprayed it back at them.
Splash!

-Keeeeeeeeek!!

Shrill screams filled the area. They were loud and sharp enough to burst eardrums.

The acidic liquid they had shot was now dissolving their own bodies.
However, they seemed to have resistance to the acid itself, as the injuries weren't severe. As soon as the acidic liquid assault ended, they slumped down, trembling and quickly beginning to recover.

"Now!"
"Yes!"

Optima was the first to respond to Kim Se-Won's voice.
Her figure, which had been protecting the heroes, quickly moved forward.
There was no more acidic liquid blocking her path. Only the wall with temporarily withered flowers remained.

*A strong strike. Now's not the time to worry about magical power.*

She clenched her fist.
Explosive magical power gushed from her core, enveloping her entire body.
It took only 2 seconds to reach the barrier from her original position.

"Huh!"
"What speed...!"

By the time the heroes had regained their senses in astonishment, Optima had already arrived at the barrier.

Boom! Her small fist struck the barrier.
It was a powerful blow that went beyond breaking—it pulverized it.

Crack, crack-crack-crack!!
Her strike created huge cracks in the barrier.
Following that, black energy from her transmutation magic seeped through the cracks, beginning to collapse the barrier from the inside.

And the transmutation magic spread through the places where the cracks met the plants' roots.

-Kraaaaaaah!!

The plants began to scream simultaneously. They were being destroyed from the inside.
It was the agony of having the very elements that composed them transformed into something else, making regeneration impossible.

*Bitch!*

But the hybrids inside the barrier didn't just stand by.
As soon as the barrier collapsed, hybrids began pouring out.
Since not just a part but more than half of the barrier had collapsed, hybrids appeared from all directions.

"Hup!"

Optima, who had withdrawn her fist, swung her leg. The hybrids in her path were cut in half and collapsed.

[We're joining in!]

The 4th and 5th Divisions, who had been waiting for this moment, rushed in.
Watching this, Kim Se-Won raised his voice.

"We're going too! Everyone follow me!"
"C-Captain, your arm..."

His arm had melted halfway, exposing bone.
Even with the sanctuary's recovery effect, he was in a state where death from shock wouldn't be surprising.

"Captain! Your hair! Why is it like that?!"

Moreover, Kim Se-Won's head had changed.
His eyes shone quietly. Very ominous and ephemeral, as if they might disappear if you looked away for a moment.
Dark circles had formed under his eyes, showing how much he had suffered, and his hair had turned completely white.

"Don't worry about it. It's trivial."

But Kim Se-Won's response was cold.
Treating his body as merely a tool, he rushed forward even though he hadn't fully recovered.
The heroes had no choice but to follow him.

And so, the second barrier collapsed.

Ch.577 - Trash Disposal Facility Operating Normally
"Are you really okay?"

A worried voice reaches my ears.

"I'm fine. This much is nothing."

I nodded with a carefree voice.
Even as I watch the hazy smoke, magical light, and rising debris in the distance, my confidence remains unwavering.

I raise my hand and place it on my chest.
Thump. Thump. The steady beating of my heart and the magic I feel within it.
The magic in my core was growing even at this moment. This meant they were successfully dealing with the hybrids.

"But still—"
"However, I am concerned about the heroes' mental state."

I cut off Senior Ji-Yeon who was about to say something and continue my thoughts.

"Judging by their pace of advance, something unexpected happened. It seems to have affected their mental state."

That green rain visible even from this distance.
Those who experienced it directly must have felt despair vividly.
They must have seen death rushing up to their faces with a grin.

No one is unafraid of death. Some may temporarily look away, but no one can help trembling in fear when facing the terror of death.
This is a natural law for all beings who have been given life.

Yet I can't heartlessly tell them to just endure and push them forward.
According to reports, there were no actual casualties, but still.

"Senior, could I ask you a favor?"

I make a request to the person who had spoken to me.
Right now, we need someone like a savior who can firmly hold the heroes' mental state together.

Yoo Ji-Yeon.
The woman who was the youngest S-rank before me.
Her sword strikes would be quite effective in breaking through that solid barrier.

"Sure. Leave it to me."

Senior Ji-Yeon nodded as if she had been waiting for my words.
But her voice isn't entirely cheerful. Some lingering reluctance remains.

I smile brightly at her.

"I'll be fine. After all, I'm the ideal support."

A unique existence who can protect herself while providing wide-range support.
That's Magical Girl Virginia.
That's me.

"Haha. That's right."

Senior Ji-Yeon gave a bitter smile as if suddenly realizing something, while caressing her sword.
Her hesitation seemed to have lessened.
That's good enough.

"Se-Won. Don't push yourself too hard."

I whisper quietly while infusing Senior Ji-Yeon with enhancement magic that uses considerable magical power.
Even with someone else present, I couldn't help but worry about my boyfriend.



* * *



After breaking down the second barrier, there was nothing left but to advance.

"Don't spare the magic replenishers! Burn all the hybrid corpses completely!"
"Yes, sir!"

Optima's loud voice continuously echoed.
The heroes followed without question.

Partly to shake off the anxiety that had seeped into their hearts, and partly because they too felt uneasy about leaving those corpses alone.
Hadn't they witnessed the corpses transform into acidic weapons right before their eyes?
They would have done it even without Optima's orders.

"Se-Won..."

While handling hybrid corpses with her transmutation magic, Optima glanced sideways.
Kim Se-Won was using telekinesis to move corpses for easier disposal.
His hair had returned to its original black color.
His arm, which had melted earlier, had long been restored thanks to the Sacred Zone.

"How much more are you planning to push yourself?"

She utters meaningless words that won't reach him.
Don't overdo it? That's asking the impossible.
This war itself was the very definition of excessive. A war that demanded voluntary sacrifice from all participants.
A battlefield where reckless attacks risking death were expected.
Despite knowing this, Optima couldn't help but worry about Kim Se-Won.

The excuse that he was the first to do something reckless was just that—an excuse. It was simply because he was her boyfriend.

*That face...*

Optima fixed her gaze on his face, which she had only meant to glance at.
He looked quite composed.
But was the composure on Kim Se-Won's face genuine?
At first glance, his face seemed like that of someone hiding an ace up his sleeve.
A composure that comes from having something yet to be revealed.

"An artifact that temporarily summons your strongest self, your future self. If only the side effects weren't so severe."

Summoning a being stronger than yourself, especially one identical to you, comes with risks.
It erodes your memories.

How many more times will Kim Se-Won use that artifact?
No, what other hidden cards might he be concealing?
Optima felt like she had a fish bone stuck in her throat.

"No. I just need to do well. I need to prevent such situations from happening."

The word "awakening" flickers in her mind.
She feels more impatient than ever.
If she doesn't awaken, Se-Won might push himself too hard, resulting in his death.
This thought makes her anxious.

"Huff."

Optima let out a short sigh.
She knew that being anxious like this wouldn't do any good.
Swoosh! The magic she had spread out beforehand absorbed magic from the hybrid corpses through threads.
Even though they were corpses, the magic in their cores remained, and she was absorbing it.

"We've pretty much burned everything."
"Good work, everyone."

As a result of burning the corpses without regard for magic reserves, all the hybrid corpses inside the second barrier had turned into charcoal.

[All out?]

Just then, a familiar voice reached Optima's ears.

"Yes, that's right."

Even though what had run out wasn't specified, the conversation between the two girls continued.

[I've sent reinforcements. Wait there for a bit. They'll arrive soon.]
"Got it. —Let's take a short rest here. I'll handle the watch."

Optima shouted in response to Virginia's words.
The reinforcements were those tasked with bringing some food, water, and magic replenishers.
It was a role usually assigned to lower-ranked heroes or students drafted from academies.

At her words, everyone hesitated before plopping down.
They too understood.
That they needed to rest like this, even if just for a moment.
It wasn't for physical rest but for mental stability.

The black curtain Optima had spread out covered the heroes. A transmutation magic curtain that blocked most physical elements.
It had protected them from the green liquid earlier, so the heroes could feel at ease.

*As expected, the situation isn't good.*

Optima worried as she watched the heroes who had sat down and started talking among themselves.

The situation wasn't good.
Thanks to the Sacred Zone and magic replenishers, the heroes' bodies and magic were fine.
But they were clearly mentally strained.
Though they tried to pretend otherwise, the acid shower attack earlier had mentally pushed the heroes to their limits.

So their reactions were natural.
If it hadn't been for Kim Se-Won's reckless wit and Optima's strike to match it, they would have been helplessly subjected to the acid shower.
The fear of death had approached too easily.

"And we're not even close to the center yet."
"Are you okay?"
"Yes. I'm fine."
"...Really?"

Kim Se-Won, who had approached without notice, spoke to Optima from beside her.
His words were tinged with genuine concern for her.
Just like how she had worried about him earlier.

*We're the same.*

This simple realization was quite welcome. It somehow gave her strength.

"Really!"

Optima nodded with a bright smile.
Smiling brightly, she chatted with Kim Se-Won during this brief rest.
Even so, her gaze moved here and there. She had to keep her promise to watch their surroundings.

*This is just the beginning.*

Optima's gaze turned toward the barriers stretching far away.

How strong would the hybrids be beyond those?
What horrific defensive measures would greet them?
It was natural that stronger hybrids would be closer to the center. Though it might be manageable now, many lives could be lost in a moment of carelessness.
In just one attack. The possibility of an attack so strong that the Sacred Zone couldn't heal it was that much greater.

*I have to do it. Even if I die, I'll end this war with my own hands.*

She quietly clenched her fist.
A resolve secretly etched in her heart.
Even if she hadn't awakened, even if she wouldn't in the future, she would use everything she had to protect these people, those within her reach.

End the war in just a day. Or a few days.
Annihilate those who had nothing but enemies stronger than the people here.

An impossible task.
Yet it had to be done.
In just one year. A race that could grow powerful enough to devour all of humanity in just one year.
No matter how desperate the odds, this absurd situation offered only this one chance.

*I can do it.*

So she firmly resolved.

*Somehow. By any means necessary.*

Glancing at Kim Se-Won with a nonchalant expression, she resolved again.
The future version of Kim Se-Won that he had shown must have stemmed from her death.
To prevent such a process. To ensure the man before her wouldn't need to throw himself into putrid sewage.

[Analysis complete.]

Just then, a welcome voice was heard.
The voice of Bloody White, in charge of detection.

Whoosh! A hologram window appeared before Optima.
On the 3D map showing the overall layout of Pandemonium, three large red dots were marked.

[These red dots indicate the locations of Muk-Si-Ja's Servants.]
"Uh..."

Optima stared blankly at one spot.
Besides the red dots, there were also several large blue dots on the map.
Judging by their positions, they must be the locations of heroes and monsters.

"Is it coming...?"

And she could see one red dot rapidly approaching their position.

Ch.578 - Retainer Appears!
Too fast. Way too fast.

"And the same goes for this side."

Bloody White's calm voice reached me. She still had composure.

*Gresorion is one thing, but we're the problem.*

Optima shifted her gaze toward the direction where the Servant was presumably approaching.
She could feel an enormous magical power drawing near.

"It's not just one."

Countless presences touched Optima's sonar.
There had been many detected before, but they had remained still as if observing the situation. In contrast, the newly appeared presences were approaching directly, targeting her exact location.

She switched screens to view the information Bloody White was sharing in real-time.
Not just showing the Servant, but a map of all the hybrids.

A large red dot led the way, followed by smaller dots.
Counting quickly, there appeared to be around 100 of them.

"If they show up this quickly...!"

Is that good? Or bad?
It was hard to tell.
She couldn't be intimidated by the approaching presences. Behind her were the heroes she had brought to this battlefield.

A smile spread across her lips.
Optima closed her eyes gently and strongly stimulated the core inside her body.
Thump! The sound of her heartbeat reached her ears.

Whoosh! Dense magical power erupted from her back.
Wing-like branches extending from her back began to undulate.
Overdrive – Fanaticism.
Conserving magical power in front of an opponent who could never be underestimated was unacceptable.

Boom!
The ground shook. The increasingly close, heavy footsteps were surely made by the approaching Servant and its minions.

"Haaah-"

Optima took a deep breath and pulled back her fist.
Magical power concentrated in her fist. Vicious energy that would leave nothing behind upon contact writhed as if about to burst forth at any moment.

[Detected configured magical composition. Initiating composition transformation sequence.]

Just then, a woman's voice came from the back of Optima's hand.
It was Optima's personal device.

The device immediately interfered with the magical power concentrated in her fist.
Screech- Screeeeech-
The magical power, which would explode if handled incorrectly, transformed with an eerie sound.
Eventually, the magical power became a black longsword in Optima's hand.

"Phew."

Confirming the transformation was complete, Optima gripped the sword with both hands.
It was an unfamiliar stance.

"..."

After a moment's consideration, she changed her posture.
It was hardly a stance for wielding a sword.
But that didn't matter.
It was disposable anyway.
So the stance didn't matter.

"Is that..."
"Isn't that a batting stance?"

The watching heroes were equally shocked by Optima's stance.

"Everyone get out of the way!"

Optima pretended not to hear them and deliberately shouted loudly.

Why was she suddenly telling them to move?

"Hey! Hey! Over there! Let's go there! Hurry!"
"Y-yeah."

A hero who quickly caught on moved the others to the left.
Noticing their movement, Optima took another deep breath.

*I can see it.*

It was becoming visible now.
What appeared at the front was a monster itself.
Which of The Mute One's Servants could it be? There was no need to distinguish, but it had a humanoid appearance like Aleph.

It was a mass of muscle with bulging veins all over its body.

"Hup!"

Seeing the rough black hair that reached its wings, Optima swung her sword.
As she swung, a black beam shot from the tip of the sword, making the blade absurdly long.

The widely swung sword spread out.
Everything in the sword's path quickly rotted and crumbled, rushing toward the approaching hybrids.

Boom! With a heavy sound like massive buildings colliding, thick dust obscured the view.

*I cut it!*

Though she couldn't feel it, she sensed magical power approaching her from far away. Evidence that she had killed hybrids.

Eventually, Optima's swing was completed.
At the end of her arm's range of motion, the sword's form crumbled and disappeared cleanly as if it had never existed.

"With this, the numbers should be somewhat..."

Screech!

Just as Optima was about to prepare for battle with relief, a black line shot toward her from the dust cloud.

"What's that?!"

Optima's eyes widened.
She immediately directed her wings from her back to the front. The tips of her wings transformed into a curved barrier, beginning to deflect the incoming magical power.

"Ugh...!"

Optima frowned at the overwhelming pressure.
Crash! The sound of something being shaved off could be heard.

"This much just to deflect it...?"

She knew whose magical power this was.
It was her own.
Annoyingly, the hybrid seemed to have absorbed Optima's power, combined it with its own, and sent it back.

The deflected magical power fell behind her like sparks. Crack! Crack! Terrifying sounds of the ground exploding where the magic touched could be heard.

"What a pathetic trick!"

Before the pouring magical power had subsided, a deep, thick voice was heard.
Boom! A massive fist collided with the barrier Optima had created.

Optima's light body was instantly sent flying backward. Her wings quickly extended downward, scraping the ground as she landed.

"Hmph."

The hybrid that had been leading was now before her. Steam was rising from the black horns at both ends of its forehead.

*So that's how it shot it back.*

Her composure lasted only until this thought.
She countered the thick extended fist with her small one.

"Ugh...!"

Upon impact, she felt her arm bones being crushed. She quickly surrounded herself with magical power to accelerate healing while continuing to push back.

"Pretty good for someone so small. But you know what?"

The creature sneered at Optima.

"Have you gotten weaker?"

The massive fist pushed against Optima with even greater force.
Optima gritted her teeth. It felt like her arm would be completely crushed.

The two fists, which had maintained equilibrium for a brief moment, gradually began to give way.
Naturally, it was Optima who was being pushed back.

Crack!

"Aagh!"

With a horrifying sound, Optima's body was thrown backward. The fist she had been opposing was now in tatters.

"Ha, hahahahaha!! Yes! This is how weak you should be! Even for a newborn, what we experienced before was abnormal! Magic girl! This Bet will turn you into minced meat before you reach Aleph!"

The Mute One's Servant, Bet, had thick spikes protruding from his fist.
That was why Optima's fist was in tatters.

"Ugh...!!"

Optima frowned at the intense pain shooting straight to her brain.
Her head was spinning.
The pain clouded her judgment.

Crack!

*Fight pain with pain!*

Optima bit her lip and extended her wings downward again.
She regained her balance in mid-air and landed on the ground.
Her hand, which had been in tatters, had already returned to normal.

*His minions have arrived too.*

She could see all sorts of hybrids running behind Bet. The heroes were on high alert, ready to face them.

"Seriously."

Optima shook her now-healed hand. She shook off the blood that had soaked her arm and casually wiggled her fingers.

"I wondered how much stronger you'd gotten, but is this it? Even a newborn grows faster than this. You weakling. How can you not break one fragile arm? Are those muscles just for show? You're truly pathetic. You're not even a water balloon."

Optima's eyes and the corners of her mouth curved.
Just looking at her made one feel an urge to punch her, a feeling of loathsomeness.

"You... bitch...!!"

Bet's muscles twitched as he gritted his teeth. His thigh muscles contracted greatly before expanding, instantly closing the distance with Optima.
Boom! Once again, the two fists collided.

*Good.*

Relief briefly mixed into Optima's gaze.

"Oh?"

Bet didn't miss that look.
His bloodshot eyes took on a strange light.
He shifted his gaze, becoming aware of the heroes behind him.

"I see. That's it."

Crash! His leg struck the ground. No, he dug up the ground with his toe.
The spot where Optima had been standing flew into the air and sailed behind Bet.

"!!!!"

It happened in an instant.
While Optima was startled with wide eyes, Bet flew toward her and raised his leg.

"Everything should be shared fairly! Don't you agree?"

Crack! As he brought his leg down, the ground where Optima stood rapidly collapsed.

"Gah?!"
"Optima!"

Kim Se-Won, who had been facing a hybrid, shouted.
The ground Optima had been standing on instantly turned to powder. She surely couldn't have escaped unharmed.

"But I've changed my mind! You're not even worth my time!"

Bet shouted as he landed on the ground. At his words, the hybrids stepped back and snickered.

"I'll give you a gift, you pitiful thing. A gift called 'gang slaughter'!"

Boom! Boom! Bet stomped on the ground.
Each time he stomped, the surroundings shook violently.

"Meanwhile, I'll enjoy some gang slaughter too."

With a sneer, Bet's gaze swept over the heroes.
This was perfect for someone who cherished her subordinates.

Indeed, what expression would she make when shown the massacre of her subordinates?
Just imagining it made him feel good.

Bet stomped the ground a few more times, then finally struck it with his fist.
Crash! The ground split open, creating a huge hole.
At Bet's signal, three of his strongest subordinates nodded and jumped into the hole.

"Ugh...!"

Optima frowned as she saw them approaching her.
She could guess what Bet was aiming for.
Those creatures either had the power to defeat her or could stall for a long time.

"You don't need to come up. I'll come down. Just stay there and enjoy yourself."

Optima scanned her surroundings and reached out. She needed to climb back up and stop him.
But the creatures that had jumped into the hole wouldn't allow it.
Just as Optima's wings were about to embed in the outer wall of the hole, they swung their arms and created a large hole in that wall.

*So I have to fall like this?*

The snickering creatures.
They seemed to be saying that no matter how much she struggled, she would only fall.
At that moment.

"I can't let that happen."

A cold voice echoed.
Shock filled the hybrids' faces.

"You have to come with me."

Someone else was in Optima's place.
He had his hand stretched forward.
In his hand was a crumbling stone.

"...Huh?"
"What?! Tsk! Useless action!"

Optima, who had been falling, wore a blank expression at the sudden change in her position.
Bet followed with a frown. His gaze swept the surroundings.

One was missing.
He didn't know who, but someone had switched places with Optima.
Optima also scanned her surroundings.

"Se-won...?"

And her hollow voice revealed who was missing.

Ch.579 - Fall
The ground shook with a thunderous boom as the mole-like monster led the way, with the special unit following behind through the tunnel. Any trace of their earlier struggle at the barrier had completely vanished.

"Phew. I really thought the mission was going to fail," Han Chae-Eun sighed with relief as she spoke to the girl walking beside her.

"No, you should thank Kim Se-Won, not me. He reached out to me during the operation, saying I'd be needed."

The girl was surprisingly giving credit to someone else rather than taking it herself.

"Se-Won? Hmm...?"

Chae-Eun tilted her head at the unexpected name. The one who had dissolved the barrier blocking their path was this girl, Go Su-Ah.

While she was grateful for Su-Ah's sudden appearance, she hadn't imagined it was because of Kim Se-Won.

"Speaking of him... Kim Se-Won."
"Yeah?"

As Chae-Eun's confusion lingered, Su-Ah changed the subject. Her face also showed deep concern.

"Doesn't he seem... different? Like something about him has changed. His whole vibe feels more... intense."
"Does he?"

Chae-Eun tilted her head again. The Kim Se-Won she had seen seemed no different than usual. He appeared slightly tense before the battle, but that was all.

"Are you sure you're not imagining things?"

Having been friends for over two years, she would have noticed if he had truly changed. She wasn't so oblivious that she would miss such a transformation.

"Anyway, is the battle manageable enough to bring a valuable spirit speaker to this remote place? Se-Won wouldn't have acted alone... Eun-Ha and Yu-Bin must have approved it too. If that's the case, maybe it really is manageable."

"I don't know about humanity, but for us Gresorians, there's nothing to worry about," Melissa replied.

"Haha! Just as Melissa said! With my master Deltar here, there's absolutely nothing to worry about! Nothing at all!" Lykarz chimed in.

"Deltar... is that person really that strong?" Chae-Eun asked.

Jin Jae-Han and Ash reacted to her question. The implication that someone was powerful enough to earn monsters' respect also meant they could potentially become enemies later. Meanwhile, Kim Woo-Jin nodded, seemingly aware of Deltar's strength.

Melissa, however, didn't seem interested in elaborating.

"Yes. Those who worry will only end up at a disadvantage. Anyway, we don't have time to dawdle. We've fallen behind, so let's catch up."

She abruptly ended the conversation with that brief answer.

"She seems really worried."
"Right?"

Chae-Eun and Su-Ah exchanged glances as they watched Melissa walk ahead. Despite her intellectual beauty, she was undeniably a monster. The tail on her backside drooped and swayed gently, betraying her true feelings.

"Tch. Then I'll just..."

After failing to get answers three times, Chae-Eun's curiosity drove her to investigate herself. Though she couldn't know everything, she had a way to deduce the general situation.

"Huh? This...!"

Chae-Eun's exclamation echoed through the tunnel. Though she tried to keep her voice down, the cave's acoustics carried it easily. The group stopped and turned their attention to her.

"What's wrong? Did something else happen?"
"Look at this!"

Chae-Eun turned her screen toward everyone in response to Su-Ah's question.

"A horde of hybrids is rushing toward Jae-Yu's position! And the situation doesn't look good."

The situation was indeed concerning. Though they couldn't see the details, the movement of dots on the map was troubling. The red dots and blue dots weren't intermingling—it was as if the red dots had complete dominance, remaining stationary.

"And... this."

With Chae-Eun's gesture, the map changed from a 2D top-down view to a 3D format. A hole that shouldn't exist became visible. And inside that hole were three red dots representing enemies and one blue dot representing an ally, all falling.

* * *

Crumble. The stone in his hand completely disintegrated into dust.

"Everything's going according to plan so far. ...Thank you, Don-Hil."

Kim Se-Won expressed gratitude to someone who wasn't present. Falling through the seemingly bottomless hole, he realized that his earlier reckless actions had meaning after all.

Not just one, but four. Se-Won, who had done the insane task of storing the magical energy of all existing magical girls in his core, could temporarily borrow their powers through the magical crystals they had given him.

The efficiency was terrible and single-use. Plus, the magical girl herself had to carefully create the crystal. It was an inferior version of Yang Se-Hee's abilities. But thanks to that, Se-Won had been able to swap positions with Optima.

*Space magic would be so overpowered if I could use it properly.*

Se-Won smirked, remembering how he once poked Don-Hil's sensitive area with a small stone. Though he claimed it was for survival, it was incredibly reckless—practically begging to be killed.

"Kyahahahaha!"

Se-Won's gaze fell on the hybrids following him down. The bottom was getting closer. The creatures had already adapted to the darkness, their eyes widening and tearing at the corners as they stared directly at him.

*One of those three? Probably.*

Fragmentary memories flashed through his mind. Se-Won gritted his teeth and pulled something from his pocket.

Whoosh!

His telekinesis drew numerous blades from his pocket and sent them rushing toward the hybrids.

*Give me your power! Mirror of Secret Wishes!*

The Mirror of Secret Wishes emerged from Se-Won's chest and activated.

"I'm a weak guy! So I'll use any trick I can!"

His hair turned pure white. The magical energy in his core became more abundant, empowering him.

The creatures were simply falling through the massive hole Vet had created. They were defenseless—at least for now. Se-Won was the only one who could use his powers here.

*If I hold back, I won't be able to kill anything. Go all out from the start!*

Click-clack! The flying blades assembled into sharp awls. The dozens of remaining blades and fifteen assembled awls targeted the creature directly in front of Se-Won.

Whoosh! His telekinesis launched the awls with full force, aiming to pierce the creature's heart. The following blades tore into its body.

Slash! As soon as he heard the sharp sound of flesh being torn, Se-Won returned to normal. The awls disassembled back into blades and returned to his pocket.

He felt his attack connect, but couldn't tell if it was fatal or lethal. Having used up all the magical energy he could draw at once, he didn't even have enough left to enhance his vision.

What mattered was that he was doing everything he could.

"Tsk!"
*Almost there.*

Se-Won clicked his tongue while drawing magical energy from his core again. He could faintly see the creatures. Though his back was turned, he could feel they were approaching the bottom.

The massive tunnel Vet had created was filled with mounds of dirt and stones—the material that had formed the ground before the hole existed.

Whoosh! He pushed himself away with telekinesis, then pushed sideways again. His body flew rapidly to the side, avoiding collision with the mound.

"Gyaraaaaak!"
"Kiek!"

Thud! Thud! Thud! The three hybrids crashed into the dirt pile. They had tried to land on their feet but ended up pathetically embedded in the dirt mound their leader had created.

"Huff... huff...!"

Meanwhile, Se-Won caught his breath while healing the impact of his telekinetic push. Eyes tightly shut, he waited for the right moment.

Until two creatures crawled out of the dirt pile.

Crumble, crumble! It didn't take long for the creatures buried in the rubble to emerge. They showed themselves from the pile of stones.

*One, two... three.*

Though bleeding profusely, their wounds were regenerating. They seemed more depleted than the others, indicating his attack had been effective.

Their large, torn eyes found Se-Won. He still had his eyes closed, clutching something he had taken out earlier.

*Now!*

Se-Won swung his arm. Objects about two finger-joints long, wedged between his fingers, flew through the air.

Click! Click! Click! Click! Click!
Bang! The objects embedded themselves in the ceiling. Bright light suddenly filled the previously pitch-dark cave.

"Kraaaaa!"

The hybrids covered their eyes and writhed in pain from the sudden intense light. Their optic nerves were damaged from directly absorbing such an immense amount of light all at once.

*I'll gradually wear them down. Even if I can't gain the upper hand, I can at least bring them down to my level!*

"Huaaah!"

Se-Won pulled out the last remaining stone from his pocket. The stone glinted with a black light.

*As expected...!*

But he lacked magical energy. More precisely, he needed more magical energy to create the effect he had in mind.

There was no choice. There was no time to hesitate. The creatures were recovering even at this very moment. He needed to accumulate damage upon damage to see any possibility of success.

Se-Won's hair turned white again. This time, he couldn't use it just briefly. Given the massive amount of magical energy consumed, it posed a great risk to himself—releasing the artifact's use completely would leave him completely defenseless.

"Ugh!"

Se-Won endured the terrible memories flooding in and the will trying to consume him.

*It's fortunate this area is deep sea.*

With the power he gained in exchange, he activated the magic stored in the magical crystal and swung his arm diagonally.

"Die!"

This magic was also space magic. Whoosh! The water jet carrying deep-sea pressure became a force that could easily cut through solid rock as it engulfed the hybrids.

Ch.580 - After The Fall
The water stream shot by Kim Se-Won extended from the ceiling and reflected in the bright light of the flashlight.

"Light?!"

The hybrids, who hadn't fully regained their vision yet, perceived what was approaching them as a beam of light.
A mere weak human wielding light? Had he already given up?
The hybrids sneered at what they could make out through their blurry vision.
But it was different.

Slash—!

"ARGHHHH!"

They screamed as the sharp water stream sliced across their bodies.
Though not deep, the hard carapace covering their entire bodies shattered into pieces.

The hybrids who had been making a fuss about the brightness now writhed in pain from the sudden agony.

"Huff, hah! Huff...!!"

Kim Se-Won was in the same state.
A sharp pain surged in his chest, as if someone had squeezed his heart tightly.

*Don-Hil wasn't avoiding it for nothing...!*

It wasn't that she avoided it. She simply couldn't do it easily.
Despite the distance being so close, bringing the deep-sea pressure intact required that much magical power.

*If I had desperately turned my eyes away from the artifact, my core might have burst.*

His instincts told him that the initial failure of the magic crystal to activate was a defense mechanism of the core.

"Huff, hoo... hooo...!"

Still, it was good.
While he had only experienced his core screaming momentarily, those creatures were bleeding profusely and howling in pain.
Kim Se-Won caught his breath and quickly scanned his surroundings.
Whoosh— A very small breeze was blowing from somewhere. Enhancing his vision to look into the distance, he realized this was a tunnel with no visible end.

Belatedly, his sense of smell kicked in.
It was a musty smell, like something rotting and decaying.
Where did this tunnel connect to? What purpose was it built for?

*This isn't the time.*

Just as complex thoughts were about to fill his mind, Kim Se-Won's body shot forward.

Among the three hybrids, the one with the deepest wound was the one he had targeted from the beginning.
A lizard-like head with a tail. And a body similar to a human's.
The other two had similar forms, but they each had one horn on either side of their heads, and one on the crown. They were quite distinguishable.

In other words, only that one didn't have horns.
And that one was Kim Se-Won's target.

*It'll take some time for my core to recover. Hand-to-hand combat is my only option now.*

It was unavoidable if he wanted to use his magical power minimally.
Kim Se-Won pulled out a blade from his pocket.
The blade instantly adhered to his device, forming a shape like a horn on his fist.

"You, bastard...!"
"Grrrrrr!"

The creatures noticed his movement and tried to react, but their wounds were awkwardly deep, making them a step slower.

Moreover, the one Kim Se-Won was targeting only noticed when he was already at close range.

His fist flew in a clean trajectory.
Crack! His fist dug deep into the chest, tearing through the open wound.

"AAAAH-! ...Kuh! Kuku...!"
"?!"

But the creature's reaction was strange.
After screaming briefly, it burst into laughter.
Kim Se-Won urgently tried to pull out his embedded fist.

"Ugh!"

But the creature's muscles gripped his fist tightly, refusing to let go.

*What a filthy species!*

[Exploding now.]

Bang! With the device's brief voice, the creature's chest exploded slightly.

Having barely pulled out his fist, Kim Se-Won quickly threw himself backward to create distance.
Sizzle— The sound of his fist being cooked echoed in his ears.

*At least I saved my life.*

With this, the creature would surely meet its death. It had taken several attacks powered by the device.

While keeping an eye on the remaining two, he glanced at the hornless one, who had fallen backward and was trembling finely.
Its body convulsed as blood gushed out, indicating a fatal wound.

*Two remain.*

Kim Se-Won hurriedly took out an emergency bandage from his pocket and wrapped it around.
It was merely a comforting action, but better than nothing.

"Hoo...! Hoo...!"

One was fortunately, very fortunately, taken care of, but not the remaining two.

The way they looked at him had changed.
From a toy to prey.
His body shuddered at their gaze, which revealed clear killing intent.

"Kuk...!"

At that slight change in his body, he unconsciously clenched his fist. A deep stinging sensation came from his fist.

*When it's gone, you realize how desperate you are.*

Kim Se-Won looked at the holes above the hybrids' heads.
The light of the sanctuary didn't reach this underground.
Without the support of the sanctuary that he usually took for granted, his body felt as heavy as if it had weights attached.

Simply because his strength had decreased? No.
Kim Se-Won knew it himself. He was now engulfed in fear.

Because he knew well that not even a single mistake would be forgiven.

*One wasn't it. Then is it the other two?*

Even so, Kim Se-Won examined the bodies of the remaining two hybrids as if searching for something.
Nothing special was visible.
There was nothing anywhere that could create the form of Optima he had seen.

*Be careful. Use whatever you can. If I take even one proper hit from them, I might not be able to get up.*

Kim Se-Won was grateful that things had gone almost according to his intentions so far, and he became even more wary of their movements.

Drip. Drip. The blood flowing from their chests and stomachs gradually stopped.
Kim Se-Won was already somewhat depleted, but they were returning to a state close to full strength.
Moreover, without the assistance of the sanctuary, there wasn't much he could rely on.

[Need me?]

Suddenly, an auditory hallucination came to Kim Se-Won's ear.
His own voice.
At the temptation from his future self, he unconsciously placed his hand on his chest.

That's when it happened.

Where are you paying attention!

The two-horned creature approached.
Its movements were agile. The distance to Kim Se-Won was reduced in an instant.

*I can still dodge.*

When the distance between him and the creature was still about 3 Kim Se-Won lengths, he tried to move.
But the creature's arm suddenly enlarged.
Whoosh! The distance between the two became meaningless as the giant arm swung through the air.

"!!!!"

Kim Se-Won stopped his movement and widened his eyes.
The light from the ceiling was instantly blocked. The light coming through the creature's fingers stabbed Kim Se-Won's eyes.

"Kuk!"

Kim Se-Won threw his body without hesitation.
Escaping from the giant hand.
Through the creature's widely spread fingers.

The moment he escaped through the fingers, thud! The creature's fingers closed.
It was a close call.

As he got up from the ground, gathering his thrown body, he saw a presence that had already approached right in front of him.

"I guess that was your trump card earlier?"

The one-horned creature had already raised its fist.

Thwack!

"Kuhak!"

This time, he couldn't even react. His body flew through the air from the one-horned hybrid's punch.

In sync, slash! The two-horned hybrid's enlarged hand struck down on Kim Se-Won like swatting a fly.

Crash!

Kim Se-Won, who had deployed a barrier just before, barely managed to perform a falling technique and gather himself.
His entire body was in tatters from the two impacts.

"Cough! Huff, hah...!"

Kim Se-Won forcibly swallowed the blood that spurted out and gritted his teeth.
He felt dizzy. His semicircular canals were a mess. Sound vibrated in his ears.
Blood flowing from his head obscured his vision.

[It can't be helped. Are you going to die a dog's death here? You can't beat them.]

A cold voice lingered in his ear. Only this voice came through clearly.

It was good that he had reduced their number by one using their carelessness and a momentary advantage.
That was it.
Kim Se-Won knew.
That like this, absolutely, he could not defeat them.

"...Right."

His head drooped powerlessly.
The hybrids smiled at his seemingly resigned behavior.
No carelessness. They wouldn't fall for such a shallow trick trying to induce carelessness again.

Nevertheless, they gradually closed the distance with Kim Se-Won, taking their time.

"...Ha."

He grinned.
He raised his drooping head upward.
The hybrids only saw his mouth smiling as if it would tear.

"Has he lost his mind?"
"He might have."

The hybrids understood Kim Se-Won's behavior.
Weak humans sometimes have their minds collapse when they exceed the line of their limits.

"How weak."
"That one surprise attack was all you had."

If that's the case, there's nothing to be done.
All our kind can do is quickly end his life.

"Really. Don't you look behind you?"

Tap! The creatures' footsteps stopped.
An incredulous tone. A truly light tone, but the voice was infinitely cold.
The guy still holding his head up was pointing behind them with his hand.

Eventually, he lowered his head to look at them.

"What is it?"

The hybrids felt something off.
His atmosphere had changed.
Then they realized his words weren't bravado or lies.

Something.
Something was behind them.

"If you've lived being deceived, shouldn't you pay the price?"

Thwack! The hybrids' heads shook simultaneously.
Something hard had struck them.

In the moment their heads bowed from the sudden impact, the hybrids noticed Kim Se-Won had changed again.
His head had turned white again.

"Dual personality...?"

They thought he had gone crazy, but was he crazy from the beginning?
Then what had attacked them?

They steadied their bodies with their front legs, preventing themselves from falling forward.

Drip.
Drip.
The sound of cold water drops came from behind.

They tried to detect it with their sense of smell, but due to the rotten smell filling the surroundings, they couldn't distinguish it properly.

"2 vs 1 is unfair. Let's make it 2 vs 2."

The hybrids had no chance to directly check what was behind them.

"Wouldn't that be fair?"

Because Kim Se-Won himself had already charged forward.

Ch.581 - I Apologize
Kim Se-Won knows.
That this power is dangerous.
In fact, as soon as he used the Mirror of Secrets, he felt the chilling sensation of not just his appearance but his very thought process being overlaid by something that wasn't him.

Kim Se-Won was targeting the one-horned hybrid.
Crunch! A momentary telekinetic force crushed the ground beneath the creature's feet. The slight protrusion made the creature's body wobble.

Flick! The next attack was a stone fragment lying on the floor.

"Urgh!"

Kim Se-Won's telekinetic force struck precisely at a vital point. The hybrid, with its survival and reproductive instincts maximized, stiffened in pain as the small stone hit its testicles.

"You, bastard!"

The two-horned hybrid beside it aimed for Kim Se-Won.
But someone's fist from behind stopped it. Whoosh! A solid fist targeted the back of its head again.
Feeling the pain in the back of its head once more, the two-horned hybrid turned around.

"...!!!"

Its eyes widened.
Too shocked to speak, its mouth just hung open.

"W-why...!!"

A series of continuous attacks followed. Something's movements were precise.
Dozens of punches pummeled the two-horned hybrid in the brief moment its head was colored with shock.

The same was true for Kim Se-Won.

"Haa!"

His fists repeatedly pounded the one-horned hybrid.
Crack! Boom! Crack! Boom!
The floor beneath the one-horned hybrid was torn away by telekinetic force, relentlessly beating its lower body and back.

Glancing sideways, Kim Se-Won's gaze turned to the two-horned hybrid. He couldn't give it time to regain its senses.
A Blue Diamond in the shape of a water droplet emerged from Kim Se-Won's pocket.
Crunch!
The Blue Diamond distorted the space where the two-horned hybrid was about to step, creating a small hole.

As its foot slipped into the hole, the two-horned hybrid's body staggered greatly.

Kim Se-Won used every method at his disposal to deal with the hybrids.

But he couldn't maintain the upper hand forever.
The two-horned hybrid barely escaped its confusion with its superior physical abilities.

The one-horned hybrid ignored its weakness and charged at Kim Se-Won.
It would trade bone for life.

A massive fist filled his vision as it flew toward him.
Kim Se-Won responded calmly.
His specialty was countering—receiving attacks with minimal force, deflecting them, and accumulating his own attacks.

"Filthy creature!"
"Have you no pride!"

The voices of the two hybrids echoed loudly through the tunnel.
The two-horned hybrid, having pushed away whatever was fighting it, was furious.
The one-horned hybrid also saw what was confronting its comrade.

It was none other than...

"Tsk."

A hybrid that had just been killed by Kim Se-Won.
It wasn't acting of its own will. The creature had been dead for a while.
Kim Se-Won was simply controlling the corpse with his telekinetic power.

"How utterly despicable!"

The outraged two-horned hybrid flew forward and stretched out its arm.
If it had been in its right mind, there would be no reason to be defeated by a puppet, even if it was a fellow hybrid.

"Then!"

Squelch! The two-horned hybrid's hand pierced through the corpse's chest.
When it pulled back, the corpse's heart came with it, still twitching and pulsating.
The hybrid's magic was temporarily making the heart beat.

Whoosh!

"We'll show no mercy either."

The pulsating heart flies far behind.
The heart, thrown into the depths of the endless tunnel, would still be beating.

"...!!"

Kim Se-Won withdrew his power controlling the corpse and distanced himself from the creatures.
He lowered his stance, ready to move at any moment.

"What is this?"

Something wasn't right.
Thud-thud-thud... THUD-THUD-THUD!!

The tunnel vibrated.
Countless sounds approached from that direction.
The putrid smell that he had grown accustomed to became even more intense.

Feeling great unease, Kim Se-Won pulled out all the Blue Diamonds he had been hiding.

"Not just one, but dozens."
"It won't change anything."

Despite the numerous objects that had been interfering with them throughout the fight appearing in large quantities, the hybrids weren't fazed.
Instead, they raised the corners of their mouths even higher, as if certain of their victory.

THUD-THUD-THUD-THUD!!
The vibrations grew closer.
At the edge of his flashlight's beam, they appeared.

Kim Se-Won's half-closed eyes gradually opened wide.

"Th-those...!"

"Failed ones."
"Those who couldn't become our kin."

The calm voices of the two hybrids were filled with contempt, as if referring to insects.

And for good reason.
They were grotesque.
Every one of them was unstable.
Disabled hybrids with carapaces growing over vital areas like eyes, nose, or mouth.
Missing limbs was the least of it; some had parts of their bodies rotting and festering.
Some had their internal organs exposed or were born with their flesh inside out.
They truly could be called living corpses.

"Ugh...!"

Kim Se-Won involuntarily covered his mouth at the nauseating sight.

"Ah, aah."
"Gigigigigi-"
"Gurururuk-"
"Kigigigi!"

They hadn't learned language, and their voices were horrific.
All sorts of grotesque beings surged forward.
Some made sounds like fingernails scraping on a chalkboard.

"Poor creatures abandoned in this cave because they had no value as hybrids."
"That's why they long to be complete hybrids like us."

They were crawling toward the heart that had been thrown earlier.
Drooling, the one at the front devoured the still-beating heart in one gulp.

"KIIIIIIIIIII!!!!"

Simultaneously, the other hybrids became enraged.
A chain reaction began—one ate the one who had eaten the heart alive, then another ate that one.
Some, as if wanting the corpse if they couldn't have the heart, rushed toward it.

"What is this...!"

Kim Se-Won was shocked by the cannibalism happening before his eyes.
That's when the one-horned hybrid spread its arms, enlarged them, lifted the corpse with its heart ripped out, and crushed it in an instant.

Crunch, crack! With grotesque sounds, blood dripped through the cracks.

"Your food is this one!!"

And it threw the remains at Kim Se-Won.

"Aagh!"

Kim Se-Won, who had been standing in a daze, was hit directly by the flying mass.
He was covered in flesh, organs, blood, and filth, as if the corpse had been completely ground up in the one-horned hybrid's hands.

The eyes of the failed ones gleamed ominously.
Eyes clouded with greed rushed toward the blood-soaked Kim Se-Won.
Tens, hundreds, no—thousands.
Too many to count swarmed toward him.

A terrible smell of decay accompanied their footsteps.
Just breathing it in made his heart ache. It felt as if his magic itself was being contaminated.

"Don't tell me... one of the factors in Jae-Yoo's defeat that he warned me about... was these creatures...?!"
"What are you talking about?"
"None of your business...!"

Crunch, gritting his teeth, he deployed the Blue Diamonds.
He poured a large amount of magic into the Blue Diamonds floating in the air, creating a barrier field.

"This is why I didn't want to use these...!"

The Blue Diamonds greedily sucked away his magic, which was already depleted.
Despite increasing his proficiency and tuning them for his personal use, this remained true.
Kim Se-Won realized anew how powerful the villain Iris O'Brien had been.
While she might not have been on par with S-class heroes, her ability to freely manipulate Blue Diamonds was exceptional.

Crack-! Crack-crack-crack-! Crack-crack-!

The failed ones, blocked by the barrier, were trying to bite through it.
Due to their hybrid-like endless greed, they didn't care if their bodies were destroyed.

While the Blue Diamonds themselves were powerful, their drawback was that they left no magic for other uses.
Even if he removed the barrier and distorted space, it would be impossible to eliminate all of them.

"Should I use the Mirror of Secrets again?"

Renewing the effect as it was about to end meant losing himself even more.
The future self was already eating away at a significant part of him.

But there was no other option.
His overused fists were in tatters.
Not much magic remained either.

[Leave it to me. It'll be easier.]

His breathing became labored again, and the sweet voice of his future self whispering to him became increasingly clear.
If not for Bianca's trial, he would have been devoured long ago—the voice constantly whispered terrible memories and sweet words to him.

"Kuheu...!"

Is this the end?
Will he be eaten by these creatures and that's it?
Will he only change the future where Optima receives a fatal wound here, and then die?

Suddenly, a thought occurred to Kim Se-Won.

"Do I really have to give up?"

Did he work so hard until now just to die here?
Is it right to end after preventing what he "saw"—Optima suffering, not just physically but with her core itself poisoned?

No way.
No.
From the beginning, he hadn't been running toward just one girl to end things like this.

"Ah."

And that...
would be the same for him too.

"Mirror of Secrets...!!"

He called forth the artifact through his barely open mouth.

"I'm doing this for Eun-Ha and Jae-Yoo...! To be with one girl!"

With these words, he used the Mirror of Secrets.

[Idiot.]

Mockery flew into his mind.
Kim Se-Won nodded as if agreeing.

He was already at his limit.
His mind couldn't block the encroaching self.
So he accepted it willingly.
The self that had been creeping from a corner of his mind completely enveloped Kim Se-Won.



* * *



When he opened his eyes, he was in a pitch-black space.
This was the price for abusing power.

The price for abusing the power that Eun-Ha had said she wouldn't stop him from using, but asked him not to use too much—to think about when it was truly necessary.

Flash- The front brightened as if a TV had turned on.
Through a square screen, he could see what the other was seeing.

The situation was still desperate.
A complete mess.

He was swinging the Blue Diamonds to eliminate the failed ones, but it didn't seem like he could completely remove them.
That's why he was moving himself as well.
He was forcibly controlling his body, which didn't want to move, to smash the hybrids.

"How does it feel? To completely take over me?"
[Terrible. So terrible my mouth might tear!]

His voice could be heard. A voice filled with ecstasy.

"You can't do it alone. You know that, right?"
[You know too? You can't do it either.]
"Then we should do it together."
[With a half-wit like you? Nonsense.]

He was stronger than Kim Se-Won.
He was also more flexible in his thinking when it came to using any means necessary.
He was holding on through technique rather than raw power.

But that didn't mean "victory" was in sight.
Rather, despair was right in front of them.

"So. Are you going to give up?"
[What?]
"You know? You must feel the same as me. There's something you don't want to give up on, that's why you've interfered with me to this extent. With only embers remaining after everything burned away, you must have eagerly accepted the Transcendent's offer like a drowning man clutching at straws. Right?"
[...]
"Let's combine our strength. If I and I join together, we'll surely become stronger."
[Whether that's possible or not is unknown, and you want me to give up this body I've finally obtained? Are you joking?]

He looked at Kim Se-Won with disbelieving eyes.
It was an extremely firm rejection.

"..."

But was it really a rejection?
Kim Se-Won waited quietly.
A faint smile appeared on his face.

[...Tsk.]

Before long, a response came from him.

"We both know why my future self changed like this, what I want now. Our goals have been the same from the beginning."
[...]
"So trust me. Thanks to the clues you showed me, the future will change. And in that future, I (you) will exist too."

Huff.
A short sigh was heard.
Even while fighting, he was considering Kim Se-Won's proposal.

[Fine.]

And the answer came.

[Protect Eun-Ha... the Eun-Ha I couldn't protect.]

As he spoke bitterly, an arm made of light extended from the screen.
Kim Se-Won grasped that arm.
He could feel their desires for the same thing becoming one.
The desire grew larger, then condensed into something very small.

Kim Se-Won felt he could wield this desire himself.

"Yes. That's all we exist for."

A massive condensation of desire. And control.
The state of judging the optimal solution to fulfill desire.

[I see.]

The surroundings gradually brightened.
As light illuminated the black space, its appearance came into view.

It was ashes where everything that needed to be burned had been burned.
This was his desire.
And that very faint ember that remained was now, thanks to Kim Se-Won, beginning to blaze fiercely again.



* * *



"Haaah."

Having regained control of his body, Kim Se-Won slowly exhaled and raised his head.

Before him were hybrids looking at him with shocked expressions.
All the failed ones were dead, and only two hybrids remained.

Crack-
Crack-

Kim Se-Won's body was different from before as he looked at them.
The depleted power, the damaged body—they were regenerating in real-time.
His core was pulsating more fiercely than ever, undergoing transformation.

"Thank you. Thanks to you, I've reached a realm no one else has."

Second awakening.
The man who gazed only at the girl who was both two and one experienced his second transformation.

Though he wasn't the first to do so.

Ch.582 - *Burp*
"..."

Silence fell.

"Huh."

With a short sigh, he looked around.
The hybrids had died, leaving only slight traces behind.
The putrid smell of rotting corpses that had been approaching from afar was nowhere to be found.
Only the foul stench around him remained.

The murky filth that had come from Kim Se-Won's body. In contrast, his physical condition was perfectly fine, as good as new.
He was naked.
A completely reborn body without a single injury. His frame had shrunk slightly, but the density of his muscles and inherent strength were incomparably greater than before.

After finishing his body check, Kim Se-Won reactivated his device, which had somehow turned off.

< Restoration complete. Checking master's clothing status. Setting up regulated attire. >

"A TTS based on Eun-Ha's voice... Now that I think about it, this is pretty nice."

The voice only he could hear was Eun-Ha's with a slightly mechanical tone mixed in. He had set it up so he could switch to Jae-Yu's version depending on his mood.
Surprisingly, he had updated this himself. Though somewhat crude since he had created it using voice samples from Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu, his sense of achievement and satisfaction were at their peak.

"Maybe I should try implementing ASMR later?"

What kind of reaction would Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu have if he played them the sexy ASMR he created with their TTS voices?
Smiling contentedly, he soon looked up at the ceiling.
His eyes were clearly seeing the girls who should have been invisible.

"Eun-Ha is still in the same place. Jae-Yu is in danger. And..."

Kim Se-Won's eyes narrowed as he looked toward the farthest location.

"I can even see Aleph's position."

Aleph was waiting for them alone at the center.
Perhaps excited before battle, or for some other reason, she appeared to be comforting herself on what looked like a bed.

Frankly, it wasn't his business.
What he needed to do now was clear.

"Let's go. To save Jae-Yu."

Kim Se-Won's body floated up and shot through the hole that Vet had made.


* * *


After Kim Se-Won fell into the hole in his place, Optima wore a dazed expression.
But only for a moment. Realizing what she needed to do, she began fighting with Vet.

The battle situation hadn't changed much.
Disadvantageous. Even putting it nicely, they were at a clear disadvantage.

Despite the late arrival of the 4th and 5th squads to fight the hybrids, the situation showed no signs of improving.

"You vermin!"
"You're worse than cockroaches! No, you ARE cockroaches!"
"Do they have cockroaches here too?"

Feeling a strange sense of familiarity at hearing the name of an insect known for its remarkable vitality, adaptability, and reproductive ability, 5th Squad Captain In Ha-Ram shot out an ice barrier.

Boom! Crash! The ice barrier that erupted from the ground froze the hybrids.
The sticky cold that clung to everything should have frozen everything solid, making it impossible to move, but unfortunately, the hybrids before them seemed to be high-ranking ones, as the effect didn't last long.

"If anything, you're the cockroaches."

Crack! As the barrier quickly began to crack, she wrapped it with another layer of cold.

"That's two down... I need to finish quickly and go help the others."

In Ha-Ram swung her war scythe made of device and ice while discreetly assessing the situation around her.

The hybrids had been right.
No matter how many wounds the heroes sustained, they wouldn't fall. Thanks to the sanctuary, they were barely hanging on.
Under normal circumstances, they should have been wiped out long ago, but they were forcibly continuing the fight because of the sanctuary's existence.

Originally, their fighting strategy was to maintain relatively stable 2-on-1 battles and gradually reduce the enemy numbers.
But that wasn't possible now.

2-on-1 was a dream.
It wasn't even 1-on-1, but 1-on-2 or 1-on-3.
The heroes were being forced into desperate battles because Vet, who was keeping Optima at bay, was also fighting other heroes.

"Ugh!"

To make matters worse, Vet was truly Optima's natural enemy.
Magic power. And even magic itself was absorbed into his body and dispersed around with doubled power.
Optima knew best what would happen when transformation magic that altered the properties of objects was scattered among allies.

Boom! Fists collided again.
The impact alone pushed back the surrounding heroes.

*I have no choice but to pour all my magic power into output.*

This way, her firepower was insufficient.
Though seemingly weaker than Aleph, Vet also possessed strength that surpassed S-class heroes.

"Kahahaha! You thought you could kill Aleph with just this much power? You're only good for your body, woman!"

Indeed, someone like Optima would make an excellent breeder. She was worth keeping as a plaything for life.
Grinning, Vet extended his arm, thinking he'd mentally subjugate her and break her body just enough—it would heal on its own.

"Kuk."

Despite deflecting the incoming fist, Optima frowned.
The overwhelming power of the large, fast fist was gradually wearing her down with just its aftereffects.
Her body was breaking faster than it could heal.

Slowly, the battle continued with Optima dying.

Bam! Bam! Bam!
The thick arm and slender fist collided countless times.
The exchange was so fast it was hard to follow with the naked eye.
The waltz led by Vet was intense.
Every time he stepped on the ground, shockwaves spread around him.
Heroes aimed attacks at Vet, but all were knocked away by movements that seemed as casual as brushing off insects.

"Urgh!"
"Push harder! We need to create an opening for the captain!"

The heroes were desperate too.
Though their individual attacks might be insignificant, together they would surely create an opportunity.
In fact, they had managed to somewhat restrict Vet's movements, allowing this exchange to continue.

*If there's just a tiny opening...*

Optima continued fighting, disregarding her crumbling body.
Contrary to appearances, Vet was cunning.
He absorbed the heroes' superpowers to torment Optima while mixing in feints to create openings.

Optima barely saw through the feints and searched for Vet's weak points.
The longer the battle went on, the more disadvantageous it became. She needed to find a small opening, widen it, and deliver a fatal blow.

"Hmm!"

Vet's fist grazed past Optima.
But his target wasn't Optima to begin with.
Boom! His fist pounded the ground.
As everything shook like an earthquake, even Optima momentarily lost her balance.

"Ugh?!"

Just as she regained her balance, a massive fist flew toward her face.
Smack! Taking the punch head-on, Optima briefly lost consciousness.
Her small body flew helplessly through the air.

"...Hup!"

She regained consciousness after about three seconds.
By then, he had already approached her and was swinging for a follow-up attack.

*Damn it!*

Crunch! As she gritted her teeth and crossed her arms to block his attack—
Whoosh! A white slash flew in.
One became ten. Ten became a hundred.
Countless slashes converged on Vet as he was about to punch.

Slash! Slash! Slash!
Numerous wounds appeared on Vet's body.

Optima's eyes widened.
There was only one person in the world who could deliver such slashes.
But there was no time to rejoice.

Boom! Boom! Boom!
The heroes' attacks struck Vet as they found their opportunity.
It was a brief moment when they could bind Vet.

*Now!*

Optima, having regained her posture, squeezed out her magic power.

"What are you trying to pull, woman!"

Seeing her begin to use ominous magic power, Vet extended his arm.
Normally, his arm would have reached her already, but it was blocked by the countless slashes and superpowers raining down on him.

And finally, Optima's power began to release.

"Spread! My domain!"

Black mist began to spray from Optima's wings.
The mist quickly enveloped the surroundings, transforming the space.

If Virginia had a sanctuary, Optima had a domain.
Everywhere the mist touched turned black, changing the air.

"Kuk?!"

The heavily descending magic power was different from before—Vet couldn't absorb it.
More precisely, his instincts screamed that he shouldn't.

"My magic power...!"

Vet realized the situation had reversed.
His magic power wouldn't move as he wished. As if the world had slowed down, his magic power responded three beats late and moved slowly.

"Jae-Yu!"
"Unnie! Thank you!"

Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had created this situation, stood beside Optima.
Those she recognized as allies weren't affected by the domain.

"Kuk, kuuuuuu! You inferior human!"

Vet's face turned red with anger.
His muscles bulged even larger than before, releasing power.

"To think he was still hiding his strength."
"Let's go."

Yoo Ji-Yeon and Optima took their stances.
Having successfully deployed the domain, the advantage was gradually shifting to their side.
If they missed this chance, they would be toyed with by Vet again.

"...Will you be okay?"

Yoo Ji-Yeon looked at Optima with concern.
Her body was covered in wounds, soaked in blood.
Injuries that would normally heal quickly were healing very slowly now.

That's because she was using all her power for the domain instead of healing her body.

"I'm fine."

Optima answered as she shot forward.
Of course she wasn't fine. But if not now, they wouldn't be able to defeat Vet.
Seeing Optima move ahead, Yoo Ji-Yeon swallowed what she was about to say and followed her.

"Kneel before me, obediently!!"

Crunch! Vet began absorbing the domain's magic power, ignoring his instincts' warnings.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

Vet soon screamed, spitting blood.
It was painful. He had essentially drunk deadly poison.
Ignoring the excruciating pain like countless thorns tearing through his body, he refined the magic power and shot it forward.

"!!!!!"

Faced with the sudden massive surge of magic power, Optima and Yoo Ji-Yeon widened their eyes and switched to defensive stances.

Keeeeeng-! The terrifying magic power was condensing in an unstable form, looking ready to explode at any moment.

"Turn to ashes! Inferior humans!"

Finally, Vet fired that magic power at the two.

BOOM!
A massive explosion occurred.
The domain that had been heavily pressing down on the surroundings disappeared, and silence fell.

"Huff, huff...!"

Enduring the shattering pain throughout his body, Vet smiled in victory.
Though it was regrettable to lose a good specimen like Optima, he had eliminated the strongest forces. That was enough.

"Tch! Using petty tricks."

Vet spat out a dark blood clot and turned his back.
Now he just needed to kill the rest of them, and it would be over.

"Where are you going?"

Just then, a familiar voice came from behind him.
The voice was low. A male voice.
Shiver! Vet's body trembled slightly. For a moment, an impossible thought crossed his mind.

*No way, he survived? Impossible. That male I saw was weaker than my subordinates. I sent three when one would have been enough.*

Was he hearing things?
Shaking his head, he decided that couldn't be it.
Maybe it was a twin.

"Who's there!"

Vet frowned and turned around.
There should be traces of the explosion there.
The aftermath of the massive magic power blast that would have blown away the entire area would surely greet him.

But what he saw was quite different from what he expected.
There were no traces of an explosion anywhere.
Everything was intact as if nothing had happened.

"That magic power tasted good. I always enjoy my woman's flavor."

Moreover, the man he had dropped earlier was standing before him.
The man was in a stance as if he had blocked his attack with his arms extended forward.

"What...!!"

Vet's face was filled with shock.

Ch.583 - Panty Run
"How did the captain..."
"Don't tell me he took down all those hybrids by himself?!"

The heroes shouted, forgetting they were still in the middle of battle.

Kim Se-Won had appeared unharmed, without a single scratch. There was nothing particularly different about him. Yet the fact that he had blocked Bet's attack without injury astonished everyone present.

But Optima's reaction was different.

"A second awakening."

Her voice conveyed pride and satisfaction rather than shock. The back she was looking at had changed dramatically from before. Though his outward appearance remained largely the same, the elements that made up Kim Se-Won had undergone revolutionary changes. His core, skeleton, muscles, nerves—everything had evolved.

*Se-Won's desire must be...*

Optima felt her heart pounding like never before. It helped that she alone, not Virginia, had witnessed this scene. She would have noticed too. When it came to Kim Se-Won, they could usually tell these things.

She would be jealous. She'd want to rush over and see for herself. But only Optima had seen this.

That wasn't all, though. She felt an instinctive attraction. Just looking at his broad back filled her chest with something inexplicable.

Though his power was roughly equal to or slightly less than her own, she was certain she couldn't defeat him.

It wouldn't be a fight. She simply had no desire for it.

"I've become a bad person. That's not fair."
"Haha."

Optima watched Kim Se-Won's back with the face of a girl in love, forgetting they were on a battlefield.

*A man who threw everything away just for me will always have the upper hand against me... He's completely specialized.*

While his inherent power was strong, he became even stronger against specific individuals. That must be the new power he gained through his second awakening.

This raised a question. Optima unconsciously spoke in an icy voice.

"By the way."

Flinch!
Kim Se-Won's back trembled noticeably. He instinctively sensed danger.

"It's not just us, right? She doesn't get this treatment too?"

Kim Se-Won's lips pressed tightly shut!
Even without turning around, he knew what expression Optima was making. Though she hadn't mentioned any names specifically, he knew who she was referring to.

He couldn't be certain. Whether Aleph would react the same way as Optima!

"No."

But the word from Kim Se-Won's mouth was resolute. Aleph reacting the same way as Optima?

*I'll think about that when the time comes.*

It wasn't his concern right now. Optima could never defeat him. She couldn't attack him with killing intent.

But she could certainly attack with love intense enough to pierce the stratosphere. So he told a white lie to put out the immediate fire.

"Really?"
"Yes, really. Let's talk about this later. We should deal with this guy first, right?"
"Ah."

Just as she was about to press further, Optima came back to her senses. Bet was still blinking in disbelief that his attack had disappeared so futilely.

"Right. That's true."

Optima focused on Bet and closed her eyes to concentrate.

"...Kuk!"

Having regained his composure, Bet glared and took his stance.

Even if they had gained one more fighter, they were still far weaker beings than himself.

"I won't let you cause any more trouble!"

His fist shot forward. He intended to strike down the female after dealing with the male in front of him.
Clang! The sound of metal striking metal rang out. Yoo Ji-Yeon had stepped forward in front of Kim Se-Won and swung her sword.

"If anything, you're the troublesome one. Don't you get it yet? It's our turn to overwhelm you."
"That's right."

Crack! A chilling sound was heard. Bet hastily pulled back his hand and retreated a step.

"...Tch!"

His hand was somehow twisted. Somehow that male had turned his hand into a pretzel. If he had been even slightly slower in withdrawing his hand, his entire arm would have been twisted.

"Being Muk-Si-Ja's Servant wasn't all that impressive. How does it feel? Acting all high and mighty only to get your ass handed to you, loser."

Following Optima's voice, the surroundings began to darken. Her domain had been deployed again.

Crack! Gritting his teeth, Bet assessed the situation coolly despite his appearance.
It wasn't good.
The magical power he had rashly inhaled from Optima earlier was eating away at him in real time. To make matters worse, that terrible space had formed once again.

Currently, Bet was severely weakened by a triple burden: the sanctuary's debuff, the domain's debuff, and the aftereffects of inhaling the magic that constituted the domain.

*Tch!*

He clicked his tongue inwardly as he looked around.
Fortunately, the heroes were still not in good shape. They were better than before, but only marginally so.

There was no choice.
It was time to swallow his pride.

"Hnnng- AAAAARRRRGGGHHH!!"
"Ugh!?"
"Kuk!"
"Kyaak!"

Bet's ear-splitting roar reverberated throughout the area. Friend and foe alike covered their ears and froze at the sound.

In this situation, only one person remained unaffected.

"Unfortunately for you! Even if my eardrums burst, they heal right away!"

Optima's figure, wrapped in ominous magical power, shot forward.

"Don't try to escape saying you can't die right now! You dick-having bastard!"

With blood flowing from her ears, Optima charged and aimed an uppercut at Bet's chin.
That's when it happened.
Thwack! Whoosh-!

A black arrow pierced Optima's arm. The sound followed belatedly, indicating just how fast it had been.

"Kuh...!"

With the arrow lodged in her arm, Optima retreated and frowned.
This was no ordinary arrow.
As if the arrow itself were a living organism, something black was creeping up through her blood vessels from the point of impact.

Optima frowned more deeply and swung her arm.

"Urgh! Ack!"

Thud! As the severed arm fell to the ground, the black tendrils that had lost their path extended from the arm and writhed.
That wasn't all.
Hissss- The arm rapidly decayed, emitting a putrid smell.
By the time the arm had completely rotted, the black branches had also disappeared.

"Huff, haa...! Haa...!"

Optima grimaced and sent magical power to the severed area. Crack, crack-crack-! Pouring in a tremendous amount of magic at once, bones regenerated instantly, followed by nerves, muscles, blood, and flesh, completely restoring her arm.

*Did anyone see that...*

Optima checked her surroundings.
Thanks to Bet's near-scream, people were only now coming to their senses.

Everyone was bleeding from their ears, but the sanctuary's healing power was treating their damaged ears.

*Thank goodness.*

Optima inwardly sighed with relief.
Even to allies, seeing an arm grow back like this would surely make her seem like a monster.

"Long-range sniping. And terrifyingly accurate... must be another Servant."

Pretending to be calm, Optima looked in the direction from which the arrow had come.
The arrow had flown from the direction of Pandemonium's center.
If it had truly been fired from that center, it would mean someone with unbelievable strength.
In other words, someone as difficult to defeat alone as Bet.
Optima realized anew how amazing the domain and sanctuary magics were.
Even facing an opponent weakened by the sanctuary was difficult, but with the domain added, it became manageable.

*The domain's drawback is that it takes time to deploy, but... huh?*

Suddenly, a large hand wrapped around Optima's shoulder. She unconsciously raised the corners of her mouth as she turned her head.

"Are you okay?"
"Yes. I'm fine."

She looked at the man who had approached her with a silly grin.
Even if it was the effect of the second awakening, wasn't it too much that he appeared so attractive she could melt from happiness?
No, it was fine.

It was even better.
Optima was happy even in this brief moment with Kim Se-Won by her side.

*If only she weren't around.*

All that remained was dealing with Aleph.
If Aleph were gone, she could easily remove the remaining obstacles, whether physically or socially.
Though she would have to keep them in check first.

Swoosh! Just then, an arm appeared that shattered this happiness.
The arm that wedged between Kim Se-Won and Optima widened the distance between them, completely breaking the mood.

"...Now! We need to clean up the remaining hybrids!"

It was Yoo Ji-Yeon, a woman on the verge of tears of blood.

"Ah. That's right."

Come to think of it, that was true. Even though Bet had disappeared, the hybrids remained.
After enjoying a very brief moment of happiness, Optima began to deal with the remaining hybrids.


* * *


Quietly. Swiftly.
Not making a sound, not even the sound of cutting through air.
The black lightning ran through Pandemonium, undetected by anyone.

Her long hair, tied at the nape of her neck, swayed gently.
The black dress revealing her shoulders and armpits, paired with black stockings, was hard to imagine as the usual attire for someone who typically wore formal suits.
It was oddly fitting despite being somewhat inappropriate.

Her target was one of Muk-Si-Ja's three Servants.

*My role is to eliminate the strongest one, I suppose.*

As long as it wasn't Muk-Si-Ja himself, it would be fine.
To defeat him alone, she would need to risk everything for even a chance of victory.

*Everything for family, for my grandchild...!*

Despite never having married herself, just thinking about grandchildren gave her strength she didn't know she had.
Imagining a bride in a pure white dress brought hot tears that were half misery, half happiness.
Her family was growing.
It meant having people who would welcome her.

*Mom, I'll do my best!*

Magical Girl Black Swan, having transformed despite her deep aversion to it, advanced toward Muk-Si-Ja's Servant.

Ch.584 - Aleph Needs Kim Se-won
After defeating all the hybrids and beginning to burn the corpses, Optima took a quiet moment to observe the heroes' condition.

"Unexpected..."

Optima's eyes widened slightly. The heroes appeared completely unfazed.

"Did you see that? They were bragging about being The Mute One's Servant, but then they screamed and ran away with their tails between their legs."
"How is that even a Servant? If it were me, I'd be so embarrassed I'd drown myself."
"Hehe...!"

As they chatted among themselves, the faint light in their eyes revealed hope taking root in their hearts.

*Hope. Hope, huh...*

It was a good sign. Optima had worried they might fall into despair after encountering Bet and his underlings earlier, but that didn't seem to be the case.

"That's a relief."
"Yes. Truly."

Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had approached without notice, put her arm around Optima.
Though a powerful girl, she was so delicate that when embraced by an adult woman's arm, she seemed to melt right into it.
Ji-Yeon still believed there would be an opportunity to rescue Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu from the beast known as Kim Se-Won.

"They may look fine on the outside, but they're still afraid. They just fought such a disadvantageous battle."
"I know. They're just pretending to smile. Acting energetic. But that's not meaningless. They need to hypnotize themselves to find energy in this situation, and it actually works."
"Yes. We still have a long way to go. It would be troublesome if they don't keep their spirits up."

Ji-Yeon was right.
Optima nodded slightly and stepped forward.

"Everyone, good work."
"It was nothing."
"It's what we had to do. We chose to come here."
"Just trust us!"

Bang! Some heroes pounded their chests, pretending to be at ease.
The forced smiles on their faces suggested they felt this was how they needed to act in this moment.

*A few of them have slightly trembling hands. Well, that's to be expected.*

Optima responded with a gentle smile, just as Virginia often did.
Yes, you are our hope, she told them.

Yet she couldn't help but worry.
The fear in their hearts stemmed from Bet, The Mute One's Servant, whose strength was beyond challenge.
The war had barely begun.
They hadn't advanced very far.

Having already encountered such a massive obstacle, their reactions were admirable.
Despite their fear, they were determined to move forward.

"That's right. We're not throwing our lives away."
So she had to tell them.

"We are people who face our fears. For the countless powerless citizens behind us, for our families, lovers, friends."

Those with power must lead from the front.

"We're trying to overcome our fears for the future we promised to protect with those we hold dear."
"Yes!"

The heroes responded with vigor.
Though her appearance was different, the girl before them was the benevolent saint they had always known.
At the same time, she was a hero who had single-handedly defeated countless villains and monsters with that delicate body.

Optima responded to their enthusiasm with a smile that reached her eyes.
Her arm rose upward, as if pointing to the sky.

"We are the guiding stars for the people."

A stronger light shone in the heroes' eyes.

Though their power might be weak compared to this girl's, their reasons for becoming heroes weren't so different.
Their duty and path were the same.

"And."

But Optima wasn't finished.
The heroes, who were about to return to disposing of the corpses, turned their attention back to her.

"Those creatures beyond."

Her delicate arm pointed toward the endlessly rising wall.
Optima, with an uncharacteristic smirk, mocked the hybrids beyond.

"Aren't they much weaker than the ones we just faced? We who defeated such a powerful enemy cannot possibly lose to creatures like those."

Ah!
Everyone opened their mouths in surprise.

It wasn't wrong.
In a way, it was obvious.
They had survived against Bet, a wall of absolute power. They had made him retreat.
Naturally, weaker enemies would be easier to handle.

"And we have the most reliable supporters on our side."

At Optima's signal, Yoo Ji-Yeon stepped forward from behind.
The rare sight of a woman with deep silver hair filled the heroes with awe and admiration.

"Also."

This time, she signaled to Kim Se-Won.
As if he had been waiting, Kim Se-Won approached Optima's side, his eyes meeting Ji-Yeon's.
Zap! It was as if they could hear the sound of powerful forces colliding.

"The newly awakened Second Captain is also reliable. You all saw it, right? How easily Se-Won blocked that fatal strike."

Smiles spread across the heroes' faces.
They knew.
That's right.
We have strong forces that can win this war!
The fear in the heroes' hearts completely vanished.

"That's right! Absolutely!"
"We have the most reliable heroes on our side!"

Ooooh! Their morale soared to the heavens.
Then, Optima quietly shook her head.
After a moment, looking into the distance, she spoke.

"Not just us. Don't forget that you are all in this together. Besides, you can't lose to monsters, can you?"
"Monsters, you say?"

Some heroes tilted their heads in confusion.
It was a somewhat abrupt statement.

"Bloody White informed me. Currently, Gresorion is advancing toward the center without any obstacles... unlike us."
"!!!!!"

This time, all the heroes widened their eyes.
They had spent their lives defeating monsters and villains to protect citizens.
Even as allies, the mindset that monsters were enemies hadn't easily disappeared.

"The monsters haven't had any problems?"
"They're ignoring those hybrid creatures and the flowers stuck to the walls?"

The light of hope began to burn.
Fighting spirit boiled in the heroes' eyes.
It was competitive spirit.
It was also the desperate mindset that they absolutely must not lose.

*Well, it's partly because Baek Seung-Yoon has been helping with long-range explosions... but that's fine. I wonder how the special unit is doing.*

Optima began to advance, pretending to soothe the heroes who were eager to move forward, while actually encouraging them further.


* * *

While the heroes were advancing like berserkers, smashing through the walls, three Servants gathered at the center of Pandemonium.
By the time Bet returned after his retreat, the heroes had already destroyed three barriers.

"You're finally here. Quite leisurely, aren't you? Despite being a loser."

Aleph spoke first.
Emerging from her bedroom, she was more seductive than usual.

Bet and Gimel's eyes gleamed as they scanned her delicate body.
The instinct to subdue a strong female boiled up.
But Aleph was the strongest of the three present. In the face of overwhelming strength, instinct temporarily retreated.

"What can I do? You barely saved your life and made it here because of me, right?"

Gimel, finally tearing his gaze from Aleph, laughed lowly as he looked at Bet.
Chomp, chomp, crunch! Bet had been devouring something since arriving.
Drip, drip, red blood from Bet soaked the floor. He paid no attention to the flesh and blood making the floor wet, just chomping away at whatever was before him.

What he was eating was a hybrid.
He had killed several hybrids on his way and was now engaging in cannibalism.
With each hybrid he consumed, his critically damaged internal organs, nerves, and blood vessels rapidly regenerated.

"Huh...! How is our Master?"

Having finished eating one hybrid, Bet completely ignored Gimel's words.
Aleph looked at Bet with cold eyes and spoke.

"He's sleeping. It's ridiculous that our Master should have to wake up for something like this."

Her voice was infinitely cold.

"He's probably aware of the situation. I confirmed he has a faint consciousness. But... it seems he has something to think about."

That voice, too cold for a hybrid, was uncharacteristic.
Despite being a hybrid with strong reproductive urges, she didn't seem to view the two males before her as males at all.

*When will Se-Won come?*

In her mind, there was only one male—Kim Se-Won.

Had he grown stronger?
Or would he surrender to her power as soon as they met?
Just thinking about it made her lower abdomen hot.
Despite having just satisfied her desires by imagining a passionate night with Kim Se-Won, the heat in her lower body hadn't subsided.
If anything, she felt even more wet.

"Tsk!"

Chomp, chomp, realizing there was no change, Bet nervously devoured the hybrid's corpse.

"I'll take care of them. Don't interfere."

Having finally consumed the last remaining hybrid, he emitted hot steam from his entire body.
It was evidence that all his wounds had been repaired.

"I'll tear those who insulted me to shreds."

His bloodshot eyes burned with rage.

"Do as you please."
"Then I'll watch from behind. I might get to see your pathetic form again, like before."

Aleph was indifferent. Gimel smiled unpleasantly, anticipating Bet's ugly appearance.

"Then I'll..."

At that moment, Aleph's gaze turned somewhere.

"Guard this place."

She seemed to have discovered something invisible.

A smile formed on her lips, which had been consistently cold.
It was a seductive smile that seemed out of place on a young girl.

Ch.585 - Kidnapped Prince
It was a close call, but everything was going according to plan.

"No, it's even better than planned. Could it be... hehe."

To be honest, I felt a bit regretful. Bloody White smiled bitterly as she looked at the young man on the screen.

Through endless training with Deltar and constant life-threatening situations led by Bianca, Kim Woo-jin had become unrecognizably strong. Yet that strength was surpassed in an instant. The man named Kim Se-Won, after separating from his unit through an impulsive action, achieved an unexpected transformation. They had been evenly matched before, but somehow he reached what was only spoken of in legends—a second awakening.

"It's not enough to completely turn the tide of battle, but our safety margin has certainly improved. Well then..."

She turned off the screen. Behind her remained only the moving fortresses, already defeated and barely breathing.

"I should join them now."

With her red eyes, she gazed into the extreme distance. Even at this moment, her rival was approaching the enemy's leadership, carefully, without anyone noticing.

"Too fast to be seen, too stealthy to be sensed. Only you could pull off something like that."

Infiltration typically proceeds with caution. The only woman who ever broke this rule was her rival, Black Swan.

"I won't lose to you."

Her role in overseeing the battle situation was now complete.

"You go help your friend."
"Yes. I'll crush them alongside Eun-Ha."
"My, my... hehe..."

To think she could speak so violently with such ease. She must be getting caught up in the heat of battle.

*That applies to me as well, I suppose.*

Bloody White looked at her daughter standing beside her with a pleased smile, then turned away. She had only one goal: to destroy the one who had forcibly thrust this cursed fate upon her.

*Who would have thought that the thing that always bound me would end up being helpful?*

She glanced down briefly. She stroked her lower abdomen, but there was nothing there. So now, she had no lingering attachments.

"I wish you luck. ...Stay alive."

Her slender body quietly took flight.

* * *

This might be what they call gaining momentum.
Optima saw hope as she watched the team advance relentlessly through barriers after Kim Se-Won's second awakening and the arrival of S-class hero Yoo Ji-yeon.

Only about seven barriers remained.
They had covered more than half the distance to reach the center.

*We should take a short break here.*

Optima surveyed the surroundings and made her decision.
Their physical and magical energy levels were fine. They could immediately engage in battle without issue.
But they were mentally exhausted.

"Let's take a short break here."

Since combat endurance is determined by various factors, Optima decided to pause briefly. Even if it meant giving up their momentum, flow, and gained advantage, they needed to rest now.

"Right now?"

First Squad member Lee Ji-ye looked at Optima with a puzzled expression. Optima had given the order and was now fiddling with her communication device.

"No! We can keep going!"

They could still continue.
She and her comrades had already torn apart hundreds of hybrids.
Despite this, her bloodshot eyes revealed her desire to unleash her remaining strength, making Optima's order frustrating.

The other teammates seemed to share her sentiment, wearing expressions of incomprehension.

"Yes, let's wait for supplies here. And... don't you think we should eat something to keep going?"

Optima smiled bitterly and displayed a screen.
The time was already 3 PM.
Quite some time had passed since lunch.
Most people here had skipped not only lunch but also breakfast due to pre-war tension.

"The sanctuary may be close to perfect, but it doesn't automatically feed you. Now is the time to replenish energy beyond just physical and magical strength. I'll keep watch, so please take out your lunch."

Grumble-
As soon as Optima finished speaking, everyone's stomachs growled loudly.
They had forgotten their hunger due to battle tension, only to be reminded by Optima.

"Captain, you eat first. We'll keep watch."

In response to Optima's words, a sturdy-built man shook his head in front of her.
His angular face showed determination to make Optima eat first, no matter what.

"No. A magical girl can go without eating for about a week without affecting her movement."

It was true.
A magical girl's body can continue to exist as long as her magical energy permits.
It can even cover the consumption caused by hunger, so her statement wasn't entirely wrong.

But the First Squad didn't see it that way.
They trembled with reddened eyes and straightened their backs.
Despite her youth, she was sacrificing her chance to enjoy her youth and working hard for humanity.
They weren't heartless enough to let a skinny girl with nothing but a large chest go hungry.

"No, you eat first! We, the First Squad, will take responsibility and guard this position!"
"That's right! Eat first! You've been pushing yourself too hard!"
"How much did you get beaten by that huge monster earlier?!"

They mistakenly thought Optima's bitter smile from earlier was her enduring pain.
It was a misunderstanding born from ignorance about magical girls' characteristics.

"No, really, I'm fine!"
"The captain needs to be well for us to be well! Our lives depend on you! Hye-young! Take the captain over there! Hurry! No, Fourth Squad Captain! Please carry my friend away!!"

Kim Jung-geun, the eldest of the First Squad, shouted loudly and threw the protesting Optima.

"Whaaa?!"

Her slender body flew through the air in a parabolic arc.

"Geez. How unreliable they must think she is."

In-ha-ram shook his head and caught Optima.

"...Tell me about it."

Don-Hil, who had just arrived with supplies after receiving Optima's call, witnessed the whole scene.

* * *

Though they were combat rations, the heroes filled their stomachs with a late lunch and resumed pushing forward, defeating hybrids and breaking through barriers.

*As expected, the elite ones are starting to appear.*

More accurately, they were trying to advance.
After lunch, they hadn't yet crossed even a single barrier.

The quality of the hybrids had changed.
Previously, they could handle them at 2-to-1 or 3-to-1 odds, but now even 5-to-1 was challenging.
Everything until now had been a warm-up; the real battle was just beginning.

*With so many barriers still to cross, if it's already this difficult...*

Optima frowned as she blasted apart a hybrid.
She, Kim Se-Won, and Yoo Ji-yeon might be fine, but the other heroes were struggling.

*And Vet. How much has he recovered? We need to kill him before he fully recovers.*

It was one mountain after another.
As their advance slowed, anxiety grew.
They got lucky with the self-destruction earlier, but that wouldn't work again, so they needed to strike before he fully recovered.

Optima surveyed the situation again.

-Grrk, krk, grrrrrk!!
-Keeeeeeek!

Boom! Two hybrids clung to each other before exploding. The strengthened Kim Se-Won had crushed them with telekinesis.

Following that, nearby hybrids shattered and fell to the ground.
It was the countless slashes of Yoo Ji-yeon, known as Silver Flash.

*Killing all these creatures isn't the problem. The problem is...*

The three of them were fine, but the deeper they went, the more useless the other heroes became.

Optima's eyes flashed.
There was one solution.

She sliced another hybrid in half while activating her communication device.

"Hello? Can you hear me?"

She continued fighting while calling someone.

[I hear you. Things looking bad?]
"...Yes. Help me. I think you need to come here and enhance us directly."

Would it work? Anxiety took precedence.
Her duty was to maintain the sanctuary from the rear and protect those left behind.
Gulp, Optima swallowed as she waited for Virginia's answer.

[I'm coming. Right now.]

Virginia's answer came quickly.
Click, seeing Virginia hang up first, Optima lunged forward.

They had to hold on.
No, they needed to sweep away these creatures and regroup.

Boom!
As the last hybrid exploded, the surroundings grew quiet.
Optima dusted off her hands and assessed the situation.

There was no sign of more hybrids approaching.

*Good, let's wait for Eun-Ha to arrive.*

Optima sighed in relief and looked at the wall before her.
Once Virginia joined them, they would need to pierce through it and advance.

But Kim Se-Won and Yoo Ji-yeon had different opinions.

"It's too quiet."
"Indeed."

Both were also looking beyond the barrier.
But their expressions were strange.
After frowning in thought, Kim Se-Won spoke.

"It's as if something is being prepared...?!"

Before he could finish, boom! The ground shook violently.

"What?!"
"What's happening?!"

The heroes who had been catching their breath scattered in panic.
It was understandable given the sudden massive earthquake without warning.
But that wasn't all.

Boom! Boom-boom-boom--
Crack-crack-crack-

"?!"

The change was abrupt.
Not only did the ground shake violently, but the towering barriers also vibrated and began to change their heights randomly.

Crack! Crack! Crack! Crack-crack!
These sounds came not only from the front but also from behind.

"What is that!"

At someone's shout from behind, Optima quickly turned around.
The barriers they had already passed were also moving like the one in front.

"Everyone! Gather together! We need to stick together to survive!"

At Optima's cry, everyone gathered.
As soon as they did, Kim Se-Won's telekinesis lifted people into the air, escaping the effects of the vibrations.

Then the real transformation began.

Whoosh!

It sounded like a monster screaming.
The barriers tore apart roughly, and Pandemonium's terrain changed dramatically.

The main transformation started from the center of Pandemonium.
With the central barrier as the focal point, the barriers changed size and transformed into a spiral castle formation.

"What is that..."
"It looks like a demon lord's castle."

Optima and Kim Se-Won spoke softly as they watched the center transform.
After the center, all the outer barriers began to change.
Whoosh! Whoosh! Screech- With terrible sounds, the barriers disassembled and reassembled.
The view of mere barriers transformed into a path leading to a massive castle.

"?!"

A deep purple line extended from the massive castle.

That line aimed precisely at where Optima had been standing.

*Now!*

Kim Se-Won moved his arm with a hardened expression.

"Optima!"
"Se-Won?!"

Their positions changed again by Kim Se-Won's hand.
The forces were split between Kim Se-Won and the rest of the heroes.

"This...!!"

As soon as telekinesis disappeared and she landed on the ground, Optima swung her fist.
Boom! A massive sound echoed as the barrier shattered.
But before the debris could fall, it regenerated.

Boom! Boom! Boom! The result was the same no matter how many times she punched.

"Jae-yoo. Calm down."

Unable to watch anymore, In-ha-ram restrained her, and only then did Optima's arm stop.

"Haa. Haa."

Breathing heavily, she turned her head.
It really did look like a demon lord's castle.
It exuded confidence, as if saying "come if you dare."

"Again... separating us like this?"

Who could be behind this?
Though she had no evidence, she seemed to know.

*Aleph. I'll kill you.*

Murderous intent filled Optima's eyes.
She couldn't let that filthy woman who dared to approach her man go unpunished.

Ch.586 - You Must Not Surrender! Aleph!
Thump! Thump! The countless sounds that had been echoing suddenly stop.

"Haha."

Kim Se-Won, who had been quietly listening to those sounds in this place where barriers stood in a row, transforming into a deep purple valley, placed his hand on the vibrating wall with a bitter smile.

"This time too. I'll change the future."

He whispers to his beloved. Even knowing she can't hear him, he reassures himself as if speaking to himself while looking straight ahead.

"In the future that guy experienced, Optima collapsed helplessly. I'm going to change that. So that Optima survives. So that we can defeat them."

He doesn't hope for a stroke of luck like a second awakening.
He's just doing his best because he doesn't want to see with his own eyes the horrible death that befell the girl called Optima.

"Aleph. You're at the end of this, aren't you? This place seems to be calling me to come to you."

There was nothing blocking his path ahead.
Only the large door at the end was waiting for him.

Quietly, he stirs up his anger.
Aleph must have watched Optima being violated while laughing gleefully.

Taking one step, then another, at a pace slightly faster than usual, Kim Se-Won recalled the memories of the future embedded in his mind.
Optima died.
With her forces scattered, Virginia was left alone and couldn't handle Aleph.

When the central point of Stellarlis disappeared, everyone lost their morale.
From then on, it was a one-sided show. A massacre by the hybrids.

"I'll change everything. I, who came all this way for just one girl."

Perhaps Bianca's trial was for this purpose.
Maybe it all started with a suggestion from Morris, who deeply cares for his contractor, rather than from Bianca herself.
What does it matter?
Thanks to that, he can avoid the terrible future he would have experienced unknowingly.

"With these hands...! I'll forge a future where I can embrace Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu."

His pace gradually quickens.
Soon it changes into a sprint as he dashes between the deep purple valley walls.

When he's about halfway through, he finds himself grinning without realizing it.
A sweet smell is seeping into Kim Se-Won's nose.

"Yes. So that's how it was."

He mutters under his breath.

It's a smell flowing from the gap in the door ahead.
This is for Optima. Or more precisely, it's a trap set to counter the magical girl.
If it had been Optima instead of him, her body would be tingling with strange lust at this moment.

"This won't be the only thing."

Kim Se-Won pushed forward, putting more strength into his legs.

Well, the reason someone could create a trap specifically targeting magical girls was because Aleph herself possessed the characteristics of a magical girl.
Aleph herself prepared this trap.
Using her own body as a test subject.

Kim Se-Won could see it.
Beyond the door, at the end of a large hall, was Aleph.
He could see her sitting on a throne with her legs crossed, grinning.

But the distance was quite far. Probably filled with countless traps to watch Optima suffer.

Kim Se-Won, running toward Aleph, was like a fired bullet.
Easily surpassing the limits of his speed, he quickly reached the door blocking his path.

"Hup!"

BOOM!

His fist pounded the door.
Crack- Crackkkk-
The massive, solid door cracked with a single blow.
BOOM! With another punch, the huge door shattered, and a thick pink mist greeted him.

"Ha. Right. This is what's supposed to weaken her."

The concentration was on a completely different level from before.
For an ordinary magical girl—if it had been Optima a year ago—she would have certainly collapsed here.

"This is the stuff that comes out when you leave her in the bathroom and she gets in heat."

It's terrible.
Though he has immunity, this level would affect other creatures too.

-Grrrrrrrr

Indeed, the hybrids beyond were excited.
As soon as he spotted them, Kim Se-Won's face wrinkled.
Bloodshot eyes gleaming. Hybrids shooting uncontrollable desires at him.

"So it's you guys."

The anger he had barely suppressed erupts.
His telekinetic force instantly pushed away all the mist in the hall, revealing the hybrids.

They were grotesque.
About 2 meters tall.
Thick carapaces covering their bodies with countless tentacles between the gaps, each wriggling as if with its own will.
No eyes, no ears. Just large nostrils and tentacles to sense everything.
Drip. Drip. The fluid they secreted quickly vaporized into pink mist.

*This unpleasant sensation... There must be pheromones too. Used to enthrall magical girls.*

They're obstacles. Thinking about Optima being toyed with and violated by these creatures makes his teeth clench.
With about a hundred of them, Optima, weakened by the scent and pheromones, would have been helpless.

In other words, these hybrids were created as counters to magical girls.
After roughly examining their appearance, Kim Se-Won raised his head and spoke.

"Wondering why I came instead of Optima?"

He spoke toward Aleph, who was watching from beyond by some means.
Aleph, who had been blinking in surprise, smiled broadly.
Soon, her expression melted into a twisted one as she squirmed.
Aleph simply seemed pleased that a man named Kim Se-Won was coming toward her.

To her, how Kim Se-Won recognized her or knew her location was irrelevant.
The most important thing was that Kim Se-Won had spoken to her.

-ROAAAAAAR!!

As if in response, the hybrids charged.
Weapons poured out from Kim Se-Won's pocket.

"Just wait."

Kim Se-Won's eyes were still fixed on Aleph.
His fierce gaze was filled with murderous intent, as if he would tear Aleph apart at any moment.

"This time I'll crush not just your pelvis, but your entire body."

With that cry, his form and weapons shot forward, beginning to slaughter the hybrids.


* * *


"Ah. Aaah...♡"

Heat rises throughout her body.
Watching Kim Se-Won's battle through the screen, her lower abdomen tingles with excitement again.

That aggressive, desperate, and ferocious expression.
Less intense than what she had seen before, but enough to revive the shock of that night.

Aleph's location was an open staircase.
Just above the stairs connected to the first floor. A place accessible only through the door Kim Se-Won had flung open.

"Originally I planned to lure in Optima... but this is better."

She wanted to kill Optima. And bring that tattered body before Kim Se-Won's eyes.
She wanted to see his expression when shown a corpse covered in hybrid semen, dirty and reeking of sourness.

"Then if I devoured Optima right in front of him, he would have certainly been angry."

But now there's no need.
He's already angry enough.
She just needs to wait.
For Kim Se-Won to break through the traps set for Optima.
To subdue him as he pants with excitement, and accept him as her man.

"...But."

Suddenly, a question arose in her mind.
Aleph looked down at her own body.
A delicate frame that could be described as seductive even by her own standards, despite having unremarkable breasts.

That body had been aroused beyond description since confirming Kim Se-Won's presence.

"Am I this excited?"

This could be considered being in heat.
She just wanted to be embraced by him without doing anything.
No matter what he did to her, no matter what insulting words he spoke, she just wanted to approach him.

It was an incomprehensible sensation.
This was blind love.

"I do like Se-Won, but..."

Somehow.
At this rate.
Hasn't she surrendered to Kim Se-Won before even meeting him...?

Rather, Kim Se-Won should be the one surrendering.
After devouring Optima.
After devouring even Virginia, making him taste thick despair, then making him hers.

This won't do.
This isn't right.
Belatedly realizing something was wrong, Aleph stood up abruptly.
Her aroused chest felt urgent.

"This is no time to be like this."

She needed to harm someone first, even now.
Virginia? Optima?
The order didn't matter.
She needed a sacrifice to further enrage Kim Se-Won.
She had to establish dominance over him.
Submission to him was only for the bedroom.

The wings near her tailbone spread wide.
With one flap of her bat-like wings, her body rose into the air.

Aleph escaped from the castle and looked around.
She had to find either Virginia or Optima quickly.

However.

"Where are you rushing off to?"

Before that, pure white snow greeted her.
When she came to her senses, everything around was pristine white.
Snow that had no reason to fall was being blown by the wind, creating a blizzard.

"?!"

Aleph was shocked.

*When did the world change like this?*

She looked toward the source of the voice.
There, a pure white girl was floating in the sky, looking at her.
With a frozen expression, calmly watching her.

Her ruby-red eyes were cold enough to chill to the bone.

"I don't have time to deal with you."

Aleph ignored the girl before her, Bloody White, and flew away.
Her top priorities were the two magical girls, Virginia and Optima.
She had to eliminate them first.

"Is that so?"

Bloody White's voice reached Aleph's ears.

"For someone saying that, you haven't left this place at all, have you?"
"...!!"

Aleph's eyes widened.
Strange.
She had intended to move a great distance in an instant.
And she actually did move.

"You looked quite cute spinning around like a carousel."
"What...!!"

Aleph hurriedly turned around to survey her surroundings.
She could see the castle she had left.
Despite supposedly moving a great distance, the large castle still appeared to be right in front of her.

"I told you. You haven't moved away from there at all."

Only then did her gaze turn to Bloody White.
She was looking at Aleph with kind eyes, as if watching a child.

That woman had done something to her.
The priorities in Aleph's mind changed.

"Yes. That's right."

Bloody White raised her index finger.
The finger pointing to the sky soon pointed at Aleph.

"Quietly accepting death is your role."
"!!!"

Aleph looked at her condition with shocked eyes.
Countless ice shards were already aimed at her.

Ch.587 - Nowhere Is Easy
In a world of pure white, Aleph was never granted freedom.
The world bound her.
With distorted sense of direction, she couldn't escape.
The pervasive cold around her clung stubbornly even when she tried to shake it off with force, numbing her muscles and nerves while splitting her flesh.
Beyond the terrible cold, the relentless snowstorm battered her body.

The situation wasn't good.
It wouldn't be strange if she slowly froze to death at this rate.

Very good.

"What an amusing sight."

Gimel, a servant of The Mute One, watched the situation from atop a newly created fortress, his body covered in lean muscle beneath his armor.

Though the snowstorm obscured visibility, it wasn't enough to completely block his view.

"Hehe. Isn't this a feast laid out before me?"

Aleph was only being attacked, not fighting back.
With just a slight gesture, a terrifying amount of magical power flowed out, pressuring Aleph.
A powerful opponent like that would surely take care of Aleph.

Plus, Aleph was no pushover either. She would certainly inflict at least one fatal wound.

"Isn't this a perfect opportunity to reap benefits twice? How fortunate I am."

Gimel watched the situation unfold above, then lowered his gaze.
He smiled slyly as he observed Optima, who was separated from Kim Se-Won and fuming with anger.

"I'm torn about which one to choose."

He had a grudge against that woman.
She was the one who had brutally killed him when he was newly born.
Bet had warned him not to touch her, but why should he care?
In the hunting methods of hybrids, there was no right or wrong.
First come, first served.

"Optima and Aleph... I could devour one for power and make the other my puppet."

Eating just one would easily make him surpass Bet. In other words, he could obtain both a suitable breeder and great power in this opportunity.

He would become the foremost servant of his master.

A long bow had appeared in Gimel's hand.
A bone bow made from his own bones.

"But first, I'll target..."

Crack! Crunch!
With a horrible sound, he pulled the bowstring of the unmarked bone bow, and the magic flowing from his fingertips mixed with flesh torn from his body, transforming into a dark red arrow.

"I suppose the one who isn't currently fighting."

With a grin, he released the bowstring.

The arrow would target Optima's subordinates at a speed easily exceeding the speed of sound.
The first target was the silver-haired woman.

That's when it happened.
Crack, whoooosh!

A tornado rising from the ground swallowed the arrow.
As fragments of earth spun in the wind and shattered the arrow, Gimel watched the situation with twitching eyes.
A second arrow was already nocked on his bow.

"So it's you."

A cold voice reached him.
A voice that cut through the loud howling wind.
The owner of the voice, Ash, rode the tornado upward and swung his sword.

Slash! Condensed wind targeted Gimel.
Gimel parried Ash's flash and twisted his body sideways.
Whoosh—blue flames pierced through where he had been standing.

A black magic-infused arrow, a golden line too fast to follow with the naked eye, a beast's claws.
Gimel avoided all the consecutive attacks with light movements.

"Hmph."

He also easily blocked Si Yu-rim's strike that aimed for his blind spot.
Suddenly, curved swords resembling scimitars made of his bones appeared in both his hands.

Despite the sudden ambush from the special unit, Gimel maintained his composure.
This was well within his expectations.

"I see. So this is what a servant of The Mute One is."

The last person who created the tornado, Jin Jae-han, rose into the air with his arms crossed.
Jin Jae-han's and Gimel's gazes met.
Despite being surrounded by the special unit numbering seven in total, Gimel showed no sign of panic.

"Ha! Hahahahaha!"

Instead, he opened his mouth and laughed loudly.
After laughing for a while, he shook his head and made an expression of genuine pity.

"How foolish and arrogant. Surely you weren't planning to divide your forces to target us? Did you think you could face me with just this much?"

Not a chance.

"Even we have some information about you. S-class heroes and a few others of similar caliber... this is far from enough."
"Ugh?"

Suddenly, a groan was heard from the side.

"Still, I'll praise you for using your brains. I swear on the name Gimel, bestowed upon me by my glorious master."

Kim Woo-jin turned his head to look at Si Yu-rim beside him.
Blood was flowing from her.
The woman who had been standing perfectly fine until now was bleeding from a diagonal wound.

"Then I should at least do some pruning as a show of respect."

Gimel had swung his sword without anyone noticing.

Si Yu-rim blocked the wound with her hands to prevent her intestines from spilling out.

"Argh, ugh...! Aaaah!"

A pain-filled scream escaped her lips as her body trembled.
Despite the influence of the sanctuary, her wound wasn't healing easily.

The dark red blood flowing from Si Yu-rim's body emitted a terrible smell.
The blood flowing from her body could be seen rotting into a dark red color in real time.

It was truly a vicious cut.
A power that caused everything it cut to rot.

"You're next."

Another vicious cut flew toward them.
Han Chae-eun moved quickly to avoid it.
Diagonally, narrowly.
She watched the path of the blade precisely and moved out of its diagonal path, rushing toward Gimel.

"I won't go down so easily!"

Her movement was truly like lightning.
Slash! The golden line drew an arc and approached Gimel in an instant.

As Han Chae-eun approached, Gimel's remaining hand moved.
Clang! A tonfa that he had suddenly produced deflected the sword, and he aimed for her head with the tonfa in his other hand.

"It seems Bet did a good job. To instill such arrogance."

Gimel didn't block Han Chae-eun's attack.
He deliberately took the tonfa hit to his face.
What he cared about instead was Ash's flash coming from behind.
Clang! The sound of sword meeting sword. He casually moved his arm backward and easily blocked Ash's attack.

"?!"

Han Chae-eun's eyes widened.
Despite landing a critical hit, it seemed to have done no damage at all.

'Even though it was his head...'

Pruning.
In other words, he would first eliminate those who posed no threat to him because they were merely annoying?

That wasn't all.
Something began to flow from the tonfa touching his face.
Like blood vessels covering the tonfa, it crept up stealthily, quickly spreading and soon invading Han Chae-eun's arm.

"Urgh...!"

Han Chae-eun frowned in pain and stepped back.
A burning sensation as if her arm was on fire pounded in her head.
One of the most terrible pains a human could feel was eating away at Han Chae-eun in real time.

'What is this...? If I hadn't barely blocked it with magic, this would have spread throughout my entire body in an instant!'

Glancing sideways, Han Chae-eun looked at Si Yu-rim. Drenched in sweat, she too seemed to be using her magic flow to block the decay, unable to take any other action.

A chilling silence flowed during this brief lull.
Even though they were considered the weaker side, two A-class heroes who ranked among the upper echelons of humanity had been defeated in an instant.

"Haa...! Haa...!"

The faint groans of Si Yu-rim and Han Chae-eun followed.
For humans, pain was like a curse that wouldn't fade no matter how much they endured it. The sight of flesh rotting in real time was enough to completely break a person's will.

Gimel's eyes lightly scanned the special unit.
Among those who had ambushed him, only two were worthy opponents.
One was the female monster in its final form. The other was the human who had created the tornado.
He judged that the rest should be left to his subordinates.

Gimel opened his mouth with a look of lost interest.

"Deal with them moderately."

As soon as his words fell, the ground split open and countless hybrids poured out.

Easily exceeding several dozen, there appeared to be around 300 hybrids.
Each one was strong enough to easily crush the hybrids that had been on the outskirts.

"...Come to think of it, many breeders have died. The females should give birth as much as they've killed our brethren."
"Kraaaaa!!"

At his calm command, the hybrids all pounced on Han Chae-eun and the other heroes.

"Damn it...!"

Si Yu-rim gritted her teeth and raised her body.
Just moving a little made her whole body scream in pain.
All her magic was being used to prevent the wound from spreading.
Despite the sanctuary, there was no sign of the bleeding stopping.
To make matters worse, her lungs seemed to be damaged, making breathing difficult.

Han Chae-eun also managed to get up while sweating profusely.
She couldn't use one of her arms at all.
She was the one who had attacked, yet she was the one who lost an arm—a truly wretched situation.

"Fall back for now!"
"We'll handle this! You two wait until your wounds heal!"
"Tsk, what a shitty situation."

Kim Woo-jin, Lykeres, and Ash stood in front of the two.
With two people incapacitated, the three had to handle about a hundred enemies each.

"We have no choice."
"Thanks to this sanctuary, power is welling up within me! There's no reason to fear just because there are many of them!"
"...That's true."

No matter how many there were, there was no need to be intimidated.
At Lykeres's words, Ash drew his sword again and lowered his stance.

Swoosh—
With a very small sound, he swung his sword.
Compressed wind shot out, greedily taking the lives of the hybrids.

"Let's quickly get rid of these creatures and then take care of that Gimel or whatever he's called."

Ash thought of the girl who would be waiting for him and swung his sword once more.

Ch.588 - Pink Pink Pink
A tremendous pressure crushes the hybrid.

Splat! With a gruesome sound, the hybrid turns into a lump of flesh. He moves on without even glancing at it. There was no hesitation in his movements.

*Is Aleph fighting someone?*

This particularly irritating information flowed into Kim Se-Won's mind. Aleph's location kept changing, moving frantically as if engaged in combat with someone.

It was information he neither wanted to be aware of nor cared to know, yet because Aleph originated from the same body as Eun-Ha, the information came to him unbidden.

*Who could it be? Who is he fighting?*

Even as these thoughts continued, he didn't stop fighting.

Using minimal force.
In precisely the right spots.
The limbs and tentacles of monsters attacking from all directions, their bodies, their fangs.
He smashed through them head-on and advanced.
His fighting style, honed through a life where waste was not tolerated, allowed him to calmly destroy many hybrids while moving forward.

His speed wasn't slow either.
Behind him lay countless pulverized hybrid corpses.

Swoosh! Tentacles attacked from all directions.
A silver line pierced through the approaching tentacles, cutting them all down.
Kim Se-Won reached out his hand and grabbed, causing a distant hybrid preparing to fire to contort into the shape of a hand before perishing.

"KYAAAAAAAA!"

A piercing scream followed.
A hybrid with colorful, log-sized arms had its muscles twisted like a wrung rag, spraying blood.

*I've definitely become more natural handling the Blue Diamond. Is this the second awakening?*

Everything felt optimized.
His senses perfectly adjusted to the brief history his brain had collected.

Additionally, his stamina had increased dramatically. He easily overcame situations that would have previously left him gasping for breath.
To exaggerate slightly, it was like children attacking someone operating heavy machinery.

Yet there was still a problem.

"These things...! How many are there?!"

The hundred or so hybrids he first saw were just the beginning.
From deep within the fortress, both regular hybrids and those modified by Aleph for the magical girls mixed together, endlessly rushing at Kim Se-Won.

*No wonder Optima was overwhelmed...!*

It wasn't just a simple defeat.
They constantly exploited weaknesses while overwhelming with numbers, forcing her into a defensive position.

Their blood had also been adjusted to contain fluids that stimulated magical girls, making it incredibly difficult for Optima, unlike himself.

Crunch!
Imagining the desperate future he hadn't experienced, he bit his lip.
His mind turned red again.
He would kill every last one of them.

"Anyone who touches my woman dies!"

If there was even a possibility they might touch her, they would die.

"No, just die anyway!"

If they were born to touch her, he'd make them regret being born.
Despite his fierce words, his mind remained incredibly calm.
Even as heat rose to his head, he assessed the situation with a cold gaze.
Should he steadily take down the hybrids as he advanced?
Or should he push himself to quickly find Aleph?

Kim Se-Won took out a vial from his pocket and consumed the medicine inside.
The Enhanced Activator he had hidden from everyone.
This was his choice.

Crunch! The moment he bit into it in his mouth, the effects took hold rapidly. It was a terribly potent drug.

"Urrrgh...!"

His eyes became bloodshot and his heart began to pound.
A sensation like every pore in his body opening.
The world seemed to slow down as a strange sense of omnipotence enveloped him.

Yet the sanctuary's protection prevented his destruction.

"Let's go!!!"

Kim Se-Won continued to push forward relentlessly.



* * *



"What in the..."

Optima stared blankly at what was happening in the distance before her.

The world was suddenly covered in snow.
At the edge of her vision, magical forces continuously clashed.
One was Seo Hye-Ji—Bloody White.
The other was likely the special unit.

"The situation doesn't look good."
"Yeah, it doesn't."

Bloody White could be trusted.
The Witch of Slaughter infamous from the Great War. The Blood-Soaked Virgin. She could probably defeat Aleph.

But the special unit was different.
Despite having S-class heroes that people admired, they weren't faring well against Muk-Si-Ja's Servant.

"Let's join them."
"Aren't we waiting for Eun-Ha?"
"Eun-Ha... will be fine."

Optima closed her eyes briefly, then opened them with certainty.
Kim Se-Won, separated by the massive barrier, had already rushed beyond it long ago.

"Se-Won protected me. She'll be here soon out of jealousy."
"You're hopeless."

In-Ha-Ram shook her head with folded arms.
There was only one reason she could be so confident. If their positions were reversed, she would have been jealous too.

Besides, her assessment was likely accurate.
That almost supernatural intuition of hers would have roughly gauged what happened here.

"You two are truly meant for each other."
"...Speaking of which, how are things with In-Cheon-Yong?"
"I've made him unable to live without me."
"..."

Optima's lips twitched at In-Ha-Ram's smiling response.

"I learned from my friends to be thorough about these things."
"Friends... plural?"
"Chae-Eun already submitted marriage registration papers and had the families meet."
"......"

Her mouth fell open.

*I've been surpassed!*

It felt like a fire had been lit under her feet.
The law hadn't been amended yet, so Kim Se-Won couldn't marry both Eun-Ha and Jae-Yu.
Marrying just one? That would likely cause chaos.

But her friends were different.
They had the power to easily overcome barriers of age and blood relations.

*I guess there's no choice... I'll have to register the marriage under Eun-Ha's name and the three of us will live together...*

Optima didn't want to be outdone by her friend.
If the marriage registration was delayed, at least the wedding ceremony!

"I was smart to secretly make arrangements behind Dad's back. Legally, I'm only distantly related to my father."

Her smiling face radiated a hint of madness. Optima wondered how she had ended up with such a friend.

"Looks like our chat time is over."

In-Ha-Ram's voice came from beside her.
Optima nodded, having seen it too.

The countless hybrids increased in number toward the center.
It was truly strange. Was the center just the capital, with population concentrated there?

*Enough idle thoughts.*

Optima assumed a combat stance.
Yet her lips soon began to smile uncontrollably.

"What's that about?"

When In-Ha-Ram questioned her, Optima turned her head and spoke.

"Just feeling like Se-Won is thinking about me."
"...You're sick. Seriously sick."

Still, if delusions boosted morale, that was good enough.
In-Ha-Ram formed her device into an ice war scythe and aimed at the approaching hybrids.

"I may not be Bloody White, but..."

She raised it high and struck the ground with the ice-tipped end.
Shhhhhh—
The ground instantly froze and advanced.
The approaching hybrids' feet froze momentarily before breaking, causing them to fall forward.

"Kiek!"
"Kraaak!"
"B-Kyera!!"
"Charge!"

Everyone rushed forward at Optima's command.

"Hup!"

Optima leaped high, using strength in her legs.
Rising about halfway up the towering barrier, she could roughly see the number of hybrids rushing toward them.

*200 creatures... if this many appeared somewhere overseas, it would be devastating.*

In reality, countries other than Korea had less need for heroes.
They were relatively safe from threats of monsters, hybrids, or hostile forces.

And dozens of times this number would be at the center, beyond the barrier.
At her peak height, Optima looked down and twisted her body.
Then she discharged magical energy from her legs.
Kwaaaa-!
Her body, rapidly accelerated, shot downward.

"Haaaa-!"

Optima's form, having gained sufficient momentum, plunged into the rear ranks.
The hybrids cushioning her impact were pulverized.

"We don't have much time."

Wings unfurled behind Optima's back.
Wings shaped like thick branches fluttered gently.

"I'll kill you all. Come at me as much as you want."

Optima provoked the hybrids with a flick of her hand.
But the hybrids were different.
They couldn't understand the current situation.
Most humans who approached here were weak.
But some humans were exceptionally strong.
Especially the female occupying the rear, emitting a sweet scent, was stronger than anyone.
That female luring them with her sweet scent reminded them of carnivorous plants.
It was nature's law that the more beautiful and attractive something was, the more poisonous it could be.

"Forward!!"
"Kruaaaak!!"

Naturally, the hybrids quickly advanced toward the weaker heroes.

"...Huh?"

Optima watched with a dumbfounded expression as the hybrids fled from her.
This was a first.
She had intended to crush them from front and back in one go, but they ignored her from the start.

"..."
"..."

No, one remained.
A bizarre hybrid with a body closer to a flowing liquid.
It stared intently at Optima before turning its back.

Optima felt a chilling sensation and unconsciously hugged herself.
Its gleaming eyes had scrutinized her for a moment. It felt like being appraised.

"Ptui."

As it finally spat and moved forward, Optima trembled and gathered magical energy in both hands.

Ominous energy gathered in her hands, ready to fire at any moment.

"Eek...!"

Her pride was hurt.
This was the first time she'd been so thoroughly dismissed since becoming a woman.
She wasn't boasting, but didn't she have a body that anyone would consider beautiful?

Optima's body moved.
She stepped forward for support and turned her back.

Clang!

Something sharp was deflected by Optima's hand.
Her eyes followed the flying object.
A long poisoned needle covered in sticky liquid.
In front of Optima, who had turned around, were several hybrids different from before.

"So that was your plan?"

Optima examined the hybrids that had ambushed her.
Like the Alcatrazars she'd seen in Japan, they were a step above ordinary hybrids.
The elite.

"Shallow tricks don't work, do they?"
"That's right. I've never heard that hybrids have preferences for females. Even if they did, they wouldn't abandon a woman right in front of them."
"Exactly."

They all looked similar.
Tall with abnormally long limbs.
A shell like a patient's oxygen mask covered their noses and mouths, connected to their chests.

They seemed born identical, following the same growth process to reach their current state.

"Hoooooo."

As they exhaled deeply, thick pink smoke flowed out.
The area was already filled with this pink smoke.

"Tsk."

Optima clicked her tongue as she felt strength draining from her body.
Her legs were already weakening. Her lower body grew hot.
She took a big step back and circulated magical energy throughout her body.
Feeling the small amount of inhaled fragrance leaving her body, she surrounded herself with transformation magic.

"...I'm screwed."

Gulp. Optima realized she had encountered opponents different from Bet, difficult to deal with in a different way.

"Sssssip-!"

Quickly. She needed to face them while inhaling as little air as possible.
Taking a deep breath, Optima kicked off the ground and charged forward.

Ch.589 - The Girl's Pink Love Is Powerful
Optima carefully observed the hybrids that appeared before her.

*Strange. Even though hybrids are beasts that follow their breeding instincts, they've never openly tried to seduce others like this.*

The pink mist floating around was absolutely the worst.
While there had been many instances of hybrids subduing humans by force to use them as breeders, they had never tried to capture people in this manner from the start.

To hybrids, humans were both prey and trophies, not just breeding material.

She clenched her fist tightly.
Amid her confusion, she felt the effects of the mist she had inhaled earlier subsiding.
Whatever their intentions were, she didn't need to know.
She would annihilate them anyway.

Whoosh! Optima's body shot forward.

*Focus completely on defense.*

If she had blocked the mist from entering through her respiratory system or pores, the next step was to avoid getting wounded.
She judged that as long as she could prevent that, she wouldn't collapse helplessly.

Besides, the best defense was often offense.

*There aren't that many of them. Are they hiding like before? ...But they're not showing up on my sonar.*

Even if there were more of these creatures, they weren't in this location.
Approaching the nearest hybrid, Optima aimed for its stomach.
Crack! Its body shattered into pieces with the sensation of breaking through a solid wall.

"Ugh?!"

But it was Optima who reacted.
Feeling a tingling sensation rapidly spreading from her fist, she hastily retreated.
Whoosh—a large hand swept through where she had been standing.
If she had hesitated even for a moment, she would have been caught.

"Huk, haak... This is truly the worst...!!"

Feeling certain sensitive parts of her body stiffening, Optima exhaled breathlessly.
Once again, her body flushed red. A hazy heat stirred inside her, draining her strength.

The creature's bodily fluids were highly acidic.
Though she had defeated one, the mist had invaded through her dissolved fist.

*The mist is getting thicker. It's continuously flowing from their bodies. And what's strange is that the mist seems to have a will of its own.*

Anxiety took over.
In terms of raw power, Optima was clearly superior. Looking at strength alone, she could dispatch the hybrids before her in an instant.
But the mist they emitted was troublesome.
Optima had seen it—the moment her fist dissolved from the bodily fluids, the mist had swarmed in and invaded her body.

*This is problematic. I can't engage in close combat like this.*

Even now, the mist was growing thicker.
Time was on the enemy's side.
And her strongest asset—close combat—was sealed off.
Time was running out.
She had to make a decision.

"Urrrgh...!"

Optima squeezed her eyes shut.
Clenching her still-regenerating fist tighter, she covered it with corruption magic.
No, she actually let it invade deeper inside.

Sizzle—the sound of something dissolving came from inside her body, throughout her entire system.

"Ugh, urrrgh...!!"

The corruption magic continuously stimulating her nerves was unbearable.
Though she was repairing her body by covering the corruption magic with mana, the pain wouldn't easily subside.
The one fortunate thing was that she could completely eradicate the mist that had been ravaging her body.

"Haak, haak...!"

Her entire body was instantly drenched in sweat.
Breathing heavily—differently from before—Optima responded to the attacks of the creatures that had somehow approached her.

A large hand.
Flying spines.
Tentacles that curved like snakes to attack her blind spots.
A giant hammer suddenly striking down at her crown.

*Territory means nothing. But if I can't just leave them be...*

Optima's eyes gleamed.

If attacking was disadvantageous.
If doing nothing was also disadvantageous.

*Then I'll just kill them all and think about it later!*

Whirr! The wings extending from Optima's back vibrated violently.
Rather than retreating to avoid attacks, she weaved between the incoming combination attacks, getting closer to the creatures.
It was the complete opposite of her earlier decision to abandon close combat.

-What?!

Boom!
All the attacks landed, but there was no impact.
Feeling as if they had struck empty air, confusion filled the hybrids' eyes.

That's when it happened.
One of them began to collapse.
Sizzle—its bodily fluids sprayed in all directions, corroding everything around.

-There she is!

Bang! A whip-like fist flew in and struck Optima hard.

-?!

But again, there was no impact.
Though they clearly aimed at Optima, their attack passed right through her.

"Where are you looking?"

A sweet girl's voice whispered in their ear. Right beside them.
The hybrid immediately turned its head and threw a punch.

Crack!
This time there was impact.

-Ugh...!

But what it had hit wasn't Optima, but one of its own kind.

"That was just an afterimage."
-Gak?!

Its body collapsed instantly.
Attacked at the leg joint, it fell forward.

Bang! With a massive explosion, the hybrid lost consciousness.

"...That's two."

Optima's voice faintly reached the hybrids' ears.
Though she was clearly present, they couldn't pinpoint her location.
They couldn't trust their eyes.
The girl, covered in bodily fluids and grotesquely dissolved in places, appeared here and there.
But no matter where they attacked, they couldn't reach her. She was already gone from that spot.
They couldn't trust their ears either.
Her sweet, seductive whisper came from the front, the back, both sides.

Crack!

Another hybrid fell. The visible wounds on the girl's body increased.
Another one down.
And one more.
Though her speed noticeably decreased with each fallen comrade, the hybrids couldn't move easily.

-Grrrr...

They were already on the ground, awaiting death.

About two minutes had passed since the battle began.

"Haak... haak...!"

In the thick pink mist, Optima felt her entire body boiling.
She felt like she would go mad with the urge to grab anyone and engage in lewd acts.

She dug her nails into her thigh and bit her lips repeatedly, enduring the urge again and again.

Crack!

"Ugh!"

She even punched herself in the stomach.

She endured the surging impulses with sheer determination.
With eyes wide open, swearing not to allow any male's touch, she ceaselessly scanned her surroundings.
Each second felt unbearably long.
Even the act of breathing in and out felt sensual. Her entire body screamed for more of this happiness, this pleasure, but she gritted her teeth and ignored it.
Just 10 seconds passed like that.
To her, it felt like 10 hours.

"Huaaaaaah!"

Optima finally regained her senses and released her mana.
The pink mist that had filled the surroundings was blown far away.
She tensed her entire body, restraining herself from moving.
Forcibly moving her jaw, she bit through her lower lip and channeled corruption magic through the wound.

"Cough!"

Red blood gushed out.
Even while vomiting blood, Optima didn't lose consciousness.
Enduring the sensation of a red-hot skewer piercing her entire body, she expelled all the toxins from within.

"Ugh, huu, hoo..."

Only after spitting out enough blood to kill a normal human did Optima feel her body returning to normal.
Her entire body trembled. Her head screamed with pain that hadn't yet subsided.

Thud! Optima fell to her knees in a pool of blood and looked up at the sky.

"Phew... Good thing Se-Won wasn't nearby... If Se-Won had been here, I would have lost my mind..."

She didn't want to give herself to any man other than Kim Se-Won.
In other words, had Kim Se-Won been nearby, she would have lost her reason and committed lewd acts.

She barely calmed her trembling heart.
Though covered in blood, her physical condition was remarkably fine.

Optima rose from the pool of blood and clicked open a mana supplement she had prepared, pouring it into her mouth.

Though it was only enough to provide slight comfort, it restored a tiny bit of the mana she had used to tear through and repair her body.

Turning around, she looked at the ongoing battle.
The heroes were all safe. Under Inharam's command, they were gradually taking down the hybrids.

She looked down at her body, released her transformation, and transformed again.
Her blood-soaked magical girl outfit immediately returned to its original state.

"Now I need to clean up the rest."

Optima moved forward as if nothing had happened.
She, of all people, couldn't show weakness.



* * *



Deep underground in Pandemonium.
In a vast space, countless tanks emitting blue light were densely arranged.
Various creatures floated inside these tanks.
Hybrids of different forms, humans, monsters, and animals all floated with closed eyes.

In one corner of this space was a massive monitor showing somewhere else.
It displayed a black-haired girl harming herself, spitting blood, and suffering.

"Good. Very interesting. Don't you think?"

The person watching with a grin spoke as if someone was behind him.
He was a young man.
He seemed out of place in this hybrid stronghold.

"It's been quite a while since I've seen that sight. Should I say it's been a long time? Magical Girl Black Swan."
"Not necessary."

Black Swan responded sharply to the young man's smooth-talking voice.

"I didn't expect you to be here...!"
"No, no. 'I' am not here. This body is just a projection connected by fragments of consciousness. Anyway, what do you think? I made it after seeing my servant's toy."
"That's so like you. Absolutely vicious."

Black Swan had seen it too.
Optima, who had grown unbelievably strong over the past few years, was helplessly overwhelmed.
If not for her quick decision-making, tenacious determination, and abundant mana, she would have fallen to those hybrids.
She would have been destined to become a breeder.

Pleased by Black Swan's contorted expression, the man, Jung Soo-Hyun, spoke with a bright smile.

"Specimens created specifically to target magical girls. Honestly, they're useless... but as toys, they pass. If I had more time, it wouldn't have been bad to occupy a city with them. After all, what Aleph makes is rather lukewarm."

She gritted her teeth.
Her body trembled with boiling hatred.
Unlike Black Swan, Soo-Hyun was infinitely relaxed.
He even shrugged as if he couldn't understand why Black Swan was so angry.

"It's been a while since we met. Let's have a proper talk."
"I have absolutely no intention of doing that."

She sharply rejected Soo-Hyun's words.
Black Swan's body turned into black lightning and lunged at him.

Ch.590 - Model Garden
The black lightning was impossible to even perceive.
Its transcendental speed was a factor that brought overwhelming advantage in battle.

"I still can't see it. This is troublesome, isn't it?"

As soon as Black Swan moved, Jung Soo-Hyun spoke and raised the corner of his mouth.
His words and actions were completely contradictory.

Swoosh! The black lightning pierces through Jung Soo-Hyun. No, it tried to pierce through him.

"?!"

Black Swan widened her eyes.
The moment she moved, Jung Soo-Hyun had immediately shifted his body.
It was as if he had seen her movements in the future before they happened.

"Even if my body can't keep up, my mind can. Haven't you heard from your son... no, daughter? Did she throw away all memories of meeting me in the trash?"

Jung Soo-Hyun's voice was utterly calm.

"I was once capable of such movements too."
"You're talking nonsense."

Black Swan dismissed his words as gibberish, but she recalled The Mute One's movements she had seen before.
Movements that seemed to delete the process and present only the result.
That was the product of his technique combined with a speed her eyes could never follow.

"Even so, your body can't keep up. There are limits to prediction."
"Ah. I'll admit that. You're right."

The black lightning targeted Jung Soo-Hyun again.
Once, twice, three times... countless attacks rushed toward Jung Soo-Hyun in an instant.
A speed too fast to even perceive the incoming attacks. Yet Jung Soo-Hyun's expression remained unchanged.

"But there's one thing you're missing, Black Swan."

He slowly raised his index finger.
Even though Black Swan's attack was about to reach his heart, he remained completely at ease.

Just as her hand was about to dig into his heart.

"?!"

Her hand stopped abruptly.

*I shouldn't attack...?*

Her instinct warned her.
That if she attacked now, there would be no turning back.

Though the situation was incomprehensible, Black Swan decided to follow this instinct.
Deliberately hiding her bewilderment, she released her magical power. Pure magical energy surrounded her body, creating distance between her and Jung Soo-Hyun.

"What a shame. Just a little more and you would have reached me. After dying and coming back, have you gone from superhuman to infant?"
"You..."

Drip, drip. Jung Soo-Hyun's body began to collapse after finishing his words.
As in Japan, his body couldn't hold out for long—his flesh melted away, followed by muscles and nerves. Then even his bones melted and collapsed.

Thud, thud. Deliberate footsteps sounded from behind Black Swan.
When she hurriedly turned around, she saw Jung Soo-Hyun walking out of a tank with a new body prepared.

"Shall we continue what I was about to say? ...I knew you would come here."

Jung Soo-Hyun explained with a bright smile.

"That's the one thing you missed. And the one thing that will lead you to ruin."

Snap! He flicked his fingers.
Something appeared from the ceiling of the massive room.
A huge hole that had been hidden behind a translucent membrane until now.

"Since I've kindly explained, you should understand? Magical girls are a species created by Transcendents. Their bodies are essentially not much different from magical energy. That applies even to you who once stood at the threshold of transcendence. ...Well, now you've become a weak being longing for past glory."

Something continued to flow from the huge hole.
It was colorless, odorless smoke invisible to the eye.

"Anyway, magical girls are a species that devour magical energy to increase their power. As they grow, their magical energy becomes incredibly pure. While you have no concept of aging, you're forced to maintain purity to continue existing."

He spread both arms as he continued his explanation.

"That's why I've wanted to destroy you since long ago."

Unlike his snickering mouth, his eyes held consistent hatred.
Old hatred peeled away its disguise and revealed its true form.
That was possessiveness.

"Ironically, this was created by my servant who is also a magical girl, but thanks to her, I found a way to destroy magical girls. What's coming for you now is destruction not for 'my' cause, but for purely personal vengeance."

His words also implied this had nothing to do with The Mute One, his main body.
Jung Soo-Hyun, a fragment of consciousness separated from The Mute One, contained things that The Mute One had deemed unnecessary and discarded.

"Tsk."

Black Swan clicked her tongue at the creepy, unpleasant feeling.
Since the hole in the ceiling was revealed, her body felt strangely heavy.
It felt like something mixed in the air was sticking to her entire body, absorbing her strength.

Jung Soo-Hyun's statement was also unpleasant.

*It's as if he's saying The Mute One doesn't care about our interference at all.*

No matter how strong.
No matter what power they used.
He truly believed there was no way to stop The Mute One himself.

"So I'm grateful that 'I' created this body. Unlike me, who is just his remnant, 'I' who has become a completely different being has left only a sense of mission."
"Sense of mission?"
"Yes. The mission to shatter this distorted world. To escape this artificial world created by the Transcendents' amusement, and make them pay for making us their playthings."

Blink, blink. Black Swan blinked with an expression of complete incomprehension.
This was the first time she'd heard such things.
Had he gone insane and started spouting nonsense?
No, unfortunately, he wasn't foolish enough to recite nonsense in a place like this.

This was the truth.

"Besides the contractors of each magical girl, there are countless Transcendents in this world, in this universe. You could say there are as many as stars in the sky. And they are waging war to reduce the number of Transcendents that have become too numerous."

But Jung Soo-Hyun looked indifferent.
He seemed to care about nothing except the destruction of the Black Swan before him.

"■■■ and ■■■... including some Transcendents whose names I cannot pronounce, beyond the boundary of the world they protect, transcendental battles are still taking place."
"...How did you know that?"
"Even Transcendents aren't perfect. Even if they meticulously designed a new world based on the world they lived in, bugs can occur. Just as mutants are born among monsters, and humans are born with the talent of magical girls, a third species."

Jung Soo-Hyun tapped his temple.
This was quite a fatal coincidence.
At the same time, she could understand why it was being ignored.

Black Swan silently listened to Jung Soo-Hyun's story and thought.

No matter how powerful a being is, what can a mere individual do with such truth?
There's nothing they can do.
It's impossible to find others who would join their cause.

Even if this world is an artificial garden, to others it's the real world where they were born and raised.

Besides, just because mutants are born, or people with magical girl talents are born at a low probability, it doesn't cause problems.

"Your thinking is correct. Even if it's a bug, there's no problem. Even if you confront a Transcendent, they'll just mock you: 'So what? What can you do?' That's all."

Perhaps these thoughts showed on Black Swan's face, as Jung Soo-Hyun nodded while giggling.

"Even if this place is just part of countless Transcendent factories created to produce new Transcendents. Even if your life was created to be voyeuristically watched and laughed at by cosmic beings, honestly, it doesn't matter. Because there's nothing I can do about it."

That's right. None of that matters.
Black Swan silently agreed with his story.
Then, his expression changed.
It was a cautious face, as if confiding a secret that should never be told to anyone except a trusted friend.

"But what if there's someone who wants to destroy this model garden? What if they reached out to 'me' with knowledge and power to do so?"

Then he giggled again.

"To change my mind with such talk. To truly try to act on it. What a fucking idiot, right? ...But funny enough, once I had the power and knowledge, it became doable. Seeing the possibility, I genuinely wanted to crush them. I wanted to surpass all the Transcendents filling the universe and shatter this universe completely."

His tone was as if he was forcibly reciting someone else's story without any interest.

"That became your sense of mission?"
"That's right. The birth of hybrids was also thanks to that knowledge. The reason for deliberately creating them was just to keep you in check during the early stages when you'd be a nuisance. Well, if 'I' had gone beyond to achieve my goal, the whole world would have been covered with hybrids."

Jung Soo-Hyun himself didn't care either way.
He was just a remnant, so there was nothing he could do.

"And I'm dying to reduce you to an ordinary human."

So all that remained for him was personal desire.

"...Is that so?"

She clenched her fist tightly.

"Sorry, but I'm not generous enough to play along with such games."

She didn't care about the truth of the world.
Whether others mocked her or voyeuristically watched her every move, they were beings too vast for her to comprehend.

"So now you need to shut up."

She raised her clenched fist to her chest and struck her heart with a boom!
The shockwave spread throughout her body from her heart and core.

Thump! Her core shook greatly.
Something black flowing from her body quickly spread around.
It was incredibly pure magical power.
In an instant, the magical power enveloped the entire vast room, placing everything under her control.

This wasn't the end. Rather, it was the beginning.
Rumble rumble—the room vibrated.
Space twisted and forcibly expanded.

"?!"

Only then did the smile disappear from Jung Soo-Hyun's face.
As if he truly didn't know about this, he looked around with a serious gaze.

Everything around was pitch black.
The numerous tanks that had been lined up nearby instantly moved away, with black emptiness filling the space between them.
It was as if this space had been separated into another dimension. Separated and endlessly expanding.

Black Swan felt a sense of liberation from whatever had been surrounding her.
As the space expanded, the density in the air naturally decreased.

She raised the corner of her mouth with a smirk and looked at Jung Soo-Hyun with a triumphant expression.

"I'm not being narcissistic, but I'm strong. I've never been weak for even a moment."

As the space expanded and the distance between objects increased, only the distance between Jung Soo-Hyun and Black Swan remained the same.

"It's natural to feel weakened. I'm so powerful that there's a limit to how much I can control."

Clank, clank, clank, clank!
Something fell from Black Swan's body with a sound.
Shackles.
As she said, there were invisible shackles all over her body.

After dying and coming back to life thanks to Virginia, she had restrained herself with multiple layers of shackles to prevent her magical power from going berserk.

Her body felt light as if she had gained a new body.
When she lightly extended her fist into the air, there was a tremendous sound as if space itself was exploding.

"...Ah, right. Just as you have personal grudges, I have one too."

Black Swan's face twisted hideously.

"It's all because of you that Eun-Ha has had to live watching this terrible fight!"

She released power from her entire body and charged at Jung Soo-Hyun.

Ch.591 - I Love A Fair And Square Match!
The situation wasn't looking good.
Among the battles unfolding in all directions, not many were progressing smoothly.

And now, Virginia was speaking with Optima through her communication device.

"Smoke that drains strength?"
[That's right. The fact that they used it now, and somehow I feel like it might be targeting magical girls like us or Nabi.]

Optima's voice, having just finished a battle with heroes, sounded somewhat anxious.
The power of this chemical weapon targeting magical girls, the greatest fighting force in this war, was extremely lethal.

In this battlefield where a single moment of carelessness could lead directly to death, they needed to devise countermeasures for how dangerous it would be for magical girls exposed to that chemical weapon.

'Countermeasures...'

While running with her entire body enhanced, Virginia fell into thought. She realized that the already unfavorable war situation was getting worse.
And she knew there was no perfect way to block the pink smoke visible to the eye.

"Countermeasures... there's nothing we can do. And no contact from Se-Won?"
[Nothing from me either. But you know what? Something's bothering me.]
"That the reason for creating this massive barrier wasn't originally for Se-Won, but to target you?"

It was a conversation between two people who didn't particularly want to mention Aleph's name.
It was definitely concerning.

[Se-Won is pushing himself too hard. But I don't have the confidence to stop him.]
"...Neither do I."

Without needing detailed explanations, they both understood Kim Se-Won's actions to some extent.
The two girls had long realized that Kim Se-Won's intentions were to save them.
That's why they were anxious.
That's why they were grateful and couldn't stop him.

Because the cause of their beloved man's reckless behavior was themselves.

[Anyway, I don't plan on waiting. We're going to move forward first.]
"Yeah. Don't stop. We don't have the luxury of time anyway."

Optima, having finished her battle, intended to head toward the massive castle visible ahead.
Virginia shared the same opinion.
Although it was a situation where the two girls needed to join forces, the situation wasn't good enough to waste time waiting for Virginia.

[Currently, the special unit is engaged in battle with Gimel. The place we're heading to probably has Bet, whom we fought earlier.]
"The fact that Mom's communication was cut off is evidence she's fighting someone. Plus, Seo Hye-ji is handling that one."

Dolly was currently in command of the monsters.
Deltar was at the forefront, advancing steadily with overwhelming numbers that easily surpassed the hybrids.

[...What about Nabi?]
"Nabi is also acting according to plan. She's currently engaging The Mute One's main body."

In response to Optima's question, Virginia assured her that at least Nabi was following the plan.
It wasn't a strategy devised from the beginning.
Originally, Don-Hil's role was to provide fire support by moving positions using her spatial magic abilities.

But after Bloody White revealed The Mute One's main body and reconnaissance was conducted, the situation changed.

"It seems like that guy really intends to reach transcendence. It looks like he's prepared to thoroughly protect his body for a long hibernation."
[So she's looking for a way to break through that?]
"That's right. Since it's unexpectedly solid, I thought Nabi, who can manipulate space itself, would be better than transformation magic."
[I understand.]

Everyone was doing their best with their assigned missions.
After exchanging information, Virginia ended the communication and raised a new question as she watched the rapidly passing scenery.

"But why did he suddenly change the terrain...?"

Did Aleph feel a sense of crisis? She thought differently.
Something had provoked Aleph.

"Could it be?"

Suddenly, the face of a man appeared in Virginia's mind.
A man who had been a friend she could trust for a long time.
A man who was now an enemy.

"...It's not impossible."

Virginia's gaze turned toward the castle at the center of Pandemonium.
Jung Soo-Hyun.
If The Mute One was meticulous, he would have prepared one or two contingency plans. Could Jung Soo-Hyun, who had appeared in Japan, be one of those plans?

And she was concerned about Black Swan, whose signal had suddenly been cut off and communication lost.

'I can't trust my own thoughts. But there's a possibility.'

Perhaps, just as Jung Soo-Hyun had appeared in Japan before, he might be here too.
And if Black Swan had encountered Jung Soo-Hyun, and if Jung Soo-Hyun was stronger than imagined, there was a sufficient possibility that communication would be cut off.

"There's no time. No time at all."

Tsk! She clicked her tongue and put more strength into her legs.

Just ending the war in a day or two was already an arrogant thought that she kept in mind.
But in reality, this was the only way. Not a day, but 12 hours. Or perhaps humanity would only have hope if they ended the war even faster?

'I'm anxious. There's no reason to suddenly change the terrain like this. There might be... something they're aiming for.'

It's hard to believe they changed this huge terrain just to separate Optima from her troops.

Virginia patted her anxious chest as she continued forward.


* * *


Optima advanced, and advanced again.
She was worried about Kim Se-Won. Based on the lack of any particular feeling, she thought he was still safe, but not having seen him with her own eyes, her anxiety wouldn't subside.

"Indeed, for being so close to the center, there aren't many hybrids."
"They're probably being used mostly to stop the monsters. I briefly counted them and the numbers were incredible. No matter how much each monster might overpower a hybrid individually, there are just too many of them."
"Looking at it differently, does that mean we're being underestimated... No, it would be the opposite. They're sending their elite forces against us, which means they're wary of us. Like Bet who you faced earlier? From what I briefly saw, he seemed to have a fiery temperament, but he hasn't shown himself again."

Optima nodded at In Ha-ram's words.
No matter how worried she was about Kim Se-Won, she couldn't neglect her duties here.

"You're right. Plus, he didn't seem cunning enough to set traps. So..."
"At the end. He must be waiting for us there."

She nodded again.
Optima turned her head to look at the woman running beside her, Yoo Ji-yeon.

Although she was someone who strangely clung to her and occasionally tried to sexually harass her, she was still a reliable person.
As long as she was with them, there was definitely a possibility of defeating Bet.

"Just trust me. I'll make sure that guy can't think straight."

Noticing her gaze, Yoo Ji-yeon winked and tapped her sword.
Anticipating a fierce battle, she had brought two additional swords as spares besides her favorite one.

Optima deliberately gave a faint smile and laughed pitifully to boost her morale.

"I can do it! I can do it! I can do it!!!"

With that, Yoo Ji-yeon's eyes blazed as she boosted her own morale.

'Despite everything, she's a good person.'

They were getting closer to their target.
A door wide and tall enough for about ten adult men to stand in came into view.

A castle of hybrids, composed of hybrids.

As Optima reached the door, it opened automatically with a loud sound.
As the door fully opened, lights gradually illuminated from the entrance.

It was as if they had been waiting for their arrival.

Crunch, crunch.

"What's that sound...?"

The sound of something hard being chewed came from inside.
Crunch, crunch, crunch!
A chilling sound.
A creepy sound like a beast devouring its prey alive, a sound no ordinary person would ever hear.

The source of this sound revealed itself when the lights illuminated the innermost part.

He was covered in blood.
Sitting down, he was chewing on what appeared to be the arm of a former hybrid with powerful jaws while looking in their direction.

"Ptui!"

Bet, having confirmed Optima's appearance, spat out what he was chewing and stood up.
Boom! As he pounded his chest strongly, all the blood covering his body fell off cleanly.

"Welcome."

There were no visible wounds on him.
He looked as neat as when they first met.

'It seems he's healed all his internal injuries too.'

Optima assessed Bet's condition from his movements.
In a period that wasn't short but wasn't particularly long either, Bet had completely recovered his body.

Bet stroked his chin as he examined the heroes who had entered the castle.
Each time their eyes met his, the heroes' bodies trembled slightly.
Unless one was at the level of Optima or Yoo Ji-yeon, even just making eye contact would instill a light sense of fear.

"Hmm... As expected, not a single one missing. You're all as resilient as cockroaches."

Tsk, Bet clicked his tongue as his gaze fixed on Optima.
Burning hatred could be seen in his eyes.
The female who had handed him a humiliating defeat. His determination to subjugate her above all others was crystal clear.

"You talk a lot for someone who almost died at the hands of those cockroaches. Who's the one who survived so disgracefully when they should have just died quietly?"
"Survival instinct. Reproductive instinct. I found I couldn't resist these very important desires. No, rather, I taught myself a lesson in order to crush you all in peak condition. Don't be carelessly complacent!"

Bet crossed his arms and rationalized himself.
He had already reached the stage of attaching suitable reasons to his shameful defeat to regulate his emotions.

"Truly disgusting."
"To think such a man is a servant. For the first time, I feel sympathy for The Mute One."

Optima's contemptuous gaze and In Ha-ram's sympathetic gaze poured down on him.
Yoo Ji-yeon lowered her posture slightly, preparing to spring into action at any moment.

"Hahaha! Trying to affect my mind with words is useless! This time, I've truly understood what it means to fight fair and square!"
"Fair and square?"

What nonsense was this now?
Optima couldn't help but question it.

"What else could it be?"

Boom!
Bet struck the floor with a cunning smile.

This wasn't the first time Bet had stomped the floor.
The heroes realized the meaning of this action and quickly tried to escape, but...

"Oh no...!"
"I can't move?!"
"Damn it!!"

It was already too late.
A massive wall fell from the ceiling.
Hybrids swarmed in from all directions, targeting the heroes, and in an instant, the floor opened up and a tremendous gravitational force captured them.

-Kraaaaaah!!

Many hybrids threw themselves toward the hole, chasing after the heroes who had fallen first.
The opened floor was sealed by the ceiling that had fallen.

"How about it? Doesn't it seem more fair and square now?"

The only ones left in this massive hall now were Optima and Bet.
With a triumphant voice, he said this and took his stance.

"Fair and square is the best!"

Bet's body shot toward Optima.

Ch.592 - An Unfair Match
"Fair and square? What a ridiculous phrase."
As Optima let out a hollow laugh, Vet, who had spoken those words, also giggled as if finding it amusing.

The situation was extremely unfavorable.
What was already an uncertain battle had deteriorated further.
A one-on-one fight with Vet, a being she couldn't handle alone. And Vet would likely not even give Optima the brief moment needed to deploy her domain.

"I see."

Despite this, Optima deliberately curled up the corners of her mouth, mocking Vet.

*I'm not certain, but this is a gamble worth taking.*

Images of Vet's behavior flashed through her mind.
She hated having memories of another male occupying her thoughts, but right now it couldn't be helped.

"You're scared, aren't you? Despite being so strong."
"Ha, I simply dislike unfair duels. Acting innocent after such a cowardly ambush and long-range bombardment."

But Vet didn't fall for it easily. His eye twitched as he struggled to contain his anger, yet his words remained relatively calm.

"Who was it that opened gates to ambush the Academy District repeatedly? Who placed the Muk-Si-Ja's eggs around the world to be reborn as servants? You're just a coward. A male trembling before a woman... no, a female smaller than himself."
"What?"

His eye twitched again.
This time he clenched his teeth, his muscles rippling across his body.
No matter how hard he tried to act unfazed, his breaking point was approaching quickly.

And Optima delivered the finishing blow with one more comment.

"That's why you lost to a dick case like Aleph."

Strong males take immense pride in their power.
They may pretend otherwise, but they believe it's natural for females to submit to them, or to submit willingly.
This is especially true for hybrids who follow their instincts.

And here was a female disparaging Aleph with a vulgar term. Didn't this imply that even other females viewed Aleph as inferior?

"Eeeeek...!!!"

Vet's face instantly flushed red. Overwhelmed with shame, he lowered his posture slightly and tensed his legs, looking ready to pounce at any moment.
Optima's provocation had hit its mark.

But it felt like something was still missing.
It wasn't enough.
She needed one final blow.
One last remark that would make him rampage without restraint.

"Ah."

Suddenly, a brilliant idea occurred to Optima.
Vet was completely naked, clearly confident in his body.

*Perhaps I don't even need to say anything.*

Optima's gaze slowly traveled downward, and she snickered.

"You... biiiiitch!!"

That action was the greatest insult to someone overflowing with pride.

Vet leaped forward in an instant.
With a low jump, he quickly closed the distance to Optima and swung his fist with bloodshot eyes.

From above. Downward.

"Oh my. Tsk tsk."

Boom!
Optima's tongue-clicking was drowned out by the explosive sound.
But Vet heard it clearly.

This female, at least, he could not leave alone.
No matter what it took.
Even if it meant his own destruction, he would kill her. No, he would rip out that tongue and make her submit!

The shattered floor debris floated up into the air.

*Now!*

Optima's eyes gleamed.
Thanks to his brute force, debris filled the air, obscuring vision.

Countless black threads extended from her hands.
The threads weaved cleverly between the fragments, targeting Vet's blind spots.

"Take back what you said, female!!"
"Weren't you calling me underhanded? So what's wrong with me using a few dirty tricks?"

Even against an opponent she couldn't overpower, there were ways to win.
It was a somewhat audacious approach she wouldn't normally use in front of others, but now it was perfect.

Waiting until the airborne debris began falling, Optima continued speaking.

"Coward. Coward. You talk big but can't even catch one small female with your own strength? This is why you don't have any females around you."
"What...!!"

Vet's face twisted grotesquely.
His features, contorted with rage, became somewhat unrestrained.

"And you're filthy. Even the way you eat is obscene. Wait, could it be? Have you been hitting on Aleph? That would explain why~ you're so fixated on me. Ugh."

Despite being physically outmatched, somehow Vet couldn't muster his strength.
His mental state was being reduced to tatters by the merciless facts Optima was hurling at him, facts she was guessing at but hitting remarkably close to home.

"Oh, right. And after eating, too. You think just forcefully removing blood makes it clean? Your every action is so barbaric that not just Aleph, but no female would approach you. From what I've seen, that guy... what was his name? Gimel? He strangely attracts females, but you don't, right?"
"Kuk...!"
"Hahaha! Hit the mark? Your every action just screams it! How can you expect females to be attracted to you when you can't even take care of yourself? Who taught you such foolishness? Was it the Muk-Si-Ja?"
"Youuuu!!"
"This bitch, that bitch, those bitches. Ugh. Is that all you can say? Pathetic. Moron. Just a low-intelligence nobody who thinks they're special because they were lucky enough to be born as the Muk-Si-Ja's servant. I feel sorry for the Muk-Si-Ja. Truly. Even that idiot who follows females around with his mouth hanging open would be better than you."

She shrugged her shoulders and shook her head.
Seeing this, Vet's anger, already at its limit, completely surpassed the breaking point.

"Graaaaaaah!!"

Vet's thoughts and vision became completely focused on Optima.
He couldn't see anything else.
All he could see was the foul-mouthed female before him.

"Tsk."

Despite his speed being almost too fast to follow with the naked eye, Optima deliberately frowned and clicked her tongue again.
Her expression was one of disgust, as if looking at something filthy and repulsive.

"Graaaaaaah-!"

Keeeeng-! Her wings operated at maximum speed, executing an evasive maneuver that avoided his straightforward attack.
The hand aiming for Optima sliced through empty air.

Their forms crossed, and a brief moment of silence followed.

"...Your breath stinks."

In the silence, Optima delivered her final blow. Her voice echoed particularly loudly in the quiet hall.

As if not intending to stop there, she even pinched her nose and turned her head away sharply.

A behavior completely unlike her usual self. And entirely different from how she acted in front of Kim Se-Won!

"Uh, uhhh...!"

Vet, who had been howling with his mouth wide open, unconsciously clamped it shut.
His shoulders, which had been heaving with rage, slumped.
Yet his fury showed no signs of subsiding, as his intense gaze continued to glare at Optima.

His anger now could not be quelled by Optima alone.
The exchange between the girl and the monster began again.

"Don't run away, you cowardly biiitch!!"

Rather than an exchange, it might be more accurate to call it a game of tag—a base fight.
Optima easily avoided Vet, whose movements had become too linear, and Vet continued to chase her in an endless cycle.

How much time passed like this?

"Phew. Work complete."

Suddenly, Optima's attitude completely changed.
As if everything she'd done until now had been an act, she smiled brightly and put her hands behind her back.
Crossing her legs and leaning slightly forward, she greeted Vet with a gentle gaze, like one looking at a foolish younger sibling.

"I'm really fortunate. That you're such a filthy bastard."

She spread her arms that had been behind her back.
Somehow, countless threads were now connected to her arms.
They were so dense and numerous that it looked more like a massive cloth connected to something.

"What's fortunate about thaaaat!!"
"What else?"

Optima manipulated the dense threads in an instant.
She brought her arms inward as if embracing herself.
Zurrrrrrr- Something was being drawn toward Optima through the threads.

"?!"

Boom!
Vet suddenly felt strength rapidly draining from his body.
Involuntarily dropping to his knees, he looked at his body with a bewildered expression.

"Simple. Dirty. Base. Stupid. And thanks to you being less than a male who can't even make one female submit, I was able to win a fight I could never win otherwise."
"Wh-what... is this...."

Connected.
Those black threads were attached all over his body.

When did this happen?

The question that arose was quickly answered.

He knew.
He knew when they had been attached.
From the moment she started mocking him and treating him as less than a male.

"Magic Drain Technique. A pure skill, neither magic nor psychic power, that I inherited from my mother."

The power that had filled his entire body was being sucked away in an instant.
His bulging muscles shrank in a moment, as if his vital energy had been drained by a succubus.

"It's such a difficult technique that I still can't use it skillfully. But I heard that if you apply it well, you can even interfere with space."

Step. Step. The female emitting a sweet scent slowly approached.
Having already had even his strength to resist drained away, Vet faced his approaching death with a blank expression.

Crunch!

Vet's genitals, now just skin, were stomped on.
But it didn't end there.

"Kugh?!"
"I won't let you die easily since you looked down on me with this filthy cock."

A cold voice pierced him.
Something flowed from the tip of Optima's foot into Vet through his genitals.

"Graaaaaaah-!"

Strength he didn't have surged forth.
No, it was a scream using the last of his strength.
Vet twisted his body from the burning pain spreading from his genitals throughout his body.
Though it was just feeble writhing since all his strength had been drained, for him it was a desperate struggle.

Whoosh! His body suddenly began to burn.
Transmutation magic had begun to burn everything that constituted his body.

"Gaaaaaaaaaah-"
"There's only one man who can openly tell me he wants to fuck me."

Even as he burned vigorously, his screams didn't stop.
Optima watched Vet's final moments with a contemptuous expression, forgetting even to breathe.

And when Vet finally fell silent, her airways cleared.

"...Huff, huff...!"

Her body was drenched in sweat.
Her limbs trembled.
Her core was screaming in protest from the forcibly absorbed magic.

Thud! Optima's body collapsed.
She breathed heavily, trying to recover as quickly as possible.

Vet had been no easy opponent.
She had barely avoided his movements and simultaneously employed a technique she hadn't yet fully mastered, consuming considerable mental energy.

"It would have been nice if you'd taught me this five years earlier..."

Optima said, needlessly blaming Black Swan as she barely managed to get up.
Though she still couldn't muster much strength, she had recovered enough to move somewhat in that brief moment.

*My whole body is screaming. Unlike other hybrids, the Muk-Si-Ja might have done something to those at the servant level.*

Her physical condition had rapidly deteriorated to the worst.
It felt like indigestion.

*How long would it take to fully make Vet's magic my own? 1 hour? 2 hours?*

She hadn't expected to be held up in a place like this when time was already so scarce.

*I need to go rescue my comrades who fell below...*

There was no choice.
Optima barely got to her feet and headed toward the door that was still open.

She needed to escape through there and wait for Virginia.
If they fused, the time needed to digest the magic would be considerably shortened. Or she could send Virginia first to rescue their comrades.

Step, step, with her head bowed and weak footsteps, she reached the door.

"Hmm. It seems Vet has been defeated."
"!!!"

And then, a strange voice that shouldn't be there came from in front of her.
Optima jerked her head up.
There stood a man looking down at her, holding a sword dripping with blood.

Ch.593 - The Fool's Wish
A turn for the worse.
Adding insult to injury.
When it rains, it pours.

"Ugh, argh...!!"

Optima grimaced as she endured the pain.
In just an instant, she was slashed the moment they met.
She barely managed to add enough force to the cut to fly far outside the fortress, but that certainly didn't mean the situation had improved.

"The magical energy is writhing. At this rate...!"

A scene flashed through Optima's mind.
The image of Black Swan at The Front Line, whose magic began to go berserk after being poisoned by The Mute One.
She was in exactly the same predicament now.

From her left hip to her right shoulder. Excruciating pain began to torment her from the slash across her back.
Just when she needed all her strength to control her magic, a new servant appeared and cut her down.
The situation had become even more desperate.
Both for Optima personally, and for the battle situation.

*That means the special unit was defeated? I could clearly see traces of battle on him, but no fatal wounds.*

Like Bet, they were a species with remarkably fast recovery, so there was a possibility he had healed from fatal wounds, but Optima gave more weight to the hypothesis that the special unit had been defeated without putting up much of a fight.

Crash!
Her body, which had been flying far away in one breath, collided with a towering wall. She had been flying in an unfortunate direction.

"...!!!"

Her body hit the wall and fell downward.
Optima couldn't even scream from the crushing pain throughout her body.

Perhaps her lungs were damaged, as she curled up and trembled, finding it difficult to even breathe.

*I need to heal. Quickly, I need to heal...!!*

She barely held onto her consciousness that felt like it might snap.
She couldn't breathe.
The slashed area continued to burn with pain.
On top of that, her bones were crushed from the collision and fall.

In the torrent of pain that felt like her head was being torn apart, Optima barely managed to control her magic flow and focused on recovery.

"...Kuhak! Haak...! Haak...!!"

The first things she healed were her bones. Then her organs.
Belatedly, breath burst from her throat as she exhaled raggedly.

*He's coming. I need to recover as much as possible.*

Since her magic was overflowing, there was no need to conserve it. As she poured all available magic into the wound, the pain gradually subsided and began to heal.

*The healing is slow. That sword... it's because of that sword.*

Optima immediately identified the cause of the special unit's defeat.
If a magical girl on sacred ground was in this condition, how much worse would it be for others?
Even a slightly deeper cut would probably render someone unable to fight.

*How much time do I have left? Until he arrives... 1 minute? 2 minutes? No. Somehow he seemed calm and unhurried. If I have about 5 minutes... Ah!*
"Ugh!"

Optima suddenly summoned every ounce of strength she had and threw herself aside.
Using only her arm strength to propel herself from her lying position, BOOM! The spot where she had been exploded.

"Right, that bastard can snipe too...!!"

She frowned.
If there was any silver lining, it was that the pain had almost subsided thanks to her brief focus on recovery.
Optima composed the chaotic flow of magic and deployed her sonar.

"!!"

As soon as she deployed it, she detected something flying toward her from a distance. She threw herself sideways again, and BOOM!! Once more, the spot where she had been exploded.

"Ugh!"

But her timing was slightly off. The blast wave lifted Optima's body and sent her flying.
Her entire body was scratched by the debris scattered from the explosion.

"Seriously, these guys are ridiculously strong...!!"

At this point, she realized that when she fought Aleph, he had been practically toying with her.
How strong was the true power of Aleph, said to be the strongest of the three servants?

*Probably not as strong as Mother or Bloody White, but...*

In any case, she needed to find a place to hide right now. If she stayed still even for a moment, another attack would come.
BOOM!
And indeed it did.
Optima threw herself aside once more to avoid the sniper shot. With each violent movement, her magic fluctuated, disrupting the flow she had barely managed to stabilize.

*The speed of the projectiles is getting faster. He's probably getting closer.*

The thought alone made her dizzy. Sniping wasn't something that could be done this rapidly, yet he was doing it as if it were natural.

It was torture having to dodge sniper fire on top of everything else she needed to focus on.

*One hit and it's truly over. Dodge. I must dodge!*

She continued her evasive maneuvers while mentally whipping herself.
After dodging about ten shots, Optima's communication device rang.
Ding-

[Optima!]
"What is it?!"

The urgent voice belonged to In Ha-Ram.
What could possibly warrant communication in this situation? Optima dodged another sniper shot and listened carefully.

[Look behind you!]
"Behind...?"

BOOM! The speed of the incoming projectiles reached its peak.
She could see Gimel in the distance.
With no room for even a moment's carelessness, Optima quickly turned around.

"!!!"

There were people in terrible condition.
The damage was so severe that even on sacred ground, no one was unharmed.

And In Ha-Ram, who had made the call, was carrying the dying Han Chae-Eun in his arms.

*Huh...?*

Except for one person, Jin Jae-Han. Compared to the others, his body was relatively intact.
Though he had no fatal wounds, he still looked quite depleted.

"Damn it...!!"

A turn for the worse? This was even worse than that.
She was already struggling to take care of herself, and now there were more people to protect.
With just Optima and Jin Jae-Han, it would be difficult to protect those people from Gimel.

"I'm glad you're safe at least. Any casualties?"
[None. But everyone is out of combat for now. ...Sorry. But Virginia said she's almost here. Just hold on a little longer!]

Now that she listened carefully, In Ha-Ram's voice wasn't in good shape either. He was straining to get each word out.
The reason they were all still in such bad condition was probably because they had just reached the surface and entered the sacred ground's effect range.

"Got it."

She clenched her fist tightly.
There was no escape route.
She was in a situation where she couldn't run from Gimel who stood before her.

*Still, I'm really relieved. They managed to escape without any casualties after eliminating so many hybrids in such a short time.*

It was truly miraculous.
The very reason war was established was because of the sacred ground's power to strengthen allies and weaken enemies.
Yet their survival from underground, where the sacred ground's influence didn't reach, could only be described as a miracle.

*I'll hear the details later.*

It was easier to assume that those survivors existed thanks to Jin Jae-Han's presence. Optima stopped running and moved forward.

*So you're saying the escape is over? Is that what you're saying?*

When Optima advanced, she could see Gimel's lips moving as if saying something.
But there was no change in his movements. Just like before, he pulled his bowstring and released an arrow.
Swoosh-! It passed by Optima in an instant.

*Did he miss?*

She felt a slight doubt.
Although Optima had dodged the arrow, she didn't have the sensation of barely avoiding it, of escaping by the skin of her teeth like before.

Then, an ominous feeling brushed through her mind.

*No way!?*

Optima focused her consciousness on her sonar, just in case.

"!!"

Her eyes widened.
Her sonar told her that the flying arrow hadn't been aimed at Optima from the beginning.
It was aimed behind Optima.

"Tsk!"

It was heading toward the injured heroes who could barely move.

*Of all places, the escape route is right above me...!! No, did he deliberately...?*

The twisted trajectory when Gimel cut down Optima.
Which caused her to hit the wall and fall.
Optima wasn't certain, but she thought this might be why Gimel hadn't pursued her directly and had been sniping instead.

Optima made a sharp turn and headed back.
The arrow had already approached very close to the heroes.

*I can't get enough speed...! If only I could properly utilize my magic!*

She gritted her teeth and tried to accelerate.
Jin Jae-Han reacted, summoning a whirlwind, but it wasn't enough.

"Ah...!"

Swoosh-! Another arrow was already heading precisely toward the tail of the first one.

"No!!"

Yes.
She felt as if she heard such a word from behind her.

BOOM. With a huge explosion, the whirling storm was swallowed by the blast.

"Ah...."

Optima's voice trembled finely.

The arrow, made of magic and Gimel's body, caused an explosion so massive it would leave no trace of a person.
Optima found herself standing dazed, watching the scene.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to her.

*Was I too hasty after all?*

She had thought that now was the right time to start the war.
This thought hadn't changed even during the war.

But this was the result.

Kim Se-Won was out of contact.
The special unit, composed of strong individuals, was helplessly defeated by Gimel.
And now, numerous heroes were annihilated in an instant by that same Gimel.
All that remained were Virginia, who was on her way, and herself.

*No. I wasn't wrong. I couldn't have been wrong. And yet... I feel empty.*

Losing those she was supposed to protect left a gaping hole in her chest.
Despite hearing deliberate footsteps approaching from behind, Optima didn't move.

The dust cloud before her was incredibly thick.
When it cleared, she would see the corpses of her friends and comrades.

That's when it happened.

"Duck."

A sudden voice near her ear.
Along with it, a massive arrow of light emerged from the smoke.

"!!"

Flash! As she came to her senses and ducked, the arrow of light was shot.
The arrow emitted a radiant light so brilliant it could wash away all the negative feelings of those who saw it.

Fast, like light itself.
The arrow drew a parabolic arc and targeted Gimel behind her.

"Yes. That's it...!!"

A smile formed on Optima's lips.
The hole in her chest was filled in an instant as she moved forward.

Whoosh! Simultaneously, someone emerged from the smoke.

"Virginia!"
"Optima!"

The two girls called each other's names at the same time.
They reached out to each other, closing the distance.

*That's right. It's not over yet. Even if I'm the only one who can still fight at full strength.*

Optima could only realize—or rather, remember—after nearly losing everything.

*Even if there are many I need to protect.*

She thought as she reached forward.
As the thick smoke cleared, it revealed that everyone was safe and alive.

*The people in my hands are still alive. We can still fight together.*
*Those I must protect. Those who have sworn to walk the same path as me are right there!*

The small outstretched hand covered all their figures.

*The reason I became a magical girl is right there!*

The reason Shin Eun-Ha wanted to become a hero.
The reason she continued as a magical girl after dying once.
There were many other reasons.
But the most fundamental reason was always one.

Just as Black Swan had saved her on the day she lost everything.
Just as she had given her a new life.

She too wanted to save others someday.

The girls, having squeezed out all their strength, threw themselves forward.

*I hate fighting. No, I hate how innocent people lose their families because of fighting.*

People and people. Species and species.
Even a fool knows that conflict and war will never disappear no matter what world unfolds.

*That's why.*

Clap! The hands of the two girls who had thrown themselves forward met.

"I want to prevent at least those within my reach from feeling such pain!"

Flash-!
A dazzling light enveloped the two girls.

Ch.594 - The Place Only Fools And Idiots Can Go
In the moment when the girl who had been split in two became one, in that brief interval, Eun-Ha thought:

*What did I truly want?*

Her role.
What she had to do.
What she wanted to do.
And what lay beyond that?
What did she truly desire?

*I see.*

The answer was really close by.
She felt as if someone had once told her that if she desperately wished for it, when the time came, that wish would open a path.

So Eun-Ha slowly recalled her wish.

*One is obviously a future with Se-Won.*

This was non-negotiable. She would never change this.
It was a wish so deeply embedded that it wasn't just in her heart but in her very soul.

And another one.
The true wish she had harbored even before falling for Kim Se-Won.

*I want to protect people. I want to keep them from getting hurt.*

A hero who shows a well-trained, massive back, becoming a great shield to protect the powerless.
Although it was a dream she couldn't achieve before her body changed, it was now a dream within reach.

*And I want to extend my hand to those I can reach.*

This was why Eun-Ha wanted to protect heroes.
Not because heroes were weaker than her.
Not because she held positions like captain, magical girl, or saint.

Because they were her comrades.
Because they were people she had lured with wealth and fame, guiding them to share the same purpose.
That's why she had responsibility.

To achieve goals together with them.
To hold them tightly in her grasp so they could safely return to the home waiting for them.

Accomplishing such things was precisely what it meant to be a—

"Magical girl."

Even if the title changed.
Even if her gender changed.
Even if people's gazes and treatment of her changed.

The job remained the same.

"I am someone who protects humanity."

Here arose a problem.
Eun-Ha looked at her hands.
Too small and delicate to protect humanity. With such hands, she could only protect the few within her reach, and she thought that was her limit.

The way to overcome this limitation was extremely simple.

"Bigger. Stronger."

Eun-Ha's mind naturally provided the answer, as if someone had handed her a paper with the solution written on it.

Yes.
She just needed to surpass her limitations.
She needed to become an almost omnipotent being who could transcend the limits of time and space.

A thought both simple yet difficult to naturally accept as believable.
Yet for Eun-Ha, it was truth.

Pop—

As her consciousness faded, pitch-black darkness instantly enveloped her.

Whoosh—

But only for a moment, as a dazzling light shone upon her, causing her eyes to open involuntarily.

"Ah..."

Eun-Ha let out a dazed exclamation.
Before her eyes was a pure white staircase.
Endless, directed only upward, it extended beyond the clouds filling the sky.

Eun-Ha walked.
Step by step, she climbed the stairs.

< Do you truly wish to climb this place? >
< This is a place of responsibility. A place filled by what is lost. >
< You shed your shell and abandon your past. >
< By becoming detached from the world, you lose your future. >
< By letting go of attachments, you escape the present. >
< You fill the void with responsibility and power, becoming part of the world. >
< This place asks for that determination. >

*Is this why Mother wanted to give up transcendence?*

A voice echoed in her mind.
The entire space trembled slightly as an unknown voice warned her.
It sounded like a child
And like an adult.
Like a man yet also like a woman.
Far from neutral.

This bizarre voice, mixed like noise, warned Eun-Ha who continued climbing the stairs without hesitation.

Eun-Ha thought.
Hong Yu-Jin's heart would have wavered.
With each step forward, she could feel "Shin Eun-Ha" being erased from the world.

While she existed completely in her own mind, it was a cruel sensation of her place in the world being cleanly wiped away.

The speaker continued to warn Eun-Ha with a concerned tone.

< ———Do you have confidence to support the world? >

At those words, Eun-Ha's steps suddenly halted.
She had already reached beyond the clouds, and could no longer see below.

"Then, how long can I stay here? Can I complete what I need to do before I go?"
< ......When you come is your choice. Most of us come up in less than a day, but occasionally there are those who remain in their place even after 100 years. >

At the speaker's answer, she moved her halted legs and continued forward.
That was enough.
That was all she needed.

"I'll ask one more thing."

Eun-Ha's footsteps didn't stop.

"How many people have you seen give up climbing these stairs? And what did you think of them?"
< ......Even at this moment, hundreds, thousands are climbing. But all fall away. That's natural. History, memories, reminiscences, attachments, family, acquaintances. The more you leave behind, the stronger your desires, the more burdensome climbing these stairs becomes. >

Eun-Ha understood.
Only fools could climb these stairs.
Only fools who could throw everything away for an immense cause could climb these stairs.

It wasn't those who couldn't climb who were foolish.
It was a staircase of trials that only the foolish could ascend.
And these fools were what people called noble sacrifices.

"Then these stairs must be too easy for me."

With a faint smile, she silently climbed the stairs.
She felt gazes on her back.
Two gazes.
Though she didn't look, she realized who they were.

Moris and Bianca.
Being Transcendents, they could probably interfere with these transcendence stairs.

"I'm the most foolish woman in the world."

Eun-Ha smiled at the speaker who must be watching her from somewhere.



* * *



The light enveloping the two girls faded in less than a second.
The girl who had merged from two into one quietly looked at the hybrid watching her.

"Hmm?"

Gimel frowned.
Strange.
Less than a second had passed, yet the female before him had changed somehow.

It wasn't that her body had changed.
Nor had her power explosively increased.
Yet it was an inexplicable, bizarre sensation that raised goosebumps all over his body.

"...Really. It was this simple."
"!!!!"

The distance between the two instantly vanished.
In the brief moment of blinking, just before his eyes closed, Virginia's form appeared right in front of him.
When he opened his eyes, his body was floating.

"Because it's simple, one can't think of it seriously. Even if you think it's sincere, that's not a truthful mindset."

She recited incomprehensible words.
Gimel questioned Virginia's statement.

"That's right. That's how it was."

Virginia's voice showed no emotional elevation.
It was extremely flat.
As if she were seeing something obvious.
And Virginia's eyes weren't looking at Gimel.

Light shot from her fingertips, penetrating Gimel's body.

"Ugh..."

Gimel's body collapsed.
A casual gesture, like swatting away an insect, annihilated the powerful servant.

"What on..."
"What just happened?"

In Ha-Ram and Yoo Ji-Yeon, who had been watching from behind, stared blankly at Virginia's back.

What was it?

Another question arose.
It was an absurdly anticlimactic ending.
Just by two girls merging into one, the tide had completely turned.

They could only stare blankly at Virginia's back as she moved forward.

*I'm changing.*

Virginia's body was heading toward the massive castle, but her consciousness was still on the transcendence stairs.

Answering the speaker's concerned warnings. Moving forward with encouragement and concern from the two Transcendents.

*I'm changing. Throwing everything away.*

She moved forward, emptying herself of everything she carried within.

*But before that.*

Suddenly, Virginia's legs stopped, and she looked up at the sky.
Amid the falling snow, a fierce battle was continuing.

*I should take care of that first.*

An annoying insect.

*Gimel and Beth's strange abilities originally belonged to Aleph. They're gradually overwhelming Bloody White.*

With a small sound, her body soared.
In an instant, she squeezed between Bloody White and Aleph, and gazed steadily at the hybrid created from her clone.

"What...!!"
"?!"

The two were shocked at Virginia's sudden appearance.

Thoom—
With a light hand gesture, Aleph's body flew away.
Crash! Aleph was smashed into the castle with a loud noise.

*Next...*

Virginia's eyes pierced downward.
In an endlessly expanded space, nearly unlimited Jung Soo-Hyuns existed.

The nearly invincible power and the unlimited were clashing.

Virginia, who had returned to the ground, lightly tapped the floor.
The impact traveled to the space created by Black Swan and shattered it with a crash.
No, the floor completely vanished.

"To think you were clinging to life like a cockroach. What a tenacious man."

Jung Soo-Hyuns swarmed in the narrow space.
Black Swan had been extracted by Virginia long ago.

"Well then. Goodbye."

Virginia's magic struck the underground.
Crunch! With a devastating sound, the Jung Soo-Hyun who had been tormenting Black Swan vanished.

Having cleanly annihilated Jung Soo-Hyun as if he had never existed, Virginia now looked straight ahead.

"Did I hit too hard...?"

Tilting her head, she was looking at two people in the place where The Mute One's main body slept.
Don-Hil, who was interfering with The Mute One, and Aleph, whom Virginia had struck away.

"Mom. I'll be back."
"You... Yes. Come back safely."

Black Swan, who had been dumbfounded, realized what state Virginia was in.
Unlike herself, Virginia was still climbing.
She was walking the transcendence stairs, letting go of everything.

"Come back safely."

Black Swan quietly conveyed her wish for Virginia's return.

Ch.595 - Cocoon
"What is this?"

The outstretched fist stops abruptly.
The last one. The hybrid that was blocking his path collapses.

Kim Se-Won shuddered at the strange chill spreading throughout his body.
Something was wrong.

A vague uneasiness crawls up from deep within his chest.
He unconsciously frowns.
Something that shouldn't have happened clearly did.

"...Could it possibly be related to you?"

Boom-! He recalls that massive sound he heard just moments ago.
Kim Se-Won thought that sound and the sensation he was feeling now must be connected somehow.

"All that's left is to move forward... I wonder what remains there?"

Kim Se-Won moved forward.
Heading toward the place where Aleph should be.

"Virginia and Optima have somehow merged... merged?"

Before Aleph, Kim Se-Won, checking on the girl he loved, realized where this anxiety was coming from.
He could sense a presence that couldn't simply be explained as two becoming one.

"...Just when I thought we were getting closer, we've grown apart again."

Kim Se-Won stared blankly beyond the wall where Virginia would be, then slightly raised the corner of his mouth.
She had succeeded.
Virginia had finally achieved the awakening she desired.

"It's okay. Keep going. Don't hesitate."

For Virginia, awakening was essentially the same as transcendence.
Those who transcend have their traces erased from this world.
The anxiety Kim Se-Won felt likely stemmed from his fear of forgetting Virginia as she transcended.

"I won't forget. Because you won't forget me."

There's no proof they won't forget.
Still, he was certain.
His feelings weren't weak enough to disappear from something like that.

"I've been trying to change the future for this very moment."

Kim Se-Won actually felt proud.
From the beginning, victory in this battle depended on whether Virginia awakened or not.
And he, with knowledge from the future, had blocked the numerous factors that would have interfered with her awakening.

"All that's left is for me to work harder."

Kim Se-Won's gaze suddenly turned.
He could see where Aleph was. She was lying on the floor.

*That sound I heard earlier must have been from Virginia dealing with her.*

If that's the case, there was only one thing to do.
He would take his girlfriend's prey as she became a Transcendent.

Kim Se-Won moved his feet and climbed the stairs heading to the upper floor.

"Ugh, argh..."

From far away, he could hear groans of pain.
As he took a few more steps, he saw that a huge hole had been blown through one wall of the vast space.
Looking inside, he spotted a girl trembling under a pile of rubble and a white-haired magical girl.

"Don-Hil?"
"...Don't tell me you did this?"
"No. Eun-Ha did."
"Eun-Ha did?"

Kim Se-Won's questioning gaze slid over to look at Aleph.
Her body was crushed. It was amazing that any form remained at all.
The blood flowing from her entire body had already exceeded a lethal amount.

Yet she was still alive because she was both a hybrid and a magical girl.

*This is ridiculous.*

Both Aleph, who was slowly regenerating in this situation, and Virginia, who had dealt with Aleph in one blow, were absurd.
The latter represented a power difference so overwhelming that even calling it a different level would be foolish.

"It seems we're the victors of this war."

A sigh escaped him involuntarily out of regret.

*I wanted to deal with Aleph myself... but it can't be helped.*

Turning his gaze away from Aleph, he saw why Don-Hil was here.
Behind the room where Aleph had been waiting, what should have been completely sealed by thick walls now had a large hole blown through it by Virginia.

The light seeping through this hole partially illuminated a massive cocoon so tall that one couldn't see the top even with their head tilted all the way back.

"Not even all the heroes combined could break this."

Kim Se-Won spoke coldly with a frown.
He was certain without even trying.
An instinctive certainty told him this was unbreakable.
The hope that "you won't know until you try" didn't apply here—its solidity was palpable.

"That's right. This has already gone beyond what we can handle. Maybe if we had come a few months... no, a few weeks earlier, it might have been possible."
"No. Back then, we wouldn't even have had minimal preparations. Even now, we basically came empty-handed without proper planning. Besides... if we had come before this thing fell asleep, we probably wouldn't have made it this far."

They would have been annihilated before Virginia's awakening.

"So this moment is our first and last chance."

Even a fool knows.
War preparation requires numerous resources and time.
But these people didn't know fools.
Fools jump in regardless of such concerns.

Insufficient preparation, substandard forces.
The chances were like finding a grain of sand in a desert.
Yet Eun-Ha jumped in anyway.

Before it was too late.
To protect what was precious.

"Ugh, argh...!"
"..."

Kim Se-Won noticed the groaning sound beside him and the intense gaze directed at him, so he turned his head.
The mangled body was rapidly recovering.

*She's directing all her magic toward recovery. I heard that wastes an enormous amount of magical energy.*

She could have quietly waited for an opportunity and regenerated slowly, but Aleph hastily regenerated her body.
He knew why.

"Se-Won...!"

With a face flushed with heat, wearing an expression like a girl in love, Aleph looked at Kim Se-Won.
She quickly rose from the wall debris and dusted herself off, trying to appear as presentable as possible.

Aleph's actions could be described as pitiful.
She staggered with even the slightest movement.
Though regeneration was nearly complete, she hadn't yet replenished the blood she'd lost.
It was surprising she could even stand.

"Yeah."

In contrast, Kim Se-Won responded with a calm expression.
Despite the fragile girl before him expressing infinite love, his heart didn't stir at all.

*Should I kill her? That would be the right thing to do, wouldn't it?*

He agonized internally.
Aleph was still a powerful entity. Leaving her alone would clearly cause problems later.

*Yes, I'll kill her.*

It wasn't even a question that needed consideration.
But here a problem arose.

"Here."
"...?!"

Before he could make his decision, Aleph grabbed his hand and placed it against her chest.

Aleph's chest felt familiar.
The familiar sensation he had felt countless times when touching Virginia.
It was so familiar he almost instinctively touched it with both hands.
He could feel her trembling heartbeat through his hand.

Startled, Kim Se-Won stared at Aleph's face.
Aleph pitifully narrowed her eyes.

"If I'm to die, I want to die by your hand."

Aleph understood.
Her goal had been shattered hopelessly.
Unfair. Overwhelming.
Virginia had become too strong, far too strong.
By the time she realized Virginia's presence in shock, her body was already crushed.

"Go ahead. Do it."

Then there was no hope.
All Aleph could choose was who would kill her.
That's why she forced herself to regenerate her body.

But.

Thud.

"!!"

Aleph's body trembled violently.
She instinctively recognized who those deliberately loud footsteps belonged to.
Her neck creaked as it turned involuntarily to the side.
Someone was entering through the large hole created when she was thrown.

"Ugh...!!"

Gritting her teeth, she tightened her grip on Kim Se-Won's arm.
She pressed his hand harder against her chest, urging him to kill her quickly.

"So it was Eun-Ha after all."

But Kim Se-Won was already focused on Virginia.
Ignoring whatever Aleph was doing, he turned to look at Virginia.

Kim Se-Won's and Virginia's eyes met.
Then her gaze slid down, and she smiled brightly.

"Thank goodness. You're still alive."

Whatever her intentions, Virginia seemed to have no desire to kill Aleph yet.
Virginia stood between the two, relieved that Aleph wasn't dead.

"Aagh...!!"

The next moment, Aleph's hand clutching Kim Se-Won was torn away.
Virginia ripped off Aleph's hand that was still attached to Kim Se-Won's arm and carelessly tossed it toward her.

"Don't die yet."

Her smiling demeanor suggested that Aleph wasn't even worth her concern.

"It's okay."

Virginia covered the part Aleph had been touching with her own hand and looked up.
She met Kim Se-Won's eyes again.

The anxiety in Kim Se-Won's heart melted away like snow at her smiling reassurance.
Perhaps seeing this reflected in his expression, Eun-Ha gently embraced him once before walking toward where Don-Hil was.

"That's enough. If we haven't found a way until now."
"Then what are you planning to do...?"

Don-Hil, who had been quietly observing the situation, looked anxiously at the cocoon that hadn't budged despite all her attempts, even when she completely distorted space itself.

"We'll force it to come out."

Virginia closed her eyes.

"It's not moving because it doesn't feel enough of a threat."

Crack!
The sound of something breaking came from somewhere.

"You...!"

Don-Hil's eyes widened. Her eyes, filled with shock, looked as if she'd seen something impossible.

"I'm still in the middle of transformation."

Virginia released the power dormant within her body.
That power was calm.
Calm yet quickly beginning to affect the surroundings.
The power of a Transcendent.
An overwhelming power that no one could oppose was now being released in this place.

Rumble-!

"See that? It's starting to respond."

Simultaneously, the cocoon began to vibrate.

"The one who's been ignoring us is waking from its deep sleep."

Crack, crackle!

Something inside the cocoon began to move.

"Our final battle is about to begin right now."

Virginia calmly narrated the scene unfolding before them.

Ch.596 - End
*Is this sensation...?*

It was as if someone was banging loudly on the front door.
The Mute One, who had been observing himself from deep within his consciousness, couldn't help but take interest in the sound coming from outside.
This was no ordinary visitor.
A powerful being who could break through the walls he had erected if they so desired.

*Could it be that two Transcendents have stepped forward?*

It was entirely possible.
Despite the restrictions, if they had decided that his existence must be stopped even at the cost of those penalties...

*Tsk.*

The Mute One pondered.
Though he had anticipated this, he had no countermeasures against them specifically, so it couldn't be helped.

*Just one more year. If I had just one more year, I could have taken an almost complete, though imperfect, form.*

Yes. Nothing to be done about it.
He couldn't just remain passive in this state.
The Mute One opened his eyes, swallowing his regret.

Though he hadn't fully obtained his power, he already possessed strength approaching that of a Transcendent.

His field of vision was different.
His sensations were different.
The power inherent in his body was different.

"!!!!"

The Mute One, now fully awake, raised his massive body, uncoiling as he witnessed the unbelievable sight before him.
Crack! Crunch! His enormous body broke through its cocoon, revealing itself.

"You... could it be...!!"

A girl stood before him.
The two Transcendents who should have been there were nowhere to be seen.
In the distance, he could feel the gazes of Transcendents observing this place, but they showed no intention of interfering.

"A dragon like something out of fantasy. You've changed a lot."
"You pretend not to have seen me before, even though you have."

A deep, heavy voice resonated.
The mere sound of The Mute One's voice made Don-Hil, Kim Se-Won, and Aleph tremble with fear.

His unrefined, violent power gave strength to his voice as well.
Just as rare psychics like spirit speakers could manifest phenomena through magical power, voice, and will, so could he.

The Mute One's gaze fell upon Virginia's crumbling body.
Her physical form, unable to contain the overflowing power, had already reached its limit and was completely breaking apart.

"Judging by your appearance, you've given up on becoming human."
"Thanks to whom?"

Despite being adversaries, the conversation between Virginia and The Mute One flowed smoothly.
Neither displayed emotions like anger.
Where emotions should have been, there was only the will to destroy each other.

"...But first."

Virginia raised her arm.
In the direction she pointed was Aleph, trembling with fear at the sight of The Mute One's true form.

"I need to settle this tiresome connection first."

Swoosh! Threads of magical power extended from Virginia's hand.
No one present could react to it.

"Hmm?"

Thud. When the threads pierced Aleph's body, The Mute One barely managed to react.

"I won't let anyone take anything from me. I won't lose anything. I've acted as a magical girl to protect the precious people who come into my hands with my own strength."
"Ah, aah...?"

Aleph's voice trembled uncontrollably.
Thump! Her heart pulsed violently.

"Because of you, I almost lost my precious family, which is why I was able to come this far."
"Th-this is..."

Aleph realized it.
She couldn't help but realize.
Her core had been dyed a different color.
It had become the color it was originally meant to have.
Her own color had faded away to nothing.

*No. This...*

It hadn't changed all at once.
For quite some time, her core had been this color.
It had been dyed this way.

What she thought was her core was actually Virginia's core.
It had transformed into Virginia's core.
She didn't know exactly when it had happened, but while it had only pretended to be her core on the outside, it had been taken over long ago.

*When did this even start...?*

The question and answer came simultaneously.

*When you first saw that Se-Won. When you deliberately let yourself get beaten to a pulp by Se-Won.*
*!!!!*

Virginia's voice flew into her mind.

"Ugh, kuk...!!"

Aleph frowned.
Her body began to be dragged forward involuntarily.
Rather than her legs moving, her body was disintegrating and being absorbed into Eun-Ha.

Vast magical power.
Magical power so vast it couldn't be quantified merged with Aleph.

"When this war ends, we'll begin a new fight. The fight that should have happened originally. A fight that must eventually end. A fight that must be finished."

Fwoosh- Virginia's body began to emit a bright light.

"I will tear down you, who forcibly blocked the fate that we must fight. That's my final words to you, my first friend... Jung Soo-Hyun."

A burst of light erupted from Virginia's body.
The final stage of becoming a Transcendent had begun.
Her existence expanded in an instant.
A tiny ball of light shot out from behind Virginia's back.

A light that no one present noticed.

"........"

The Mute One narrowed his eyes and moved his body.
He couldn't wait any longer.
He knew what that was.

It was the descent of a Transcendent. A manifestation. No, a birth.
A Transcendent trapped in a physical body was now trying to be born here and now.

The incomplete dragon, not fully formed, raised its massive body.

"GROOOOOOOAR-!"

It roared, spreading its enormous wings.

Crack-! Boom!
The roar alone sent the castle flying.
Turning to dust in an instant, his form was revealed to the entire Pandemonium.

A mythical creature, a dragon.
A being that should not exist in this world now proudly revealed itself in this place.

A single flap of its wings created a storm.
Its breath was so intense it seemed capable of sucking in souls.
Those who met its gaze felt an overwhelming sense of inferiority and despair.
The thick magical power emanating from its body controlled even the act of breathing.

Its very existence was a calamity for humans.

But its influence didn't spread to anyone.
The power of the girl before him, Virginia, was blocking it all.

At this, The Mute One moved.
His fingers drew something in the air.
It was a magic circle with complex formulas intertwined.

Simultaneously, dark clouds gathered in the sky.
In this place where clouds shouldn't exist, like the deep sea, clouds formed and lightning struck down.
Rumble! Lightning of immeasurable power targeted Virginia.

However, the lightning disappeared before it could reach her.

The Mute One's magic continued.
He distorted space, controlled gravity to apply pressure, and freely manipulated elements like storms, flames, and ice to attack Virginia with all manner of magic.

His magic was a disaster.
It was the massive violence of nature that no human could possibly withstand.

But.
None of it.
Could harm Virginia.

Even the dragon's breath, when fired, didn't affect anyone else.

"You... what are you?"

How long had his fierce attack been going on?

The Mute One couldn't help but be shocked.
Even though he hadn't achieved perfect transcendence, he was confident he could face a Transcendent.
This wasn't arrogance or pride, but an objective fact.
It was a cold indicator provided by truth.

But what was the being before him?
Was it really that useless fool?
Was it really Shin Eun-Ha?
Was it really that magical girl who had merely wielded power given by a Transcendent?

The Mute One froze, unable to hide his confusion.

In contrast, Virginia's voice was utterly calm.

"Truly... if it weren't for now, I can't imagine how dangerous a being you would have become."

Her body, which spoke these words calmly, was already in a state of collapse.
Virginia's physical form had disappeared, leaving only an intense light.

"One month? Or two months? If we had been even a little late in coming here, it would have been impossible to show this form now."

The intense light contracted in an instant.
From within the contracted light, two powers revealed themselves.

"You...!! A Transcendent must have been hiding in a mortal body! Otherwise...!!"

The Mute One was astonished again at Virginia's power.
No matter how much of a Transcendent one became, a newly transcended being couldn't possibly exert this much power.

This fact indicated only one thing.
She had been a Transcendent from the beginning.
A Transcendent had been living here for amusement.
He had unfortunately dragged that Transcendent onto this stage.

Nothing else made sense.
After all, this was the power of creation, belonging to the highest ranks even among Transcendents.

Even as The Mute One was shocked, the transformation continued.

Light and darkness.
Creation and destruction.
Beginning and end.

Opposing concepts merged into one.
Powers that should only clash accepted each other, saying this was how it should have been from the start.

Concepts that were two sides of the same coin merged, establishing a single concept.
As a result, a gray chaos was born.

"...Yes. If we had prepared thoroughly and spent years, you might have become something beyond even a Transcendent. You would have been reborn as a pure being, greedily accumulating power, thoughts, and karma, shedding all that was unnecessary."

The girl's clear voice echoed around them.
It was like a divine revelation, resonating directly in their minds rather than through vibrations.

"That would also mean the destruction of this world and invasion of worlds in other universes. To prevent that, I've changed like this."

The girl's calm words completely denied The Mute One's thoughts.
It wasn't a Transcendent entering a human body for amusement.
It was just that an immense power had been hidden within her from birth.

If there was one thing similar to The Mute One's assumption:
By targeting Hong Yu-Jin, he had brought the monster named Shin Eun-Ha onto the stage.

"Now I can see it too. The truth."

The grayish light faded.
There stood a beautiful girl.
She seemed so fragile she might break if touched, yet so untouchable it was pitiful.

The gray cloth covering her body resembled the garments worn by goddesses in ancient myths.

"I can see the intricately woven laws of the world."

The gray girl smiled slightly.
The universe dwelled in her eyes.
Eyes that saw all knowledge and memories, principles and laws—eyes of all creation.

"Perhaps, as you thought, my very existence appeared to prevent the calamity that is you."

Though it sounded absurd, it seemed acceptable at this point.
The gray girl chuckled, mocking The Mute One.
And then.

"I'll show you real magic."

The gray girl calmly declared the end.
She raised her arm and snapped her fingers.
This simple act of snapping fingers mixed with transcendent concepts to create a phenomenon.

"This is true magic."

Whoosh-
The gray of light and darkness, creation and destruction, enveloped The Mute One.

Ch.597 - Last
Kim Se-Won stared blankly at the sky.
The dragon, which he had thought impossible to defeat and indestructible by any power, had vanished without leaving a trace.

And his girlfriend had also disappeared the moment she became a Transcendent.

All that remained was the aftermath.

"...I'll come find you. Someday."

Kim Se-Won clenched his fist tightly and made a promise.
His senses could feel Eun-Ha's presence somewhere far away.

"She's gone. Eun-Ha."

His expression soured at Don-Hil's words, who had approached without him noticing.

*Are the memories not disappearing yet? Will they fade gradually?*

When someone becomes a Transcendent, all traces of their existence disappear from the world.
Well, that makes sense.
Gradually fading away would have less impact than vanishing all at once.

Despite Eun-Ha's disappearance, despite knowing that soon all traces of her existence would be gone, Kim Se-Won wasn't discouraged.
He was confident that unlike others, he would never forget Eun-Ha.

"Mmm. Yeah."

But he wasn't completely fine either.
Kim Se-Won nodded with a bitter smile.

"It's okay. I'm going to follow her anyway."

Though she had become an impossibly distant existence, it didn't matter.
There had always been distance between them from the beginning.
He just needed to follow her.
It was simply doing again what he had already done before.

"I caught up to her once, so I can catch up again."

"You're probably the only person who would become a Transcendent just to follow your girlfriend."

Don-Hil's expression was incredulous.
Well, that's natural.
If becoming a Transcendent were possible through willpower alone, everyone in this universe would have become one by now.

"Good luck."

Having nothing else to say, Don-Hil patted his shoulder.
Though she didn't have many good memories with him, he was none other than Eun-Ha's boyfriend.

For her friend's happiness, couldn't she offer at least this much encouragement?

"What are you all going to do now?"

"We need to go back now. This war has greatly reduced the number of monsters. Probably about 70 percent... I think."

"Even with the sanctuary?"

"That's with the sanctuary. Plus Deltar fought hard."

Don-Hil read the report through her communication terminal with a bitter expression.
Though approximate, a significant number of lower and higher monsters had died. Most of the common hybrids had been concentrated here, so the losses were severe.

"So from now on, we're enemies. Don't underestimate us just because our numbers have decreased. Monsters quickly multiply and..."

Don-Hil blushed slightly.

"We'll have our children too."

"Ah."

"Seriously. What's he thinking, letting his concubines get pregnant before his official wife? Anyway, I'm busy so handle things yourself. I need to catch my mother who's probably preparing to go into hiding without anyone knowing. Honestly, it's so frustrating when she acts like everything's over and prepares to die."

Don-Hil muttered something under her breath as she left.
Now he was truly alone.

Kim Se-Won quietly looked around.
Though he wanted to find something of hers out of longing, there was no trace of Eun-Ha anywhere.

"In the end, you left. After begging me not to go."

"Yes."

Hong Yu-Jin, who had appeared beside him, let out a short sigh and gazed at the place where Eun-Ha had been.
Kim Se-Won glanced at her profile.

Was it because she was in front of him, or was it pride? Hong Yu-Jin was trying to hide her emotions.
But it didn't take long for her eyes to become moist.

He shifted his gaze, pretending not to notice.

*Maybe I should step away for a bit.*

Thinking it would be better to give her some time alone, Kim Se-Won gently spoke up.

"I need to use the bathroom for a moment."

"Pfft...!"

The excuse he blurted out for lack of a better one burst Hong Yu-Jin's dam of laughter.

"Puhah...! What, here...! The bathroom...!!"

"Well, it could happen. The fight's over and I'm relaxed now."

"Even so. Ahah...! Hahahahaha!"

At least the excuse worked.
Hong Yu-Jin began to slowly shed tears under the guise of laughter.
In the end, it was a good excuse for both Kim Se-Won and Hong Yu-Jin.
Hong Yu-Jin began to sob openly, thinking of her daughter whom she would never see again.

Just as he turned his back and took a few steps forward.

Two Transcendents descended from the sky.
Silently, without making a sound, Bianca appeared before Kim Se-Won, winked, put her finger to her lips, and pointed at Morris.

"...!!"

In Morris's hands floated a ball of light.
Kim Se-Won took a few steps forward, drawn to it.

*Eun-Ha...?*

He felt a familiar sensation from that light.
He couldn't sense it until just now, but the moment he saw it, the familiar presence rushed toward him.

Morris cupped the light between his hands, then suddenly spread his arms wide.
Whoosh-!
The faint light expanded greatly.

The expanded light approached Kim Se-Won and embraced him.

*I can feel warmth.*

He could even feel weight.
The sensation was like embracing Eun-Ha, leaving Kim Se-Won blinking with his mouth open.

He wanted to ask Morris what he had done, but Morris also had his finger to his lips.

Hong Yu-Jin behind him hadn't noticed this phenomenon yet.

The light that embraced Kim Se-Won slowly faded.
As it faded, the familiar sensation became more certain.
The feeling on his body, the scent, the magical power.
Each element that made up Shin Eun-Ha was revealed one by one.

After some time, when the light had completely disappeared, a platinum-haired girl in a magical girl outfit was looking up at him.

*I'm back.*

Virginia silently mouthed the words and smiled brightly.

After a moment, she slipped out of Kim Se-Won's arms and deliberately moved silently toward Hong Yu-Jin.

"Waah!"

She leaped and wrapped her arms and legs around Hong Yu-Jin from behind.

"...Huh?"

Hong Yu-Jin, who had been sobbing, froze.
The arms and legs embracing her looked familiar.

Kim Se-Won looked at the two Transcendents with an incredulous expression.
He had just been preparing to move forward after sorting out his feelings, but who could have expected Virginia to appear so easily?
He wondered if the claim that all traces of a Transcendent disappear was a lie.

"Could someone please explain what's going on?"

"You should hear it from the person herself."

"That would be better."

But the two didn't give him an answer.
However, for just a moment, Kim Se-Won could see a flash of envy in their eyes.

*I see. So this is special.*

No one can escape the loneliness that comes with becoming a Transcendent.
But Virginia was the exception.

*Is that good? Or bad?*

Kim Se-Won raised the corners of his mouth in a smile as he watched the warm reunion between mother and daughter.


* * *


Time flies by.
When he came to his senses, several months had already passed.

"There. All ready. Wow~ The groom looks so handsome~."

He let the flattery slide.
Kim Se-Won examined himself in the mirror, wearing a perfectly fitted tuxedo.
There was nothing out of place.
The makeup had taken well, making him look even more handsome than usual.

*I never imagined 2000 years would have passed.*

Kim Se-Won was still in shock from what he had heard just this morning.
While for him it had been less than an hour, Eun-Ha confessed that she had spent 2000 years alone after transcending and ascending.

It wasn't a lie.
She recounted everything she had done.
In this world, beyond the invisible wall, a great war was taking place, and Eun-Ha said she had fought countless battles there.

*So the reason she kept Aleph alive was to prepare a body to live in here. In a way, it's fortunate Aleph existed.*

And after fulfilling a certain quota, she said she transferred her consciousness to a new body she had prepared in advance.
In other words, both the transcendent Eun-Ha and his bride Eun-Ha coexisted in this world.

*It's disappointing that I can't follow her... but this isn't bad either.*

He would continue his training from now on.

Eun-Ha had officially retired from her positions as saint and magical girl, and Stellarlis had also been disbanded.
But Kim Se-Won was still a hero.

With the common enemy of hybrids gone, heroes were still essential to defeat the remaining monsters on Earth.

So he would grow stronger while working as a hero.
He would spend his lifetime with Eun-Ha, and eventually transcend himself to become an eternal couple.

Kim Se-Won made a deep promise to himself.
The flame of desire burned even more fiercely within him.

Time passed.

"The groom. Enter!"

As the massive doors opened, soft music began to play.
Not long after the music started, he began walking forward on the pristine white virgin road.

Familiar faces lined both sides.
Heroes from Stellarlis, teachers and students from the Academy.
Hero Association officials.
Plus Gresorion executives disguised as ordinary people.
Along with Hong Yu-Jin and Kim Ha-Yoon's acquaintances, the huge hall was filled to capacity and beyond.

People he couldn't have dreamed of meeting a few years ago were now applauding and blessing his marriage.

Kim Se-Won walked forward confidently, making eye contact with them.

*Ah.*

And when he reached the front and turned around.
He saw Hong Yu-Jin and Kim Ha-Yoon crying like waterfalls.

Well, they must have worked incredibly hard since Eun-Ha returned and immediately insisted on getting married.
Kim Se-Won smiled bitterly and waited his turn.
Soon, the bride would enter.

A platinum-haired girl in a white dress would approach him.
His heart pounded as the moment arrived.
The day had finally come when Eun-Ha would officially, completely become his.

"The bride, enter!"

And once again, the massive doors at the end of the virgin road opened.

"!!!!"

Kim Se-Won's eyes widened.
The venue immediately filled with murmurs.

"What's this."

"Eun-Ha and... that person next to her...!!"

"Hehe."

When the doors opened, it wasn't just Eun-Ha who appeared.
A black-haired girl with an even more maternal fullness was with her.

The two girls, holding bouquets at their waists, smiled shyly.
Between them was a middle-aged man, transformed from Foriner, with his arms linked with each of theirs.

It was a strange wedding with one groom and two brides.
After a brief moment of confusion, understanding dawned.
Most people were aware not only of Eun-Ha but also of Jae-Yu's existence, so they grasped the situation quickly.

*So this is what she meant when she kept telling me to look forward to it this morning.*

The same was true for Kim Se-Won.
He smiled gallantly as he watched the two girls walking slowly toward him.

*Will I survive? With those two.*

At this moment, he needed to look more handsome than anyone else.

"My role ends here."

"And it's also a new beginning."

The two girls spoke softly as soon as they stood on either side of Kim Se-Won.
Then their lips opened again.

"I'm looking forward to our future together. Honey♡"

"I truly, truly love you♡"

END
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"..."

Virginia's eyes gazed far away, in the direction where Aleph had flown.

"I can feel it. The Mute One is in that direction."

I need to go quickly.
Virginia's mind settled on her next course of action.
The time she could remain here wasn't very long.
While her body was here, her mind was straddling between this world and the outer realm.
During this ambiguous middle point where her consciousness dwelled—while walking the stairway of awakening—she needed to end everything.

"Wait a moment."

Just as she was about to step forward, a familiar voice stopped Virginia.
She didn't need to turn around.
She was already facing that direction.

"Well now, you've already reached the stage where you can affect reality with mere will. I'm not sure whether to be happy or sad about this."

Two Transcendents appeared in Virginia's sight.
Unlike Bianca, who wore a somewhat intrigued expression, Morris shook his head slowly with a bitter look.

These two were just like her.
Their bodies were here, but their minds straddled an ambiguous boundary.

That's why they were watching Virginia with dual perspectives.

Virginia was about to voice the question that had risen in her mind: why had they stopped her?

"No need to speak. You're in an unstable state where even your words could exert force."

But before she could, Morris's hand stretched out to stop her action.

"There's only one reason I've called upon you in your busy state. My contractor. And my compatriot."

Morris curled his fingers except for his index finger and smiled gently. His expression was as bright as a child's.
He looked like a scholar who had finally uncovered a mystery after decades of research.

"I've found a way to temporarily descend as an avatar using a prosthetic body... a way to completely escape the constraints of being a Transcendent."
"...!!"

Virginia's eyes widened.
So this was why Morris hadn't shown himself all this time.
The method Virginia had asked for—a way to remain here even after her transcendence.

"However... it's not completely without restrictions. To be precise, there are conditions."
"You're truly fortunate. You."

The two Transcendents wore expressions full of regret.
As if saying this was a method they could never imitate.

Unable to contain her curiosity, Virginia tilted her head and spoke.

"So what is it?"
"Simply put, it's marking. To create a body that can house your soul so you can return here after you leave, you need to mark it."
"But not just any body will do. It has to be your own body... in simple terms, a clone."
"A... clone?!"

Virginia's eyes widened again.
There was one face that came to mind at the mention of a clone.
A hybrid born based on her body.
Aleph, whom she had just sent flying and who was likely near death, was the marker for her to return here.

"You probably don't need to know, but I'll explain. You use that clone's body to deceive this world. To say that the human Shin Eun-Ha has always existed in this world. Even if that existence is erased, as long as a complete body and evidence remain here, the history recorded in this world can be rewritten."
"In other words, even if your traces disappear after transcendence, as long as the clone's body exists, the traces can be restored."

The look in Morris and Bianca's eyes remained unchanged.
A gaze filled with envy, loneliness, regret, and remorse.
But this look didn't last long.

"Well, it's foolish to regret it now."
"Indeed it is."

The two shook their heads, letting go of their lingering attachments.
This was only possible because the girl before them was fortunate; it was impossible for other Transcendents.

"Hmm, further delay would be problematic."
"Go now. Our comrade. Our compatriot. Our friend. If you wish to find happiness here, you don't have much time."

The two Transcendents told her this.
That Aleph wasn't dead yet.
That if she moved quickly, she could use Aleph as material.

"...Thank you."

Virginia smiled softly in response.

* * *

"—So that's how I secretly diverted Aleph away."

When everything was over and only the aftermath remained, Eun-Ha explained what had happened to her friends.
The reason she could return was entirely thanks to her reliable helper Morris and the fortunately surviving Aleph.

"Then, has Aleph completely disappeared?"

Kim Se-Won, who had been silently listening to Eun-Ha, raised a question.
It would be troublesome if Aleph suddenly appeared now that everything was over.

"...Probably?"
"'Probably'? What an ambiguous answer."
"Yeah. What, is it still alive inside you or talking to you in your head?"

In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun wore suspicious expressions at Eun-Ha's hesitant answer.

"Well... since this body originally belongs to Aleph... I'm not a hybrid but a magical girl..."

Eun-Ha gave an extremely ambiguous answer.
The reason was simple.

*I've half-killed its consciousness so it can't do anything. But leaving it like this still feels unsettling.*

The truth was that she didn't know well herself.
That was all.

"Isn't that dangerous? Even if all the hybrids are dead, if Aleph remains."
"And if it can take over a transcended friend's body at any time, that's another problem."
"No, that won't happen. I can be certain of that. However..."

Eun-Ha fidgeted with her fingers while avoiding her friends' gazes with a strange expression.
Wondering what it was this time, her friends focused their attention on her.

"Couldn't it be born as a baby between Se-Won and me...?"
"......"

At Eun-Ha's answer, Kim Se-Won and Han Chae-Eun's gazes shot toward In-Ha-Ram.

"I'll cheer for Aleph then."

In-Ha-Ram, the person directly concerned, blurted out an absurd statement with a bright smile.

"Yeah. I'll never let anyone take him, so it's useless."

Eun-Ha also answered with a bright smile.

"This man is mine. I'll never give him to any other woman."

She was already clinging to Kim Se-Won, claiming ownership.

"Can I ask you something?"

At that moment, Kim Se-Won, who had been quiet, spoke up.
Eun-Ha looked up with sparkling eyes.
It was a gesture indicating she was open to any question.

"When you went up there briefly, what did you do? Did you just come back?"
"No."

That very brief gap after Eun-Ha had completely transcended. What had happened during that gap of less than a minute?
That question spread to In-Ha-Ram and Han Chae-Eun as well.
And then unbelievable words came out of Eun-Ha's mouth.

"Two thousand years. I fought for two thousand years. I eliminated countless minions of Transcendents, executed Transcendents... well, I did a lot of bloody work."
"What?"

Han Chae-Eun was the first to react to Eun-Ha's words.
She opened her eyes and mouth wide and shifted her body.
It was hard to imagine that all this had happened in such a short time.

"The flow of time is different there. So, well... after becoming something like a goddess, time was created and I've been resting a bit. My true self, that is."
"Goddess?"
"A goddess..."
"Hmm."

Han Chae-Eun, In-Ha-Ram, and Kim Se-Won.
They all simultaneously looked Eun-Ha up and down.

Their common thought was: isn't that body lacking the dignity to be called a goddess?

"Sorry, but form doesn't matter over there! Whether you're curvy or a tiny child, you can be whatever you want there."

But Eun-Ha was rather proud.

*It's possible even now.*

And she even gave Kim Se-Won a sidelong glance.

"?!"

Kim Se-Won had to shudder from an inexplicable chill.

"Well, that's how it is. Now the holy maiden and magical girl are on strike! No, retired! I've decided to live as an ordinary married woman now!"
"Married."
"Woman."
"...??"

The three people's gazes wandered aimlessly.
They could understand her stepping down from her roles as a magical girl and holy maiden since she had achieved her greatest goal.
But a married woman? Wasn't that too soon?

"I'm going to get married faster than anyone and give birth to more children than anyone! My goal is... yeah, enough to fill a school... Just kidding. Actually, I don't know what to do right now. Plus, since I'm a Transcendent, it's awkward to participate in future wars."

Eun-Ha subtly glanced at Kim Se-Won and changed her words.
She had seen with her own eyes how his complexion had turned pale blue for a brief moment.
She also saw the pitying looks her two friends gave him.

"So now I'm taking a step back to watch. It's time for a generational change. Maybe... Nabi will also step back from the front lines? Even if not, I think Ms. Hye-Ji will completely withdraw."

With a playful laugh, Eun-Ha declared that her role had ended.
But it wasn't a complete end.

"This is the end for Magical Girl Virginia and Optima."

Just because the hybrids have disappeared doesn't mean the war between the two races is over.
The real end will come when the war between the next generation of magical girls, heroes, and monsters ends.

Eun-Ha looked relieved.

"Besides, there are convenient things about stepping off the stage."

Eun-Ha's gaze slid sideways.
Even as the four of them were chatting, heroes were busily moving around, and Eun-Ha's gaze was directed at the woman commanding them.

"Ah..."

Han Chae-Eun and In-Ha-Ram understood Eun-Ha's intention and nodded.

"Then... shouldn't the marriage be delayed too?"

Kim Se-Won, who realized last, voiced his concern.

"No? That's separate from this!"

Eun-Ha's answer was absolutely resolute.

Ch.599 - Epilogue? 02 - The Story Before The Ending
Sitting across the living room table, I listened to the unexpected visitor's story.

"So that's why you came in the middle of the night. Is that it?"

Hong Yoo-Jin looked at the girl before her with an incredulous expression.
The mysterious girl with snow-white hair contrasting with her red eyes nodded while avoiding Yoo-Jin's gaze, her arms crossed over her chest.

"Good grief... Really. Why are all the women around me so... No, never mind."

Eun-Ha.
Han Chae-Eun.
In Ha-Ram and others. Even the children were strange, and now even her archenemy was like this.

*She slept with her daughter's boyfriend and got pregnant? And with her contractor too?*

Feeling frustrated, Yoo-Jin pounded her chest, let out a deep sigh, and stood up.
A guilty gaze followed her movements, but Yoo-Jin paid no attention as she took out two green bottles from the liquor refrigerator.

"Anyway, when else would we get a chance like this?"

It was one mountain after another.
After overcoming The Mute One, now Eun-Ha was making a fuss about getting married, and Seo Hye-Ji was knocking on her door in the middle of the night.

The situation was so absurd that without some alcohol, she didn't think she could even continue the conversation.

"What's that...?"

But Seo Hye-Ji blinked her eyes and pointed at the green bottle Yoo-Jin had brought with her slender finger.

It was ridiculous that she didn't know what this was. She wasn't some sheltered young lady.

*Well, I suppose it's possible since she joined Gresorion at a young age.*

Considering the true appearance of Seo Hye-Ji's daughter, Seo Na-Bi, that she had seen, it was possible that she really came from a wealthy family.
Still, not knowing what soju was seemed unbelievable.

"You don't know this?"

Suspecting as much, she shook the bottle and asked again, but Seo Hye-Ji shook her head slightly.

"This is driving me crazy."

She was the complete opposite of herself.
Two polar opposites couldn't be more different.

"Isn't this something you usually try with friends when you're young?"

Given her age, it was hard to believe she'd never tasted alcohol before.
Naturally, any intelligent species would eventually discover alcohol.

*Just because she's a monster doesn't mean she can't make alcohol. This specific soju must be new to her.*

Yoo-Jin decided not to make a big deal of it and placed the soju bottle on the table.

"Snacks, snacks... Let's just order something. Is there anything you can't eat? Spicy food?"
"I can't handle spicy food well."
"Then I'll order something suitable."

Fortunately, she seemed to understand the concept of delivery, as she showed no particular reaction.
Yoo-Jin felt relieved as she ordered food through her communication device.

"So what are you going to do now?"

She resumed the conversation while grabbing a snack from the cupboard.
Holding the bottom of the soju bottle, she rotated it slightly and skillfully popped the cap off.

"I don't know. I just... want to be somewhere away from everyone's eyes. Just alone, quietly. Until I die."
"You really are a sheltered lady. Fine. Let's say you live alone. How will you manage?"

She poured soju into the glass with a gurgling sound, waiting for Seo Hye-Ji's answer.
To Yoo-Jin, the girl before her looked like a well-mannered young lady from 300 years ago.
That's how little she knew about the real world.

*The supplies needed for living alone don't just fall from the sky.*

When Yoo-Jin looked at Seo Hye-Ji with pitying eyes, she took out several books from the small bag she had brought.

"It's okay. I have these."

All the books showed signs of heavy use.
They had clearly been opened countless times.

"These are training manuals?!"

What she pulled out were the training manuals distributed to rookie heroes at The Front Line.

"Yes. Your daughter gave them to me. She said they contain most of the knowledge needed for survival."
"That's not wrong, but..."

Yoo-Jin twitched her lips as she flipped through the manual.
The highlighter marks, pen notes, and sticky notes on every page revealed the owner's dedication.

*If she studied this book so thoroughly, she must have done the same with others. Despite being thick-headed, she studied hard... Maybe she hid her grades back then because she was embarrassed.*

She closed the book and ran her hand over the cover.

"To be honest, I'm shocked."
"Why?"
"Because I didn't think a sheltered lady like you could survive in the wild."

She munched on a snack and took a swig of alcohol.
Then she ate another snack while looking at Seo Hye-Ji.

"And this isn't nearly enough. Without practical experience, you won't get far with that body."

Seo Hye-Ji's abdomen didn't show any significant changes yet.
But it was hard to imagine building a shelter and finding food in the wild while pregnant.
Not to mention hygiene issues.

"I think you should just accept your daughter's kindness. You've probably never given birth alone before."
"That's..."
"Ah~ Enough. Enough. Don't bring it out. Seeing how you think books can solve everything makes me want to die from frustration."

She stopped Seo Hye-Ji from rummaging through her bag again and refilled her empty glass.

"Here, cheers!"
"Huh? Um..."

She forced a drink on the confused Seo Hye-Ji.
With the soft clink of glasses, both women downed their drinks.

"...! Ugh...!"

After following Yoo-Jin's lead and downing the soju in one go, the alcohol hit her hard.
She frowned and shivered.

"It's bitter."

Seo Hye-Ji exhaled a long breath and carefully put down her glass. Small tears had already formed at the corners of her eyes.

"Is that so? Then have another."
"W-wait...!"

Seo Hye-Ji hurriedly waved her hands in protest.

"It's fine. I have a whole crate in that refrigerator, so don't worry."

Yoo-Jin grinned with a sly expression. Her hand was already pouring more alcohol into Seo Hye-Ji's glass.

*I need to hear why you're so desperate to run away.*

Since things had come to this, it seemed like a good idea to outdrink her archenemy.

"Come on. Drink some water too, and eat some snacks."
"I'll, I'll do it myself...!"
"Really? Then... cheers!"

By the time the delivery food arrived, Yoo-Jin had successfully made her drink a whole bottle of soju.



* * *



"Huu... huu... hic! Huuuu..."

Thirty minutes after starting their drinking session with the delivered food.
The girl in front of her tilted her empty glass with glazed eyes.

Her face was bright red. She must have been particularly weak to alcohol, as even a magical girl's recovery abilities couldn't keep up with the alcohol, leaving her intoxicated.

Yoo-Jin, who had been watching with a satisfied smile, suddenly realized something.

*Wait. She's pregnant after all, isn't she?*

Even with a magical girl's recovery abilities, she was still pregnant.
Was this really okay? An anxious question bubbled up.

"I should stop giving her more."

Yoo-Jin looked at the swaying girl in front of her while biting into a piece of chicken.
Just then.

Beep- Her communication device rang.

[My Mother!]

It was a message from her troublemaker daughter.

"What is it now...?"

Feeling even more anxious than before, Yoo-Jin stared at the screen without replying.

[Are you free tomorrow?]

Eun-Ha's message came right away.

"No."

Yoo-Jin voiced her thoughts aloud as she sent her reply.

"I'll be busy for a month dismantling Stellarlis and doing other things..."

Thinking about her daughter, who probably didn't care about Stellarlis anymore, made her sigh.
But at the same time, the corners of her mouth turned up.

*I see. Already... it's already come to this.*

Yoo-Jin turned her head to look at the night sky through the window.
Eun-Ha was gradually leaving her care.
Their mother-daughter relationship wouldn't disappear, but now she would spend the rest of her life with her partner, Kim Se-Won.

Beep-

[Then I'll take that as a no! Make time! No excuses!]
"Huh?"

What was this about?
Eun-Ha had forcibly set up an appointment.
Wondering if she might have misread the message due to the alcohol, she checked again, but there was clear evidence that she had expressed her unavailability right above Eun-Ha's message.

"Huu... heh, hehehe."

Glug glug glug, the girl in front of her was now pouring herself another drink and downing it.
With a somewhat blank face, she exhaled with a "haaa~" – the very picture of a drunkard.

"Is drinking your habit?"

When Yoo-Jin gently pushed her glass forward, Seo Hye-Ji, who was already holding the bottle, stared at it blankly before carefully pouring the alcohol.
Then she poured more into her own glass, clinked it against Yoo-Jin's, and said, "Cheers~."

Then with that blank voice and a silly smile, she downed her drink again.

"...Late-blooming passion is truly frightening."

Yoo-Jin looked at Seo Hye-Ji with an incredulous expression.
Had she created an impossible drunkard with her own hands?

*No, right? If alcohol prevents her from hiding away somewhere, that might be good in its own way.*

Pride came before anxiety.
The old veterans who had finished their roles should now step down from the stage.
Even if their strength remained the same, neither of them wanted to use it anymore.
They were tired.
Tired from the long fight, they just wanted to rest now.

*Besides, getting pregnant before her daughter, touching her daughter's boyfriend... she can't run away because of guilt.*

The truth that came out while drinking.
Now that she knew, she couldn't let her run away.

"Let's stop drinking. You'll hurt the baby. You'll hurt it."
"Nooooo."

When Yoo-Jin took the bottle away from Seo Hye-Ji, she slid sideways.
She collapsed onto the floor as if glued to it, making only incoherent sounds.

"Fine. Go wash up over there. I'll prepare some clothes for you to change into."

*Who would have thought that the mighty Bloody White would become like this when drunk?*

Some veteran heroes trembled with anger or fear just seeing her face; Yoo-Jin wished she could show them Seo Hye-Ji in this state.

After cleaning up the table, Yoo-Jin picked up Seo Hye-Ji, who was stuck to the floor like gum, and sent her to the bathroom.

Since she was responsible for getting her into this state, the least she could do was help her wash up.
Then suddenly, another anxious thought crossed Yoo-Jin's mind.

"Wait, if things go wrong, will I have to live with her? Well, that's not likely."

No matter what, living with a woman she had been enemies with for her entire life was unthinkable.
Yoo-Jin shook her head and began undressing Seo Hye-Ji.
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Last night, Hong Yu-Jin waited for Eun-Ha with a puzzled expression after their sudden appointment.
She was at a café downtown. One wall was made of glass, allowing passing men to stare blankly at her before moving on.

Though she had a daughter and was older than she appeared, she was beautiful enough to captivate people with her looks alone.

"What on earth did she call me for?"

As Hong Yu-Jin waited quietly for Eun-Ha, she suddenly recalled what had happened earlier and made an incredulous face.

Surprisingly, Eun-Ha hadn't called her without a plan. Although Eun-Ha had summoned her, when she went to White Base for work, In Ha-Ram and Han Yu-Bin were already handling her tasks.

"Weren't you supposed to be off today?"
"Hong Yu-Jin will take over from now...? No, it's fine. Please leave this to us."
"In Ha-Ram and I will handle everything. You should rest after dedicating so much to Stellarlis."

They even thought Hong Yu-Jin was taking the day off. At this point, it seemed Eun-Ha had unusually made arrangements in advance.

"You're here."

Just then, she noticed the attention of people outside the café shifting dramatically.
Hong Yu-Jin knew who was coming without having to check.

A pitiful girl who instantly drew everyone's attention was approaching. And her prediction was correct.

A platinum-blonde girl—now an ordinary girl who had set aside her roles as saint and magical girl—entered the café where Hong Yu-Jin was waiting.

"Why did you call me?"
"Is that how you greet me?"

Eun-Ha pouted as she sipped the coffee placed in front of her.

"You take away my work, make sudden appointments... I'm full of questions."
"Well, didn't you want to see me?"
"Who said I didn't?"

Eun-Ha's sulky expression melted into a silly smile at Hong Yu-Jin's gentle words.
Whenever Hong Yu-Jin saw such a lovable expression over such simple words, she feared Kim Se-Won's obsession.

*What on earth did he do to this child?*

She wasn't like this before.

"So why did you call me? Can I ask now?"
"Ah~."

Hong Yu-Jin took a sip of her espresso before continuing.

"Well, I wanted to ask when you're getting a boyfriend... no, I mean when you're getting married."
"Pfft?!"

*Cough! Cough!* She choked at the sudden, direct question.
After several painful coughs, Hong Yu-Jin glared at Eun-Ha with teary eyes.

"Huh? Don't tell me you weren't planning to? Are you going to stay a virgin forever?"
"W-what are you saying...!!"
"You must have thought about it. If I'm in the way..."
"Don't say such nonsense. Even if I end up alone forever, I won't cut ties with you."

Hong Yu-Jin firmly stated with a hardened expression.
This was completely different from what she had said before.

*Back then, I talked about cutting ties to hide that I didn't know when I might die...*

Eun-Ha smiled broadly at Hong Yu-Jin's expression.
She looked pleased, reflecting on the difference between past and present.

Then suddenly, as if something occurred to her, Eun-Ha spoke.

"So, even with a daughter—a daughter who's now thinking about marriage—how will you find a man who meets your standards?"
"That's..."

Hong Yu-Jin avoided eye contact.

How many men would accept the conditions Eun-Ha mentioned?
Age was also an issue.
Hong Yu-Jin was ■■ years old this year.
Marrying a young man would be problematic, but she wasn't interested in middle-aged men either.

*Someone who can accept Eun-Ha as a daughter, is compatible with me, and can accept me... preferably...*

Given her extremely unique position, finding a partner was no easy task.
With her own standards on top of that, Hong Yu-Jin had considered marriage but had no way to find a suitable partner.

Faced with this bleak reality, she unconsciously let out a deep sigh.

"If it's that difficult, should we look into a matchmaking service?"
"No way. I'd rather die."

She shook her head firmly.
Another resolute answer.
It wasn't that matchmaking services were bad.
It was Hong Yu-Jin's pride that was the issue.

"...Oh, right."

Thinking that no solution would emerge no matter how much time they spent, Eun-Ha decided to bring up a topic she'd been holding onto, pretending it had just occurred to her.

"By the way, I heard Seo Hye-Ji has gone missing. Nabi is searching all over the country for her."
"Seo Hye-Ji?"

Hong Yu-Jin, lost in thought, reacted as if hearing this for the first time.
There was nothing unnatural about her response.
Rather, she showed indifference, openly revealing her bad blood with Seo Hye-Ji.

"Yeah. Yesterday, Nabi was complaining that she'd vanished without a trace. Was living with her daughter such a burden for Seo Hye-Ji...?"
"What can we do? She stole her daughter's boyfriend, of all people."

She shook her head, wondering what she would have done in that situation.

*Even so, that's just wrong.*

Hong Yu-Jin immediately frowned.
There was no reason she would fall for Kim Se-Won, so the hypothetical didn't even apply.

This was, frankly, an excuse.

Hong Yu-Jin was a virgin.
She had no dating experience.
Due to this desperate lack of experience, she couldn't imagine dating someone and truly falling in love.

"Did you know about it?"
"Judging by her reaction when she appeared at the Academy District before, it was obvious. At that point, she might as well have been announcing it. It's unbelievable that Seo Hye-Ji would keep a man by her side."

That was indeed the case.
Hong Yu-Jin knew that Seo Hye-Ji hated men.
What did it mean for someone like her to keep Kim Woo-Jin by her side? It was evidence that he was an extremely special person to her.

"Seo Hye-Ji's hatred of men was well-known among us. Though she killed everyone equally, she was particularly known as the Witch of Slaughter who showed no mercy to men."
"Ah..."

Eun-Ha opened her mouth in an O-shape and nodded.
She belatedly recalled what name heroes had given Seo Hye-Ji.

Despite appearances, Seo Hye-Ji was a notorious magical girl. The number of heroes who died by her hand was countless.

"Honestly, one reason we could form a temporary alliance was not just the situation, but mainly because we didn't have the energy to deal with troublesome enemies."
"Yeah, that's true."

The image of Seo Hye-Ji overwhelming Aleph flashed through Eun-Ha's mind.
Although she herself had completely subdued Aleph in the end, without Seo Hye-Ji, the variable of Aleph could have significantly changed the outcome.

"I hope it gets resolved well."

Since it wasn't her business, Eun-Ha casually moved past the topic she had brought up.
That's when a thought suddenly crossed her mind.

"Come to think of it, I wonder if they'll have a wedding ceremony? If they do... wait, then it would actually benefit me if they're found as late as possible..."

While Eun-Ha was muttering to herself, Hong Yu-Jin, who had been staring at her, barely suppressed a sigh that seemed ready to burst out.

Seeing Eun-Ha lost in thought and likely to take a while, she rested her chin on her hand and glanced outside the café, observing the passersby.

*Sigh, should I somehow appease her and send her home?*

While pretending to watch pedestrians, she thought about Seo Hye-Ji who would be sprawled out at her home.

She couldn't understand how Seo Hye-Ji had ended up at her place.
Even while drinking yesterday and getting her to reveal her true feelings, she hadn't answered this question.

*I can't even solve my own problems properly, let alone worry about someone else's family issues. I should send her home quickly.*

If necessary, she could contact Seo Nabi directly through her communication terminal that should still be in her address book.
Your mother is here, so come and get her.

"That's it! It's actually better if they aren't found for a while. After all, I'll be the first to cross the finish line...!"
"Are you done thinking?"

Hong Yu-Jin gave Eun-Ha a disinterested look as she clenched her fist while speaking.
She couldn't understand how that idiot had turned into this kind of girl.
And there was something else she didn't understand.
Since the topic was marriage, Hong Yu-Jin was also curious about Eun-Ha's marriage.

"But why are you in such a hurry to get married? What's so good about rushing?"
"If I delay too long, I might end up like you, Mom, and that would be hopeless."
"..."
"Hahaha, just kidding. I want to properly support Se-Won if I can. All I want to do now is be with Se-Won. I want to support whatever he wants to do."

Eun-Ha finished speaking with a broad smile.
Meanwhile, Hong Yu-Jin's lips twitched.

*"If I delay too long, I might end up like you, Mom, and that would be hopeless"? She already has a partner!*

Eun-Ha's words had stabbed deep into her heart.

She knew.
They were a mother and daughter who spoke their minds bluntly when needed.
In other words, Eun-Ha's statement was what you'd call shock therapy.

Dizzy from the shock, Hong Yu-Jin opened her mouth to bring the conversation back to the beginning.

"So you called me to ask when I'm getting married?"
"Yes! Actually, Mom, you need someone to live with too, right? What you said before to push me away wasn't completely untrue."
"So do you have a solution?"

Hong Yu-Jin doubted Eun-Ha would have one when she herself was at a loss.
Still, with a hint of hope, she asked the question.

"Of course I do. There's something you're good at, Mom."
"Something I'm good at...?"

It was a somewhat puzzling answer.
Hong Yu-Jin had no idea what Eun-Ha meant and stared at her blankly.

"Raising children! You could raise a suitable man yourself and then cat—mmph!"
"This girl has no filter!"

Hong Yu-Jin hurriedly leaned forward to cover Eun-Ha's mouth as she spoke so freely.

But it was quite an enticing suggestion.
Eun-Ha had a point. If there were no suitable men, she could raise one.
After all, wasn't she eternally in her twenties? Just as the man became an adult, her own time could start flowing again.
By getting pregnant!

Hong Yu-Jin recalled the faces of all the male students at the Academy who had given her looks of favor—or more precisely, looks mixed with sexual desire.
Among these males, who easily numbered over a hundred, could there be one who would share her future?

*Since Kim Se-Won is a special case, I shouldn't expect someone like him...*

Hong Yu-Jin shook her head.
She wondered if there was any meaning in men approaching her for her body in the first place.
If so, how was she supposed to find a man to "raise and devour"?

"Mmph! Mmph!"

Hong Yu-Jin had a lot to think about.
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"Actually, Mom needs someone to live with too, right?"
"You know what you're good at."
"Raising kids! You can raise a useful man and then catch—mmph!"

Eun-Ha's words kept replaying in her mind over and over.

"She says the most outrageous things with such a straight face. Good grief."

Hong Yoo-Jin returned to her home with heavy steps, shaking her head as she sat down on the sofa.

*But...*

Though she dismissed it as absurd, strangely, it stuck in her mind.
It was Eun-Ha's idea, so it should be a flimsy, ridiculous plan.
Yet somehow, something deep in her heart whispered that to live a truly satisfying life, she should follow Eun-Ha's suggestion.

*No, no. That can't be right. It would take years to implement anyway. And where would I even find a man? Pick from the new academy students? It seems doomed to fail.*

Yoo-Jin weighed her options between reason and that something else.
There was too much to consider to immediately decide which way the scale would tip.

*But if I do nothing, nobody knows when I'll ever get married. Should I date someone in their 20s? 30s? 40s? ...No matter how I think about it, they wouldn't be compatible with me.*

A man matching her taste must exist somewhere in the world.
But she couldn't exactly travel the globe to find him. It would be like searching for a needle in a beach of sand.

*But at this rate, I'll definitely be alone forever.*

She felt a growing urgency.
Before she knew it, her head lowered slightly. She brought her thumb and index finger to her lips, tapping them a few times before stopping.

*So what should I do?*

She had no intention whatsoever of competing with her daughter by getting married.
However, she couldn't remain single forever either.

If Eun-Ha got married, she would truly be alone. Inevitably, her daughter's priorities would shift to Kim Se-Won and the children they would have together.

Loneliness is a poison that eats away at the heart.
Rather than living a desolate life waiting for a prince who might never come, finding a man by any means necessary was the urgent priority.

Perhaps that's why Eun-Ha's words had imprinted so strongly in her mind. No matter how she thought about it, following Eun-Ha's suggestion seemed more satisfying than searching on her own.

*A man to raise and then catch...*

She was back at square one.
Her thoughts were being pulled toward the "raise and catch" strategy by some formless force.

*It's not entirely impossible. If I can just find someone young and close to me who could grow according to my preferences, there's a possibility.*

It was doable, but would be quite a long-term project.
Yoo-Jin gently looked down at her chest. Her gaze slid down to her thighs.

Though she might pale in comparison to Eun-Ha, she was still a beauty who could instantly draw attention anywhere.
This was an objective fact.
In fact, while working at Stellarlis, she had attracted the interest of young male heroes multiple times.

Her youthful beauty, which anyone would mistake for late teens or early twenties, would remain unchanged no matter how many years passed.

*As years go by, I get older but my body stays young! The possibility is definitely there!*

As long as she didn't bear children, her body would remain that of an eternal virgin in her early twenties.
This was a phenomenon that both she and her nemesis Seo Hye-Ji were experiencing firsthand.
With her direction decided, Yoo-Jin emerged from her thoughts and looked ahead.
The girl before her, Seo Hye-Ji, was wearing Yoo-Jin's loose shirt, carelessly exposing her fair shoulders.

This issue also couldn't be left unaddressed, so Yoo-Jin spoke up.

"So, how long are you planning to stay here? Still haven't made up your mind?"

Yoo-Jin looked at Seo Hye-Ji, who was sitting in the living room watching TV with sparkling eyes.
Yesterday she had been dazed, but she seemed to have recovered while Yoo-Jin was out, looking completely fine now.
Moreover, she seemed to be experiencing TV for the first time, sitting in front of the living room table as if nailed to the spot.

She looked exactly like a sheltered young lady raised in a cage.

*There were no signs she touched anything else in the house... Did she just watch TV for hours? Well, during the Great Invasion, TVs were rare and broadcasts were mostly news or emergency alerts.*

It was an understandable reaction for someone who had distanced herself from modern conveniences.
While Yoo-Jin was trying to understand Hye-Ji's behavior, the girl spoke.

"I don't know."
"What do you mean, you don't know?"

Yoo-Jin tapped her forehead at the slightly dazed response.

"Are you going to wait until the kids find you? For how long? They'll eventually come here when the time is right. But are you really okay with that? They're still minors, you know."
"...Ah."

This time, the response was different.

*Good. If I keep pressing this issue, there might be a chance to resolve it.*

Yoo-Jin slightly raised the corners of her mouth at the changed response and thought to push her persuasion further.
Just as she was about to speak, Seo Hye-Ji spoke first.

"The baby... I wonder if it's about time to come out of the incubator."
"Baby?"

What was this about?
A baby?
Was there another one besides the one in her womb?
Her thoughts froze at the unexpected statement.

While Yoo-Jin was confused, Seo Hye-Ji stood up.
Her loose shirt instantly changed into a pure white dress.

"I'll bring the child."

Saying this, Seo Hye-Ji took out a small stone from her bosom.
It was a magic crystal containing magic, similar to what Eun-Ha had given her.

"Ah."

Seo Hye-Ji disappeared in an instant.
Staring blankly at the spot where she had been, Yoo-Jin belatedly realized why she had said such a thing.

"Come to think of it, when I got her talking yesterday... she mentioned having a son too."

Yoo-Jin looked at the spot where Seo Hye-Ji had been with a complicated expression.

The first successful hybrid of magical girl and monster since Seo Na-Bi.
Hye-Ji had mentioned, while in her dazed state, that they were adjusting the baby's body since there was no longer a risk of hybridization, but the very existence of such a species could cause tremendous upheaval.

"The Mute One is dead, but his traces remain scattered everywhere."

How much time would it take for these wounds to heal?

"Perhaps the reason Seo Hye-Ji fell into a forbidden love was because of that wound."

Realizing that the baby she went to retrieve was born because of The Mute One, Yoo-Jin couldn't help but sigh.

"Will she be able to love that baby?"

Yoo-Jin tried to put herself in her position.
It probably wouldn't be easy.
Of course, it depended on Seo Hye-Ji herself, but it certainly wouldn't be a simple matter.
There would be a difference between a child born as the crystallization of love and one created by forcibly cutting open the womb.

"Either way, this means she's coming back here again."

Yoo-Jin shook her head.
She wasn't completely gone but coming back again. And now with a baby.

The feeling of sympathy she had felt for Seo Hye-Ji moments ago began to change.
How could someone be this shameless? The thought of simply kicking her out crossed her mind.

"I can't be that heartless. She came to me because she has no one else to rely on. ...And considering we were mortal enemies trying to kill each other, I can't just leave her be."

In the end, she abandoned the thought she just had.
After all, Hong Yoo-Jin was a good person.
She was too kind-hearted to easily turn away someone in trouble.

That's why she shouldered the important role of a magical girl and accepted Jae-Yoo as family, giving her the name Eun-Ha.

"...Huh?"

Just then.
Suddenly.
A thought flashed through Yoo-Jin's mind.

"Wait."

What if.
Just maybe.
If not only the baby she's bringing, but also the baby in Seo Hye-Ji's womb is born male?

"Since they're Seo Hye-Ji's children, there's no need to worry about their appearance..."

The faces of Seo Hye-Ji and Seo Na-Bi appeared in her mind.
Both were beautiful, whether transformed or not.
But there was something more important.

"If they live in our house... they'll inevitably become close and feel like family..."

When they're still young, they'd have to be close.
So why not use that?
Consumed by loneliness, Yoo-Jin was about to embrace this devilish idea.

"From a young age, I could instill my preferences through early education... and then at the right time..."

Around the age of 8 to 11. That's when she could have them move out with Seo Hye-Ji.
Just enough for the beautiful Hong Yoo-Jin to remain a vague memory, to reset their once-close relationship.

"Then I can find out where the child will go to school in advance and get transferred there."

Middle school. And then high school.
Gradually closing the distance that had once opened between Yoo-Jin and the child.
Transforming from a close "aunt" figure to the forbidden relationship of student and teacher.

"I'm confident in my sex appeal. Plus, he'd feel a sense of familiarity. Then I can further ripen the result of my preference-tailored upbringing at school...!!"

Yoo-Jin felt the corners of her mouth rising to the point of splitting and hurriedly covered her mouth with her hand.

*Oh no. I think I might really do this.*

Her heart was racing.
To do such a thing at her age—it wasn't human.

Yet she showed no signs of giving up on the idea.

"I have the power, the connections, and the money to make this happen."

Though it seemed incredibly far-fetched, she had the strength to force it into reality.
The second most powerful person after Morris, humanity's official Transcendent, was none other than Black Swan.

"Ha, hahaha."

A somewhat chilling laughter echoed through the living room.
Before Seo Hye-Ji returned with the baby, Hong Yoo-Jin began refining her long-term plan for the next 20 years in her mind...

Ch.602 - Epilogue 05 - The Story After The Ending
People's gazes converged.

This was a place where hundreds, even thousands of students arrived at once on a normal day.

But today, it wasn't just students—adults were mixed in too, making it even more crowded than usual.
In this scene, two girls drew everyone's attention with their overwhelming presence as they walked toward the school.

"Wow..."
"Has she always been here?"
"That girl looks familiar somehow."
"Kim Ha-Eun? No, it can't be her. She always comes to school with her friends."
"Are they transfer students?"

Finding something amusing, the two girls walked with gentle smiles along the path naturally formed by the other students, moving deeper and deeper inside.

But there was something strange. Girls attracting attention wasn't unusual.

What was strange was what the girls were carrying. Though they wore school uniforms, they didn't have bags on their backs or in their hands. Instead, they carried something thick wrapped in cloth. It looked heavy enough that their slender frames should have been staggering under the weight, yet they walked with steady steps as if feeling no burden at all.

"How long has it been?"
"44 days. No... 93 days."
"That time we just came to look secretly... it's been that long already."

They showed no signs of strain. Like they were out for a casual stroll, they chatted with each other.

Ignoring the stares of those around them, disregarding the visibly heavy objects they carried, the two girls continued walking into the school building.


* * *


I rush out of the dormitory at full speed.
A massive aircraft flying overhead announces today's weather in a TTS voice indistinguishable from a human's.

Unfortunately, today was exceptionally clear. There wasn't even the slightest chance of clouds on this bright, sunny day.
That's why I frowned as I headed to school.
National Hero Academy First High School, commonly called "The Academy."

Beep-
[First Year, Class C, Kim Jae-Won.]

A message confirming my attendance appears on my communication terminal as I pass through the school gate.
I don't even have time to check it as I dash toward the classroom.
If I stopped for even a moment, I'd be late.

"Phew."

Just barely, really just barely, I made it to my seat after opening the classroom door.

"Why do you look like you've eaten something sour today? Does it have to do with almost being late?"
"It's nothing."

As soon as I sat down, my friend approached with a grin.

Unlike me, he's a handsome guy who excels everywhere—Kim Do-Yeon.
With snow-white hair, red eyes, and refined features, he might seem cold at first glance, but he's actually quite playful. Despite his slim appearance, his body is packed with muscle—not as much as mine, but still impressive.

"I can tell just by looking. They're coming today, right? Your parents. What, is your father coming too?"
"How could he? He's too busy. Mom will be busy helping Dad too."
"Ah~."

Do-Yeon nodded at my words, then grinned again and nudged me with his elbow.

"So why were you almost late?"
"I wasn't late, see? I made it just in time. ...I just accidentally answered my mom's call and ended up talking until dawn."

I can only respond negatively to this topic.

"Your mother is something else."

Do-Yeon shook his head.
That's the kind of person my mom was.
Whatever she was so worried about, she had to call at least once a week.
Once a week might sound normal, but it used to be once a day, so it's actually improved a lot.
And those calls last at least three hours.

"I'm not a kid anymore. I'm doing fine on my own, so why does she have to call?"
"She must be excited to see you after so long. So, are they doing well?"
"Too well, that's the problem."
"Both of them?"
"...Yeah."

I reluctantly nod.
One reason why our weekly calls last at least three hours is because my mom is both one person and two people.

Thanks to that, whenever Dad gets a rare day off, we're left out in the cold.
The three of them spend more than 24 hours sharing their love.
My dad might be the strongest outside, but apparently not in the bedroom.
My moms are the opposite.

"By the way, did you hear? There's supposed to be a special guest at today's observation day. They say students who rank at the top get to spar with them."

As soon as I make a sour face, he changes the subject.
Today is observation day.
Once a year, the Academy opens to outsiders.

"So, are you excited?"
"Of course."

His eyes sparkle.
Despite his seemingly cool and fragile appearance, he's a battle maniac.
I don't know who the special guest is, but he already seems itching to fight such a person.

"Take it easy. You almost beat an A-rank last time."
"I had a hard time controlling my strength."
"Try to be good at it like me."
"Your problem is you're too good at it."

Unlike him, I have no desire to show off or flaunt my power.

The reason is simple.
I've been getting the same attention my father, S-rank #1 Kim Se-Won, receives every day since I was young, and I'm sick of it.

Having my every move become a matter of public interest was terrible.
Fortunately, since I've hidden my strength from childhood and maintained poor grades, people labeled me a "failure" and lost interest.

Luckily, my parents didn't seem to care about grades or power, as they weren't disappointed even when I was labeled a failure.
They even encouraged me, saying it was enough just to grow up healthy.

After that, my goal became clear.
Graduate with decent grades, live a moderate life as a hero, find someone as pretty as my mom, and build a happy family.

"You should have enjoyed it like your younger sister. Look at her. 'The successful one, the true bloodline.'"
"I don't know about that. Seeing how she's been acting lately, I think Dad's going to scold her soon."

Do-Yeon's expression wasn't very pleasant.
His friend was labeled a failure.
Conversely, his friend's younger sister was labeled successful, so it made sense.

"Why?"
"Well, yesterday I overheard Mom complaining about her rebellious phase. Something about telling Mom not to interfere when she doesn't have any power."
"Ah!!"

At my words, he bursts into laughter.

My friend and top student in our year, Kim Do-Yeon.
And my blood relative and co-top student, Kim Ha-Eun.
My best friend and my younger sister, respectively.

Unlike me, my sister seemed used to being the center of attention from a young age and acted cute all the time.

And she didn't get along well with Do-Yeon.

"Show me next time if you get the chance."

As proof, he pointed at my sister who would be at the center of the crowd gathered at the front of the classroom and snickered.
Around now, she's probably busy showing off her platinum blonde hair that she inherited from one of my moms, giggling and acting cute.

"Let's go get ready."
"And I thought we could rest a bit longer."

As soon as the bell rang, Do-Yeon got up from his seat.
I also stood up and went to change clothes.


* * *


Even in the waiting room, I could hear the bustling noise from outside.
While stretching to pass the time, I suddenly voiced a thought that came to mind.

"By the way, is your mother coming?"
"Yeah. Seems like sneaking out once a year is okay. She said she's coming with my brother."
"Oh...!"

My eyes lit up at the welcome news.
In contrast, he shook his head.

"Just in case you're wondering, she's my mom even if she's a single mother, okay?"
"I won't do anything. I'll just look, I promise. You know what they say—the ideal type and the person you actually end up with are different. It's like looking at a celebrity."

I grin and pat Do-Yeon's shoulder.
His mother is an incredible beauty.
Her fragile delicacy and mysterious appearance have a magical quality that makes you want to stare endlessly.

I always thought it was amazing how such a woman raised two boys on her own.

"Sometimes I really pity you."
"Why? What for?"
"No... never mind. Forget it."

He gave me a look that was hard to describe, close to sympathy, then shook his head.

"What is it? Tell me."
"I didn't think you'd judge people by their appearance."
"Hey, what does that—"

Beep-
Just as I was about to probe further, the speaker turned on.

[Students, please gather in the main hall.]

It was already time to go outside.
As soon as the announcement was heard, each grade moved forward in order of academic ranking.
Naturally, Do-Yeon went out first.

"Well, few people are as blind as I am."

Just like Mom. Just as pretty as either one of them would be fine.
There must be someone like that somewhere in the world.

I nodded and waited for my turn.
Unlike Do-Yeon who went first, my rank was 1,839th out of 2,000 students.
Almost at the very bottom.

It was a perfectly suitable rank, as I could just stroll out when almost everyone else had left.
I walked along the long corridor packed with people.
After walking a bit, I could see brighter light filtering in from far ahead.

And then.

"Our sooooon!! Fighting!!"
"Our daughter too, fightiiiiing!!"

As soon as I emerged from the corridor, I saw two girls who looked about high school age shouting from the audience seats directly in front.

Despite all the students from every grade pouring out at once, I heard those voices the moment I appeared.

"Who are they?"
"Son? Daughter? Are those girls married??"

The surroundings immediately buzzed with whispers.
Among the countless spectators, those two stood out with their overwhelming presence.

"Ah. Please...!"

I quickly shifted my gaze, trying to avoid eye contact.
My years of practice in averting gazes should have been quite natural, but...

"Jae-Won!!!"
"Our sooooon!!"

It only made them jump around and shout even louder.
Reluctantly meeting their gaze and waving my hand, they beamed with delight.

"Where on earth did they get our school uniforms?"

Looking directly at the girls in Academy uniforms cheering for me, I couldn't help but sigh.

The platinum-blonde girl who seemed to have captured sunlight in her hair was Shin Eun-Ha.
And the girl with hair as black as the night sky was Han Jae-Yu.
Surprisingly, these girls were my mothers.

To make matters worse, Hye-Ji, my ideal type, was sitting demurely next to my moms, and I couldn't even look at her properly for fear of triggering my mothers' jealousy.

Saying they won't accept a daughter-in-law who isn't S-rank—is that even reasonable?

[First, I would like to thank all the parents who have entrusted your children to us. I am the principal, Baek Jong-Du...]

As all the students gathered in the main hall, an elderly man whose face was barely visible began speaking from the podium.
It was the principal's speech, the biggest hurdle of the day.
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"Wow. Did you see my mom? I haven't seen her in months and she's gained more weight."
"My dad's belly got bigger too."

I heard the students chattering as we returned to the classroom from the main hall.
Despite the old-fashioned nature of the parent observation day, most students whose parents had come wore rather bright expressions.
Well, they're happy because they only get to see their parents a few times a year.

"Speaking of which, a parent observation day? Our school must be the only one that still does this."
"Right. Unless we were in the Academy District like in the old days, but now they've built an artificial island to isolate us. Regular people can't even enter."
"True, plus our school is such a dangerous place. I heard they created this event because they couldn't resist the pressure from worried parents. Honestly, I wish they'd cancel it for just these two years for some reason."

Doyeon and I were among the students making small talk.
Seeing both our mothers' faces since morning had completely drained my energy.

"Come to think of it, I saw my mom standing next to your mother. That's why you couldn't see me, right?"
"Sigh."

I couldn't help but hang my head.

This guy, he's good at noticing these things.
He's so annoying. So annoying.
I wanted to smack him as he spoke with that mischievous face.

"By the way, about that special guest I mentioned earlier."
"What about it?"

The conversation continued even after we returned to the classroom. But this time, Doyeon brought up a topic I wasn't particularly interested in.
Well, whoever the special guest was, they wouldn't be competing against me.
The afternoon matches were only for students with high grades, so they had nothing to do with me and my rock-bottom scores.

"What kind of person could it be?"

Yet I still asked.
He wouldn't mention something I wouldn't care about, so he must have learned something interesting.

"I overheard this in the main hall earlier, but one of our seniors is coming. A graduate. One of the active heroes will be our special guest and will compete against us."
"Hmm."

My slight expectation quickly faded.
When I showed my indifferent expression, Doyeon continued, telling me to listen a bit more.

"You know that our generation is generally equivalent to old B-rank heroes, right? They wouldn't bring someone who'd embarrassingly get knocked out in one hit against kids like us."
"Ah. So an A-rank is coming?"
"If we're lucky, it might even be an S-rank."

His lips twitched slightly. He was struggling to contain his excitement.
If by chance an S-rank did come as Doyeon suggested, this battle maniac would be thrilled to fight with everything he had.

"Ah~ I wish the morning classes would end quickly and afternoon would come."
"Me too. Today ends early because of the observation day. We just need to watch the matches! Then we're free for the weekend!"
"Considering your mothers, won't you be stuck with them all weekend?"
"They'll probably go after my ill-mannered little sister. I can at least rest properly for one day. If I'm lucky, they might stay with her all day, which means I could have a perfect Friday, Saturday, and Sunday off."

With two mothers who love their children deeply, they'd surely pay more attention to their troublemaking daughter.
For me, who only had poor grades but didn't cause trouble, today was just a day when classes ended early, nothing more, nothing less.

Doyeon shook his head at my words.

"Since it's a rare meeting, why don't you go see them first?"
"I already received enough love yesterday. Until dawn, in fact."

Just as I finished speaking, parents entered through the back door into the classroom.

"That person, the one who shouted in the main hall earlier..."
"She's beautiful..."
"The ones we saw this morning were parents...?!"

As the parents entered, whispers could be heard throughout the classroom.
The topic was, of course, my two mothers who were sticking close behind me in the very back row.

"Wow... that kid is something too. First time I've seen white hair."
"Are they really her parents?"
"Aren't they just relatives?"
"Hey, don't you know relatives alone aren't allowed unless accompanied by parents?"
"Oh, right."

And Heji, Doyeon's mother, joined them as well.

"Hehe."
"It's been so long, my son~"

I felt the touch of my two mothers' hands casually resting on my shoulders.
I didn't turn around, but I knew exactly what expressions they were making. They'd be grinning like fools.

If I had known this would happen, I should have taken a seat a few rows forward instead of the very back.

Then the two hands that had climbed up on their own started playing with both my cheeks.

"Ah, wait...! Stop touching my cheeks. I'm not a child...!"

I shouted softly as I removed their hands from my face.
At this rate, all attention would surely be on me.

After removing their hands, I heard a tapping sound from the seat in front of me.
Unlike me who sat in the back row, my younger sister, seated in the middle, was openly showing her displeasure.

"Look at her, openly showing her annoyance."

She thinks just because she inherited our mother's looks, has a good figure, big breasts, is a bit strong, and studies well, that's all there is to it.
Come to think of it, with all that, maybe it's okay for her to be ill-mannered.
Actually, I don't know who she takes after, but sometimes her true nature shows, and whether it's against men or women, it's enough to make anyone grit their teeth and pretend not to notice.

But since Dad, the real power in our household, wouldn't be here for a few more days, I couldn't just leave her be.

But should I intervene before she openly picks a fight with our mothers? No, if that draws attention to me, it would be troublesome.

I couldn't help but frown.

I hate to say it, but our mothers are beautiful people.
They've even ruined my standards for beauty.
Just their presence alone draws attention, and it would be terrible to imagine how awkward it would be if my relationship with Kim Ha-Eun was revealed.

Now that people's interest in me has disappeared after almost 10 years, and only she gets mentioned as Dad's child on platforms like YouTube, if I were to be exposed again now, my decade of hardship would be for nothing.

"...I'll just have to do it."

I immediately changed my mind.
Thinking about it, I had already attracted attention in the main hall.
Since some parents had already looked at me, it would be strange to pretend not to know now.

"Do what?"
"I'm going to act before she causes trouble."

Doyeon nodded vaguely after hearing my words.

With the bell ringing, the front door opened.
Our homeroom teacher, who was also in charge of the first period, entered, and I caught a glimpse of a different smile spreading across Doyeon's face than before.

"Sigh, student and teacher. Our impure relationships are the same, you and I."
"Hey, at least it's healthier than going after someone else's mother."
"Is it?"

We whispered quietly so those behind us couldn't hear.

"Phew."

As soon as our brief conversation ended, I heard the teacher sigh softly.

She's not the type to sigh like this in front of parents, so why?

Curious, I looked at the teacher and saw she was looking behind me.
Suddenly, I was reminded of the past.

"By the way, did you really live with Teacher Hong Yujin when you were young?"
"Yeah. It's a bit hazy since it was when I was little, but I think so."
"That must be why she's especially friendly with you."

Setting aside old memories, we started chatting again.
Our homeroom teacher's name is Hong Yujin.
She was the most popular female teacher in this academy.

"Now, before we start class, I have an announcement."

Teacher Hong Yujin said this and then shifted her gaze from behind me to the front, looking at me.

"Me?"

I unconsciously pointed at myself.
The teacher nodded slightly, confirming.

What had I done? Nothing particularly came to mind.

I remembered both my mothers periodically warning me that nothing good would come from getting involved with Hong Yujin, so I had never voluntarily contacted her even once.

"You all know about the matches this afternoon, right? We've suddenly added an extra participant. So we selected one more person..."
"No way."

I suddenly felt uneasy.
Why did the teacher look at me, of all people?
It was because...

"Don't try to avoid my gaze. It's definitely you."
"Ah..."

It was me.

"But why me?! You know my grades! I'll just embarrass myself!"
"We didn't select based on grades, but drew lots, and you were picked. Please understand."
"Of all people?!"

I felt like I was going to die of unfairness.
I thought I'd comfortably watch others fighting desperately and then rest, but this happens!

"And one more thing. Some of you may have heard rumors. A senior will also participate in the afternoon matches. That senior has boasted about fixing your bad manners."

I heard a snicker from beside me.
Other top students from different years probably felt the same way.

Most people from the old generation of heroes, except those who were A-rank or above, were similar or weaker in power compared to the current generation of hero aspirants.

Because of this, the old generation tended to be subtly disrespected even by hero aspirants.

"I'm not finished yet."

As students began to snicker one by one, the teacher continued with a bright smile.

"So, those participating in the matches will fight against two special guests. The top 10% of each grade, which is 200 students, plus you, Kim Jaewon, making it 201 in total."
"Come on, isn't 200 too many? Is an S-rank coming or something?"

One student spoke up, representing the opinion of most students in the class while smirking.
In response, the teacher gave a bitter smile.
Her reaction suggested she knew who was coming and how strong they were.
Who could it be?

"Let me give you some advice: if you don't give it your all, you might be crawling back today."
"Are they that strong? Could it be an S-rank?"
"That's a secret."

In response to Doyeon's question, Teacher Hong Yujin put her finger to her lips and winked.

That gesture must have been quite appealing, as Doyeon's expression softened.

"Huh?"

At the same time, I felt something vibrating behind me.
It was my mothers' bodies trembling.

"It doesn't matter. Whoever the special guests are, we'll fight as we've been taught at the academy."

Meanwhile, a soft voice was heard from the front.
It was such a familiar voice that it gave me goosebumps as soon as I heard it.
Perhaps triggered by Doyeon's comment, my younger sister had also spoken up.
She speaks well despite never once turning to look behind her.

"Yes, please do that. ...Now, let's start class."

The teacher announced the start of class with a bright smile.
Everyone immediately turned their attention to their tablets as soon as the teacher finished speaking.

"I'm really uneasy about this."

I directed only my gaze toward the tablet while continuing to feel the uneasiness.
What was that secretly mysterious Hong Yujin hiding now?
Even though I'd find out in the afternoon anyway, her meaningful words made me curious about who would appear.

But no one provided that answer as the morning passed.

And then the afternoon.

"Good heavens."

Having forcibly emptied more than ten lunch boxes packed by my mothers, I couldn't hide my shock at the two senior alumni who appeared before me.
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Who wouldn't be shocked by the appearance of the two senior alumni?
Clearly everyone except the few people here who already knew their true identities.

The silent auditorium's gaze turned toward the two senior alumni. No, the two mothers.
It had always been this way.
The two mothers attracted attention with their youthful appearances that seemed to mock the fact they were in their thirties.
Now. Before. And probably in the future as well.

People who were initially shocked by the unexpected appearance of the two senior alumni gradually regained their senses.

"Senior alumni? Those two?"
"Don't you mean junior students?"

And then, snicker by snicker, one by one, they began to mock the mothers.
Since they deliberately spoke loudly, those words must have reached the mothers' ears.

I understand, but it feels awful.
They're our mothers, after all. Who would feel good watching their own mothers being ridiculed in front of so many people?

"They are senior alumni, right?"
"Yeah, though they're treated as honorary graduates."

Yet the mothers showed no reaction.
Instead, they whispered quietly to each other, seemingly enjoying the situation.

"Doesn't she look like someone?"

Just then, I saw the male student in front of me raise his arm to point at Mom Eun-Ha.

Oh no!
Cold sweat immediately began to pour down my back.

It's not that Mom resembles someone. It's that Kim Ha-Eun, the person this guy is trying to recall, resembles my mom.
My sister, a peculiar being who seems to have absorbed only the best features of our mothers, had been making her distinctive presence known even among the thousands of students enrolled in this academy.

It's still amazing when I think about it. How was she born as if she'd absorbed only the best features of both mothers? Though she's still not as pretty as the two moms...

Still, objectively speaking, I couldn't deny that Kim Ha-Eun was an extraordinary beauty.

"Now, let's begin the match between our first-year representative students who will be responsible for our future and our senior alumni!"

Phew, I wiped my chest in relief.
The principal, who was hosting the event, announced the start of the match before people could suspect the relationship between Kim Ha-Eun and Mom Eun-Ha.

"..."

I could feel the audience sending excited gazes our way.
Nevertheless, none of the students, including myself, made any move to step forward.

Was it because we were nervous?
No.
And it certainly wasn't because the mothers looked strong.

We were underestimating them.
Snickering unpleasantly, everyone was waiting to see who would step up first.

Mom Eun-Ha.
Mom Re-Yu.
They were just fragile-looking girls without any of the aura or energy typical of strong individuals.
They looked like they would collapse after a single hit, so everyone probably thought it would be beneath their dignity to take the initiative.

Plus, with 201 students including myself, we had the numerical advantage.
Since it was obvious we would win easily even with minimal effort, no one was eager to step forward.

"Hey, you go first."
"No, you should go first here."

Some were even openly trying to pass the responsibility to others.

"How boring."
"Is no one coming forward?"

The two mothers watched these guys and smiled brightly.
Though they were subtly provoking with their words, some guys blushed as if enchanted by the gentle smiles on their faces.

It was an unpleasant stalemate.
That's when it happened.

BOOM! A massive explosion of magical power echoed.

"What is this? Really."

She's throwing another tantrum.
Magical power filled with suppressed anger violently swirled around.
With each step she took, the ferocious magical power pressured people.

"Kuhuk...!"
"Ugh, urgh...!"

The violent magical power was so powerful that it choked and pressured the surrounding students, making them writhe in pain as Kim Ha-Eun advanced.

"Why did you come?"
"Did you come to mock me again?"
"Do you hate seeing me enjoy my school life so much?"
"So you revealed yourselves to tarnish me again?"

Kim Ha-Eun, who emerged with a voice that seemed ready to tear apart anyone in front of her, openly displayed her discomfort as she faced the mothers.

It seemed Kim Ha-Eun was still holding onto what happened in elementary school.
Unlike other families, we have two mothers.
We're not an ordinary family.

"Why do you have two moms?"
"I know! This is adultery, right?"
"No, no, it's not like that..."
"Don't lie! I know everything!"

After overhearing such innocently malicious words, Kim Ha-Eun had become quite a twisted woman.

She's probably thinking something stupid like, "How dare these women who just smile weakly without any power, who just cling to father and live without any abilities of their own, shamelessly appear before me."

Your blessed appearance.
Your power.
Where they originated from.
You've completely forgotten.
That's why you've become this pathetic woman who only cowers before Dad.

"What are you talking about? We just came because we were invited."
"And while we're at it, we wanted to see our beautiful daughter and son."

Mom Re-Yu and Mom Eun-Ha showed exactly the reaction I expected.

"Ah...! Kim Ha-Eun...! Yes, it's Kim Ha-Eun!"
"Could they be relatives?"
"Seems like it."

The guys outside Kim Ha-Eun's magical power range were still carefree.
So carefree that they started looking at Kim Ha-Eun and the two mothers with excited eyes like spectators.

"?!"

But I couldn't help but be shocked.

"When did...?"

I don't know when it started.
A very thin membrane made of magical power was surrounding me.
And this membrane was enveloping me, Kim Ha-Eun, and the two mothers.

So faint that you'd miss it unless you concentrated all your senses. Yet solid and smooth.
This would be impossible without magical manipulation abilities at their peak.

"Actually, the biggest reason is this."

Just then, I heard Mom Re-Yu's voice and shifted my gaze back to her.

"It's time to show you that this world is more dangerous than you think, that it's not as easy a place as you imagine."

Snap! Mom Re-Yu flicked her finger.
Then the magical membrane surrounding me and Kim Ha-Eun thickened.

"What, what is this?!"

Kim Ha-Eun seemed to have just noticed, looking at the magical membrane sticking to her body in shock.

"!!"

And at some point, Mom Eun-Ha was looking at me.
That bright smile she was giving me was the one she used when she was up to something.

"So first, we need to teach a lesson to students who have forgotten past kindnesses and become stagnant."
"That's what we senior alumni should do."

Mom Re-Yu and Mom Eun-Ha were always like that.
They seemed like different people, yet they spoke as if they were one person, finishing each other's sentences.

Clap! Mom Eun-Ha clapped her hands.
Then a brilliant light extended from Mom Eun-Ha's feet, encompassing the entire arena.
Instantly, all kinds of exclamations echoed throughout the arena enveloped in brilliant light.

"My, my head...!"
"My aching knee!"

These were the joyful and shocked voices of spectators watching the situation.

I can feel power overflowing throughout my body.
I don't know what kind of power it is, but judging from the surrounding reactions, it seems to be light with properties that heal people and enhance their strength.

What is this? There was no time to be surprised.
Because.
The two mothers, who I thought were just fragile and pretty.
The mothers, who I thought were just good at cooking and loved their children too much.

They instantly took down the students with their bare hands.
The students couldn't react in time.
With one punch, they were buried in the ground, sent flying into the air, or had their limbs broken.

"..."

The auditorium was once again enveloped in silence.
The spectators who had been happy to be freed from old pains were now gaping with their mouths wide open, shocked for a different reason.

Just one minute.
No, it might not have even taken a minute.
In just a brief moment, Kim Ha-Eun was the only student left standing in the arena.

Purely by instinct, I threw myself into a trajectory that felt like I would die if I got involved, and barely managed to huddle in a corner of the arena.
And I watched the situation with narrowed eyes.

"This, this is..."

Kim Ha-Eun couldn't continue her words.
Who would have thought that the mothers, who seemed to be just pretty, were actually strong enough to far surpass her?
Even I was so surprised that my heart was pounding, so it would be no different for her.

"Now, show us your full power."
"If we're too disappointed, we'll expel you and give you private tutoring ourselves."

The two mothers appeared right in front of Kim Ha-Eun, smiling brightly as usual.

"..."

But Kim Ha-Eun couldn't say anything.
The same was true for the audience.

The Academy was a school for elite students, gathering only the upper ranks among hero aspirants who had been standardized upward over the years.
It was unthinkable that such students would all be defeated in just one minute.

"Is this... a dream?"

Even the principal, who was supposed to host the event, opened his mouth with a trembling voice, as if he couldn't believe the situation.

What the two mothers demonstrated was an overwhelming display of power impossible even for S-rank heroes.

"Why aren't you answering?"
"Perhaps the kids scattered around are bothering you? Then..."

Mom Re-Yu playfully wiggled her finger.
Then the bodies of students buried all over the auditorium floated up and were placed in various corners of the arena.
Thud, Do-Yeon was moved next to me.

"Is this better?"

Mom Re-Yu smiled again.

What on earth is that?
My heart started racing.
I was trying my hardest to pretend I was unconscious, but my mouth was about to gape open involuntarily.

I've never seen such overwhelming power before.
In fact, even Dad, who's ranked first among S-class heroes, might not be able to handle the two mothers.
Maybe the real power in our household isn't Dad, but rather the two mothers deliberately stepping down to elevate him?

Come to think of it, that's how it was.
The mothers never really opposed father's wishes.
Instead, they always encouraged and praised him, making every effort to help him gain strength.
In other words, they were virtuous wives.
It was somewhat old-fashioned behavior.

Now that I think about it, our youngest, who usually has good intuition, was particularly obedient to the mothers.

Suddenly, the face of my youngest sister came to mind.
Unlike the ill-mannered Kim Ha-Eun, our cute youngest sister.
She resembled Mom Re-Yu in appearance, but had an ambiguous grayish hair color.
A sister who also had a somewhat cheeky side that subtly irritated people.

If there was a reason for her behavior.
I thought she might have been the first among the three children to recognize the mothers' power.

"Come on, do something."
"Our daughter is strong, right?"

And this might be the fate of a daughter who had thoroughly irritated the two mothers.
This situation of receiving physical discipline in a nightmarish space where you recover as long as you don't die, no matter how badly injured you are, until you come to your senses.
I thought this might be the conclusion of the two mothers who couldn't stand it anymore.

"No answer?"
"Sigh, then what should we..."

Clank!
Suddenly, the auditorium door swung open.

"You're late."

People's gazes turned to the suddenly opened entrance.
There stood a familiar person.
The hero everyone in the world pays attention to, and the pillar of a family.

His name is Kim Se-Won.
Dad sighed deeply and looked back and forth between the mothers and Kim Ha-Eun.
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"Was it already too late?"
"Th-that...!"
"S-Class Rank 1...! It's Iron Blood!"
"Oh my, oh my goodness!"
"Kyaah!"

Dad immediately drew everyone's attention with his presence alone.
He didn't even seem to care that his child was sprawled out like a rag.
That's how overwhelming the presence of the S-Class Rank 1 was. Despite being married, Dad was far more popular among citizens than any idol.

"Honey!"
"What brings our darling here today?"

Whether they were happy about the atmosphere or just glad to see Dad, both moms waved at him with bright smiles.

"Ugh."

I watched Dad with narrowed eyes as he looked dejected.
No, more precisely, I was watching something fidgeting behind Dad's back.
It hopped up from behind him, leaped over Dad, and flew into the arena.

"I'm here too, big brother."

A face full of mischief came close to mine.
Kim Yoo-Ha, our adorable youngest sister who would turn heads anywhere, giggled as she started poking at my face.

"It's always fun to touch your face!"

Yoo-Ha seemed to know I was just pretending to be unconscious.
She pinched my cheeks hard as if saying, "Won't you wake up already?"

"Hey. St-stop...!"
"Oh? Is big brother awake?"

I tried to protest quietly, but she just played dumb. If people noticed I was awake, it would be troublesome.
If we weren't in public, I would have given her a good smack.

"Ahem...!"

Just then, someone cleared their throat over the speaker.
It was the principal deliberately trying to get everyone's attention.

"This match ends with the graduate's victory. Parents, please give a round of applause for your children's remarkable growth!"

What nonsense.
Nevertheless, the audience started clapping one by one at the principal's words.

They couldn't really tell if their children had grown, but they seemed satisfied just seeing the rare sight of the S-Class Rank 1 with their own eyes.

It was an anticlimactic result, but with that, the observation meeting came to an end.

* * *

After the observation meeting ended, it was family time.
Our family of six gathered at the hotel reserved by Mom Jae-Yu, sitting around a low table facing each other.

As everyone was about to share stories of what had happened recently, I decided to ask the first question that came to mind.

"So why did you come? Did you come to smack that sulky brat over there?"

My finger pointed at Kim Ha-Eun beyond Yoo-Ha.
Whether it was because she almost got severely beaten or because of what I said, Ha-Eun kept her head down with her lips tightly sealed.

"That's right. That's why we came instead of Chae-Eun and Ha-Ram who were originally planning to come."
"More than anything, we wanted to see our adorable daughter and son."
"But you see them all the time on video calls."
"That's!"
"Different from seeing them in person!"

Mom Eun-Ha and Mom Jae-Yu, who had been smiling brightly, shouted at me in unison.
The way they smiled again after staring at me made me wonder if these were the same people who had shown such fierce expressions at the auditorium earlier.

Just then, my arm was squeezed tightly.

"Big brother, what about me? Aren't you going to ask about me?"

Yoo-Ha, who had been clinging to me, squeezed my arm.
Unlike Ha-Eun, she had a petite build like Mom Eun-Ha, but with enough assertiveness that I could feel through my arm.

Anyway, seeing her looking up at me with such expectant eyes, I wondered if she was really my sister.
I'd heard that other siblings were like mortal enemies regardless of age.

"Hmm? Aren't you going to ask?"
"It's the school anniversary today. I was bored sitting around, so I tagged along with Dad. Right? It's not like you snuck out of school to see me."
"Why not? I haven't seen you in a long time. Didn't you miss me?"

Her playful face suddenly transformed into a tearful expression.
The speed was uncanny.

"Of course I missed you."

The solution to this pattern was simple.
I tapped her forehead, and Yoo-Ha grinned as if she'd never been upset.
In the past, I used to fall for this wicked pattern and get manipulated by her.

That's when it happened.

"Why..."

Ha-Eun, who had been quiet until now, finally spoke.

"Why did you hide your powers?"

Her trembling voice was filled with resentment and confusion.
Her eyes showed she couldn't understand the two mothers she had resented and looked down upon all this time.

It made sense, since we had grown up hearing all kinds of malicious gossip.
That's why we hated our mothers, who were one of the causes.
I understood, but I wondered if she needed to go that far.

The two mothers looked at each other and smiled gently.

"Well."
"Because we couldn't reveal our powers."

Mom Eun-Ha and Mom Jae-Yu answered with a casual shrug.
Naturally, their answer was enough to raise new questions.

"What does that—"
"I'll explain."

Just as Ha-Eun's lips moved to ask another question, Dad cut in.
Ha-Eun's gaze shifted from our mothers to Dad in the middle, as if escaping.

"First, I want to apologize for keeping this hidden until now. Your mothers didn't hide their powers because they wanted to. They simply couldn't reveal them due to certain restrictions."
"Restrictions?"

Now it was my turn to ask.
I thought they had hidden their powers to avoid attention like me, but there were other circumstances.
Circumstances we didn't know about.

"..."

But Yoo-Ha's reaction was strange.
She was looking down while pretending to look straight ahead.
As if she knew what Dad was about to explain.
And she was trying hard to pretend she didn't know.

"Hey, wait..."
"Stay still, big brother."

Perhaps that's why Yoo-Ha hugged my arm even tighter than before.
Dad, watching this, finally opened his mouth.

"First, I think you're old enough to know. You've probably heard and learned various facts at school and elsewhere. Like the existence of Transcendents in this world."

Ha-Eun and I nodded, saying we knew.

A being whose appearance no one had seen, yet whose existence everyone was certain of.
We had learned that humanity was able to survive the Great Invasion and its aftermath because of this being's existence, and that we were able to quickly secure the foundations of life thanks to the technology provided by this being.

"Then this will go quickly."

Dad smiled politely at our response. I could sense the pride he couldn't quite hide.

*Clap*
While doing so, he didn't forget to restrain the two mothers who were fidgeting with proud expressions.
It seemed that our mothers were somehow related to the Transcendent.

"Well... where should I begin?"

Dad embraced both mothers and looked into the distance, searching his memories.

And at the words that flowed from his mouth, we couldn't say anything.
The history that had been carried out by the Transcendent and hidden by the Transcendent was flowing from Dad's mouth.

The war between the Transcendent's proxies that had been going on for decades.
It was an important matter to determine whether humans or monsters would be the victors.
The fierce battles between the Transcendent's proxies, known as magical girls, were so intense that each clash severely depleted the forces on both sides.

But this war was temporarily halted by the appearance of a being.
That was the Hybrid—a terrible race with potential far beyond humans and monsters.

And the group that appeared like a comet and resolved the situation, which could have changed the dominant species on Earth if they had been just one year late, was Stellarlis.
Thanks to them, humanity was able to return to an era of peace.

"I've seen bits of this in textbooks..."
"Are you saying history was hidden by the Transcendent? Something that happened less than 20 years ago?"
"Yes. Then what I'm about to tell you isn't in the textbooks."

When Ha-Eun questioned him, Dad nodded. Then he grinned, his expression overflowing with pride.

"The ones who created and led Stellarlis."
"Ah."

I think I get it.
Seeing how the corners of both mothers' mouths were rising uncontrollably, I think I understand.

"The girls who defeated the Hybrid race and The Mute One, a being that would bring about humanity's extinction. At the same time, they were the Transcendent's contractors."
"Come on, you're exaggerating."
"But it's not wrong."

Both mothers spoke softly, while subtly giving Dad expectant looks.

"Those are your mothers."

The expected words came from Dad's mouth.
But here, a question arose.

"M-Mom accomplished all that?!"
"Wait a minute."
"Hmm?"

Unlike Ha-Eun, who was wide-eyed with surprise, my reaction was underwhelming, causing both mothers to pout in obvious disappointment.
Ignoring their reaction, I asked Dad.
Weren't there supposed to be only one magical girl per faction?

One magical girl per faction.
But we have two mothers.
That means our dad somehow managed to win over magical girls from both factions—making him some kind of legendary playboy?

But another question arose.
How could Dad have won over magical girls from both factions so easily?
Even if both mothers fell for Dad, there must have been many obstacles.

"N-No way...!"

Ha-Eun seemed to be thinking along the same lines.
Shock upon shock.
She covered her mouth and began looking back and forth between our mothers.

Unlike her previous hatred for our mothers, Ha-Eun sincerely respected Dad.
He maintained his position as S-Class Rank 1 while trying not to neglect his family.
Dad was upright and renowned, called a role model for heroes.

How must Dad appear in Ha-Eun's eyes now?

"You forced the magical girl of Gresorion...!"

Perhaps due to the sense of betrayal toward the father she had believed in so much, Ha-Eun began to burst into tears.
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Just as Kim Ha-Eun was about to burst into tears.

"Now I know exactly what you think of me."

Dad winced as if his head was throbbing and shot a pleading look at both moms for help.

"Yes. The truth is..."
"Your father blackmailed me using some rather vicious methods..."
"Sigh. I was a fool for expecting anything else."

Both moms did receive his plea for help, but unfortunately, they sided with their daughter instead.
As they deliberately put on an obvious act and started sobbing, Dad hung his head low.

"To get to the point, that's not true. The Gresorion magical girl position was already taken. And of course, neither of your mothers were ever part of Gresorion."
"*Sob*! It's too late for those lies!"
"Just listen for a moment."

Despite Kim Ha-Eun being on the verge of an emotional explosion—after enduring all sorts of jealousy, mockery, and slander about having an even number of mothers—Dad wasn't actively trying to explain himself.

That would mean both my and Kim Ha-Eun's assumptions were wrong, wouldn't it?
I glanced at Yoo-Ha again.

"Hmm~"

Somehow she had revived and was now rubbing her cheek against my arm like a kitten.

"As I said earlier, it was your mother'S'—plural—who accomplished those feats, including Stellarlis. 'S.' You understand why I'm emphasizing this, right?"
"..."

Dad looked at Kim Ha-Eun with concern that she might start crying again. When she silently nodded, he sighed with relief.

"And Jae-won. You're right. There's only one magical girl per faction."

Dad shifted his gaze to me and smiled warmly, as if lost in nostalgia.
It had been quite a while since I'd seen that kind of smile.

"...Alright. I'll show you the evidence."

Perhaps worried that Kim Ha-Eun would misunderstand again, Dad started operating his communication device to find something.

"You still have those... sexy photos from The Front Line."
"Do you still use them?"

The mothers on either side of Dad muttered something in low voices.
They must have intentionally blocked the sound from reaching us, as we could only hear indistinct murmuring.

About five minutes later...

"Here. Look at this."

Having overcome the interference of the giggling, blushing mothers on either side, Dad displayed a screen before us.
On it were two girls: one with platinum blonde hair wearing white priestly garments, and another with black hair in a tight-fitting black outfit covered by a white robe.

"Both of them. They're your mother. The same person yet different people. She lived a double life, you see."
"What?"

Kim Ha-Eun and I responded in bewilderment.
I thought I might have misheard, so I carefully recalled what he'd just said, but the meaning remained the same.

"They were originally one person who could take two forms. I'm a man who's only ever loved one woman."
"What?"
"So..."

Seeing our completely confused expressions, Dad rubbed his temples and fell into thought.
To be honest, I felt the same way.
What Dad explained simply wouldn't register in my brain.
How could Mother be both even and odd? That made no sense.
And how could I possibly imagine that my doting, overly affectionate mother was actually a world-saving hero?

I suddenly became concerned about the youngest and looked down.
Unlike us who couldn't comprehend the situation, Yoo-Ha showed no reaction at all.
She looked like someone listening to a story she already knew.

"What? Big brother. Am I bothering you?"

She even noticed my gaze and smiled up at me subtly.
Knowing things would get annoying if I got dragged into her pace, I firmly pressed down on her head.

"...Just understand it this way. When your mother became a magical girl, she could transform into two different forms, which is why she lived a double life as both a saint and a magical girl."
"For reference, when I was active as a saint, I was known as Shin Eun-Ha and Virginia."

Eun-Ha Mom supplemented Dad's vague explanation.
She giggled and pointed at her photo on the screen.

I couldn't tell how many years ago the photo was taken, but she looked exactly the same as she does now.

"And this is me. Magical Girl Optima. By the way, Han Jae-Yu was my original name before your grandmother took me in."

Jae-Yu Mom added her explanation too, and the same applied to her.
I wondered what kind of genes they had that made them completely immune to aging.

But that wasn't all.
The two mothers exchanged glances, and then Jae-Yu Mom operated her communication device to display another screen.

"And this is Dad!"
"...Wow."

Unlike the two mothers, Dad had visibly aged somewhat.
A handsome young man, probably around my age, lay unconscious between the two girls.

"W-what kind of photos are you showing your children?!"

As Kim Ha-Eun jumped up and shouted, I could see that all three were naked.
Only the essential parts were covered by a blanket.

"He looks just like you, big brother~ Our dad."
"No, in this case, I look like Dad."

I was aware of my distinctive appearance, which is why I kept my hair fairly short.

"...Ahem! Now, let's get to the main point."

When Dad cleared his throat, Jae-Yu Mom stuck out her tongue slightly and closed the photo.
Dad seemed eager to gloss over what we'd just seen. He placed both arms on the desk, interlocked his fingers, and put on a serious expression.

"The main point... You have more to say?"

Kim Ha-Eun, her face still red, managed to control her anger and sat down.
She looked uneasy, as if worried about what other absurd things might be said.

"Yes. As shown in these photos, your mother, who lived a double life by alternating between two forms... became able to split herself after a certain incident."
"..."

Kim Ha-Eun silently looked over both mothers.
The mothers smiled brightly and nodded.

"So..."
"That's how! Being one yet two mothers!"
"I became able to give birth to at least two children at once!"

Just as Dad was about to say something, Jae-Yu and Eun-Ha Mom cut him off.

"Please just stay quiet."

Dad rubbed his face with both hands and hung his head low.
His dignity was in shambles.

Kim Ha-Eun stared at our parents with a dazed expression, probably seeing this side of Dad for the first time.
The power dynamics of our household were likely being redrawn in her mind right now.

"Those were the days."
"What did you say?"
"Huh? Nothing? Nothing at all."

When I lowered my head, Yoo-Ha smiled and shook her head.
I thought I heard her say something, but maybe it was my imagination?

"And what we mentioned first!"
"The most important thing!"

Meanwhile, the mothers resumed their story.
They raised their voices as if deliberately trying to bring Kim Ha-Eun back to her senses.
Their intention was clearly conveyed, as Kim Ha-Eun blinked and started focusing on what the two mothers were saying.
And then.

"The reason we haven't intervened until now!"
"Is because we're Transcendents too!"

*Thud!*

The mothers dropped another bombshell.
When I turned my head, I saw that Kim Ha-Eun had fainted from the statement that far exceeded common sense.

"Ha-Eun!"

Jae-Yu Mom, startled, quickly placed Kim Ha-Eun's head on her lap.

I was shocked too, but thanks to Kim Ha-Eun fainting first, I barely managed to maintain consciousness.

"Isn't she just saying that bombshell to take care of her?"
"Probably."

No matter how much she frustrated or angered them, she was still their daughter. Jae-Yu Mom's expression as she gazed at the unconscious Kim Ha-Eun was heartwarming.

This was a good opportunity.
While we were on the topic of bombshells, I had something to ask too.

"Then what are you?"

I directed my question at our youngest, Kim Yoo-Ha, who seemed to know everything already.

"Hmm?"

She blinked and looked up at me.

"You seem to know something. Don't you?"

Yoo-Ha's eyes curved gently.
I was right—there was something.
The reason I'd been concerned about Yoo-Ha wasn't just because she seemed to already know what our parents were telling us.
If that were the only reason, I would have dismissed it as her having heard it beforehand.

The reason I was concerned about Yoo-Ha was because she occasionally trembled, as if overcome by a strange fear as the conversation progressed.

"Ah. About Yoo-Ha."
"I'll tell him myself."

Eun-Ha Mom was about to speak with a bright smile, but Yoo-Ha cut her off with a somewhat sharp tone.
Then she turned to face me completely and looked at me with a serious expression.

I waited anxiously, wondering what important revelation required such buildup. After staring at Yoo-Ha for about a minute, she finally spoke with a bright smile.

"I used to be your mother!"
"Huh?"

I fainted too.


* * *


When I regained consciousness, I saw Yoo-Ha's face with a bump on her head.
Judging by the warm, soft feeling at the back of my head, she must have been taking care of me too.

Now that Kim Ha-Eun and I were both awake, it was time to properly reveal Yoo-Ha's secret.

"I was an enemy who tried to kill Mom and take Dad for myself."
"Gah!"
"Ugh!"

It was a dizzying moment.
Kim Ha-Eun and I shuddered violently at her casual confession.

Still, having started listening, I forced myself to hear the rest of Yoo-Ha's story.

The content was as follows:
There was Muk-Si-Ja, the creator of hybrids who tried to destroy this world.
Yoo-Ha was a being created by that Muk-Si-Ja.
Specifically, based on a clone of Eun-Ha Mom.

In other words, what Yoo-Ha meant earlier wasn't that she was my mother, but that she was a clone of my mother.

I could see Kim Ha-Eun's body swaying beside me.
Understandably so.
Having two mothers was already abnormal, but now the youngest daughter turned out to be the reincarnation of an enemy who once tried to kill those mothers.
To make matters worse, she had tried to take Dad for herself.
And Dad, whom we thought was the strongest in the family, was actually only third in the household hierarchy.

Kim Ha-Eun, her face pale, barely held onto her sanity as she caught her breath.
Then she raised her head and spoke.

"So, the mothers are Transcendents..."
"Yep, yep. Transcendents have difficulty interfering with ordinary people."
"We've been in a constant state of division since just before marriage, partly to circumvent those restrictions and partly to have lots of children."
"...A-and Yoo-Ha was... an enemy of Mom and Dad..."

Kim Ha-Eun's voice trembled.

"S-so our family... was bound to be abnormal? It wasn't that we became abnormal along the way, but we were abnormal from the start?"

Without hesitation, four people excluding me nodded.

*Thud!*
Kim Ha-Eun fainted again.
The psychological shock had far exceeded her threshold.

"But was there any particular reason to tell us all this now?"

I glanced at Kim Ha-Eun and then asked our parents.
In response, Eun-Ha Mom and Jae-Yu Mom clung to Dad with subtle smiles.
Dad's face turned pale.

"Now that you've all grown up."
"We thought it was time to achieve our goal."
"Goal?"

I couldn't help but widen my eyes.
What could be so important that Transcendents would call it a goal?
What grand purpose required them to reveal their secrets to us and focus on it?
My heart raced involuntarily.

The two mothers exchanged glances and giggled at my reaction.

"It's..."
"Making more siblings."
"What?"
"Having as many as we've already had."
"Twins would be nice this time~ Then you'd get four new siblings at once. Doesn't that sound fun?"

Eun-Ha Mom and Jae-Yu Mom were smiling, but the atmosphere they conveyed was deadly serious.
Was this how I, Kim Ha-Eun, and Yoo-Ha had come to be born?

"Uh, um... Yeah. Good luck."

I watched my parents walk away hand in hand with a dazed expression.
Before, it seemed like Dad was handling the two mothers, but now he looked like livestock being dragged to slaughter...

"Lucky you, big brother."
"What's lucky about this?"
"Now you'll get even less attention, right? When the new siblings are born."
"I wonder how many more they're planning to have..."
"You know why our house has so many rooms?"
"...No way."

I counted the rooms in our house based on Yoo-Ha's words.
There were easily more than ten.

"I'd like to have that many with you someday."

I could only stare blankly out the window, ignoring Yoo-Ha's muttering.

"So what was all that talk about danger at the auditorium anyway?"

I'd also like to hear about the grandmother I've never seen.
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